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Executive Summary

Introduction

In 2001 UNICEF jointly with Ministry of Women and Children Affairs initiated a pilot project on empowerment of adolescent girls in the rural Bangladesh – titled as Kishori Abhijan with the objective of supporting the adolescent girls in realizing their potential as agents of social change, through promoting an enabling environment where they can widen their choices and participate in empowering social and economic processes. 

The present study was done to identify the lessons learnt and documenting a few case studies on how this Project has changed the lives of selected adolescents. The study further generated recommendations for the next phase of the implementation of the project.

Highlight of the Findings 

Knowledge of the project and overall benefit from it

By and large the respondents were well aware of the project activities. For them, it is a platform to make adolescents aware of the real life issues as well as to make the adolescents knowledgeable, self-reliant and skilled. Adolescents in all the groups have acknowledged universally that they have been benefited from the project to a great extent. When talking about the benefit, they stated they have become more interested to continue education and they have acquired knowledge on many issues. According to them, they also have gathered courage and skill to negotiate for their own education, marriage, dowry, etc. 

Interest in education

All the adolescent girls who participated in the FGDs were very much positive about their education. They stated that because of the program the majority of them could re-start education and they came to know the importance of education in their lives. They realized that through education they would get a ‘good’ job. The present study found in a qualitative nature that there is some improvement in the school enrollment and drop out of girls from the initial period. 

Difference in formal education and project sessions

The adolescents positively responded that the formal institutional education (schools) is totally different than what they learn in the “Kishori Abhijan” project. According to them, school education provides knowledge from a textbook and in Kishori Abhijan they can learn issues outside the textbook. In the text book, theoretical information is given on literature, history, geography, science, etc. but the project enhanced their knowledge about practical life issues, such as child marriage, dowry, puberty, HIV & AIDS, legal awareness about different social law, etc. School education will help them to become ‘educated’ and to have ‘good’ jobs. But, learning from the adolescent centers helped them significantly to become ‘aware’ of their health & well-being. 

Knowledge of Adolescence

The majority of the adolescent participants as a specific age period knew the term ‘adolescence’, namely, 10 to 19 years. Being asked about the age limit of adolescence most knew the specific age bracket however, few other age brackets were also reported, such as, 12-18 years, 7-17 years, 13-19 years, 12-20 years, etc.

The adolescent participants could spontaneously mention the physical and emotional changes experienced during the period. By and large the girls have come to know to a great extent about many aspects of menstrual management and personal hygiene issues. They have learnt that most of the restrictions they had to follow during menstruation are superstitions and now they try not to follow them by making their elders understand. 

Puberty

By and large the adolescent girls admitted that they did not know many aspects of puberty specifically physical and emotional changes during this period, menstrual management, personal hygiene and so on. They have learnt these from the peer-to-peer sessions run at the Kishori Kendro (Adolescent Centers). Before they joined the project, they were uncomfortable and afraid of the changes that they were going through during puberty. Moreover, the myths and misconceptions prevail in the society made them more nervous. Now they have gained the accurate knowledge and they share it with their family members, friends and feel much better that they are helping other people by providing correct knowledge. They reported that now they know very well how to recycle & clean the used cloth properly with soap and dry it properly maintaining hygiene. The participants further stated that they used to follow various restrictions during the menstrual period regarding food and mobility, which they now know as myth. Now they do not conform to those age-old myths rather try hard to convince their elderly female family member like mothers, grandmothers, aunts, sisters-in-law. They also share their knowledge with their peer group who are not enrolled in the adolescent centers’ activities. 

Issues related to marriage and marriage registration

Universally all the adolescent girls could state that legal age for girls for marriage is 18 years and girls should not get married before 18 years. According to the majority of the girls the worst implication of child marriage are the risks and complications related to childbirth. However, very few of the girls and some of the boys have mentioned other impact of child marriage, such as, girls cannot play with their friends or cannot continue with their education, etc. Being asked about the age at marriage for the girls in their community, adolescent girls in the group discussion stated that they could identify an increase in the marital age for girls. They also found to have a strong voice against their marriage before they attain 18 years of age. However, few of the girls also stated that despite their unwillingness, they might have to agree for marriage due to family and social pressure. The adolescent participants also could spontaneously state marriage registration as the legal proof of a marriage. 

Dowry

The adolescents were well aware of the issue of dowry. According to them, dowry is a social offence but they cannot stop it, as it is widespread in the community and society. The girls also stated that demands for dowry exists in the community in such a way that parents of a girl can not think of marrying off daughters without dowry, yet few of the members of the project could stop their own marriage with dowry by talking to their parents. The participants of the FGD further suggested to make the rules and regulations strict for those who demand dowry and the law should be implemented properly. The girls also stated that there is law against dowry but implementation and enforcement of the law is very poor therefore, to eradicate dowry from the society has become almost impossible. 

