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ABSTRACT 
In community-based language and development programs, a 
primary objective is local participation in decision-making 
and implementation. Programs supported by SIL Bangladesh 
are designed to build capacity for planning, developing and 
sustaining local ownership as communities work together to 
define and address their own language and development 
goals without sacrificing their languages and cultural 
identity. 

SIL works in partnership with 12 ethnolinguistic groups in 
Bangladesh. Mahle, one of these groups, are increasingly 
becoming independent, identifying their problems, finding 
solutions and taking initiatives to address education and 
development challenges. After developing awareness of the 
issues impacting their community, a Mahle “Language and 
Development Committee” was formed. This has become the 
primary decision-making group for language and 
development in their community and is taking the lead in the 
development of a strong mother-tongue based MLE (MTB-
MLE) programme.    

One of the targets of development is to improve access to 
appropriate education. SIL aims to assist the Mahle in 
achievement of “Education for All” through implementation 
of a MTB-MLE program where Mahle children benefit from 
improved education beginning in their mother tongue. 
Stakeholders’ opinions are honored and capacity is built in 
community members, who are involved in every stage of 
MTB-MLE program development. 

This paper will describe how such a committee provides 
support for strong MLE programs and benefits both young 
children and the Mahle people. This paper will also illustrate 
how community members and local NGO’s can cooperate 
with national and international organizations to implement a 
strong community development program. 
 
 

1. INTRODUCTION 
When we consider community based development programs, 
community participation is one of the highest priorities to 
consider. It is not simply about implementing a new 
program, it is about building on their local resources. The 
community people themselves are the most valuable resource 
in the implementation and development of a successful 
program. They are the best people to identify their problems 
and needs and can work towards their own solutions. In 
Bangladesh, we have found that people from local 
communities are very much concerned about their language 
and culture. Community people are experts in 
communication, mobilization and management within their 
communities. Without their participation, the outsider cannot 
do effective development work. The capacity building in the 
community is one of the keys to success and sustainability. 
Any development intervention must aim to build capacity at 
every stage including planning, implementing and 
management. So the community people are able to work 
together to define and address their own language and 
development goals without sacrificing their language and 
cultural identity. 
 
This paper will focus specifically on the Mahle community 
which can be found in different areas of Rajshahi, Dinajpur, 
Naogaon, Chapainawabganj, Rangpur, Joypurhat and Bogra 
districts of northwest Bangladesh. The Mahle population is 
approximately 29,000 and they live in 122 villages in 
Bangladesh. The Mahle community follows two different 
religious beliefs - around 60% are Christian and around 40% 
are Hindu (Sonaton).  
 
The term Mahle has been derived from the Santali word 
‘Mah’ which means bamboo. As the Mahle have taken up the 
occupation of basket making and all kinds of bamboo-work, 
their main source of income, they are called Mahle. There are 
four Mahle sub-groups - Raj Mahle, Nagpuria Mahle, Kolehe 
Mahle and the Vuiya Mahle. The Raj Mahle and Nagpuria 



 

Mahle work on bamboo crafts, while the Kolehe and Vuiya 
Mahle work as day labourers, farmers, etc.  
The Mahle community has a special social structure called 
“Manjhi Parishad”, a social committee, that has 5 governing 
members.  

 

The members of the Manjhi Parishad are each called Manjhi 
Haram, Poranik, Jogmanjhi, Godet and Nayki. Among this 5 
member committee, the Manjhi Haram is the head of the 
village. Each village has their own “Manjhi Parishad” who 
takes care of the whole village’s social and political issues. If 
there are major issues that the “Manjhi Parishad” cannot 
solve those issues will be brought to “Dighor Baisi 
Parishad”. This is also a Mahle local committee and “Manjhi 
Parishad” is accountable to them. It includes representatives 
from different “Manjhi Parishad”. The Mahle people thought 
that it was important to have a language and development 
committee in addition to this traditional social structure. 
Now,  the language and development committee is formed, it 
can appropriately focus on the socioeconomic and 
ethnolinguistic identity issues and the traditional committee 
emphasises more general leadership issues. 

