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Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues 

Statement of UNICEF - under item 6. Education and culture 

Mr. Chairman, 

UNICEF is very pleased and honoured to address the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues at its 
first session, under the item of education. The liveliness and enthusiasm that emanate from this 
assembly clearly echo the intensity of shared experiences and dedication to these important issues. 

UNICEF is committed to ensuring that all children have access to good quality education, as a basic 
right. This commitment is reflected in UNICEF's 2002-2005 Medium Term Strategic Plan, which 
identifies girls' education as one of the five corporate priorities, as well as in UNICEF's policies and 
programmes directed at addressing the special needs of indigenous children. 

The importance of education for indigenous children is well emphasised in "A World Fit for 
Children", the outcome document of this month's Special Session on Children, just adopted 
unanimously by all UN Member States. The document expressly states that indigenous children 
should have access to quality education on the same basis as other children. States made a 
commitment to direct their efforts at providing indigenous children education in a manner that 
respects their heritage and develops an understanding of, and sustain their cultural identity, including 
dieir language and values. 

Mr. Chairman, 

In pursuing results for children, UNICEF is guided by basic principles from the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child, namely the best interests of the child, non-discrimination and the right of the 
child to participate and be listened to. 

School is the place where these principles can be transformed into action. As we all know, due to 
historical discrimination, among other factors, indigenous people have often had disproportionately 
less access to basic social services, including education, than the non-indigenous population. Key to 
UNICEF's strategy for the reduction of poverty and disparities is access to education through 
emphasis on reaching the most vulnerable, the most marginalised and the most deprived children. 
UNICEF also believes that it is essential that each and every child develop in a friendly harmonious 
environment, in which his or her culture and language are recognised and respected. As a significant 
part of the child's environment, schools have a crucial role to play in the development of the child's 
identity and sense of belonging. 

In this context, UNICEF has undertaken multiple initiatives in cooperation with national 
counterparts to ensure that indigenous children have access to education, attend school, and that 



schools are adapted to their needs. One of the areas where UNICEF has made a special effort is in 
the promotion of bilingual and multicultural education. Evaluations of bilingual education show that 
it is easier for children to learn and become literate in their mother tongue and then transfer those 
skills to a new language, than to learn new concepts directly in an unfamiliar language. Long
standing education standards established by UNESCO also affirm the need for bilingual classes in 
the first three years of schooling. 

UNICEF's action in this regard focuses on promoting enrolment in primary school and the 
monitoring of dropouts among indigenous children, the elaboration of bilingual material and the 
training of teachers. 

For example, in Ecuador, UNICEF promoted, in joint collaboration with local counterparts, a social 
mobilization strategy for school enrolment. This strategy was designed in order to identify children 
that have abandoned school, promote their re-insertion and guarantee the child's permanence in 
school. Schools monitored a follow-up of students who completed last year's scholastic year but did 
not return this year, investigated the reasons for their desertion with parents and informed Provincial 
authorities and the Ministry of Education of the causes. Almost 300.000 children in marginalised 
areas and belonging to the bilingual education system of the country have been direct beneficiaries 
of the strategy. 

In Guatemala, UNICEF, together with the Minister of Education, developed a model of bilingual 
education for one or two teacher schools where learning and school governance is managed by the 
pupils themselves, with strong support of the communities. The model resulted in expanding 
education coverage and quality for Maya children. 

In Venezuela, in the Amazonas region, UNICEF supports intercultural bilingual education with 
emphasis on the participation of indigenous teachers and the organization of the indigenous teachers' 
council, with members responsible for initiating consultations in the communities. The programme 
also covers pre-school education, through the elaboration of teaching material for the development 
of an indigenous pedagogy for young children. 

In Namibia, a project is underway that aims to integrate San children into the mainstream education 
system by training San community resource persons who mediate in cases of conflict and provide 
necessary assistance to parents as well as follow up cases of drop-out. 

These are some of the programmes UNICEF is supporting to ensure that alt indigenous children, 
girls and boys, enjoy their right to education. I invite you to consult some of UNICEF's publications 
and manuals at our table outside the room. 

Mr. Chairman, 

UNICEF looks forward to taking the opportunity of this Forum for exchanging experiences and 
information with you and the delegates. Above all, it is in our daily work that together we can make 
a world fit for all children and in particular for indigenous children. 

Thank you. 