Gender Discrimination against Girls

The concept of gender to the adolescents is basically synonymous to gender discrimination against girls in the society. They stated food is given first to the sons and then to the daughters; during festivals sons are given new dresses but not daughters. Mobility is restricted for the girls. Nevertheless, they revealed some positive changes in this regard, particularly with regard to food distribution in the families of the participants as it increased after they joined the Kishori Abhijan activities. 

Findings from the adult respondents of the study 

The adult participants including parents and community leaders in most of the communities were found well aware of the program. Yet, not in all the areas, they were well involved with the program activities. In some of the areas, they were invited in regular workshops by the implementation agency and thus they showed to have a clear and detailed idea of the project activities and issues of discussion. 

The mothers during the FGDs stated that girls are learning many issues necessary for them and they cited puberty, reproductive health issues, child marriage, general health & hygiene, as example. According to them, girls are becoming aware of such issues and share their knowledge with their mothers, friends, and others. 

Mothers and fathers were found to be more conservative regarding girls’ mobility. Most of the fathers showed more traditional views, as they do not accept girls staying out of the house after sunset. The fathers during the discussion stated that girls should not stay outside the home after dark, this would also allow other people to say bad things about her and it would be difficult to find a ‘good’ marriage proposal for her. 

In the areas where boys and girls take sessions together, the community leaders were asked whether they observed any changes in the attitude of the boys and girls in their community. Overall, the community leaders could identify the changes as increased knowledge and awareness. However, few of them also stated that they had observed changed attitude of boys to be more positive towards girls. 

When the community leaders and parents were asked about the continuation of the project for another phase, almost all of them suggested continuing the project for some more time. According to them, since girls are learning issues necessary for them through the project, thus these kinds of activities should be continued for long.

NGO frontline workers 

When asked for NGO frontline workers’ opinion on how to make the project more effective one of the common suggestions was that the books should be rewritten in a simpler language so that it is easier for most of the girls to grasp the issues in details. They also mentioned more books are required since they would like to provide books to the adolescents to take home, especially to those who are not able to attend the classes regularly. 

However, few of the NGO frontline workers also have requested for new issues in the books because going through the same books over and over again can become monotonous for peer leaders as well as for adolescents. Many of the present issues were also suggested for elaboration for better understanding.  

While discussing with NGO frontline workers about involvement of parents, they recommended that Kishori Abhijan project should have involved the parents much more. They suggested that several issues addressed in the adolescents’ forum should also be discussed in the Mosques during Friday prayers through the Imams. This would make fathers and other male members of the community aware of the project as well as on other related issues. The NGO frontline workers stated that it is sometimes difficult to communicate with some of the fathers and according to them it could be easier to reach out to them if these issues were discussed through community stakeholders such as Chairman, UP Members, Imams, and Govt. Officials. 
Lessons Learnt 

Boys and Girls Together can be involved

In the areas where only girls were involved in the project activities, some of the girls mentioned that they do not feel it is appropriate having sessions with the boys while many others opined that girls and boys should have joint sessions. However, for almost all of the girls, discussion of menstrual issues in front of boys is not comfortable. Girls, who supported the idea of doing session with boys, reported that few issues like family planning, child marriage, dowry, and polygamy, punishment for acid throwing, etc. need to be discussed jointly with boys. The study findings indicate that the girls from the areas where boys and girls are not grouped together, they are more reluctant to work together with each other than the other place. On the other hand, the participants from the areas where both boys and girls were involved together stated that working together is much more fruitful as it helped them to establish friendship with boys and make them an ally. They shared that they had difficulties initially but now they work like brothers and sisters and the community people also understand that there is no harm in that.

More Involvement of Parents and Community Leaders 

By and large the parents and community leaders were well aware of the project activity, yet, one of the implementing NGOs found to involve them less frequently during the project period. The adolescent girls during the discussion stated that they have learnt many issues through the project, which they cannot practice in their lives if they do not get support from their parents. Most of the girls stated that even if they are aware, they couldn’t stop their marriage, since most of the parents feel that girls should not be asked their opinion on such a decision. Thus involvement of parents is inevitable to help adolescent girls to practice their learning in their own lives. According to the girls, parent’s involvement can only be ensured if parents are more frequently involved with the project activities through regular meetings, seminars, etc. 

Support Group in the Community 
Another difference in the implementation of the project by the two NGOs is the initiation of a support group, which consisted of community leaders, elite people and parents of the adolescents. The areas, where support groups were active, adolescents could easily seek help from them whenever they needed to stop any child marriage or dowry payment in their locality. On the other hand, the girls in the areas where a support group was not formed reported of becoming aware of many issues including women empowerment, mobility, income, decision-making, etc., yet, failed to implement their knowledge in their real life. Thus, they feel that after becoming aware, it has become a point of frustration for them, as they cannot practice their learning in their everyday lives. These girls further stated that for any action, such as, stopping any child marriage or dowry, they need community support. Since there was no formal group of community leaders in those areas, the girls could not specifically mention such formal group, yet strongly suggested support of community leaders through their regular involvement, in the project activities. 