2. EDUCATION 
According to the Bangladesh National Bureau of Statistics, 
the enrolment rate among the Mahle community is 29.70%. 
Mahle children are more likely to be excluded from 
schooling and quality education because they are offered an 
education which is not in their mother tongue. From early 
childhood, Mahle children speak their mother tongue or 
community language and, when they first go to school, they 
have to start learning the national language (Bangla). Thus, 
their understanding of Bangla is lower than that of the native 
Bangla speaker. Both parents and other community members 
have reported that teachers misunderstand the situation of 
these Mahle students and believe that, as the children 
understand less Bangla than others, they are unintelligent.  
As a result, the dropout rate of Mahle children is high – a 
similar situation can be seen among most ethnolinguistic 
communities in Bangladesh.  

As children do not attend school, there is a high rate of 
illiteracy among adult Mahle resulting in job opportunities 
being limited in the community. Since most Mahle adults are 
uneducated, they do not have access to official jobs. Both 
males and females are engaged in their traditional bamboo 
crafts. Nowadays however, customers are more interested in 
industrial products instead of hand-made products. As a 
result the demand for hand-made bamboo products is 
decreasing day by day. Eventually, the economic future of 
the Mahle community will no longer be secure. The Mahle 
live below the poverty level as most of them work in paddy 
fields or other people’s houses. Even some of the Mahle who 
have passed their SSC (Secondary School Certificate) still 
make bamboo products instead of looking for a salaried job. 
With fewer educated people in their community, they have 
limited access to modern technology. Only a few of the 
Mahle villages have electricity. Few own a radio or 
television although some now use mobile phones. Computer 
and internet use is still a distant dream. 

3. SIL BANGLADESH 
SIL International was established in 1934 and initially began 
its work in Mexico. It is an international non-profit NGO that 
supports language and development activities among 
ethnolinguistic communities around the world. SIL 
Bangladesh is a research, training and consulting 
organisation which seeks to be a helpful partner to 
community-owned language and development initiatives and 
is a country unit of SIL International. SIL Bangladesh is 
working in partnership with the Mahle community to help 
the Mahle community address their own language and 
development needs, without losing their languages and 
culture. 

SIL Bangladesh is organised with several operational 
departments, including a Community Mobilisation Unit and 
Technical Unit. These two units work with ethnolinguistic 
communities throughout Bangladesh to promote sustainable 
development through encouraging communities to use their 
languages and culture to access development opportunities. 
They begin a dialogue among members of the community to 
determine who, what and how issues are decided and also to 
provide an avenue for everyone to participate in decisions 
that affect their lives.  

The desire for development in the community needs to come 
from the community. The community needs to show their 
motivation for the development of their present situation.  By 
using participatory methods, it is possible to encourage the 
community to consider ways in which to address their own 
development needs. Developing the community means 
empowering them. Empowering the community means 

Figure 1. Manjhi Parishd 



 

helping the community to build their capacity through 
different kinds of training while encouraging them to find 
sustainable solutions to address their self-identified 
problems. Capacity building is training people so that, in the 
future, they can continue the development work in their 
community, independently, without outside support.  

4. COMMUNITY MOBILISATION 
The most important thing in empowering a community is to 
mobilize the community – to encourage and promote self-
reliance, use local resources for sustainable development, 
foster unity and help them to understand that, if they want 
their work to result in development in their community, the 
whole community needs to be united. To do that, the 
community needs to select both their volunteers and leaders 
themselves.  

As the Mahle people are living in different districts, many 
miles apart, there are some communication gaps and internal 
misunderstandings among the leaders within the community. 
Leaders from different districts want to be the primary leader 
for their whole community. The two different religious 
groups among the Mahle speak two closely related 
languages, however, the languages are distinct so the two 
religious groups do not understand each other well, resulting 
in communication gaps within the community.  

4.1 Community Empowerment Processes: 
The Ethnodev Model 
To support the empowerment of communities through 
participatory methods, SIL Bangladesh has structured a 
model they have called the “Ethnodev” model. The model 
helps the community to come together and discuss 
sustainable development approaches.  

Ethnodev Model 
SIL Bangladesh’s vision is to do civil society organisational 
development among the ethnolinguistic communities of 
Bangladesh. According to the Ethnodev model, the SIL 
Bangladesh Community Mobilisation team will first conduct 
background research about the community. The model has 
two processes - top-down and bottom up. 

It has three stages: 

 Formation;  

 Operation and  

 Capacity building. 

