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The Scope of education in Rural Areas 
  
 This paper will attempt to look at rural education in its different 
dimensions, locate these dimensions in the context of the environment of today's 
fast changing world, and derive from past experiences and studies particular 
lessons and policy perspectives for rural education in the future. 
 
 The term “rural education” is utilized differently in different context, and it 
may be difficult to address all its dimensions simultaneously. Although it is true 
that some from of rural education and rural development education does take 
place outside rural areas, in universities and institutions in urban setting, the 
focus of this paper will be on education in rural areas. 
 
 There is more than geographic perspective to this choice, Where there is 
evident validity, and indeed importance, in the study of rural education, rural 
development, and poverty alleviation in general in urban settings, it must be 
stressed that the priority need at this stage of rapid transition is education as it 
takes place in the rural areas. 
 
 The philosophical underpinning of this priority choice is the premise that a 
root “rural education” and its counterpart “urban education” are, at the basic 
education level, not qualitatively or intrinsically different. Both must be geared to 
meet the basic learning needs of the individual, i.e., literacy, numeracy, self-
esteem, and the web of values and attitudes that make for a productive and 
cohesive member or society. Of course the application of this must take into 
account the learner's specific environment, and in such a case, rural education 
does make use of specific examples, application and instructional material suited 
to and familiar with the learner. But the core objective of basic education remain 
the same. 
 
 

 
 The danger of an over-dichotomy between rural and urban education is 
that of leading to two different types of education, often the urban side being 
given the greater importance, priority, attention, even budget. This results in rural 
education being looked upon as less importance, with fewer resources, and not 
in the mainstream of educational thinking, even in countries where the majority of 
students are in rural areas. More fundamentally, if it leads to conception that the 
types are qualitatively or substantially different, a “second-class” curriculum gets 
developed for rural education, often primary if not exclusively agricultural, 



inadvertently cutting off of the rural students and his/her community the 
opportunity for the full development of human and social potential. As rural 
communities themselves become multi-sectoral and diversified, it must 
emphasized that rural education is much than agricultural education. Education 
in rural areas must take this into account. 
 
There is a second dangerwith the use of the term rural education, and that is that 
it sometimes limits the scope of the conversation to basic education. Rural 
communities and  their citizens have learning needs and complex life situations 
that demand being addresses at levels beyond basic education. Education for All 
must continue to occupy center stage of course, but there are specialized needs, 
specialized functions, special opportunities and potentials that the future will 
bring to rural communities. Vocational/technical education, even higher education 
that meets their needs must be available and accessible to rural communities 
one way or another, short of promoting transfers to large urban institutions—
which only exacerbates the urban migration problems in certain countries. 
 
Trends and Changing Environments 
 
 A historical review of approaches to education for rural development may 
prove enlightening. In 2001, Ellis and Biggs undertook a review or priority thrusts 
and underlying assumptions in rural development. They identified the major 
impetus in the fifties and sixties as increases in agricultural productivity, hence 
income, as characterized by the Green Revolution movements of the 1960s. The 
thrust was primarily agricultural and economic. The seventies saw a shift to state 
intervention, as most clearly observed in the great social mobilization movements 
of Communist and socialist societies; here social welfare as well as individual 
advancement was emphasized. The 1980s saw the advent of market 
liberalization and structural adjustment, changing the once autonomous 
dynamics of the agricultural countryside for good. The 1990s, with empowerment 
and sustainable environments and livelihoods being emphasized, rural 
development shifted to wider perspectives, in the context or broader poverty 
eradication strategies. The focus was no longer on the farm, but on the individual 
and whatever skills or competencies or mechanisms were appropriate to better 
his/her quality of life.  
 

 
 It is easy to see how this most recent shift brought rural education closer 
to the broader goals of Education for All. Both converged to focus on poverty 
reduction, recognizing the potential of indigenous knowledge, emphasis on 
community development, and a holistic view of development of the rural sector 
with farm and off-farm knowledge and skills. 
 
 During all these decades, many countries witnessed the great waves of 
migration to urban areas. Many demographers have tended to overstate this 
trend, not recognizing the fact that, in spite of the trend, for the next two decades 



the majority of the population in developing countries will continue to live in rural 
areas. Extrapolating from 2002 United Nations Secretariat date, Atchaorena and 
Sedel have concluded that 
 
 ...most recent projections suggest that the rural population of the less 
developed regions well increase very slowly until 2025. As from this period, the 
rural population of the less developed regions is expected to start declining, 
following the trend experienced by more developed regions since 1950. 
 
unfortunately not recognizing this reality and overemphasizing the urban 
migration trends has a tendency to undermine the importance that education is 
rural areas should continue to have. 
 
 Nevertheless, it cannot be denied that globally the trend is towards cities, 
and towards mega-cities or hypercities in particular. In 1950 the world had only 
76 cities with more than one million inhabitants, now there are over 411. Davis 
estimates that in less than twenty years, there will be eight or nine hypercities, 
urban areas in excess of 20 million, in Asia alone, among them Shanghai (27 
million), Mumbai (33 million), Jakarta (25 million), and Karachi (26 million, to 
name just a few. The past few decades have witnessed a transfer of over 150 
million people, the largest human migration in the history of the planet. 
 
