Report on the Education Seminar 
'Curriculum Development Issues and the Teaching of Indigenous Vernacular Languages'
Chiang Mai, 10-13 September 2001

1. Introduction

The education seminar Curriculum Development Issues and the Teaching of Indigenous Vernacular Languages was held in Chiang Mai from 10-13 September 2001 organized by the National Health and Education Committee (NHEC) with the cooperation of the Women's League of Burma (WLB), Students and Youth Congress of Burma (SYCB), Network for Democracy and Development (NDD), Open Society Institute (OSI) and Burma Relief Centre (BRC).  The number of participants was more than 60.  They were teachers and education policy-makers of various ethnic and other democratic organizations of Burma; representatives of the Karen Teacher Working Group (KTWG), PAN Kachin and Shan Women Action Network (SWAN); and observers from some NGOs, ZOA, JRS and Consortium, who are working on education for Burmese children.  The seminar was financed by the Danish Burma Committee (DBC) and Open Society Institute (OSI).

2. Aims of the seminar

· To write a new curriculum, which is flexible and guarantees equal status among ethnic nationality groups.  This should also reflect cultures of all ethnic nationalities.

· To discuss the teaching of indigenous vernacular languages and the medium of instruction in school.

3. The position of the National Health and Education Committee on curriculum reform and the teaching of children's mother tongue at school

The NHEC has learnt that school curricula are varied in different regions and among different ethnic nationalities.  The NHEC would like to facilitate the writing of a new curriculum by ethnic nationality groups and other democratic organizations.  The new curriculum should be flexible and able to be developed in every region and it should guarantee equal status.  Furthermore, it should reflect the culture of every ethnic nationality leading to multicultural education.

Regarding the teaching of indigenous vernacular languages, the NHEC believes that the language right is a fundamental human right for every child.  The NHEC will work to implement this theory in practice based on the results of the seminar.

4. Papers presented by the participants

4.1. Thein Lwin, Barnabas and Nan Lung - Report on small-scale research regarding curriculum.

The research was conducted at the school run by the All Burma Students' Democratic Front.  The research focused on the curriculum used at the school.  The school uses English textbooks published by the Karenni National Progressive Party.  Other subjects, Burmese, Mathematics, Science, History and Geography are taught with the textbooks published by the military regime.  However, the school has changed some topics.  Teachers need a new curriculum.

4.2 Thein Lwin, Barnabas and Nan Lung - Report on small-scale research regarding the teaching of languages

The research was conducted at a Karen High School at the ZaLar refugee camp.  The research focused on the teaching of languages at the school.  The school teaches Karen, Burmese and English languages up to tenth standard.  The medium of instruction is Karen up to seventh standard and English from eighth to tenth standards.  Students wish to learn Thai, Japanese and Chinese.

4.3 Mary Wootten, University of Newcastle, UK - Language Issues in the Curriculum: The British Context

The paper includes the issues of minority languages such as Bengali, Panjabi, Hindi, Turkish, Arabic and Somali at schools in London.  It also discusses the indigenous vernacular languages of Gaelic, Irish and Welsh in Britain.

4.4 Dr. Ramu Manivannan, Delhi University, India Curriculum Writing and Managing Curriculum in the Indian Context

The paper focuses on the curriculum used at primary and secondary schools in India.  The paper suggests that the centre of the curriculum is the child and the development of child and the society are inevitably linked to one another.  The purpose of curriculum is to understand this reality and respond to the challenges.

4.5 Marco P. Gutang, Far Eastern University, the Philippines - Human Rights in Formal Education in the Philippines

The paper points out that the Philippines has been officially engaged in the continued development of 'human rights education (HRE) in formal education since 1987.  All over the country public and private schools have integrated HRE into their respective curricula.

4.6 Aung Myo Min, Human Rights Education Institute of Burma - Informal Human Rights Education along the borders with Burma

The paper introduces a brief history of human rights education in Burma.  It also highlights 'what is human rights education' and 'how to teach human rights education to the people'.  The paper suggests that pedagogy of the teaching human rights needs to shift from teaching methods using 'one way communication' to 'participation rich' methods.

