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Abstract

Distance learning is playing a key role in facilitating those students who can not
otherwise continue their education from formal universities due to one reason or
another. The programs designed by the department of Agricultural Sciences (DAS) of
the Allama Igbal Open University (AIOU) Islamabad, are directly helping in eradicating
poverty at a large scale, especially in rural areas of Pakistan. The new MSc (Hons)
Rural Development Program started by DAS has been quite successful in meeting the
needs of the in-service personals who are directly working for the rural development
through government, non government and semi government organizations. The data
shows that 90% of the students are satisfied with the program and think that after
getting training through this course they will be able to contribute towards the
development of the rural sector in a better way by having an understanding of the
development issues. This program will give them opportunity to serve the rural areas in
a better way and as a result towards helping in eradicating poverty.

1. Distance learning and poverty eradication

The use of distance learning strategies in developing countries is by no means novel.
The potential connections between distance learning and development processes have
been recognized for decades, as the following passage from Kabwasa and Kaunda
(1973) demonstrates:

“Correspondence education has yet to make an impact in Africa. We
feel it is our responsibility to give it as much publicity as we can, so
that our people know its potentialities and possibilities, and how they
can go about making greater use of it in the development of our
continent.”

Though poverty occurs in all countries, the situation is particularly severe in developing
countries. According to the United Nations report (1997), about 1.3 billion people
currently live on less than a dollar a day (generally considered to be the measure of
extreme poverty). Almost one billion are illiterate and over a billion lack access to safe
water. Nearly 850 million people do not get enough to eat. Women make up 70 per
cent of the worlds poor. And one third of the people living in the least-developed
countries are not expected to live to 40 years of age. Eliminating poverty globally is an
ethical, social, political and economic goal. It can only be reached through a
multidimensional and integrated approach that combines programs and projects
targeted at people, living in poverty with policies and strategies that meet the basic
needs of all strengthen their productive capacities, and empower them to participate in
decision-making on policies that affect them. Such efforts must ensure access of all to
productive resources, opportunities and public services, and enhance social protection
and lessen vulnerability. Sustained and broad-based economic advancement, social
development and environmental protection are essential for boosting living standards
and for eradicating poverty in a sustained manner. (www.fao.org)

Poverty has many dimensions in Pakistan. The poor in Pakistan have not only low
income but they also lack access to basic needs such as education, health, clean
drinking water and proper sanitation. The vicious cycle of poverty is accentuated when
the governance structure excludes the most vulnerable from the decision process. It is
hard to overcome because it consists of a series of vicious circles or a set of inter
locking equilibrium circumstances that reinforce one another. (Economic Survey 2005)



Calvert (1986) wrote that distance education helps extend the market for education to
clientele who have not been previously served. (www.fao.org)

Distance education plays an important role in poverty alleviation. Through this system
even the low income people who have no access to education in formal universities can
improve their qualification which in turn contributes towards increasing the literacy
rate, which in the long run can be useful towards eradicating poverty.

2. Rural Development through distance learning - A case Study

Despite the existence of large urban centers, Pakistan is still predominantly a rural
society with approximately 70 percent of the population living in villages in rural areas.
Rural development implies comprehensive and sustainable development for people and
places in rural areas. It depends on several interrelated components including
development of appropriate production technology, dissemination of modern
technology to the farming community, formulation of suitable policies for growth in the
farm and rural non-farm economies, conservation and sustainable use of natural
resources, and provision of infrastructure and social services. All countries in the world
are subject to continual social and economic change, and the rural sectors of
developing countries and countries in transition are pivotal in this process. It is
recognized that in a context of increasing globalization an understanding of the
underlying driving forces of this process and its consequences is critical.

Achieving rural development and responding to these global challenges will require
trained professionals with a wide range of relevant expertise. They are needed to work
in government agencies, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and in the private
sector. Professionals are needed who can formulate appropriate policies and plans,
design and implement development projects, disseminate appropriate technology and
information to farmers and small-scale entrepreneurs, and manage businesses and the
efficient delivery of services in rural areas. Recognizing the growing needs and
requirements for trained professionals in rural development; AIOU initiated a Masters
level program in Rural Development in spring 2005. This program provides graduates
with an interdisciplinary base from which to approach the diverse issues involved in
rural change. It is designed for students interested in pursuing careers that are
interactive with the potential and problems associated with the rural sector.

2.1 Objectives of the program

The program gives students the opportunities to develop;

. A critical awareness of the social, economic and management issues
underlying socio-economic change.

. Conceptual and analytical skills relevant to the social and economic
dimensions of agriculture and related industries.