 Paradoxically it is in the light of this that education on rural areas must be 
seen as more important, not less important. It is the absence of adequate social 
services (education, health, transport) of comparable quality, that the trend for 
excess urbanization and slum dweller growth escalates.  It is also in the lack of 
comparative perceived opportunity in the rural countryside which motivates urban 
migrants. Providing the capacity and the opportunity for rural-based development 
and advancement has become an objective for rural education that is more 
urgent than ever. 
 
 The fact remains that access to a quality basic education is more difficult 
in rural areas, and that it true in most countries with largely rural populations. To 
further complicate the problem, we are reminded that it is in largely rural regions 
of the world.  Africa and South Asia, where the numbers of out-of -school school 
children are largest and in many cases increasing.  East Asia, and this is manily 
due to the impressive gains of Education for All in China, is the one exception. 
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Looking at the sub-regions of Asia in particular, one notices specific trends:
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lh South Asia, lftie to institutional and societal factors, the greatest challenges and most 
difficult obstacles in reaching both gender equity and universal primary education are  
 
Although marked improvement has taken place, much remains to be done. The galloping 
rates of population increase far outdistance the capacity of many states in this sub-region to 
keep up with ever increasing demand. Over the past decade, the numbers of children in 
school increased by 20 million (from 110 million to 132 million), but so did the number of 
out-of-school children, by 7 million (from 46 million  
to 53 million), in spite of budgetary increases, from an average of .8% to 1.3% of national 
expenditure over the same period.  
 
In rural areas, repetition (up to 30% in some countries), dropouts, and frequent absenteeism 
result in high inefficiency and incompletion ratios. Disturbingly, as national averages in these 
countries slowly improve, the sub-national data shows that rural areas and underserved areas 
and minority populations are less served than ever; there is growing disparity of access within 
the same countries.  
 
The other problem plaguing rural education in this sub-region is education of girls. Major 
efforts have been undertaken to narrow wide enrolment gender disparity gaps, but gender 
gaps remain especially in rural areas and will likely remain past the 2005 target. For example, 
in India, in 2002, for every 100 students, 56 are males and only 44 are female (an 
improvement from the 1950s when there were 86 male to 14 female students). In neighboring 
Pakistan and Nepal, the disparity is even greater. It is safe to generalize that for this region 
about two thirds of all out-of-school children are girls. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 In Southeast and East Asia., by contrast, universal primary education is 
almost achieved.  These two sub-regions have an average net enrollment rate of 
97%, the highest primary education participation rates in the entire developing 
world. 
 
 In Southeast Asia, children in school now number 207 million, compared 
to 181 a decade ago.  The number of out-of-school children has shrunk from 7 
million to 6 million.  Unfortunately, the country averages mask continuing 
disparity within countries as well as the failure to significantly improve these 
numbers towards 100% over the last several years.  This is a noticeable lack of 
effort to seek new approaches and paradigms to reach the yet unreached 
minorities, who feel their exclusion from mainstream standardized primary 
education. 
 
 The East Asian sub-region has had the strongest and the oldest tradition 
of education and literacy in the region, dating back centuries.  In the last half of 
the past century, the largest expansion of a public schooling system in the world 
took place in China, with remarkable success:  within that period hundreds of 
millions of children went to school, and net enrollment rates at the primary level 
shot up from less than 20% to 97% by 1990.  Not only did children enter schools, 
they stayed there-retention-retention rates were about 98%.  The high policy 
priority given to primary education is evident in the rest of this sub-region.  The 
Republic of Korea and Japan stand out as two examples where the MDG goals 
of universal education and gender equity are already met.  
 
 Unlike East Asia, however, dropouts and incompletion rates present a 
problem in Southeast Asia.. Even the Philippines, with a net enrollment ratio of 



93%, reports only  seven of out of ten fishing the primary cycle.  Similarly, 
Cambodia, Myanmar and Lao PDR report completion rates below 80%. 
  
 
 
The erosion of quality and the slippage on earlier gains of access continue to be 
major problems in this region. Already, because of the huge population numbers, 
China has experienced a slight drop in net enrollment ratio from 97% to 95% 
between 1990 and 2000, and class sizes are slowly growing. The impact of lower 
motivation, the continuing spread of the HIV-AIDS endemic and inadequate 
support have made teacher absenteeism and incompetence real problems ~ 
many of the rural areas in this sub-region 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Central Asia witnessed in the nineties a period of dramatic social shifts and the 
reallocation and reconfiguration of many social services. In the period before 
their dramatic social transformations, the rural sector relied heavily upon their 
central governments and indeed on the Soviet Union for the delivery of basic 
services, both educational and agricultural. The shift to greater local autonomy 
and self-sufficiency in the rural areas was unprepared for and quality and access 
and only now slowly recovering.  
 
. For example, in Azerbaijan, the net enrollment ratio dropped from near 
universal primary education in 1990 to only 80% by 1998. Initial setbacks in 
enrollment were recorded in the early nineties, but recovery took place in the 
latter part of the decade in most of the region, except in Kazakhstan. However, 
quality of education was sacrificed for quantity. Many teachers are untrained, 
classes are overcrowded, teacher absenteeism is increasing, and class contact 
time is shorter (average contact time in this sub-region is 701 hours per year, 
well below the average of 800-1000 hours in other regions.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Throughout Asia, and indeed throughout the rest of the developing world, the 
statistical information on access is only part of the picture. Quality and relevance 
represent the other part; in fact, it is often because parents and communities 
perceive education to be irrelevant or useless that they do not send their children 
to school. And in the light of rapidly changing societies in general and rural 
communities in particular, aiming for relevance is aiming for an ever moving 
target.  
 