4.7 Dr. Thein Lwin, NHEC - Relationship between citizenship, democracy and education

The paper embodies a review of the relevant literature, concerning what is considered to be meant by 'education for citizenship' and how it is taught in schools.  The review discusses the interpretation and justification of the concept of 'citizenship' in the context of social, political and cultural dimensions.  It also discusses the three strands in citizenship education: social and moral responsibility, community involvement and political literacy.  The study also draws a comparison of 'citizenship education' between England, Norway, Japan and Singapore.

4.8 Win Naing Oo, Burma Medical Association - Health education in school curriculum

The paper suggests that 'health education' is a necessity to include in school curriculum.  The paper also discusses health education to primary and secondary levels.  It highlights a child-to-child approach to health education and life skills for every child.

4.9 Bodhild Baasland, Norwegian Board of Education - Norwegian School Curriculum

The paper discusses the education system in Norway and the curriculum development since 1939.  The 'Sami Curriculum' is coordinated with the Norwegian 'National Curriculum' and the two curricula are equal in status.  The Sami Curriculum has special relevance to the administrative areas of the country where Sami language and cultures are dominant.  These areas are characterized by their multicultural and multilingual situation, and the Sami Curriculum aims at creating understanding among groups of people in these areas.  The teaching of democracy is a basic requirement of all schools.

4.10 Steve Wootten, St. Cuthbert's High School and University of Newcastle, UK - Education for all: Planning, teaching and assessing the curriculum for children with learning difficulties

The paper discusses education for children with learning difficulties.  The paper suggests some models for meeting special educational needs: inclusion, integration and separate provision.  The paper also discusses implications for teacher training, resources and the differentiation of the curriculum.

4.11 Nai Weng Tamoik - Education Department, New Mon State Party (NMSP) - Education report from the NMSP

The paper begins with the development of the teaching of Mon Language since the ancient Mon Kingdom.  The paper discusses the curriculum and syllabuses taught at schools run by the NMSP.  It also discusses the using of Mon Language as the medium of instruction in Mon schools, problems faced by teachers and educational assistance for Mon schools.  Finally, the paper encourages the development of Mon literature.

4.12 Nai Soe Than, Education Department, New Mon State Party (NMSP) - A review on education (curriculum) in Burma

The paper focuses on the curriculum used at schools run by the military regime.  It points out the inequality of numbers of teachers between urban and rural schools; lack of schools and teaching aid materials and inefficient teacher training.

4.13 Saw Lah Say, Education Department, Karen National Union - Curriculum and language issues in the context of Karen

The paper describes the curriculum, syllabuses and the teaching of Karen, Burmese and English languages at schools in the districts controlled by the Karen National Union (KNU).  These curriculum and syllabuses are prescribed by the Department of Education, KNU.  However, some schools in the Karen areas under military control, can teach only the curriculum prescribed by the military regime.  Based on the Karen school curriculum, a new curriculum has been written with cooperation by ZOA for schools in the Karen refugee camps in Thailand.  Karen refugee schools also teach art, music, carpentry, knitting, sewing and first aid. 

4.14 Salai Yaw Aung, Education Department, All Burma Students' Democratic Front (ABSDF) - Curriculum and the teaching of children's mother tongue for future Burma

The paper discusses curriculum, syllabuses and teaching time at the high school run by the ABSDF.  The school uses English textbooks from the KNPP Education Department.  The school teaches Karen as a subject from standard II.  Other subjects, Burmese, Mathematics, Science, History and Geography are taught with textbooks prescribed by the military regime.  The paper suggests that since Burma is a multi-ethnic society, school curricula should be of equal status in every area.  They should also reflect economy, social justice and cultures.  The curriculum should also include physical education and vocational subjects.  The paper also suggests that indigenous vernacular languages should be taught at school.

4.15 Saw Kalaw Lah, Education Department, Karenni Peoples' Progressive Party (KNPP) - Curriculum at schools run by the KNPP

The paper focuses on the syllabuses at schools run by the KNPP.  The medium of instruction at the school is English.  The Karenni and Burmese languages are taught up to standard VIII.  The schools teach Karenni history and world history.  The schools do not teach Burmese history.  Other textbooks, mathematics, science and geography are translated into English from the textbooks prescribed by the military regime.

