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Summer 2003 – Kajoli, Bangladesh

I worked for two months this summer in the small rural village of Kajoli, in the

district of Magura, in Bangladesh.  I went to Kajoli to work with people associated with

RIB (Research Initiative Bangladesh), an NGO of which my mentor in Bangladesh, Dr.

Shamsul Bari, is the chairman.1

I had three separate tasks:

1. I taught the English alphabet and simple English phrases to 20 children, ages 3 to

5, in a pre-school, from 9:00 am to 10:00 am.  I taught them to sing the alphabet

song, write the letters on the blackboard, and type them on the computer.  I also

taught them some English; for example: hello, good-bye, yes, no, good, sit down,

stand up, come here, etc.  I asked them, "What is your name?", to which they

replied, "My name is ...", and "How are you?", to which the children answered, "I

am fine."  These children are very smart.  This was the first time they were

exposed to the English language, and they learned all of the letters of the alphabet

                                                  
1 I would like to give some background information about RIB.  As described in their own

informational brochure, it is a "non-governmental, non-profit research-support organization.
The main objectives of RIB are to promote research on poverty alleviation in Bangladesh that is
relevant, useful, participatory, and action-oriented, and to help create necessary conditions for
such research.  Towards the achievement of these goals, RIB seeks to provide financial and
technical support to researchers who wish to undertake multi-dimensional research on poverty
alleviation and to help build their capacity in this regard.  RIB recognizes that if the agenda for
research on poverty alleviation is based on the need and demand of the poverty groups, and if
the participation of these groups in the research process is ensured, the findings and outcome of
the research are more likely to be owned, shared, and applied by them for their own benefit.  In
other words, RIB wishes to promote and support research that will generate knowledge relevant
for and beneficial to the interest of the poverty groups."
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in just two months, as well as simple expressions.  This work is very promising.

The kids come from the poorest families in the village, with no history of

education.  By beginning at the youngest age possible, these students can grow up

learning that education is good and fun.  Their regular schoolteacher and I made

school fun for them, to encourage them to attend.  If it is not done in this fashion,

we will not have success, as the students would not go.  But, making it fun, using

songs and computers, stimulates them to learn.  I also taught the children a little

about computers.  This was their first experience seeing such an instrument, and I

put their hand on the mouse and moved it around, clicking with my finger over

theirs.  They were very amused when the color of the letters or the background

color changed, or they inserted pictures, changed the wallpaper and screensaver,

etc.  All of these flashy things, involving colors and pictures and movement,

excited them very much.  They especially liked seeing pictures of themselves,

which I took with my digital camera and transferred to the computer.  Overall,

working with these very young children was an extremely rewarding experience.

There is nothing more heart-warming than hearing children laugh.  They are very

smart, but are at a disadvantage with other students based on the fact that they

come from very poor families with little to no history of education.  This is why

they will now have an advantage over other students, after being in this pre-school

and getting an opportunity to learn some English and use a computer for the first

time.  My recommendation to future teachers would be to review with them the

alphabet, and go over writing and typing the letters.  Then, the Princeton student

might teach the children more simple English words and expressions, as well as
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writing these.  Another good idea would be to teach them songs in English, which

I am sure the students will quickly and happily learn, even if they don't know

what they are singing.  If possible, find the music to go along and play it on a CD

or cassette.  The kids would love that.

2. Besides teaching in the pre-school, I also taught conversational English to 40

students in high school, between class 6 and class 8, from 4:00 pm to 5:00 pm.

These students were extremely eager to learn.  They asked me to go to the school

on Fridays (when the school is closed), and also, on one occasion, when their

school was closed on a regular school day for a teachers' meeting, they begged me

to have class that day (which I did).  Every day after class, they all ran around me

as I walked to the computer school, shouting questions all at the same time,

wanting to talk with me and to practice their English.  It was fantastic.  I was very

happy to have such enthusiastic students.  You would think that, taking an extra

class at the end of their day, 6 days a week (from Saturday to Thursday, which is
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the usual work week in Bangladesh, and which was my work week during my

time there), when everyone else has gone home, would discourage them, but it

didn't.  They had one Lesson Book, written by people from RIB, 6 pages which

consisted of a dialogue, questions, and practice drills, groups of sentences

showing conjugation in the present tense of the verb "be," in singular and plural