The example of communication technology maybe a case in point. Traditionally 
one assumed in the past that addressing local realities was sufficient in rural 
areas, as the waves of globalization seemed too far to touch them directly. But 
technology has marched on; radios--even if only battery operated--are no longer 
a luxury, but an important communication tool. A recent survey of rural 
communities in Africa revealed the startling statistic that as many as 25% of rural 
families now have cell phones-virtual. 
 
 
Gateways  to the globalized world. How soon will it be before sophisticated cell 
phones become as common as transistor radios? Sooner than most of us 
anticipate. 
 
 With access to the world's technology, the face of the rural communities is 
changing. 
Agricultural can and will be a main part of rural life, but new forms of income 
generation, of social networking, of community development, of linkages with the 
urban sector and even the international sector will be evolving and springing up 
in ways that we cannot anticipate today. And education in the rural areas must 
prepare and indeed develop individuals and communities for this. 
 
 
 
 



 
Case Examples of Reforms in Rural Education 
  
 Fortunately there exist many examples and case of schools, 
organizations, networks and entire governments that have attempted to adapt 
and adjust their rural education  programmes and approaches in response to this 
changes. Just as fortunately, there is no lack of documentation on this case 
examples. 
  
 It is beyond the scope of this paper to inventory even the most well known 
cases of rural education reform. It maybe helpful, however, to mention at least a 
few of the databases where these case studies have been  documented or at 
least referred to. To start with, the landmark book on rural development, 
developed collaboratively between FAO and UNESCO-IIEP, Education for Rural 
Development:Towards new policy responses” enumerates cases on rural 
education from at least 36 countries. The Basic Education Division of UNESCO 
in collaboration with UNICEF produced a series of videos and pamphlets of 14 
case instances of innovations in basic education, at least two thirds of them in 
the rural sector. The APPEAL Office of UNESCO Bangkok has an inventory of 
cases  and histories of Community Learning Centers, again mostly in rural areas, 
throughout the Asia-Pacific countries. The Washington-based Academy for 
Educational Development, with its wide experience in basic and rural education 
throughout the world, also has a series of innovations and reforms in basic rural 
education, including innovative teacher improvement projects in Uganda and 
community partnerships in Ghana, to name just a few. The Asia-South Pacific 
Bureau of Adult Education, with secretariat in Mumbai, has a similar inventory of 
cases on literacy and adult education  in rural areas. Most recently, INRULED 
itself has commissioned a series of case studies in preparation for the High Level 
EFA meeting IN November 2006, thereby adding to its existing library of 
comparable cases. 
 
 As i can be imagined, there is a wide range of experiences contained in 
these databases. Some cases are national in scope, others are locals; some are 
government initiated , others are organized by NGOs. Some have withstood the 
test of time, others have withered as leadership or funding or circumstances 
changed. 
 
 'For purposes of this papers, it may be prudent to look at just a few of 
these cases, clustered according to the particular  dimensions of rural education 
that the case experience addresses-- either the curricular content, or the 
governing structures and delivery mechanisms of rural education, or the 
pedagogical approaches or use of experiential or contextual learning. 
 
 There are many cases of governments mandating curricular reform to 
introduce agricultural and other appropriate technology content into basic 
education curricula. As early as the 1980s, countries as diverse as Sri Lanka and 



Uganda (the  Namutamba Basic Education Integrated into Rural Development ---
BEIRD---Project)Infused appropriate subjects in to the curricula,to make primary 
schools and teachers training colleges more relevant to local needs. Success 
was however limited in both cases by the lack of the back up support for 
materials and teachers training ,causing difficulty in sustaining their initial 
momentum perhaps more successful was the Tanzania experience and local 
materials as they re-oriented their primary school program for relevance in rural 
areas. A few years later,in the northern states of Brazil,EDRURAL (Northern 
basic Education Project) was lunched, also focusing on  curricular reform to 
address the needs of schools in poor rural environment. 
  
 In the nineties,thinking of curricula became more integrated with re-
thinking of the entire educational delivery mechanism .It was felt that was 
revising a curriculum for the more relevance would by itself be useless if it were 
not accompanied by simultaneous revision and rethinking of teacher 
training,pedagogy, materials and community involvement perhaps the two most 
well known success in the Latin America region serve to illustrate this point:the 
900 schools Project in Chile,a government initiated program:and the Escuela 
Nueva program in Cambodia,initiated at first by NGO efforts and later adapted by 
government. In the case,the 900 poorest performing school of the country,almost 
all of them rural,were targeted,and a modified program of rural education,para-
teachers,work-study,and community involvement was introduced. Assessment 
test administered after the program showed remarkable progress building upon 
the enthusiasm of the project .  In the Escuela Nueva project of Colombia, similar 
elements were introduced and its once modest coverage has expanded not only 
to the entire country, but has also been used a prototype for similar innovative 
reform in Asia and Africa.  Today, many years after its inception and through its 
various modifications, the Escuela Nueva continues on-sustainability being the 
surest indicator of effectivess. 
 