4.16 Khur Hsen, Shan Culture and Education Central Committee - Curriculum and the teaching of children's mother tongue

There are some schools on the Shan-Thai border for children who fled from Burma with their parents.  Some Shan children learn at Buddhist monasteries.  There is no proper curriculum at these schools.  The schools teach mainly Shan language using the textbook published in 1961 by the then Shan State Government.  Other subjects are Thai, English, mathematics, geography and Shan history.  The paper suggests that children understand more when subjects are taught in Shan language.

4.17 Hkun Seng Laphai, Education Department, Kachin Independence Organization (KIO) - Curriculum and the teaching of local languages at schools in the Kachin area

The Jinghpaw language is taught at schools run by the KIO from KG to standard VIII.  The Jinghpaw language used to be the official language in the Kachin area.  Since March 2000, the Wun Pawng language has been used as the official language.  The Wun Pawng language, which is a common language for all ethnic groups in the Kachin area, is developed from the Jinghpaw language.  Wun Pawng is the name of all people living in the Kachin area.  The Jinghpaw (now Wun Pawng) language is taught at 124 primary schools and 17 junior secondary schools.  Wun Pawng textbooks are published up to standard VII.  The paper suggests that other local languages, Lachit, Zaiwa, Khanun, Rawan and Lisu should be taught to children of the respective language groups.  English and Kachin history syllabuses are written by the KIO education department.  Mathematics, science and geography subjects are taught with textbooks prescribed by the military regime.

4.18 Aik Lun Khan Mue, Lahu Education Committee - Curriculum and the teaching of children's mother tongue

The paper focuses on three schools attended by children from Lahu villages situated on the Thai-Burma border.  The schools teach Lahu, Thai, English and Mathematics.  Regarding the teaching of Lahu language, the schools use some books written in Lahu by Lahu Pastors since the schools do not have Lahu textbooks.  There are two versions of Lahu alphabets - one came from an Italian monk (Catholic) and another came from an English monk (Protestant).

4.19 U Win Naing, Education Committee, All Burma Muslim Union (ABMU) - Curriculum Issues

The Karen language, Burmese, English, mathematics, geography and health are taught at schools run by ABMU.  The medium of instruction is Karen.  The Muslim children speak Burmese at home.  Therefore, it is difficult for them to learn in Karen language at school.  There is also a shortage of teachers at the ABMU schools.  The paper suggests that Burmese should be the medium of instruction in the future.

4.20 U Thet Lwin Oo, Head teacher, Muslim Liberation Organization of Burma (MLOB) - Lesson planning and empowerment of children to be interested in education

The paper suggests that lesson planning should be based on children's level of knowledge, experience and their surroundings.  The MLOB has opened two primary schools in January 2000 for children of Burmese migrant workers in Thailand.  There are 166 students and 6 teachers in these two schools.  The schools teach Burmese and mathematics.

4.21 Parn Dai, Education Department, Karenni Nationalities People's Liberation Front (KNPLF) - School syllabuses at schools run by the KNPLF

The KNPLF runs schools from KG to standard VIII in the area where Pa Dawng are living.  There are 1200 students and 75 teachers.  The schools use curriculum prescribed by the military regime.  Burmese, English, mathematics, basic science and geography are taught at primary level.  Social subjects are taught at standard IV.  Burmese, English, mathematics, general science, social subjects and history are taught at lower secondary level.  There are many different dialects in the Pa Dawng area - one village one dialect.

4.22 Nane Kyaw Htay, Central Committee, Kayan New Land Party (KNLP)

Nane Kyaw Htay explained the history of Kayan people.  'Kayan' derived from 'Kan Yan', the earliest group who came into Burma together with 'Pyu' and 'Thet'.  In the past, Kayan were called 'Pa Dawng' because Kayan young women were taken by Shan kings and named 'Pan Tawn'.  'Pa Dawng' is no longer used and they call themselves the original name 'Kayan'.  There are Christians, Buddhists and animists among Kayan people.  The KNLP has opened schools for Kayan children.  The KNLP would like to work with NHEC for the educational development in their area.  (Note: The KNLP did not submit a paper to the seminar.)