(am, is, are), and different examples of this nature, using several nouns and

adjectives (ex. I am happy, She is happy, They are happy, I am in the market, She

is in the school, They are in the mosque, etc.).  I practiced these with the students,

and I also taught them the past and future tenses.  I would ask them many

questions to engage them in conversation, such as, How many brothers and sisters

do you have?, What is your favorite color/animal/food/month/ season/hobby?,

What do your parents do?, What did you do yesterday?, What will you do

tomorrow?, At what time do you eat/sleep/study?, What did you eat for dinner

yesterday?, What will you eat for breakfast tomorrow?, What would you like to

do when you grow up?, etc.  I made them repeat words and phrases many times,

so they would practice their pronunciation.  I asked them to count from 1 to 20,

say the months of the year, days of the week, seasons, animals, food items, jobs,

classroom expressions, different nouns, adjectives, verbs in the past, present, and

future, etc.  I think they learned a lot and improved their English greatly.  They

had never heard or seen a foreigner, a "native" English speaker.  I also wrote

Lesson Book Two, a 12-page booklet, which consists of many drills, emphasizing

the past and future tenses, and using different adjectives, verbs, and nouns.  It also

includes questions for them to answer and practice having dialogues.  In addition,
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it has one dialogue, which students memorize and repeat over and over again.  For

the future, a third Lesson Book could be written, stressing different concepts and

words – different nouns, adjectives, and verbs, especially irregular verbs in past

tenses (spoke, wrote, was, were, read, saw, ran, etc.), which they are only vaguely

familiar with.

3. I also taught basic computer skills to between 30 and 35 students, ages about 14 to

40, from 10:00 am to 12 noon, and again from 5:00 pm to 6:00 pm.  This was

very different from what a typical computer school in America would be like.  It

consisted of one small room inside a mosque, with one table and one computer,

and between 5 – 6 chairs around it.  Each student would sit in front of the

computer for about 15 minutes, and every 15 minutes, it would be someone else's

turn to use the computer.  These students had never seen a computer before, so I

had to start from scratch, from how to use a mouse, turn on the computer, use

Microsoft Word, etc.  I also trained one of the students to be a teacher after my
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departure, and continue what I was doing.  I taught most of the students only

Microsoft Word, but to some I also taught Excel, PowerPoint, Access, and other

computer knowledge, such as the different drives (A:, C:, D:, E:), control panels,

settings, accessories, properties, changing background, wallpaper, screensaver,

desktop, icons, computer games, Paint, Notepad, WordPad, Calculator, etc.  I

hope that, after my departure, computer classes continue with the new student-

turned-teacher.  The students learned the basic computer skills quickly.  Using a

computer to do simple things is very easy, so all the students need to do is

practice on their own and continue using the computer as much as they can.

These three tasks kept me busy during my time in Kajoli.  During my free time, I

often visited elementary schools, high schools, and colleges around the area, as far away

as Magura (1 hour away from Kajoli).  I talked with the students and teachers, and it was

a great educational experience for both them and me.  These people had never seen an

American before, so they were very curious to learn about me and my country.  Another
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thing I did in my free time was learn some Bengali, and I also learned all of my students'

names (which took several days, but which the students appreciated very much.  Also,

knowing their names gave me a more personal relationship with them, and this was very

nice.)  I would encourage future students who come to work doing what I was doing to

bring a Bengali-English dictionary, and/or a book on how to learn Bengali.  I would

encourage anyone who comes to try to learn some Bengali even before they come here.

It will be very helpful for the student.  I wish I had done so.

For future students who come to work in Kajoli, my advice is, don't be uneasy

when people stare at you, or talk to you in Bengali and expect you to reply in Bengali, or

walk next to you, or follow you around, or look in through the windows of your room.

They are just very curious, and they mean no harm.  People in Bangladesh, especially in

the villages, are very open, friendly, hospitable, and simple.  They have no bad intentions.

Everyone was so nice to me, treating me like royalty.  They respect guests immensely,

especially foreigners from far away.  Also, everyone offered me food, too much.  So, be

nice and accept at least some.  I had a few problems with the food (I was sick for a couple

of days), but nothing big.  It is very normal, as the food is very different from the one at

home.  But, I had a great cook, who I gave recommendations (such as no spices), so I was

fine, and the food was good.  I ate mainly rice, bread, eggs, potatoes, some vegetables,

sometimes chicken or meat, and many fruits.  The fruits here are great (bananas, mango,

jackfruit, coconut, guava, all very tasty), and I also thought the tea and the sweets were

fantastic.

