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Context: UNESCO has promoted literacy for all age groups since its foundation some sixty years ago. While its Constitution announces that its fundamental goal is to build the foundations for peace in the minds of men through education, it has always seen that acquisition of basic literacy and numeracy skills is the basis for all further learning. Throughout its history also, UNESCO has vacillated between viewing itself as a global intellectual forum with a holistic approach to education to one with operational programmatic action at country level or both. The current period is one of trying to define the balance to be achieved between a global and a local role. It is also a period of severe concern for the effectiveness of its capacity to provide intellectual leadership at either or both levels.

On 21 June 2006, the current Assistant Director-General for Education announced a structural reform of the Education Sector at the Paris Headquarters with implications for institutes, centres and field offices. In that reform, UNESCO’s organizational approach to literacy is changed more radically than has ever been the case. This note has been requested by colleagues and other peers in the international education community to start a discussion on the best way forward. It modestly attempts to lay out a few arguments for and against shifting UNESCO’s approach to literacy as described in the “reform”.  It assumes some familiarity with UNESCO at organizational level as an intergovernmental body and with international cooperation.

UNESCO and Literacy: Since its creation, UNESCO has promoted a two-pronged approach to achieving the right to education (Article 26 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights): universal quality primary education and universal adult literacy. That two-pronged approach has been conceptually enlarged over the years as lifelong learning was developed (1970s). Organizationally, UNESCO has always had a clearly-identified division at Headquarters with specialized professional staff to provide international leadership in these fields. And field offices and institutes or centres have also, to varying degrees been able to look to Headquarters for knowledgeable support. They, in turn, have balanced regional or national priorities with which they are more closely in tune with the more comprehensive Headquarters’ approach. 

Most educationists, literacy specialists in particular, see the acquisition of basic skills as a continuum, not a once and for all, state. Thus, it is critical to look at literacy learning as a cradle to grave matter, to be treated with attention to school-based literacy learning, literacy across the curriculum, literacy for youth and adults in both formal and non formal settings and the relations between all of these phases and potential learning opportunities. 

Secondly, literacy (as basic reading, writing and numeracy skill acquisition) is an essential foundation to individual and societal development. The most effective literacy programming is embedded in the motivations of learners for economic or social reasons. And hence, literacy needs to be seen in an interdisciplinary and intersectoral manner. 

Thirdly, the scale of literacy needs and world poverty are growing rather than diminishing. The most recent UIS data (April 2006) show little decline in total numbers and more complex measurement tools are also attempting to capture the size of marginalized populations who are not even counted, let alone served by existing school-based or adult provision (regardless of the quality of that provision).A fragmented or piece-meal approach to literacy promotion (dividing school-based learning from adult learning) by its foremost international advocates amid competing political priorities and conflicts is likely to prove counter-productive.

UNESCO has found it difficult to maintain a consistent sustained approach to literacy for a variety of reasons over the years. On occasion, it has not been a priority of Member States or there was no funding for major programmes with in-built evaluation (as had remarkably  been the case with the UNDP-funded Experimental World Literacy Programme for work-oriented literacy in the late 1960s and early 1970s). With the WCEFA in Jomtien, Thailand, (1990), primary education was given priority by the World Bank and UNICEF as well as major donors. The sustained continuous approach being promoted by the 1990 International Literacy Year Secretariat was no longer consistently promoted by UNESCO after Jomtien. The clear linkages between children’s, youth and adult literacy were blurred, although not institutionally eliminated. It can be convincingly argued that adult literacy did not really re-appear on the international agenda for the next ten years until the Dakar Forum on Education for All in 2000. With the six Dakar Goals, and more recently with the Working Group on Education for All and High Level Group Meetings of 2005 and the EFA Global Monitoring Report: Literacy for Life, 2006, as well as the United Nations Literacy Decade launched in 2003, new opportunities for promoting sustained system-wide attention to literacy have re-appeared. 

2005-2006 seemed to be opportune to re-enforce UNESCO’s own institutional commitment to this comprehensive approach to literacy. The most cost-effective and 

immediate manner to do so would have been to make better use of its own existing professional expertise and knowledge. It could also have been the opportunity to ensure that its dedicated Headquarters staff included highly-experienced international literacy expertise, both school-based and adult, to be available to support field offices and country-level demand. (It has now been many years that Headquarters has not had a reading specialist on its staff for example). It could have been expected that the United Nations Literacy Decade would be provided with a Secretariat staffed by the most seasoned international literacy specialists and existing staff available. Above all, there might have been clearly dedicated staff and programmes devoted to the three-pronged recommendations of the EFA Global Monitoring Report 2006 (which correspond also to the best available research on how to promote literacy acquisition): quality primary education, quality adult learning opportunities and sustained literate environments (including textbook and publishing policies, language in education policies, etc). In that way, UNESCO might have been seen to be following its own recommendations to Member States.

The “reform” and literacy:

The Assistant Director-General for Education reform document prepared by Navigant Consulting Company with input from certain senior management foresees certain steps with respect to literacy. This document was presented to UNESCO Education Sector Paris Headquarters staff on 21 June 2006 and then placed on a web-site accessible to all staff. It has also been presented to Member State Delegations, some national commissions and other partners. As a result, the Adult Literacy and Non Formal Education Section within the Division of Basic Education is abolished. Substantive and programmatic attention to adult literacy is transferred to the UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning (which has been a German foundation since its creation after World War II to help reform German education through international cooperation and turned to research on adult education in the 1970s. Its name was changed from the title “UNESCO Institute for Education” on 1 July and is currently a UNESCO “project” while awaiting agreements to be reached between Germany, the City of Hamburg and UNESCO on its final status). No mention is made of the other institutes and centres in Europe or sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America or Asia and the Pacific, nor the field offices in relation to literacy.

The United Nations Literacy Decade is no longer located in the formerly-named Division of Basic Education (which included specific sections concerned with early childhood education, inclusive education, primary education and adult literacy and non formal education). It does not become a fully-fledged Secretariat staffed by international literacy specialist staff members with state of the art expertise either. Instead, it is transferred to a newly-created Division for Coordination of UN Priorities alongside the former EFA international coordination function, the UN Decade for Education for Sustainable Development section, and the HIV and AIDS prevention education section. The UNLD function is to be handled by one P/3 professional and one P/1-P/2 Assistant Programme Specialist.

Concern for this “reform”’s impact on UNESCO’s approach to literacy has already been expressed at the Working Group on Education for All  in July 2006 by various representatives of large developing countries with the largest literacy needs, by the Collective Consultation of NGOs for EFA and in various meetings by Permanent Delegates. Staff are seeking ways to express their concerns and this note is intended to help in this wider discussion, albeit in a very small way. It is not intended to criticize any one individual or interest as it is really the collective responsibility of UNESCO Secretariat professionals, senior management, Member States’ governments and the international education community to ensure that literacy remains a UNESCO priority.

Editor’s note: We regret the late publication of this letter; it was originally intended as a contribution to the UNESCO special forum to be published at this time.
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