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T can never be too strongly
I affirmed that the struggle

against illiteracy must and
will continue so long as a single
man or woman is thereby exclud-
ed from the world of knowledge
and deprived of the possibility of
making for himself or herself
those vital decisions that affect
each individual’s life.

Illiteracy, however, is more
than just an individual handicap;
it is also perhaps the most impor-
tant impediment to the social and
technological emancipation of the
peoples of the developing world
and one of the major factors con-
tributing to the widening of the
gap between the industrialized and
the less developed countries.

Finally, it constitutes an
obstacle to the.interpenetration
and' mutual enrichment of dif-

ferent cultures. Learning to read
and write not only helps to con-
solidate one’s own cultural roots,
it also . opens the door to
knowledge of other cultures.

The effects of illiteracy are also
felt in the richer countries, the
daily-increasing complexity of
whose structures multiplies - the
difficulties faced by the non-
literate.

From its beginnings, Unesco’

has played a leading role in pro-
moting and guiding the world
struggle against illiteracy. And
though in certain sectors some
success has been achieved and the
tide of illiteracy has to some extent
been turned back, under pressure
of world population growth the
absolute number of zllzterates con-
tinues to rise.

The pursuit of lz"teracy cam-

paigns is therefore a matter of
overriding urgency. In this issue
of the Unesco Courier we attempt
to give a picture, however in-
complete, of the present status of
literacy campaigns around ' the
world and to highlight some of the
prerequisites for greater effec-
tiveness and success: Of these, it
now emerges, the foremost and
most imperative is that, in the
planning of literacy campaigns,
full account be taken of dif-

. ferences of environment, of the

traditions and specific interests of
each cultural milieu. As one of our
contributors writes ‘‘people are
not made literate, they make
themselves literate’’.
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Unesco and the struggle
against illiteracy

ESPITE the huge effort that has
D been made to advance educa-
tion and despite the progress
achieved, the full exercise of the right
to education is still far from being at-
tained worldwide. The most visible
sign of this, in terms of the number of
human beings it affects and the
number or-countries it concerns, is
illiteracy.

In 1980, illiterates accounted for
60.3 per cent of the adult populationin
Africa, 37.4 per cent in Asia and 20.2
per cent in Latin America. In spite of a
decrease in the world illiteracy rate,
which fell from 32.9 per cent in 1870
to 28.6 per cent in 1980, the absolute

number of adult illiterates is still grow- -

ing because of the populationincrease.
There were 760 million illiterates in
1970, 824 million in 1980 and, if pre-
sent trends continue, there will be 900
million illiterates towards the end of
the century.

At its twenty-first session, in
Belgrade in September-October 1980,
the General Conference of Unesco
recognized that the elimination of il-
literacy had become a matter of the
greatest urgency, and deserved the
highest priority. At the same time, the
Conference stressed the importance of
acting simultaneously on two fronts to
secure the general introduction of
primary education, on the one hand
and to promote adult education, and
adult literacy in particular, - on the
other.

This double strategy for the develop-
ment and renewal of primary education
and the promotion of the elimination of
illiteracy will be one of Unesco’s
priorities during the coming decade.
Unesco’s Medium-Term Plan
(1984-1989) includes a Major Pro-
gramme: "‘Education for All"’. This pro-

gramme proposes a new approach,
designed to stemiilliteracy at its source
by reducing considerably the number
of children not attending school, while
continuing to increase the literacy rate
among young people and adults. In
practical terms, this implies—as mat-
ters of priority —the strengthening of
national research, planning and train-
ing capacities, and the institution of
regional programmes of co-operation
to prepare the ground for the im-
plementation of integrated school
enrolment and literacy training
strategies, the aim being to arrest or
even reverse, by the end of the period
covered by the Medium-Term Plan, the
current trend towards an increase in
absolute figures for illiteracy. As far as
Unesco is concerned, activities will be
directed towards four objectives:

- & A better understanding of the prob-

lem of illiteracy with the aim of identi-
fying illiterates more closely (in-
dividuals and groups) and throwing
light on the reasons for illiteracy in
each particular context, its conse-
quences for the population and possi-
ble measures to eliminate it;

* Assistance in the framing and im-
plementation of national, regional and
international strategies for the promo-
tion of general access to primary
education and for the eradication of il-
literacy, special attention being paid to
rural areas, with stress on action in
favour of disadvantaged groups and of
girls and women in particular;

e Strengthening of training and
retraining of various kinds of literacy
workers able both to teach children
and to run adult literacy programmes;

* Promotion of the struggle against
relapse into illiteracy and of educa-
tional activities to help young school-
leavers to develop further the

knowledge and skills acquired in
school or through literacy courses, and
to impart know-how which will enable
these young people to find employ-
ment, particularly in the agricultural .
and craft sectors.

