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The Role of Library Services In

Fundamental Education Field Programs

DR. DOROTHY WILLIAMS COLLINGS, Educational Liaison Officer
Department of Public Information, United Nations, New York City

FLEXIBILITY OF APPROACH is essen-
tial if library services are to meas-
ure up adequately to their potential
role in making technical assistance
effective. I should like to consider this
main theme from the point of view of
the needs faced by field workers and
villagers working together at the grass-
roots level for better living through field
programs of fundamental education.

Fundamental Education

First the factual and conceptual frame
of reference within which the problem
is set should be reviewed. Here the basic
questions are: what is fundamental edu-
cation, why is it needed and how does
it fit into the over-all pattern of eco-
nomic and social development, particu-
larly through technical assistance?

Fundamental education is a term
first proposed by an international com-
mittee of experts called together by
UNESCO in 1947 and since made
widely current through international us-
age. Fundamental education may be
defined as the kind of minimum and
general education that aims to help
adults and children who do not have
the advantages of formal education un-
derstand their immediate problems and
to provide them with the attitudes and
skills needed to enable them to par-
ticipate fully, as individuals and citi-
zens, in the social and.economic pro-
gress of their community.!

Fundamental education thus repre-
sents the emergency educational aspects

Paper presented before the Social Science
Division, June 6, 1956, at the SLA Annual
Convention in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.
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of the problem of stimulating economic
and social development. It is neces-
sarily broad in scope and, although
based on local needs, it includes gen-
erally the following fields: health edu-
cation, the control or eradication of en-
demic disease, better sanitation and hy-
giene, improved mother and child care
and welfare, agricultural extension work,
the development of handicrafts and
small industries, the organization of co-
operatives, literacy teaching, and other
aspects of cultural and vocational adult
education. In itself a remedial measure,
it is deeply concerned with the exten-
sion and improvement of adequate uni-
versal free and compulsory school edu-
cation, as the only ultimate solution to
the problem of satisfactory education
for all.

Why is fundamental education need-
ed? The latest available data compiled
by UNESCO indicate that in many
areas of the world the majority of the
population is illiterate and a reasonable
estimate is that half the world’s people
still cannot read or write? The same
study further indicates, on the basis of
data covering 109 countries and terri-
tories, that at least half the world’s chil-
dren of school age (5-14 years inclusive)
were not receiving any kind of school
education in the year 1952 and thus are
growing up to be adult illiterates.?

Moreover, these data tell only part
of the story. The greatest obstacles to
social progress—poverty, ignorance and
disease-—form a tragic circle, each be-
ing in part the cause and in part the
result of the others. The fact is that
more than half the earth’s people are
chronically hungry, sick and poor.}
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They suffer from mass diseases like ma-
laria and yaws which modern science
knows how to control and cure. They
live in substandard housing and work
for starvation wages. They cannot read
or write because they have never had
the opportunity to learn. They have
an average life expectancy of about 30
years. Most of them live in remote vil-
lages or in the teeming slums of cities
in economically underdeveloped areas
in much of Latin America and most of
the countries of Asia, Africa and the
Middle East. These are chiefly newly
independent countries, many of which
are faced with conditions of political
unrest as well as with the stresses and
strains attendant upon economic and
social change.

Every government is now wrestling
with these problems according to its
abilities. But economic and social de-
velopment is a long, difficult and ex-
pensive process and demands in gen-
eral far greater resources, both human
and material, than most of these coun-
tries can provide by themselves. Mu-
tual aid provided through the joint ef-
forts of the world community is urgent-
ly required.

These realities are the reasons for
the operation of the many bilateral, re-
gional and international programs of
technical assistance in today’s world.

Library Services In Field Programs

For effective operation, two distinct
types of library services are required
by field programs of fundamental edu-
cation: (1) special library services to
meet the needs of the technical and
specialized field work experts and the
demands of leadership training; and
(2) public library services for the
whole community, including both chil-
dren and adults. In practice, these two
types of library service must often be
combined, but in fact the materials,
services and skills required by each
type of service are so distinctly dif-
ferent that the practical necessity of
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combining them into one operation sim-
ply further complicates an already com-
plex situation. Thus, for purposes of
clarity, I shall indulge in the luxury of
considering them as separate operations.