 In China, two similar project, both in partnership with UNESCO, also 
proudly bear the badge of sustainability, and indeed of scaling up to dramatically 
increase coverage.  These are the JIP Joint Innovative Project in Ganzu, and 
now in 2000 schools in six other provinces as well, and the Pilot Reform project 
in Jilin, which started in only twelve schools, expanded to 146 schools two years 
later, and is now seen throughout the province. 
 
 Among government-organized responses at a national level to meet skill 
development requirements for rural education, perhaps the most well known is 
the creation of SENAR in Brazil, a National System of Apprenticeship for the 
Agricultural Sector.  It mirrors a similar system for the commercial sector and was 
established in 1991.  Unlike its counterpart apprenticeship system, however, 
SENAR prides itself in its organizational flexibility, light administrative structures, 
and autonomy from the rest of the government bureaucracy.  Thus it is able to 
training needs of different sectors of the rural populations, providing occupational 
training to thousands of participants in agriculture, cattle raising, aquaculture, 



agro-industry, forestry, vegetableextractive services, sylviculture, and so on. 
Literacy and mathematics, as well as life lessons are woven into the occupation 
training classes, as needed. 
 
 Delivery mechanism by NGOs and international partners re also in 
evidence, most often in response to specific a demand or a need.  Among the 
most successful are the IPM (Intergraded Pest Management) programmed 
sponsored by FAO in Cambodia, Bangladesh and specially in Thailand and the 
Philippines.  The project brought together teams of specialist, farmers, teachers 
and student both in classroom and into the agricultural fields to provide needed 
information.  The result went beyond increased productivity due to better pest 
management; it empowered rural schools, strengthened community-school 
management committees and relations, and motivated both teachers and 
farmers. 
 
 It is a well-known fact that girls and women are more disadvantaged than 
boys in access to rural education.  An NGO that has tries to address this in Nepal 
is the Center of Legal Research and Resource Development (CeLRDD).  
Working with local government in four districts, it has reached out toe 65 villages 
in Chitwan, Nawsalparasi, Udayapuar and Kanchanpur, where female literacy is 
well below even the national rate of 26%.  Through the establishment of village 
development committees and using ganokendras (community learning centers), 
local needs were identified and learning programs designed to meet these. Aside 
fromimprovement in agricultural skills, the program improved community 
cohesiveness, general health conditions, family conditions such as diminution of 
early marriages and child trafficking, human rights and paralegal vigilance, and 
alternative forms of income generations (sewing, bamboo work, knitting, ect.) 
 
 The concept of experiential or contextual learning has driven many 
initiatives in rural education.  To cite a few examples: the Social Forester, 
Education and Participation (SPEP) programme, launched in 1993 in Thailand is 
a programmed that takes problems.  Communities become laboratories and 
student fet to apply concept they have learned in class and, in many instances, 
bring about real to apply improvement and change in the communities they 
study.  Another example is the GreenCOM program in Mali, where teachers are 
encouraged to take the children “directly into the Malian world,” using 
participatory approaches and fields studies to inculcate environmental awareness 
and awareness to local traditions and cultures. 
 
 Put perhaps the best-known pedagogical mechanism for experiential 
education is the garden school here again there is abundant documentation on 
the long history of garden-based learning in school.  As far back as 1879, the 
school garden as recent education strategies reinforces the use of the gardens: 
project based learning multiple intelligences, child-centered learning, learning-by-
doing, and so on.  Furthermore, it is must be noted that the practice is ideal for 
strengthening links with the community, reinforcing environmental awareness, 



and when properly handled, can be a resource for the school’s feeding program 
and other needs.  Yet there remain obstacles to its spread in some areas 
.Desmond points to a number of reasons for this : pedagogy has not been 
critically examined or endorsed enough by researchers : no developed discipline 
makes the connection to project -based learning ;the lack of infrastructure 
support for the gardens; and the absence of local support for the maintenance of 
these as a permanent feature of the school. 
 
 
Analysis of Common Elements of Success and Failures 
 
 A review of case histories in rural education,both those that were 
mentioned above and those that were not, reveals a number of common 
elements among the more successful experiences. For the sake of brevity and 
analysis, the paper will cluster four main categories: community – based 
sustainability,flexibility,policy geared to levers of change, and leadership. 
 
 Community-based sustainability. A common thread in the success of rural 
education and EFA reforms is the extent to which local communities hare 
involved in the design,implementation, and evaluation of these reforms. The 
sustainability of Escuela Nueva in Colombia and the GreenCom program in the 
Mali,as contrasted to the earlier experiments of Numkutamba project in Uganda 
owe their success largely to the enthusiasm and sense of ownership that develop 
in the participating local rural communities. The history of success and failures of 
garden schools in different continents shows how sustainability can be assured 
only when the local community takes  on the responsibility as true partners with 
their schools. Even when the initiative is top down instead of bottom up, and in 
the case of the FAO IPM projects, it is possible to cultivate community 
participation and ownership. To cite another example, SENAR succeeds 
because, in spite of being theoretically government created and funded, it 
operates with very light bureaucracy, and largely on the local level and directed 
by local needs and local leadership. 
 
 Flexibility. A direct outcome of responding to local community needs and 
direction is the need to be flexible. The 900 Schools Project in Chile adjusted 
course content, the use of para-teachers, and even the school calendar to adopt 
to local situations. The Jilin Pilot School Project adjusted work education to 
increase school production of ginseng. The Thai Social Forestry program 
adjusted course content to whatever the students discovered in their field studies 
and community leaders identified as needs. There is a lesson for policy makers 
here: In the strategies of EFA to reach the remaining unreached, it is unwise to 
expect the unreached to adjust to the mainstream system; on the contrary the 
system must adjust to the unreached and their peculiar environments and 
cultures. 
 



