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Introduction: Description of programme

The project is part of the PACOS’ Community Education (COMED) Programme that focuses on indigenous children preparing to enter government primary schools.  The ECCE project provides basic to advanced training for indigenous preschool teachers so that they can undertake the running of community ECCE centres.  It also constantly refines a curriculum which incorporates the indigenous way of life that suits the needs and aspirations of communities while linking the curriculum to the official education curriculum of the government, so that the students could meet the government academic standards to enter primary one.  Other programmes by PACOS such as the Community Organising and Training Programme, Land Rights and Resource Management and the Socio-Economic Programme in the different villages in which the ECCE centres are found also support the preschool.

In 1993, PACOS started its first ECCE pilot project among the Kadazandusun community in Kipouvo, Penampang with financial support from the Bernard van Leer Foundation, the Netherlands.  Traditional songs, stories and use of their indigenous language were introduced as part of the subjects.  When two other ECCE centres were opened in the same year, the teachers were able to come together to discuss about incorporating more aspects of indigenous way of life in the school. Now PACOS is operating 19 such centres throughout the state of Sabah in Borneo Malaysia. In 1998, PACOS also decided to establish Suausindak, an ECCE centre in the Penampang district where indigenous preschool teachers could be trained.  It is in Suausindak that PACOS try to develop an ECCE curriculum that will incorporate aspects of indigenous systems and way of life.
Objectives and Focus

The ECCE programme has the following objectives and focus:
1. Appreciation of indigenous systems by incorporation into the ECCE curriculum

Indigenous systems are based on harmony between community and the immediate environment. Importance is placed on respect for community pride, and the maintenance of the integrity of the natural resource base.   For indigenous communities, these systems have safeguarded and established a peaceful coexistence, a sustainable livelihood and use of the resources.  Much of the knowledge and practice of indigenous systems have been lost or denigrated due to lack of acceptance of a pluralistic system by governments and society, and the pursuit of wealth in the present capitalist economy.  This objective of the community ECCE project is therefore an attempt to revitalise the appreciation by indigenous children through incorporating aspects of indigenous systems in the curriculum.

2. Multilingualism

Language carries with it the cultures and knowledge of a people.  In all government schools in Sabah, Malay language is the main medium of instruction, with English as one of the subjects. With strong pressure to prepare children to speak Malay in schools, parents have started to use Malay at home.   As such, indigenous languages are slowly dying in Malaysia.  The project therefore, also aims at strengthening the use of indigenous language in the ECCE centres.  Also due to increasing interaction between the 39 ethnic groups in Sabah, the project also tries to introduce songs and other activities in other indigenous languages with the hope that it will help foster understanding and harmony between groups.

3. Academic achievements

Many schools in the rural areas have low academic achievements and high rates of dropouts due to many reasons, but mostly because of the low standard of education facilities and commitment of teachers who are assigned to teach in rural schools.  By training community preschool teachers who are committed and assisting community organisations who can work with primary school establishments to improve such standards, it is hoped that indigenous children will have a better chance to succeed as they progress from preschools to primary schools.

Participation levels

PACOS insists that the establishment of an ECCE centre in an indigenous community will have to be endorsed by and get full support from the community.  Thus, before the centre is set up, a community meeting has to be held which will discuss the project, get the consent of the whole community, identify potential teacher(s) from the community and do a survey on the number of children aged 3-6 years.  The curriculum and contribution of the community will also be discussed in detail and agreed upon.  A community ECCE committee will then be established to oversee the project.  Thereafter, the teacher(s) would undergo training while the ECCE committee will be exposed to indigenous ECCE centres nearby.  PACOS in the meantime would seek funding support for the community ECCE after identifying the contributions and needs of the community such as fees, donation towards food, building and teaching aids.

Methods used

What sets the community ECCE apart from other preschools in the country which mainly focuses on academic achievements are the use of a thematic concept, interaction and community involvement.  

INDIGENOUS THEMATIC CONCEPT:

Curriculum development has evolved towards using indigenous thematic concepts that run throughout the subjects taught at the community ECCE centres.  Although much is needed to improve the themes to reflect much more about indigenous systems, it has already come to a stage where indigenous children could learn about their traditional way of life that is linked to their immediate environment and community.  The building up of the themes from one level to another would ensure continuity and a stronger grasp by the children on the systems.  

INTERACTION: 

Direct interaction between teachers and students; and between students and the community are encouraged.  Interaction between the lessons learned in class and real life experience are also stressed.  The immediate physical environment is used to make subjects alive.  If a primary school exists in the community, joint dialogues would be organised to influence educators to incorporate aspects of indigenous systems (for example resource management system that respects the harmony between people and nature, a social system that is based on good behavorial conducts, an economic system that is based on the principles of reciprocity, social responsibility and sustainability) into the formal curriculum or into their co-curriculum activities, as well as improving the overall standard of the primary school.

COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT: 

The community ECCE is considered by PACOS as one of the entry points and a tool in community organising.  As such, the community is made to understand from the very beginning about the need to have a belonging to the ECCE project.  Teachers are selected by the community with advise from the PACOS ECCE Programme Coordinator and other staff involved in the area.  Almost all the teachers in the current 19 ECCE centres are women.  Each teacher is given at least six months to one year training at the Suausindak Training Centre. After the training, she will start teaching in her own community but with supervision by the PACOS monitoring unit, made up of teachers and community organisers.  The communities through the elected ECCE committees are also expected to guide her and provide supervision and support.

