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Summary

An initiative was taken by the Association for Advancement of Information Technology (AAIT) in 1996 to upgrade life style of people living in the remote river islands of Bangladesh through utilization of scientific knowledge in strategic ways. Senior women scientists, technologists and researchers were identified for training. They were well qualified in their respective fields but illiterate in ICT. They were drawn from different organizations located in different areas. After training they utilized their subject knowledge and ICT knowledge that enhanced activities related to social development. 

Indigenous science and technology at Ikrail (ISTI) resource centre is located in one remote river island in Bangladesh. The region and people were very much neglected. Because lack of education they used to fight with one another. There was no touch of modern world. Education for girls was a curse. In ten years, the community is totally changed. There is no example of fighting.  A technical high school established under ISTI has brought unique change. Most students speak in English. Every year a good number of girls come out with a certificate under technical education board that enables them to get jobs quickly and open doors for higher education. It is a unique case for replication elsewhere.    

Introduction

Association for Advancement of Information Technology (AAIT) embarked on a project aiming to upgrade life style of people living in a remote river island of Bangladesh who are deprived of all sorts of modern facilities and were extremely involved in corruption and fighting among themselves. Before embarking on project activities, 112 women scientists, technologists, researchers, medical doctors, policy makers and social workers were trained on ICT. Based on their participation in training, corruption is going under control due to wide and efficient applications of mobile and transport technology. 

A community primary, junior high, vocational school, post office and resource centre established by AAIT in the circular shaped river island of 12000 people in 20 sq. kms area enabled the trained professionals to bring a significant change in respective areas under auspices of the University of AAIT. The paper describes its success and un-success stories with effective strategies that can be shared to countries facing similar problems.

Science based technology is the most effective tool for alleviating human sufferings and meeting basic human needs. Science gives us the power to understand nature and enables us to assist others. For the affluent societies, science and technology produce more economic gains and comfort in peoples' lives. But the science based technology changes are so fast that only highly qualified workforce with research and training in respective fields is able to evaluate and modify such technologies for local use. For a country to be competitive, most citizens must be able to apply science and science-based technologies, and some must know how to create new scientific knowledge. The import of science talent and science-trained labor is not feasible for developing countries like Bangladesh. As such the rural/indigenous science programs, which provide a strong motivation for science and technology-based careers, have become a necessary condition for the creation of an internationally competitive workforce. Research-based scientific knowledge has changed the lives of most inhabitants on earth and the science-based technologies have created new opportunities for increased production, efficient environmental practices, fast global communications, better health and longer lives, and access to information. An important point is that no country, even with most advanced education system, able alone to cope effectively with problems at the threshold of 21st century, so global cooperation becomes crucial for all.

The scenario of communication is also changing very rapidly and information technology is becoming all pervasive development tools. Its impact from day to day life has become undeniable. Like many developing countries, the impact of information technology in Bangladesh still lacks behind. Further; technology, largely practiced by the males, has become gendered towards the male's perspectives and needs. Women have less scope of making significant inputs to scientific and technological developments. They are often deprived of benefits accruing from developing technologies, and their existing status may even be worsened by technological innovations, so it became very essential that women be well grounded in these areas in order to enhance their roles as mothers, social educators and transmitters of ideas from generation to generation.

This paper describes a project, initiated in 1996, to strengthen the capacity of Association for Advancement of Information Technology (AAIT) in cooperation of Commonwealth Science Council (CSC) and the Tanzania Commission for Science and Technology based in a Commonwealth country in Africa. The main purpose of initiative was to empower senior women scientists, technologies and the researchers with ICT, and to utilize their ICT knowledge in respective areas to upgrade life style of community people. Mobile technology tool has brought tremendous changes in remote communities where electricity and road communications do not exist on efforts of trained women. 

A survey conducted by AAIT identified training needs. Training modules and materials were then designed in the context of Bangladesh. The courses were held at universities and institutes in the capital city as well as in regional towns. Regional programs were arranged particularly for the medical scientists who work in rural clinics, hospitals and health care centres. The courses have led to beginnings of a team of doctors, educationists and tele-workers empowered to implement tele-education, tele-health and tele-medicine across Bangladesh. For the best utilization of ICTs in the most appropriate purposes, an ICT based university and a knowledge-based resource centre have been established in two rural and isolated communities of Bangladesh. There are lots to share with the global colleagues on the two indigenously rooted projects and to give clear pictures on exactly what happens in implementing such projects and what results can be achieved from such risky projects in remote areas of developing countries. 

Background: Bangladesh is a developing country with highest population density in South Asia. The country is rich in natural including mineral resources but people are poor. The reasons of poverty are lack of awareness, education, techno-scientific knowledge, research opportunities and lack of coordination among scientists, technologists, researchers and decision makers. University is the best platform for human skills development and ICT is the best tool for all pervasive developments. Realizing the importance, the Association for Advancement of Information Technology (AAIT) established an ICT-based university in the rural atmosphere of Bangladesh with the name “University of Association for Advancement of Information Technology” (UAAIT) that started academic activities in 2003 with nine departments under three faculties. The courses for the university were designed in cooperation of global colleagues and ICT experts. 

Methods: AAIT embarked on a project to upgrade life style of people living in a remote river island of Bangladesh through e-skills development who are deprived of modern facilities. The region’s remoteness and surrounding riverbeds means that basic infrastructure does not exist. Drinking water is also contaminated with arsenic. Despite the challenges that children in the island face for survival, they are thirsty to learn, to know, to innovate, to discover and to acquire knowledge about the world. Before embarking on project activities, 112 women scientists, technologists, researchers, medical doctors, policy makers and social workers were trained on ICT applications. The purpose of training women professionals was to utilize their vast knowledge resources for solving community problems and to develop the targeted communities in education, health, poverty eradication and other sectors identified by trained experts in cooperation of community people who are rich in indigenous, traditional and local knowledge. 

Contribution: A community primary, junior high, vocational school, post office and resource centre established by AAIT in the circular shaped river island of 20 sq. kms enabled the trained professionals to bring a significant change in respective fields under the auspices of the University of AAIT. Contribution from the Commonwealth Science Council (CSC) and the ministry of science and ICT (govt. of Bangladesh) as financial and logistic support, and follow up by the CSC, ministry and AAIT led the project to create a success story in the ICT world. 

Evaluation: In evaluation of the rural based project at different stages, it is difficult to say that the overall activities were very smooth. It is better to comment as the better place for learning. Rural project areas can be compared with battle fields. Very few people in the rural community take the project activities in the easy way. They are resistant to change their traditional ways of living. Local youths have lots of support in e-skills development. They try to develop awareness on benefits of ICT and e-skills among the community people. The local members of the governing body of the university (UAAIT) are not aware enough about the importance of infrastructures needed for an ICT based university. They need to understand the technological problems and requirements. It is even difficult to make them understand that technology is not one time proposition rather it is a continuous process. 

Reflections: Medical doctors were initially resistant to learning new technology arguing that participation in such programme would be a waste of time—a pen, piece of paper, thermometer and stethoscope being sufficient tools for their profession. After training, they commented that all doctors and health-related professionals must have ICT and e-skills trainings. Based on their participation, the number of telemedicine projects is increasing day by day. The courses have also led to the beginning of a team of doctors, educationists and tele-workers empowered to implement tele-medicine, tele-health care, tele-education and tele-design across Bangladesh. 