 Policies geared to levers of change. In an analysis of progress in the Asia-
Pacific towards the Millennium Development Goals of education and gender, an 
ESCAP-ADB commissioned study drew up a schema for identifying institutional 
levers of change to directly affect change and overcome remaining hurdless 
towards the MDG goals. The cases on rural education reinforce these findings 
and the analysis of institutional levers of change. The strategy calls for identifying 
the decision maker most directly responsible for the hurdle, the institutional 
context of that decision maker, and then fashioning policy responses to enable 
the institution concerned to influence the decision maker. For example, in the 
case of non-attendance due to lack of schools, the decision maker is the ministry, 
whtobablY has inadequate resources. The institutional context is the national 
budget, and the policy response is to work with budget offices and ministries for a 
strategy to release sufficient resources. On the other hand, in the case of non-
attendance due to indifference or resistance of the parents (the decision maker), 
the institutional context is the parents' community (media, religious context, other 
families, etc.). In this case policy and program responses can target media, 
religious leaders, and successful communities to be carriers of messages on the 
value and relevance of rural education and EFA for poverty alleviation, health, 
productivity, etc. Several of the above mentioned rural education projects 
implicitly showcase this approach, e.g. the FAO IFP project, the Nepal CeLRRD 
project, and the Ganzu project.  
 
Leadership. The final and perhaps most important common feature of successful 
projects is inspired and competent leadership. One commonly finds at the heart 
of suclvl' projec~charismatic and long-staying leader that gives shape and 
sustainability to every success story. Such is the case in the Jilin project with Mr. 
Chen M/Kai, in the Escuela Nueva Project witlt·icky Colbert, in the Ganzu project 
with Mr. Ma Pei Fang, to name just a few. It is a long-standing debate whether 
charisma and dedication are inborn or can be developed, but certainly it is the 
responsibility of policy makers to nurture and preserve an environment that 
encourages rather than squelches such traits when they emerge. There are of 
course other dimensions to leadership that emerge from the case studies. 
Obviously the leaders nurture the features of success mentioned above, namely 
flexibility, the ability to subtly share ownership and responsibility to the local 
community, etc. Effective~leaders also give explicit'attention to transferring the  
leadership elements of success to their successors, to that the projects and 
reforms do not die when they move on.  
 
Policy implications for other sub-sectors of education  
 
Although the focus of this paper has been on access and relevance of basic 
education and on adult education and literacy programs, reference to other 
education sub-sectors cannot be ignored.  
 
Higher education. In recent years there has been a growing realization and 
discomfort that the potential of collaboration between higher education and basic 



education had been largely untapped. Because the two sub-sectors have 
traditionally addressed different constituencies and allowed sub-cultures to 
develop around their self-perceived roles, contact and mutual assistance has 
been limited. But in an era of greater interdependence of all sorts, and of 
integrated lifelong learning, greater collaboration and interaction must and will 
take place. To this end, UNESCO organized in Paris in November of 2004 a 
workshop. Strengthening a number of modalities of interaction were enumerated 
and elaborated upon as recommendations. Among these were:  
 
• Traditional outreach focused on EF A; credit for this  
• Strengthening ministry links for pre-service and in-service teacher 
education  
• Creating bridges between researchers and policy makers; fostering new 
partnerships; applying research from neuro-sciences, child psychology, etc. to 
classroom practice  
• Bolstering policy research and advocacy  

• Instilling social responsibility for EFA among university students
21 

 
 

 
 
It must be added that, although not a free standing recommendation, the 
potential and use of instructional technology (lCT), was pointed out in all 
recommendation clusters, especially in clusters two, three, and four.  
Agricultural universities and agricultural colleges within universities, whether in 
outlying areas of urbanized centers or in the heart of the rural countryside, have 
a built in propensity to focus more on rural needs, by virtue of their mandates. 
But all universities have an obligation to support EF A, s, to support both the 
agricultural and many non-agricultural learning needs of communities  
A specific case in point is the third cluster of recommendations from the Paris 
meeting, that is, building bridges between the research outputs of universities 
and the information needs for enlightened decisions by policy makers.  
A survey of education policy makers from nineteen countries revealed that (a) 
policy decision making was influenced by educational research only to a minor 
extent, and (b) the research agenda drawn up by universities on education and 
rural education in general are often drawn up without consultation on real needs 
with active policy makers.22 Universities ought to take the initiative and explore 
and document more thoroughly examples of successful rural education 
initiatives. This would be a real tool to validating, and then spreading and scaling 
up successes. On the other hand their theoretical findings with some applications 
could more actively be presented to rural education practitioners for their benefit 
and use in the real world. 
 
 
Teacher training. Teacher training institutions often find themselves in the gray  
area between the world of basic education and the world of higher education. 
The trend seems to be towards moving them more towards higher education, as 



in the case of Thailand, where the rajapats or teacher training institutions are 
being given higher education status or merged with universities. In some 
countries, like the Philippines, their degree granting authority has traditionally 
kept them in hig~er education circles.  
(}J  
There is potential price to pay in all this: As they move towards this one world, 
there is a  
1 danger being less identified, and therefore less familiar with the real needs of 
the other world, whom they are mandated to serve in the first place. Thus the 
phenomenon in some countries of pre-service curricula having little or no 
congruence with needs based in-service course curricula. !~~9~'t~iS instance, 
and for teacher training institutions in general, the greater collaboration and 
bridges of communication and mutual assistance mentioned in the section on 
EFA and higher education are equally relevant. The East West Center in 
Honolulu conducted in 2004 a quick survey of Colleges of Education and other 
education training institutes on educational management programs.

