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Your Excellency, Minister Chen Zhili, senior officials of the Chinese government, colleagues and participants,


It is an honor and a pleasure to welcome you, on behalf of UNESCO, to this Third Asia Literacy Forum. On a personal note, it is even more of a pleasure to welcome you, on my own behalf, and see you all. Some of you know I have been away for some time, and it is good to be back among you, friends and co-workers from twenty-one Asian countries in the field of literacy and basic education.

I must especially greet our Chinese colleagues, gathered here from 30 provinces and autonomous regions of this vast nation, and take this opportunity to congratulate them, first on the impressive papers they have prepared for this forum as contained in this publication, and then for the 50th anniversary of their republic. I have been a frequent visitor to this country for almost the last twenty years, and every time I came I found something new to learn and to admire. This country has taken an incredible journey in the last fifty years, recording such educational achievements as the honorable Minister has just summarized, and has the admiration of the entire world for it.


Ladies and Gentlemen,


I have just returned to work in Bangkok, and the major task that awaited me was that of coordinating the assessment by Asia/Pacific’s 43 countries on their progress towards Education for All. It has been nearly ten years, you will recall, since International Literacy Year and since the Jomtien World Conference on Education for All. The world is now asking: What has been accomplished in the past ten years? Have the International Literacy Year and the Jomtien conference made a real difference? Preparing an adequate answer is a large and complex undertaking, but we hope to share the results of these studies with you all by next January.

I recall earlier UNESCO evaluation efforts. I recall in particular a research study conducted after International Literacy Year to measure its impact on public awareness and on media exposure in general. We found out to our satisfaction that coverage of the topic of literacy had increased sevenfold result from ILY.


If we conduct the same research now, what would the results be? Are the public and media still as interested in literacy? I believe we will come upon bad news and good news. The bad news is that literacy, using the term as such, is no longer as widely covered in media as it was; focus on literacy as such has definitely gone down. The good news is that the very purpose of literacy, providing individuals and communities wit the tools for education to better their lives, has captured media attention to an extent never before experienced.

Last month alone, three of the most widely read newsmagazines, Time, Newsweek and Asiaweek, featured education as their cover stories. Media, and correspondingly the public, are obviously aware of the need for literacy and education, and are concerned. To quote from the September 3 editorial of Asiaweek, “know-how will be the most powerful tool not only to feed the hungry, but to create wealth, enrich lives and uplift society.” And again, “expanding educational opportunities remains crucial to eradicating poverty, disease, injustice and other social skills, which will continue to debevil the world in the next century.” Though not explicitly mentioning literacy, one could very well substitute the word literacy for “know-how” and “expanding educational opportunities.”


My interpretation is that the public is no longer interested in how many literacy programmes we have, home many prototype learning materials we develop, how many participants and communities our literacy efforts have reached. They are interested in the effect of all this on the participants and communities. Are they empowered, more active in civic life, equipped for income generation, mobilized in their communities, ready for a better future?

Ladies and gentlemen,


What does this shift in public perception mean for us in the field of literacy? I propose two specific implications which I hope will guide your deliberations as you discuss our main themes this week.


First, we must increasingly view literacy as a means rather than as an end. Literacy must not just the imparting of the ability to decipher written symbols, it must be seen as providing individuals and communities with the essential means for a better and changed future. What this further implies is that we should pay more attention to the context and environment of our work, the linkages with other ministries and with agricultural and industrial potentials, with post-literacy activities, and with each community’s unique needs.


Second, we must move on to what I would call the third stage in our literacy work. I consider the first stage one of advocacy, one of convincing policy makers and the public of the importance of literacy as the fundamental building block of development. This is the reason why ILY and Jomtien took place ten years ago, when attention and financial resource for basic education were starting to dwindle alarmingly. But advocacy has now take place, policy makers have realized the importance of education, and budgets have started to grow again. The second stage, that of action or activity, began to take place. Literacy movements were launched, NGOs pitched in to help, resources were committed, even development banks for the first time funded non-formal education efforts.

But rather a decade of activity, we now discover that our efforts have not always reaped the hoped for results, both in basic education and in literacy. The education of girls is a good case in point: millions of dollars and dozens of projects have been devoted to this, but a look as our statistics shows very little progress in narrowing the education gender gap. Why was so much effort ineffective? In literacy the same question can be asked: If we are honest, can we admit how many of our literacy efforts have produced little or no change in the lives of the communities we have worked in? Do we recognize how many of our participants have reverted back to illiteracy in less than two years after our programmes? The time has clearly come for a third stage, that of analysis. It is time to evaluate our efforts and not just do more of the same, to discard the ineffective and multiply the best practices, to better use whatever existing resources we have with much more effectiveness and long term impact.

This forum in an ideal opportunity to do just that. Yes, we should share experiences, tell our stories, but we should do more than that. We should analyzed that experiences and then share the lessons we learn from that analysis, drawing from the successes as well as from the frustrations and failures of our past efforts.

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Chinese and Confucian culture place much value on auspicious times, for that is when history is made. Now is an auspicious time.


It is the Third Asia Literacy Forum, a unique gathering of experts from all over China and all over Asia, which the Chinese National Commission for UNESCO and the International Literacy Institute have worked so hard to prepare, and for which I congratulate them.


It is the tenth anniversary of International Literacy Year. It is ten years since the Jomtien World Conference on Education for All. It is the 50th anniversary of this great republic. It is the dawn of a new decade, a new century, a new millennium, which will be upon us eleven weeks from now.


Let us therefore seize this auspicious time, be bold, and make history. Let the Third Asia Literacy Forum be a turning point in our understanding of literacy as a means rather than as an end. Let our exchanges and our analysis point out new paths so that literacy can indeed deliver on its promise: as the key tool to empower individuals and communities, to overcome rural poverty, to narrow the gap between the rich and the poor, to increase income generation through entrepreneurship and agricultural productivity, to develop active non-violent participants in a democratic society, to live in harmony and mutual respect amidst religious and ethnic differences. In short, let us re-invent literacy to become a tool in our societies for a culture of peace, productivity and prosperity, not just for some, but for all.
