
INTERNATIONAL LITERACY DAY 

International Literacy Day, as proclaimed by 
UNESCO on 8 September, was marked by 
the meditation group with a programme held 
on 4 September 1979 at United Nations Head­
quarters. Ms. Sue Criscitiello of World Education 
explained the goals and techniques of the private, 
non-profit organisation which helps educationally 
disadvantaged adults and young people in Asia, 
Africa, Latin America and the United States. A 
primary goal of the organisation is to foster a sense 
of confidence among the learners and the belief 
that they do have the power to change their lives 
and surroundings for the better. Acquiring 
functional literacy is seen as only a part of the 
larger goal, although the drop-out rate in World 
Education's literacy programmes is quite low in 
comparison to other programmes which are more 
formal. 

Below is a brief excerpt from Ms. Crz'scitiello's 
talk. 

Ms. Sue Criscz'tiello, World Education: Greetings 
to you from World Education. We are honoured by 
your invitation to speak to you in tribute to the 
cause of literacy. It is one that is very close to our 
organisational heart. As you have seen from our 
slide show, World Education has worked in the 
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field of education for adults for the past twenty­
eight years. Our first efforts were in India, where 
our founder Welthy Fisher's dream to establish a 
"Village" where non-readers could come to learn 
was realised. Literacy House has been growing and 
flourishing since 1951. We have come a long way 
since those days, and our programmes and methods 
have changed quite a bit. However, one thing that 
remains constant is our focus on learners: on their 
needs, their day-by-day concerns and their hopes 
for a better life. Because our focus has been on the 
learner, we have discovered over the years that 
there are limits to the power of literacy. 

Literacy is an educational need that goes hand­
in-hand with other development needs. It has little 
meaning when offered as a pure benefit to people's 
lives. It must be a part of education about better 
health, nutrition, agriculture, sanitation and so on. 
And it must offer some promise of reward to the 
learner. So we have to ask, as we plan a pro­
gramme, if it will help people to get jobs, to care 
for their children and to improve their lives. 

Another caution I would like to mention is that 
we must stop thinking of illiteracy as a problem in 
developing countries alone. In our recently pub­
lished report to the Ford Foundation, Adult Illiter­
acy in the United States by Carmen Hunter and 
David Harman, we have documented the extent of 
illiteracy in our own society. 

UNESCO's annual recognition of literacy work 
on September 8 gives us an opportunity to pay 
tribute to the work that is being done in the field of 
literacy. But it also gives us an opportunity to put 
literacy into perspective, to recognise what it 
means, its value and its limitations. 
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I would like to show you another slide show 
about our project in Bangladesh with the Bangla­
desh Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC) . 
This is one of our most successful projects, because 
we are no longer there and BRAC is not only car­
rying on the work that we helped to start , but is 
itself serving as a training centre in these kinds of 
educational approaches for other institutions in 
that country. This slide show again stresses that 
only as people take responsibility for their own ac­
tions, only as they realise the potential that lies 
within them, do we have a chance to make the 
world better for all of us . 
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