23 
The main 

finding was that most programmes focused on developing skills to run the 
existing educating system better, rather than skills to develop new paradigms or 
new educational systems to better meet the needs of the future. But as regards 
teacher training, it was also found both by the study and more so by previous 
experience of the authors that many traditional colleges of education remain 
inexplicably reluctant to respond in a curricular sense (developing specific 
courses for these) to persistently expressed needs from teachers in the following 
areas: multi-grade teaching, assessment tools for areas of education other than 
information (skills, values, etc.), innovations in  
pedagogy and delivery mechanisms, HIV/AIDS and other health threats 
(especially in certain geographical areas), and to a lesser extent, main streaming 
special needs education, and links with pre-school education  
Technical and vocational education, and skills training. What has been said 
above about strengthening communication, linkages, and mutual collaboration 
between higher education and basic education, and between teacher education 
and basic education, can also be said about vocational and technical education.  

Another aspect of the discussion on vocational technical education, 
especially in the rural context, is the debate on how soon to depart from a 
common curriculum base and stream students into either a general 
educati~suallY academic and college preparatory in nature) or a terminal 
vocational/technical education. The fallacy of many participants in this debate is 
to assume that there is no third alternative. It is possible, indeed increasingly 
necessary, to have a general education that is not college-preparatory or overly 
academic in nature,~~es include readiness for skilled employment, if not actual 
skills training. At any rate, by and large policy makers seem to have resolved this 
debate, at least at the secondary level, by actual practice, the bifurcated or two-
tier secondary high school system is definitely on the wane, and separating out 
the specific technical skills and the general education skills needed even for 
those in technical jobs is becoming harder to separate.  



It is the task of vocational/technical schools identify their clients' learning 
needs and their corresponding skill sets. But it should be pointed out that ...this is 
easier to see and measure with regard to motor and physical skills; proficiency n 
welding, or in typewriting, or in bicycle repair. But it is more - - difficult, and 
apparently less clearly articulated, with regard to mental and social skills: 
soundness of analysis, teamwork, ability to learn, creative compromise, and so 
on. And yet in many contexts, even in the first level workforce, these latter skills 
are more valued and more of a determinant to productivity, success, and 
therefore employability ...  

 
Applied to rural education, we know that in practice even for farm workers require 
an equally essential set of mental skills to accompany agricultural know-how if 
they are to be more productive and capable.of reacting to sudden changes, 
follow instructions and new methods introduced, work with teams, understand 
regulations and deadlines, etc. (Similarly, factory workers need these mental 
skills too, and conversely, white-collar workers need enough motor skills to 
manipulate keyboards, drive vehicles, operate household appliances, etc.)  

One last note on vocational/technical education: It is important in 
designing and evaluating performance of this sector to distinguish between 
employability and employment. In the early days of a more stable industrial era, it 
was realistic to aim to provide an individual with a skills set that he could use for 
much of his/her working life. He/she would be certified, and an employer would 
generally be satisfied and proved employment. Nowadays, skill sets are 
changing so rapidly and entirely new types ofjobs being created, that employers 
know schooling and their four-year cycles simply cannot keep up.. They are 
looking therefore less for trained recruits and more for trainable recruits. Even 
Ministries of Agriculture do not hesitate to hire those with no agricultural  
background if they possess other skills of communication, analysis, teamwork, 
etc/even fearful that narrow agricultural training may have developed habits or 
ingrained old knowledge as unnecessary intellectual baggage.  



The implied framework is thus one where education provides more generic 
employability skills, whereas training (whether in-house, sub-contracted, or free 
standing--even if delivered by academic institutions) are for specific employment 
skills. And this applies not just to "technical" or physical skills, but also to mental 
and social skills, as well as work-conducive dispositional or attitudinal sets 
(punctuality, honesty, discipline, etc.)  
Thus, as regards physical dexterity skills, [vocational/technical] education 
provides the generic employability skills of manual dexterity through various arts 
and crafts classes. Though the student will probably never have to make a 
woven blanket or construct a small table in real life, the employer will find the 
manual dexterity skills a useful base upon which to give training for the specific 
job in the garment factor or the construction site. Similarly, education develops 
generic skills of logic and deduction through algebra, though the student will 
probably never have to solve an equation with two unknowns in real life. Still, the 
acquired ability to make logical deductions are employability skills sought in most 
higherlevel jobs? 
 
In any case, schools deliver education, not jobs:so also vocational/technical  
schools hopefully produce employability, the hiring sector provides the 
employment.  
 
Life skills development. The development of life skills is of course the focus of  
all levels of rural education, and so it should be. But in reality, much of the 
specific skills development for social economic development in general and 
employment in particular does take place outside educational institutions. They 
take place in training programs of corporations or employers, in specific outreach 
project of Ministries of Agriculture, and increasingly on the initiative of individuals 
themselves in learning centeAh'ey access, both in rural neighborhoods, in urban 
centers, and even in the computer on the internet.  
 