4.1.1 Formation 
Imagine that the big circle in the model above represents a 
language group in Bangladesh. In the formation stage, the 
Community Mobilisation team communicates with 

Figure 2. Ethnodev Model 



 

community leaders and seeks out the local organisations in 
the community. If there are any local organisations or 
committees in the community, the Community Mobilisation 
team will communicate directly with them to share their 
goals and the Ethnodev model for discussion. If they agree to 
work with the SIL Bangladesh Community Mobilisation 
team, they will ask the organisations to communicate with 
the community leaders and hold a meeting with the 
community leaders to identify volunteers to form a local 
team that will also be called the CMT (Community 
Mobilisation Team). The CMT goes to the different villages 
in which people from the ethnolinguistic community live to 
form a VC (Village Committee) including all the village 
leaders. This VC will choose their VCM (Village community 
mobilisation) team. 
 
4.1.2 Operation 
In the operation stage, the SIL Bangladesh Community 
Mobilisation team will train CMT members to raise 
awareness on health related issues, agriculture, forming 
saving groups, local committees and education-based 
awareness raising work in the village. Then, with the local 
CMT, the SIL Bangladesh Community Mobilisation team 
members will go to the village and they will raise awareness 
of issues and potential approaches among the villagers. They 
will help establish development work by enabling the 
community to identify their immediate problems and 
potential solutions with local resources. If the villagers want 
health or agricultural training SIL could support the 
community in the search for experts who will be able to 
provide the training to the villagers. If the community wants 
to have a MLE (Multilingual Education) School in their 
community the SIL Bangladesh education technical team 
might provide technical support and consultancy. The central 
Language and Development committee can make decisions 
for the whole community and the community Mobilisation 
team will work under the central committee.  
4.1.3 Capacity Building 
In the Capacity Building stage, CMTs will receive on-going 
training from SIL Bangladesh to help build capacity so they 
become expert trainers in Community Mobilisation. Ideally, 
in the future, the committee will be strong enough to run the 
programme themselves with a view to applying through 
national systems to becoming a civil society organisation.  

If the community does not have any local organisations the 
SIL Bangladesh Mobilisation team can go directly to the 
village to identify volunteers there. They will start working 
with the volunteers who will later form a committee in the 
village. Afterwards with all representatives from each village 

committee, they can form a language and development 
central committee. 

5. WORKING WITH THE MAHLE 
COMMUNITY 
In 2004 to 2005 a research team from SIL Bangladesh 
conducted a sociolinguistic survey among the Santali cluster 
(Mahle, Koda, Kol, Mundari and Santali). When the survey 
was completed SIL Bangladesh arranged a meeting in 
Rajshahi, the major city in the area – the divisional city - 
with the Mahle community about the survey report where 
they shared MLE (multilingual education) concepts. MLE 
allows children from ethnolinguistic communities to receive 
their education in their mother tongue as a foundation for 
effective on-going education that would continue to include 
the local language but also the national language. From this 
Santali cluster, only the Mahle community showed interest in 
an MLE programme. In response to their request, 
orthography and materials development workshops were 
conducted between February and April 2006 in Rajshahi for 
the Mahle community. In 2007, a local NGO, MAASAUS 
(Mahle Adivasi Artho Samajik Unnoyan Songstha) started an 
MLE school for the Mahle community, supported by SIL 
Bangladesh. 

SIL Bangladesh is implementing the Ethnodev model 
described above in the Mahle community to help coordinate 
Mahle local NGOs implementing development initiatives in 
other sectors of the Mahle community and to assist in making 
decisions which promote interdependence within the Mahle 
community. Since SIL Bangladesh already supported 
MAASAUS, the SIL Bangladesh Community Mobilisation 
team was welcomed in 2008 and visited Mahle villages 
several times to foster good relations. The Ethnodev model 
was shared with MAASAUS and Mahle community leaders 
in Rajshahi and they were very enthusiastic. To date there 
have been two meetings with community leaders in different 
places discussing the formation of a community-wide 
language development committee. As a consequence, two 
more local NGOs have formed to bring about development 
among the Mahle community. These NGO’s are AESCDF 
(Adivasi Education Socio-Cultural Development Foundation) 
in Rajshahi and Podarpon Unnayan Songstha in Dinajpur.  