The Organization has already in-
itiated training programmes for na-
tional literacy personnel and
specialists; promoted regional con-
ferences and regional co-ordination in
the different continents; organized
meetings and seminars; facilitated the
dissemination and exchange of ideas,
information and experience; and en-
sured the publication and distribution
of technical documents and promo-
tional materials. Steadily increasing
encouragement and support for na-
tional strategies are accompanied by
efforts to arouse and mobilize the inter-
national community, on behalf of the
least-favoured countries in particular.
At the same time, while encouraging
the policies and measures which will
enable the developing countries to
render their own efforts to eliminate il-
literacy more effective, the Organiza-
tion also stimulates direct co-operation
between countries with common
problems and interests. Multi-
dimensional, mutual assistance of this
kind in the field of education is beginn-
ing to bear fruit, through “"horizontal’”
co-operation such as that embodied in
the Major Project on Education in Latin
America and the Caribbean, and the
Regional Programme for the Eradica-
tion of llliteracy in Africa.

It cannot be over-stressed that
Unesco’s contribution has been in the
past and continues to be motivated by
the concern to activaté and materialize
national initiatives, and to encourage
solutions which take account of na-
tional realities and respond to specific
national problems. |
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Literacy awards for 1983

At a ceremony held at Unesco’s Paris headquarters on 8 September to mark
International Literacy Day 1983, ten institutions and two individuals received
prizes or honourable mentions for distinguished action in the struggle against
illiteracy. The award winners were selected by an international jury under the
chairmanship of Mr. Malcolm S. Adiseshiah, of India.

m NADEZHDA
KRUPSKAYA PRIZE

The Nadezhda  Krupskaya * Prize,
established by the USSR in 1969, went
to the Lesotho Distance Teaching
Centre. Using a combination of radio, its
own newspaper for new literates,
Moithuti, specially developed teaching
materials and 28 ’‘learning posts’’, the
Centre has taught people to read and
write at the rate of a thousand a year over
the last six years. The learning posts are
set up in primary schools or village huts
and serve 3,000 pupils in three of the
country’s ten districts. The Centre was
created in 1974 and implements a
strategy worked out following a survey
which revealed that only about 55 per
cent of the population of some
1,200,000 was literate.

Honourable mentions:

(I} Mrs. Joyce Robinson, of Jamaica.
After helping to establish a national
public library system, Mrs. Robinson
went on to become head of JAMAL,
Jamaica’s major literacy organization.
(I Mr. Vuong Kiem Toan, of the
Socialist Republic of Viet Nam. Now
aged 81, Mr. Toan worked for 44 years
to promote literacy in his country, finding
local materials to replace paper, ink and
chalk in time of war and later heading the
Vietnamese committee for the elim-
ination of illiteracy.

’

= NOMA PRIZE

Presented by Mr. Shoishi Noma, of
Japan, the Noma Prize was awarded to
‘the Literacy Movement of Burma for
its determined efforts, begun in 1964, to

eradicate illiteracy through a massive
movement based on community par-
ticipation and relying on local resources
and voluntary services. The strategy
adopted is to launch a campaign within a
township and to continue until all the in-
habitants are literate, a process which
takes between one and three vyears.
Since 1964, 231 communities have run
campaigns and over 1.8 million people
have become literate.

Honourable mentions:

(Il The National Language and
Literature Planning and Development
Agency of Malaysia. The Agency
works to promote literacy in the national
language and produces low cost texts.
{I) The Latin American Association
for Education by Radio, Quito
Ecuador. The Association provides
technical support for 41 institutions
using radio to promote literacy in 17 Latin
American countries.

= INTERNATIONAL
READING ASSOCIATION
LITERACY AWARD

This $5,000 award was conferred on the

Government of Kenya's Department

of Adult . Education whose pro-
grammes, launched in 1979, have reach-
ed more than a million of the country’s
five million illiterates. To implement the
programme the Department has enrolled
3,000 full-time teachers, 5,000 part-
time instructors and 6,000 ‘‘self-help’’
teachers. Experience in more than
13,000 classes with some 350,000
pupils has shown that an adult can
become literate in six to nine months.

Honourable mentions:

{(l. The Barreirnho Project of the
Brazilian Literacy Movement MOBRAL.
The jury thus recognized the efforts
made by MOBRAL to integrate literacy
and post-literacy activities into the
cultural life of the communities concern-
ed. (I} The General Federation of Iraqi
Women. The Federation has made
literacy a priority aim and has contributed
to the planning and execution of Iraq’s
national literacy campaign.

m THE IRAQ LITERACY |
PRIZE

Presented by the Government of Iraq,
this Prize was awarded to Alfalit, of
Peru, a mainly voluntary institution
which works in urban slums and disad-
vantaged rural areas. It has developed its
own teaching and follow-up materials
which take into account the life-styles of
literacy learners. Working through cen-
tres each staffed by four volunteers and
backed by the local community, Alfalit
has set up 117 literacy courses and, bet-
ween 1979 and 1982, taught 9,557
people to read and write.

Honourable mentions:

(Il The Village Education Resource
Centre of Bangladesh. The Centre pro-
motes participation in rural development
and runs an'innovative programme link-
ing formal and out-of-school education.
() The Kano State Agency for Mass
Education, Nigeria. In 1981 the Agen-
cy’'s basic literacy programme brought
literacy to 100,000 people, thus pro-
viding a solid foundation for the national
literacy campaign launched in 1982.
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