In terms of other matters concerning daily life, I walked around the village by

myself, no problems there.  Everything (the pre-school, high school, computer school,
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market, my residence) was within short distance.  I walked at most 10 minutes to get

from one place to the next.  Housing was not a problem either.  I stayed in a room in the

guest house of the hospital.  There is no air conditioner, of course, but there is a fan, a

bed, and a mosquito net, all you need.  The doctor and his wife, the nurse, work in the

hospital and live in a house right next to it, so they were very close to me, and very

friendly.  Also, my helper, who cooked my food, cleaned, and washed my clothes, was

extremely nice.  I am not used to having someone else do this type of things for me, but

here, it is common to have servants.  And they are very friendly.  Mosquitoes were a

lesser problem than I had imagined.  Yes, there were many insects, but few bit me.  I

brought mosquito repellent and used the mosquito net, and I was perfectly safe.  Heat

sometimes got to me, but then I would take a cold shower (I had my own bathroom with

toilet, shower, and plumbing, but bring your own toilet paper).  Also, people use hand

fans, so one is able to survive.  Another advantage was that this was monsoon season, so,

when it rained, it was less hot, which felt nice.

One small complication I encountered was communicating with the outside

world.  There is no internet in Kajoli, and I had no TV or radio.  It was hard to find out

what was going on in the world, but it was even harder to communicate with my family,

and, in my case, this posed a problem.  My parents were very worried about me, and it

was very hard to be in touch with them.  There is telephone in Kajoli.  I called my family

from a mobile phone in the Kajoli bazaar, but, of course, it was very expensive (more

than $1 per minute), and I could not hear my parents on the phone well, nor could they

hear me.  I was able to use internet and e-mail from Magura, the capital of the district, but

it is one hour away, so it is hard to go there often.  I only went twice, and that was
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because my family was desperate to communicate with me.  But, Princeton students who

come in the future should be aware of the problem this may cause, and their families

should also be aware of this and understand that this is the case.  Bangladesh is, of

course, a very poor, developing country.  So, internet, computers, and international phone

connection is not easily available.  But, I was fine in Kajoli.  I had a great time.

I was very lucky to have this opportunity, to work in such a unique place, and

with such innovative programs as RIB has.  They want to promote poverty alleviation,

but it is very important to have sustainable development, and not only charity, giving

away money.  The pre-school, for example, runs on minimum outside money from RIB.

They only pay the salary of the one teacher.  The rest involves the community.  Each of

the students' mothers comes one day to bring lunch for all the children, and this actively

involves the parents in the students' education.  They believe they themselves are

providing the most important component for the children's education, the food, so the

parents feel they are in charge and in control.  This will motivate them to care more about

the children's education, and understand the future benefits (particularly financial

benefits) that it holds.  The point of this study is to begin education from the youngest age

possible, when children have no inhibitions and absorb everything that is taught to them

easily.  This is the first time in Bangladesh a project of this nature has been done.  It is the

first time children like these, the poorest of the poor, have been exposed to this kind of

education, learning the English alphabet and English phrases, and using a computer.

They will grow up to be different from the other students, and hopefully they will

continue their education and succeed in life, beyond what their parents have done.  This

type of sustainable development, involving minimum outside money, can be easily
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implemented in villages all across the country, and all across the world, to promote

education and community involvement.

Overall, my time in Bangladesh was very productive and successful.  In just two

months, I witnessed the potential that all of my students have, be it in the pre-school, high

school, or computer school.  Education, we all know, is a very powerful tool, and I hope

that the students put it to good use and continue expanding their knowledge.  I have had a

very positive experience in Kajoli, extremely rewarding.  I am very happy, grateful, and

lucky to have been able to participate in this project, and I hope other students from

Princeton University continue doing this on a regular basis in the future.  Both the village

students and the Princeton students will learn and grow immensely from such a cultural

and educational exchange.

To conclude, I would like to thank Dr. Shamsul Bari for all his help in setting up

this exchange, and many thanks also go to his wife, Mrs. Supriya Bari.  I also want to

thank the Princeton University Class of 1978 Foundation, Princeton University Class of

1995 Summer Service Fund, and International Internship Program, for their funding and

support.  Without them, this would not have been possible.  Many thanks go to Mr. Bosir

Ahamed, Mr. Akhatarul Habib, Mr. Imtiaj Rasul, Mr. Jiban Roy, everyone else involved

in the RIB program, and all the people in Kajoli, who helped me on a daily basis (Mr.

Molla Matiar Rahman, Dr. Ajit Kumar Biswas, Mrs. Rupali Rani Biswas, Mrs. Sarkar

Dilipkumar, Sabina, Ayub, Kutub, Sobur, Hasan, etc.).  Again, thanks to everyone, and I

hope this experience can be repeated in the future for the sake of many more students like

myself.