In Dinajpur in September 2008, Podarpon arranged a 
meeting for the members of “Manjhi Parishad” around 
Dinajpur and key people in the Mahle community. The 
meeting was to discuss what development needs to be done 
among the Mahle community and the present situation of the 
Mahle and how to overcome problems the community is 
facing. They identified 19 problems which are barriers to 



 

development in their community and then prioritised the ten 
main problems they are struggling with: educational 
opportunities; unity; leadership; livelihood opportunities; 
loss of language and culture; leadership for change; 
communication; resources; laziness; addiction. After 
prioritising the problems the local leaders determined 
sustainable solutions.  

After that meeting, the SIL Bangladesh Community 
Mobilisation team visited areas where Podarpon works. 
There, the SIL CMT found that Podarpon had started 
awareness raising in relation to language and development 
issues in the Mahle villages in Dinajpur. They had already 
selected 6 or 7 volunteers who had been visiting the villages 
twice a week and building relationships with the local 
people. With encouragement from the volunteers the 
villagers formed a committee and started a fund-raising 
program which the committee is responsible for.  

In November 2008, MAASAUS held a coordination meeting 
with the local Mahle NGO’s and their leaders. They also 
invited SIL to attend the meeting where each NGO’s shared 
about the kind of development work they are doing in the 
Mahle community. During that meeting, one of the Mahle 
organisation leaders said “since the purposes and goals of the 
three Mahle NGO’s are the same, let’s do our development 
work together for the Mahle community”. At the end of the 
meeting they decided that the local NGOs would have 
quarterly coordination meetings. They also decided to make 
a list of significant people, respected by the general public, in 
each village and to discuss the Ethnodev model with the 
Manjhi Haram, the chief in the Mahle traditional governance 
system who is also honoured as the village chief. They 
shared their feedback that they had received at the next 
meeting. 

6. MULTILINGUAL EDUCATION 
Multilingual education is a strategy that can assist in the 
achievement of the Millennium Development Goals and 
‘Education for All’ by supporting access to relevant basic 
education for every child regardless of their ethnic, cultural 
or religious background.  

 “Education is power and language is the key to accessing 
that power. A child who thrives at school and develops self-
esteem and pride will have better employment opportunities 
and is more likely to realize his or her potential” [1]. 

 A successful MLE program offers a strong educational 
foundation in the children’s mother tongue and then provides 
learners with a good bridge to the new language through 
which students will be able to accomplish their educational 

goals. Learners who have completed effective basic 
education are better equipped to participate in the national 
governance process and to access jobs that will contribute to 
the elimination of poverty for both their immediate families 
and the nation.  

In order to provide sustainable and strong MLE programs in 
Mahle community and MLE programs in other 
ethnolinguistic communities of Bangladesh, SIL Bangladesh 
has included the following components in programs that they 
assist:  

6.1 Preliminary Research 
As described above, SIL Bangladesh conducted 
sociolinguistic survey for the cluster of the Austro-asiatic 
language group in 2002 which included language groups 
from North Bengal. The Mahle language was one of them. 
Such preliminary research/survey gathers information about 
the language situation, the community’s motivation for MLE, 
and potential resources for the program - especially people 
resources.  

 
6.2 Awareness raising and Mobilization 
activities 
Many people have a lot of questions in their minds about 
mother tongue-based multilingual education. Awareness 
raising and mobilisation activities generate ideas on why it is 
important for children from ethnolinguistic communities to 
experience a MT based MLE system. For the Mahle 
community, SIL conducted a series of workshops and 
meetings with local leaders and community members to 
provide information, generate interest and support for the 
program within and outside the community. This included 
Government Officials, NGO officials and potential donors. 
Among the Mahle, this began in 2005.  

6.3 Recruitment methods 
This phase, after awareness raising and various mobilisation 
activities, brought motivated, knowledgeable and respected 
mother tongue speakers into the program. Particularly, the 
Community leaders and the Language & Development 
Committee member’s decision is final in recruiting teachers 
and supervisor for the MLE schools. The teachers should 
have, as a minimum, the SSC (Secondary School Certificate) 
and must be from Mahle community. It is very challenging in 
some villages to get educated (SSC) Mahle people. 
Therefore, some of the teachers have only completed Grade 
8, but other requirements are taken into consideration. For 
the supervisor, we encourage the community to identify 
someone who has a bachelor degree, is from the community 



 

themselves and is competent in both Mahle and Bangla 
languages.        