4.23 Khum Praton Tet Lu, Education Department, Pa-O People's Liberation Organization (PPLO) - Paper to the education seminar

The paper starts with the background history of Pa-O people.  Due to civil war and the fact that Pa-O culture was dominated by Burman rulers, many Pa-O people fled away from Burma to the Thai border.  The paper focuses on the schooling of Pa-O children living on the Thai-Burma border.  Schools cannot be built because of many difficulties.  Children go to monasteries to learn Pa-O language.  Only 5% of children can read and write Pa-O language.  There is no proper curriculum at the monasteries but children learn Buddhist praying and Pa-O history.  Ninety per cent of Pa-O people are illiterate.

4.24 Saw Wingate, Karen Teacher's Working Group (KTWG) - Paper on curriculum and language 

The KTWG is formed to give teacher training to teachers working in the Karen area.  The target group of this teacher training is teachers who are working for children of internally displaced persons due to civil war.  Regarding curriculum issues, the paper suggests that these should be based on people's needs.  The medium of instruction should be ethnic languages in each area.  The paper also suggests that children from Burman families should learn at least one ethnic language.

5. Group Discussions

The group discussions were conducted in the following two areas:

(1) Curriculum rationale

(2) Curriculum contents

5.1 Group discussion 1: Curriculum rationale

The following topics were discussed in Group discussion 1:

(a) Type of knowledge valued

(b) Role of the child

(c) Role of the teacher

(d) Assessment system

(e) Status of society and type aimed for

(f) Linkage between morality and schooling

Before the group discussions, Dr. Thein Lwin and Mary Wootten explained about 'curriculum rationale' with examples in different education systems.  The seminar divided into four groups (about 10 people in each group) to discuss the above topics.  In respect of their ethnicity, language, culture and political belief, all people in each group gave their point of view.  Finally, every group had a consensus and presented the ideas of the group.

5.1.1 The results of group discussion 1

(a) Type of knowledge valued

· to value their own culture and to respect the culture of other people

· health knowledge

· environmental knowledge

· agriculture knowledge

· information technology

· art

· life skills

· creative thinking

· critical thinking

· problem solving

· to participate in decision-making process (i.e. in their daily life such as sport, food, excursion etc.)

· willing to help other people

· morals and ethics

(b) Role of the child

· active participation in teaching and learning

· children have rights to discuss lesson planning with the teachers

· there should be a compromise between pupil and teacher

· both teacher and pupil have evidence for their point of view

(c) Role of the teacher

· role models

· resource person (expert in the subject taught)

· critical guide

· teachers participate in decision-making in education

(d) Assessment system

· continuous assessment at primary level

· continuous assessment plus examination at secondary level

· school supports students according to their progress

· no pass-fail examination system

(e) Status of society and type aimed for

· democracy

· human rights

· social justice

· equal rights

(f) Linkage between morality and schooling

· individual development

· participate in community development

· responsibility

· empowerment of children

· balance between economic development, social justice and cultural identity

5.2 Group discussion 2: Curriculum contents

The following topics were discussed:

(a) subjects to be taught

· primary

· junior secondary

· senior secondary

(b) How to draw up a curriculum which has the same level in every ethnic nationality 

     area?

(c) What role should the National Health and Education Committee take to draw up a new 

     curriculum?

(d) Which language should be a medium of instruction in each area?

(e) What can we do step by step to use a language as a medium of instruction?

(f) How can we teach a minority language in an area where the majority language is 

     taught at school?

(g) Other suggestions regarding curriculum and language issues.

As in group discussion 1, four groups discussed the above topics and reported to the seminar.

5.2.1 The results of the group discussion 2

(a) Subjects to be taught

Primary (Standard 0 to Standard II)

· Children's mother tongue [i.e. the language of the majority of children attending the school (or) the local language of the school catchment area]

· Burmese (Children who speak Burmese should learn one of the ethnic languages)

· English

· Mathematics

· Art and music

Primary (Standard III and IV)

· Children's mother tongue [i.e. the language of the majority of children attending the school (or) the local language of the school catchment area]

· Burmese (Children who speak Burmese should learn one of the ethnic languages)

· English

· Mathematics

· Science (basic science and environment)

· Social subjects (geography, history, culture, moral education, citizenship education)

· Health education

· Art and music

· Physical education

(Note: Human rights education is included in citizenship education.)