. A set of potential skills pertinent to working in the public, private or NGO
domains.
. The ability to change with, and influence, rational debates concerning the

optimal direction of rural sector change.

. Sufficient knowledge and understanding of the major problems, socio-
cultural and economic conditions of rural areas.

. Competence in dissemination of technological knowledge to optimize the
income of rural communities and eradicate poverty.

. Upgraded knowledge and skills in stimulation of social mobilization and
securing community participation.

. Improved ability and self-confidence to design and develop policies, plans
and projects, to seek knowledge and to formulate more effective rural



development approaches.

. The ability to access the rural development literature and to pursue
effective research in (agriculture, economics, good governance, gender
issues, health, education, water resources, natural resources
management, forestry, livestock management and poverty alleviation,
etc).

2.2 Target group

The expected target/student group will have range of backgrounds including
Agriculturists, Veterinarians, Engineers, Sociologists, Anthropologists etc. Typically they
will find work in:

. Developments projects, typically focused on small farms and households
associated with these farms;

. Aid agencies and non-governmental organizations concerned with rural
change;

. Programs concerned with health, nutrition, gender issues and other rural

development issues;

. Government ministries and other public sector organizations concerned
with the rural sector;

. Consultancies related to a wide range of government programs.
2.3 Mode of teaching

1. Learning_package: It includes self learning printed texts and supplementary
study material including course books, assignments, tutorial schedule,
radio/TV schedule, general student guide, student course guide,
assignment forms.

2. Course assignments; are instruments both of teaching and continuous
assessment.
3. Tutorial instructions through face to face learning at study centers, or

correspondence and workshops, where necessary.
4, Field trip is one of the study components.
2.4. The program covers

The program consists of 8 credits, spread over 4 credits of course work and 4 credits of
research thesis which can be completed within minimum period of two years. The
courses are Sustainable Rural Development, Rural Poverty Alleviation, Regenerating
Agriculture, Human Resource Development, NGO Management, Managing Projects in
Rural Development, Natural Resource Management and Research for Development.

2.5. Progress of the Rural Development Program
The first semester of the program ended in November 2005, which went quite
successful. A total number of 157 Students from all over the country are enrolled

in this program. The following Table and graph show province wise distribution of
the students through out Pakistan.

Figure 1

Table. 1. Province wise distribution of students

Islamabad NWFP Punjab Sindh Balochistan
including



| Muzaffarabad || | | | |
| 56 L 42 | 4 | 9 | 5 |

The following Table and graph show the percentage of the students who
considered the program successful and those who stated it as unsuccessful.
This shows that out of the total number of 157 students 149 students
considered it successful and up to their expectations while only 8 % stated
that it was not up to the mark.

Table 2. Success of the program

S.N Name of city |Satisfactory |Unsatisfactory \

' [No. [% ]No. o]
1 [Islamabad | [50 o0 6 [10]
2 |nwrp | 42 [100 oo
5 [Puniab | 43 6 2 Ja
4 [sindn | E [100 oo
|5 |Balochistan | 5 1100 |0 o]
[Total |- | [149/157 |95 [8/157]5 |

Source: Data collected from students
Figure 2
3. Suggestions

The students explained that most of them were working in NGO's and they had taken
this program for their professional growth and development to enhance their
knowledge about development and to improve their skills and capacity-building They
said the program had come 80% up to their expectations. They expressed that this
program is a very good initiative that helps to convert their experience into
qualification as well as enrich their experience towards contributing to the organization
they are working for.

Most of the students were satisfied with the program. However some of the students
were of the view that the course content was not in Pakistani context and measures
should be taken to present books in South Asian context. The participants also
suggested that the semester workshops should be participatory in future; for example
presentations by the participants and group discussions besides lectures delivered by
the resource persons. The use of modern techniques and multimedia was appreciated
by the participants.

4. Recommendations

The following suggestions were given by the students

1. The following subjects may be included in the program in future
o Gender studies/ Women studies
° Social development
° Development studies
o Micro financing

They expected the program to be conducted on modern distance learning education
techniques and methodologies like use of internet, email, presentations, yahoo



group discussions etc.

T.V Programs may be introduced covering the courses thus making it easier for
students to understand the subjects besides the help of tutors.

Students should be provided with the facility to get in touch with International
students as well as students within the country for pooling out their
experiences.

The text material for Rural Development may as well be in local language and
should be on CDs.

More projects experience must be infused in the text material.

Internet facilities should be made available to the students.

The text material may be developed within the context of the developing countries
through collaborative efforts.
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