Education officials should have oversight concerns for education wherever it 
takes place and not jut for schools; in the same way for example that trade 
officials concern themselves ~theentire trade environment and policy framework 
(tax structures, import/export flows, etc.) and not just stores. Though not directly 
responsible for non-school education programs, they have a responsibility to 
ensure a positive and nurturing environment to sustain a truly learning total 
society with incentives, linkages and supportive e~nt. ICT and distance 
education. This is a powerful tool for EF A and all the above sectors; but the 
potential of this tool is only now beginning to be realized. What is visible is the tip 
of the proverbial iceberg. As technology continues to simplify and become 
cheaper with astounding rapidity, its reach into the rural areas will be pervasive in 
less time than most of us can anticipate. Like any tool, it can be used for less 
productive and even harmful purposes, but well managed it is a powerful source 
for the revitalization of rural education. Present technical problems still exist, but 
will eventually sort themselves out, mostly by the technical professionals 
involved. But it is the problems of the policy and operations framework within 



which these tools are used which must likewise be sorted out. Where frameworks 
are solid and supportive, the introduction of ICT tools has been helpful. Some of 
the case studies ~mentioned above (those in Jilin, SENAR Brazil, Colombia, and 
others) have already been using computers to their advantage, and  
~~  
even her~new uses of ICT are being studied for quantum expansion of its use in 
a variety of other ways.  
Higher education and teacher education institutions are uniquely in a position to 
use ICT to expand their outreach and effectiveness, as already alluded to in the 
earlier sections. Both agricultural and non-agricultural universities, and open 
universities in particular, now have ways of explicitly targeting remote rural 
communities through distance education; their experience with this is growing 
and maturing year by year. Having overcome technical and operational 
difficulties in the beginning, the point of greatest attention and impact now is the 
development of quality and relevant instructional materials in a variety of formats 
explicitly designed for distance education and the  
communities they serve. An illustration of the potential, real life progress and 
difficulties in a sample of ten Latin American countries may be useful for 

comparison with efforts in the Asian region. 
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Concluding Observations and Suggestions for Policy Interventions  
 

Digesting the research results of previous studies and the collective 
experience of various rural educators and collaborating agencies throughout the 
world, there emerges for this author a few central observations and a few key 
lessons learned, leading in turn to a few suggestions for policy interventions. The 
most significant are listed below:~  
1. The overriding principle that must guide all policy and action in rural education 
and in education in general is not an novel or creative for recent one. It is simply 
and plainly to meet the learning needs of the individual and the 
community/society in which he/she exists. And if it is basic education, the 
principle is to meet basic learning needs. This is enshrined as the foundation 
stone of the World Declaration on Education for All, which states in its opening 
article after the preamble:  

Every person---child, youth and adult-shall be able to benefit from 
educational opportunities designed to meet their basic learning needs. These 
needs comprise both essential learning tools (such as literacy, oral expression, 
numeracy, and problem solving) and the basic learning content (such as  
knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes) required by huml:aeings to be to  
survive, to develop their full capacities, to live and work i ignity, to p lcipate  
fully in development, to improve the quality of their lives to make informed  
decisions, and to continue learning  



The validity and centrality of this statement has stood the test of time of the EF A  
decade of the nineties and the collective EFA experience of countries around the 
world that rallied to the Jomtien call. The validity is indeed universal, meeting 
basic learning needs is no less important for girisNwomen as it is for boys/men, 
in rural settings and in urban centers, in developing countries, and in developed 
countries. The basic learning needs articulated: to communicate orally and in 
writing, to analyze and problem solve, to learn to live productively in harmony 
and in dignit~ are gOalifndeed are human rights of everyone. The means to 
achieve these goals, that is, the methods, local materials, culturally sensitive 
pedagogies and structures, etc. will and should vary from setting to setting, from 
target groups to target groups, but the goals remain the same. That is why rural 
education should be as important and as priority driven as any other form of 
basic education, and never a watered down or more narrowly defined version of 
basic education.  
If we take a specific dimension of rural education, that is, its link to poverty 
alleviation, we see that it is a direct response to a basic learning need-to enable 
an individual to live productively and in dignity. And yet many basic education 
programs do not expressly address the need; there is an assumption that 
learning to read and write and count and~alittle history and science automatically 
leads to poverty alleviation, ~-manyrural communities this is in fact far from 
automatic. Educators generally feel that poverty is too economics-oriented a 
problem, and hesitate to address it directly. Given this reality, a project to more 
explicitly link basic education to the empowerment of the poor was launched by 
UNESCO in 1997. Unlike most "supply driven" studies that start with looking at 
what education has to offer and then seeing how it addresser poverty, 
this/esearch project, relying on commissioned research projects in eleven 
different Asia and Pacific countries, looks first at poverty, expanding its definition 
beyond lack of resources to lack of access, of power, of voice, etc. and evolving 
a "poverty web';' aaa01Iooku.g at basic edulation systems and seei~ what they 
have to offer address this poverty web. Relevant case studies and suggestions 