The community usually contributes resources such as food, drinks and locally-available teaching aids such as seeds, fruits and samples of medicinal plants.  When the preschool compound needs to be beautified, a gotong-royong or communal labour contribution will be organised.  Often the teachers would seek help to provide stories, songs, riddles and so on, and sometimes the elders would be called upon to come to the school to do story-telling.  In some communities where they have started a traditional medicine garden, the children would be brought there to learn about herbs and medicinal plants.  This however is very much dependent on the creativeness of the teacher herself.

Each month, a meeting is organised by the ECCE village committee to update and discuss the progress of the centre.  Problems are first brought up at the ECCE committee meetings, but if deemed serious they will be discussed at the community meetings and with the PACOS Management Committee. 

BOOKS, TAPES and PERFORMANCES:

To popularise the programme and to increase the availability of teaching aids, the ECCE centres would either produce their own books and music cassettes or collaborate with other organisations such as the Bernard van Leer Foundation and the Kadazandusun Language Foundation.  The centres also accept offer for children to perform traditional songs, dances etc in important events.  As much as possible, events will be organised by the ECCE centre itself to provide the students and teachers opportunities to popularise traditional songs, music and dances as well songs in their own language. 

Outcomes

Impact on  Children

Indigenous children generally enjoy a lot of freedom – to follow adults or play with other children. They may also be given specific chores.  Whether following adults or doing their chores, they are taught all the time about many important things in life.  This makes the indigenous education system part of living.  There is no distinction between working and playing.  For example, among the favorite pastimes of children is to go to the river with friends to fish – and in the process learn an important skill for survival.  From a young age, children take part in all domestic activities such as caring for their younger siblings.

For children who are now attending the ECCE centres, life has not changed dramatically.  They appear to have made school part of their daily life.  The beauty of the community ECCE centres is that they are located within the villages and more importantly, the children are within the parents’ reach.  They go to school, and then be part of the domestic and family life after school finishes.

Impact on the Community

For the community, the ECCE has been a source of learning in many ways.  In the early part of the project, some members of the community were opposed to teaching their indigenous language in the preschool as they feel that the children speak this at home, and wanted instead for their children to be taught in Malay so that they are better prepared when they go to primary school.  Now they see the importance of inculcating the use of the language and understanding of culture, tradition and indigenous knowledge between the age of 0 –6 years.  Parents are now showing pride in their children’s ability to speak and know their culture.  It also made the community realize that passing knowledge to the next generation through the ECCE centre is important and will need their input to develop a relevant curriculum. 

Having the ECCE centres also provided the teachers and leaders an opportunity to improve themselves.  Since most of the teachers and community ECCE committee members are women, it encouraged them to be active, committed, organised, make decisions and interact with other leaders and teachers from other communities.
Lessons learnt and Challenges
· Community Participation
The program is started because people in the community wanted it. They believe that the programme will help them achieve specific goals or meet specific needs. The community members also took responsibility for the program like leadership in planning, implementing and maintaining their program. They made the decisions about it; they evaluated it, and they decided what changes are needed. The ECCE program is linked to other development projects so that the community can continue to gain new and useful ideas, skills and information. The program is also linked to other formal and/or non-formal education programs within and outside the community. When learners complete the community program they can continue their education if they want to do so. For example, children who have completed a preschool education program in their village can move into the formal education system. The ECCE program also need continuous support from outside the community – other indigenous communities who are doing similar programmes, government, non-government organizations (NGOs), universities, the business sector, and donor organizations and from other institutions (for example, language and culture associations.)

· Interest in the Culture

Besides PACOS, some other preschools in rural Sabah have also been working to incorporate local cultures in their school curriculum.  It is uncertain whether these initiatives are driven by an effort to make the lessons understood by using activities in the immediate environment to give students a more visual impact, or by a genuine interest in indigenous peoples’ way of life.  If indeed there is a genuine move towards incorporating indigenous system into the curriculum, then the subsequent concern is the lack of understanding about indigenous systems.  This has made PACOS more conscious of the need for the community ECCE centres and its teachers to be aware of their environment and their local culture.

· The Teacher’s limitation

Despite the interest, one of the main problems is how curriculum developers limit the understanding of indigenous systems to cultural expressions. Children are taught traditional dances, music, songs, languages and even traditional medicines or agricultural activities.  The issue therefore is not the lack of what can be taught but the lack of knowledge by the young caregivers on indigenous system, the way of life, ceremonies, cosmology and so on to be able to embed activities and subjects in indigenous spirituality and concepts.  There is also still a lack of discussion on how to introduce these as lessons suitable for preschool children.  

· Strategizing and Planning

Developing a comprehensive curriculum incorporating indigenous concepts is a long process involving constant practice and subsequent review.  However, there is a need for a clear policy towards full incorporation.  This would guide curriculum developers to identify themes and subsequently hold discussions to fully explore suitable aspects of indigenous life that would fit into activities and lesson plans for relevant age groupings.  For PACOS, such discussions need not start from scratch as the information gathered by other programmes on indigenous systems can be already be a good source.

· Funding and Support

Funding is one of the challenges faced by indigenous peoples to implement programmes that revive or strengthen indigenous languages. Funds are needed for research; develop curriculum and materials, activities to promote usage of indigenous languages, training and capacity building to come up with good programmes.

Conclusion
Teaching the indigenous languages have been associated with culture and identity, however indigenous language need also to be associated with the vast knowledge of that particular indigenous group. If an indigenous language is lost, not only there will be a loss of culture and identity but indigenous knowledge associated with that language will also be lost. It is therefore very important that indigenous language be kept alive and supported by all.
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