6.4 Developing and testing a writing system 
SIL Bangladesh provided technical support through its 
consultants to help the communities to choose and develop 
their own writing system in orthography workshops. A 
spelling guide was produced so that people could understand 
the decisions that were made about the Mahle writing 
system. For the Mahale community, this workshop was held 
during 2006. 

6.5 Training 
For successful MLE programs, on-going capacity building 
processes need to be in place in order that community 
members are equipped to launch and sustain such projects. A 
series of workshops focused on the development of 
appropriate curriculum, teaching and learning material 
production, making lesson plans, teacher’s guides and to 
deliver teachers’ training to enable implementation of child-
centered education. This helped Mahale mother tongue 
speakers - teachers, writers, artists, editors, supervisors and 
trainers to gain competence, creativity, commitment and 
credibility within and outside the community.  

6.6 Sustainability 
Sustainable MLE programs for ethnic minorities can be 
divided into four general stages – although the length of time 
and specific activities of each stage are context-specific. The 
first two stages have been applied in Mahale MLE pre-
schools as all the schools are still in pre-primary level. All 
four stages are described below.  

Stage1: Beginning Literacy. An early emphasis in Stage 1 of 
the children’s programs is on oral language development. 
Activities involve talking about familiar people, places and 
activities, singing songs, acting out stories and playing 
games. The learners are introduced to reading and writing in 
their first language (L1), which is also used as the medium of 
instruction (MOI). Curriculum, teaching/learning materials 
and reading materials are based on topics that are familiar to 
the learners and relevant to their lives.  

Stage 2: Fluency. The emphasis now is on gaining fluency in 
reading and writing the L1, which is still used as the MOI. 
Also at this stage, teachers introduce the learners to oral L2 
however, no reading or writing in L2 is introduced yet.  

Stage 3:  Bridging. As the learners have attained fluency in 
L1 literacy and are gaining confidence in using L2 orally, 
they begin to bridge to L2 literacy. Unfortunately this crucial 
stage is too often initiated without careful planning, good 

teacher training or relevant materials. Consequently, this is 
the point at which it is said that MLE programs most 
frequently fail. Careful attention to the bridging strategy, 
good instructional materials and good training and 
supervision of the teachers help to ensure that the learners 
will succeed at this stage.  

Stage 4: On-going education. At this stage, minority 
language learners should be able to continue learning in both 
their first and second languages, either in the formal or non-
formal education systems or through informal learning.     

Several years have passed since introducing mother tongue-
based multilingual education to the Mahle communities and 
some of the children are now enrolled in the Government 
primary schools. The fact that MLE is an excellent way to 
address the ‘Education for All’ goal and inequality in access 
to basic education is proven by these children who are 
currently studying in primary schools. Reports and test 
results from government primary schools show that children 
who have attended mother tongue based MLE pre-schools 
are doing a lot better compared to others who haven’t been to 
such schools. A mother tongue based pre-primary teacher is 
quoted as saying, “Primary school teachers are always 
praising our former students from pre-primary schools. They 
say our children are far better when compared to other 
children - they are efficient enough to begin straight in class 
3!” 

7. CONCLUSION 
In terms of community based development program, a 
mother tongue-based multilingual education system indicates 
better teacher/student communication where both teacher and 
students are likely to come from the same community which 
means the teachers are more likely to build trust in the 
students. This will lead to learner-centred and child-friendly 
classroom environments where teaching is more effective for 
the students. In addition, integrating the children’s culture 
and language into curricular activities provides an 
opportunity for the involvement of parents in school 
activities, making the school an integral part of the 
community. Mother tongue-based multilingual education is 
shown to lead to more effective teaching of science and 
maths and the school curriculum encourages knowledge of 
the history, traditions, language and culture of the 
ethnolinguistic communities and also ensures that minorities 
have adequate opportunities to gain knowledge of the society 
as a whole – to participate in national and global 
development opportunities without losing their own 
languages and identity. As MLE is an ongoing process, it 
needs huge community support and involvement to succeed. 



 

Ideally, it also needs support from Government and 
mainstream communities in order to be sustainable. 

Effective education is seen when the program is community 
based. The community based program encourages 
participation and ownership which leads to success and a 
sustainable intervention that benefits children from 
ethnolinguistic communities and the community as a whole.   
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