for innovative policy and program action are deduced from the research.
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This is not to deny that, beyond basic education, there is a need to articulate 
different goals for different types of further education. Beyond the basic, there are 
specific learning needs even in rural communities to assure that they find within 
themselves individuals equipped for their continued function and flourishing, 
skilled individuals not only in agriculture, but in the transport of goods and 
people, in construction, in trade, in law enforcement, in public service, in health, 
and so on. But even in post-basic education the task remains the same-to 
identify the learning needs for that specific sub-sector and to design the optimum 
package and delivery mechanism to respond to those learning needs.  
2. As simple and as obvious as that first observation sounds, there are multiple 
implications for possible policy interventions. The generic implication is that if 
ministries and educational systems must respond to learning needs of individuals 
and communities in a fast changing society, they must be prepared to be flexibl) 
as many of their systems rest on paradigms designed for a world that no longer 



exists. They must be prepared to look at new and different ways to tackle 
persistent problems. A true needs analysis of the different target groups they 
serve, especially the unreached in rural areas,  
may in fact call for the evolution of new paradigms for their delivery mechanism 
and curricular content (different academic calendars, course content based on 
rural development issues rather then on academic disciplines, adapted or new 
instructional materials, and so on). Education bureaucracies are among the 
largest and most stable in most developing countries; and as a result they can 
also be sometimes the most traditional and rigidly inflexible. Yet meeting learning 
needs, especially those unserved or inadequately served, calls for flexibility and 
innovation. Encouraging rather then stifling innovations, or better yet, creating 
mechanism or "watchtowers" to seek out, identify, evaluate, and eventually 
spread and institutionalize innovations are subjects for specific policy action.  
3. The considerable work done in the monitoring of progress towards the 
Millennium Development Goals, not only is Asia but throughout the world, has led 
the UN Secretariat and its MDG units to advocate the strategy of institutional 
development and change as the most effective way to hasten progress towards 
the MDGs. Results of region-based research on institutional change fed into the 
report of Secretary General Kofi Annan to the U.N. Summit and General 
Assembly in New York in September 2005. From the Asian report, and 
specifically form the report on education and gender, the strategy of identifying 
key decision makers (parents in the case of non-attendance, ,  
teachers in the case of dropouts and repetitions, ministries in the case of national 
assessments and curricular content, etc.) and then influencing the formal or  
institutions in which they operate in order to formulate policy for these institutions 

viewed.
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Space and focus limitations of this paper do not permit an elaboration of this 
strategy, but it is particularly relevant for policy makers and institutions dealing 
with rural education. They have to assess opportunities as well as obstacles, 
recognize the key individuals and agents that can affect desirable change, and 
work on policy reform to affe~ormal  and informal institutiorl1n which they 
operate. The results of such a need analysis strategy can be optimally productive 
and, with capacity building at appropriate levels, quite effective in a remarkably 
short period of time. A running theme through all EFA and rural education 
success stories is the role local communities play. Only with true participation 
and even a sense of ownership eventually developed within local communities, 
regardless of the origin of the project or the reform, can genuine relevance and 
long term sustainability be guaranteed. So regardless of the thematic or content 
focus of the particular rural education initiative, the empowerment of local 
communities and their leaders must be an essential ingredient. Their means not 
only the advocacy and media support to ensure their enthusiasm, commitment 
and support; in many cases it also means the important and sometimes lengthy 
process of capacity building in local leadership, teamwork, project identification 
planning and evaluation, and the many facets of project or program 
implementation. It were they  do not exist,. or do so means team not exist 



effectively, such as village community councils, parent-teacher associations, 
agriwatch mechanisms, and so on.  
5. Finally, a generic but fundamental observation: In the intensified drive to 
reform rural education and meet the learning needs if individuals and 
communities in the rural areas, policy makers, curriculum designers, 
administrators, teachers, and communities must never forget that education is 
more than information dissemination,  
and more than skills training. The improvement of lives in the rural sector 
depends on  
more than this; it depends just as much on the dignity and sense of self-esteem 
of  
individuals in the rural sector; it depends on the ability to foster communities of 
peace and harmony and a respect for diversity. Farmers and other non-farm 
workers cannot be productive if they do not believe in themselves enough to 
become so. Agricultural  
productivity is impossible where farmlands have become battlefields.  
No document captures this concern more forcefully or more eloquently than the  
report of the Delors Commission on Education for' the Twenty-First Century30. 
It)'" .....  
emphasis ~menthe four pillars of education is both prophetic and profound. The 
report rightfully emphasizes that if education for the twenty-first century is to meet 
the emerging learning needs of its fast changing global society, it must focus  
~  
not just on learning information and facts, it ~evolve its education around four  
pillars of learning: learning to know, learning to do, learning to be, and learning to 
live together.  
 
This is as true of rural education as of any other kind of education. Yes, rural  
Education must provide rural communities and individuals in them tools to enable 
them to le¥n to k~both agricultural and non-agricultural content and wisdom, as 
well as the accompanying skills to l~hatis called for to increase productivity and 
better their lives. But it must also provide them the opportunity to learn toj)e, to 
develop their self esteem, their pride tin their ethnic and cultural roots and their 
nations, their confidence in their potentials and their futures. And it must do this 
in a context of 30 International Commission on Education for the Twenty-First 
Century Learning: The Treasure Within (Paris: UNESCO, 1996),266 pp. learning 
to live together, to develop at the same time a sense of tolerance, a working ~  
towards peace and harmony, and a healthy respect for diversity, so important in 
a globe of increasing and inevitable greater interdependence, at different scales 
and in different dimensions, as we all march hand in hand into this new century, 
so full of peril, yet so full of promise. 