I shall also refer rather frequently
hereafter to the program of the Arab
States Fundamental Education Centre
(ASFEC), now operating in Egypt
under the joint auspices of UNESCO,
the United Nations and the other spe-
cialized agencies in collaboration with
the Governments of Egypt and the
other Arab States. Illustrations could
equally well be drawn from other field
programs; it is simply that I know the
ASFEC program at firsthand.

Special Library Services

The function of the special library in
field programs of fundamental educa-
tion is to provide the technical mate-
rials and services needed by field work
experts (e.g., public health doctors and
nurses, sanitary engineers, agricultural
extension workers, adult literacy teach-
ers, etc.) and their local counterpart
personnel to assist and illuminate their
programs of social and economic plan-
ning, action and leadership training.

Naturally the materials and services
needed depend on the particular pro-
gram concerned. For instance, the es-
sential functions of UNESCO’s Arab
States Fundamental Education Centre
in Egypt are:

1. To train leaders to take charge of
fundamental education in the Arab
countries. The total student body at
any given time consists of 160 mature
men and women selected and sent in
teams by the governments of their re-
spective nine Arab countries for an 18
month period of training.

2. To devise and produce printed and
audio-visual materials for use with
adults and children in programs of
fundamental education adapted tc the
needs of Arab countries.

3. To establish and operate a regional
clearing house for the exchange of re-
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In a newly established village library, a
UNESCO trainee utilizes a kerosene-
operated projector to present an educa-
tional filmstrip to an interested audience.

search, information and documentation
within the Arab countries and with
relevant agencies active or interested
in fundamental education in other parts
of the world through appropriate means,
including publication where necessary.

The Centre’s internationally recruit-
ed staff of experts numbers about 30
people, including some from Arab coun-
tries and others from many different
parts of the world. The Centre’s meth-
od of work in leadership training for
fundamental education comprises three
main elements: classroom instruction,
laboratory and workshop sessions (es-
pecially for the production of printed
and audio-visual materials) and prac-
tical demonstrations and field work in
14 nearby villages.®

Library materials and documenta-
tion are needed in the ASFEC program,
as they would be in most other field
programs, for the following purposes:
1. To provide an understanding of the
basic principles that must be taken into
account if fundamental education is to
result in desirable social change. In this
connection, for example, the penetrat-
ing volume edited by Margaret Mead
and entitled Cultural Patterns and
Technical Change, (Paris: UNESCO,
1953, 348 p. Reprinted as a Mentor
book by New American Library, New
York, 1955, 352 p.) is of first priority
importance for policymakers or field
workers in technical assistance.
2. To provide essential background
facts and understanding of the country
and region concerned. This is particu-
larly important in international work,
where the experts, although highly skill-
ed in their professional fields, have
usually never before been in the coun-
try they are helping and thus have
little precise knowledge or understand-
ing of the country or its people. Under-
standing of the community and the
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UNESCO: Arab States Fundamental Education Centre.

culture is a requisite to the success of
fundamental education programs, as to
any aspect of technical assistance.

3. To provide suggestions for improv-
ing the methods, techniques and ma-
terials needed daily in the practical field
work and demonstration programs. For
example, in the field of adult literacy
teaching a great deal more is known
about the psychology of adult learning
and the nature of the reading process
than is commonly made use of in most
literacy campaigns. A book such as Dr.
William S. Gray’s new study, The Teach-
ing of Reading and Writing (Paris:
UNESCO, 1956, 284 p., Monographs
on Fundamental Education X), which
embodies the findings of an extensive in-
ternational survey made for UNESCO,
would be invaluable in this work. As
another main problem, there is in most
countries a notable lack of suitable
printed and audio-visual materials for
adults just emerging from illiteracy.
Some of the drab, uninteresting and in-
deed pedagogically unsound materials
now in use would have to be seen to be
believed. Yet some remarkably excel-
lent, varied and inexpensive materials
have been produced in such places as
Mexico, Puerto Rico, Brazil and the
Sudan which were found most sugges-
tive in the Centre’s program of produc-
ing attractivé primers, follow-up read-
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