Junior Secondary (Standard V to VIII)

· Children's mother tongue [i.e. the language of the majority of children attending the school (or) the local language of the school catchment area]

· Burmese (children who speak Burmese should learn one of the ethnic languages)

· English

· Mathematics

· General science

· Social studies (geography, history, culture, moral education, citizenship education)

· Vocational subjects (e.g. agriculture, home industry)

· Information technology

· Health education

· Environment education

· Physical education

· Art and music

Senior Secondary (Standard IX and X)

For all areas:

· English

· Mathematics

· Science (physics, chemistry, biology, geology)

· Social studies (geography, history, economics, management)

· Information technology

· Design and technology/home industry/agriculture

· Citizenship education

Subjects based on local needs

· Children's mother tongue [i.e. the language of the majority of children attending school (or) the local language of the school catchment area]

· Burmese (Children who speak Burmese should learn one of the ethnic languages)

Extra Curricula

· Health education 

· Environment education

· Physical education

(b) To draw up a curriculum which has the same level in every ethnic nationality area

The NHEC and ethnic nationality groups and other democratic organizations should work together to draw up a new curriculum through discussions.

(c) The role of NHEC

· The NHEC should encourage ethnic nationality groups to form a curriculum committee

· The NHEC should organize the drawing up of skeleton of the curriculum together with the representatives of the ethnic curriculum committees.  The NHEC should provide financial and technical support for this work.

· To develop the skeleton of the curriculum by consultation with education experts

· To hold a seminar with all members of the curriculum committees of ethnic nationalities to discuss the draft curriculum and to get consensus

· Based on the agreement of the draft curriculum, the ethnic groups will draw syllabuses for schools in their areas.  The NHEC will support this work.

· To get cooperation and collaboration of the NGOs which are working on education of Burmese children regarding the new curriculum.

(Note: The above suggestions are from Group 3.  The suggestions of other groups are also included in Group 3's suggestions.  All groups agreed with Group 3's suggestions.)

(d) Medium of instruction in each ethnic region

· local language (i.e. the mother tongue of the majority of children) should be the medium of instruction at primary level.

· At junior secondary level, the medium of instruction should be decided by local authorities. (e.g. The school may use the local language or Burmese or English as the medium of instruction).

· At senior secondary level, the medium of instruction should be English.  The reason for using English as a medium of instruction is that the level of knowledge of children in every region would be the same and children could access international knowledge.

(e) Working steps to use a local language as a medium of instruction

· Political agreement

· The new curriculum recognizes local languages as a medium of instruction

· Consultation with education experts

· Publish school textbooks with the local languages

· Train teachers to teach local language

· Do research on the use of local languages as the medium of instruction

· Make an evaluation

(f) How to teach other minority languages rather than the local school language

· Minority languages should be taught in the evening or on Saturday and Sunday at school or other places for children who speak minority languages 
· Government should support the teaching of minority languages
(Note: These suggestions are from Group IV. All groups agree these suggestions.)

(g) Other suggestions

· Indigenous vernacular languages should be developed (Group 1 and 2).

· Regarding the Burmese language, we should not consider Burmese as a subject in the curriculum before we agree on a language as an official language.  If the Burmese language is recognized as an official language, Burmese should be taught as a subject at schools in the ethnic nationality areas because there are many languages (three languages) for children to learn. (This was suggested by Khur Hsen, Shan Culture and Education Central Committee).

· The official language should be both Burmese and English (Group 2).

· Children's mother tongue should be the medium of instruction at primary level; Burmese should be the medium of instruction at junior secondary level and English should be the medium of instruction at senior secondary level (Group 3).

· To study curricula from other countries (Group 4).

· To study language policies from other countries (Group 4).

6. Conclusion

The National Health and Education Committee will implement the work on curriculum development and the teaching of indigenous vernacular languages based on the result of the seminar.  Regarding the writing of a new curriculum, the NHEC will work in coordination with the curriculum committees of the ethnic nationality groups.  The NHEC will also work on the development of ethnic nationality languages and on the preparation of these languages to become a school subject.  The NHEC will submit the outcomes of the seminar to the education conference, which will be held in April 2002.
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