Suggestions for the Project

Adolescents 

· The girls in all the areas stated that the project should continue for a longer period for them and for their successors. 

· To run a program on the issues to disseminate information through TV and radio. 

· According to the adolescents, parents and guardians are not involved in the program to a great extent. They need to be involved more. It would make the parents more aware of the program and parents would involve others also. Apart from the guardians, community leaders and elites (for example. Morol of the village, Matabbar, chairman, members, etc.) also need to be involved more with the project.

· Increase the number of sessions, for example from once to twice a week.

Parents and Community Leaders

· Many parents feel that it is very hard to implement some of the issues their adolescents became aware of and share with them because they will not get support from the community, for instance on dowry and child marriage. They believe the influential community leaders should be informed about the consequences of such practices so that they can play a significant role in reducing such practice in the community. 

· According to the elder respondents, the program should target more on the parents, community leaders and more importantly adolescent boys of that area. Otherwise it will not be possible to implement any plan without everyone’s involvement. The parents in many of the areas have suggested that they require regular interaction with these groups (Kishori Abhijan Project members), preferably once a month so that the important people of the community know what their children are learning in these programs. 

· Many of the mothers mentioned that the books provided to the girls should be elaborated with visual effects if possible. Also other issues should be included in these books. 

· Another suggestion given by parents and community members was to develop dramas and TV programs to reach the mass population of the area and disseminate the knowledge in a more attractive manner with visual effects. The most important part of the program they believe should be skills for these boys and girls so that they can apply their learning in their practical lives. 

Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

Kishori Abhijan: Overview 

In 2001 UNICEF jointly with Ministry of Women and Children Affairs initiated a pilot project on empowerment of adolescent girls in the rural Bangladesh – titled as Kishori Abhijan. The broad objective of the project was essentially to support adolescent girls in realizing their potential as agents of social change, through promoting an enabling environment where they can widen their choices and participate in empowering social and economic processes. 

The specific objectives of the project were a) To support and strengthen opportunities for adolescent girls to participate in empowering social and economic processes, while building their capacities to make informed choices in matters that relate to their own lives b) To create an enabling environment for adolescent girls’ empowerment at the family, community and national level. 

Kishori Abhijan project was implemented by two partner NGOs namely BRAC (Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee) and CMES (Centre for Mass Education in Science). Kishori Abhijan consisted of three separate components namely social awareness, livelihood training & provision of micro credit, and social action by adolescents. 

Over 5 years, the project reached approximately 150,000 adolescents in the age range of 12-18 years spread over selected rural districts of Bangladesh. The success indicators in the intervention communities were identified as 

· Increase in median age at marriage of girls by at least 2 years.

· Increase by at least 30% in independent economic activity by adolescent girls in the 15-18 years age group. 

· Increase in enrolment and retention rates in primary and secondary schools of members of Kishori Kendros by at least 30%.

· Increase in primary school completion rate of girls by 20%.

· Increase visibility of adolescent girls as a special interest group in the media and in national programs and policies.

A major focus of the project was to enable members of Kishori Kendros to acquire life skills and livelihood skills. While the project was implemented, a few strategies and modalities were amended and redesigned. The project was also extended for almost two years and ended in December 2005. 

Objective of the study

The objectives of this study were as follows:

· Identifying the lessons learnt and providing significant recommendations to lead the project in to the next phase

· Documenting a few case studies on how this Project has changed the lives of selected adolescents

· Documenting a number of statements of adolescent girls and boys, parents, community stakeholders, NGO workers on how they have benefited from the project

· Identifying and documenting good practices initiated by the two main NGO partners including Social Action processes (as defined in the Project documents) taken by adolescents and the community.

Methodology 

Study Approach 

The end evaluation study of the “Kishori Abhijan” project was qualitative in nature. The study was intended to have a qualitative indication of the achievements, success and failure of the study through the techniques described below. The target respondents for the study were:

· Adolescent boys and girls

· Parents of the adolescents

· Program personnel of GOB and NGOs

· Community Leaders

Working Areas

“Kishori Abhijan” initiated its activity in 14 districts of 3 divisions, namely Dhaka, Chittagong and Rajshahi. Following were the working areas in which the study was conducted:

1. Chittagong

2. Cox’s Bazar

3. Comilla

4. Feni

5. Brahamanbaria

6. Chandpur

7. Lakshmipur

8. Sherpur

9. Jamalpur

10. Mymensingh

11. Rajshahi

12. Naogaon

13. Chapainawabgonj

14. Natore

Qualitative Techniques

The data was collected from the target respondents from community people, program personnel, and stakeholders at each Upazila. The data was collected through In-depth interviews, Focus Group Discussions (FGDs), Case studies and Observations. 

· Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) were conducted with community people, parents, adolescents and workers of the NGOs with a semi-structured guideline prepared for each group of respondents. Groups consisted of 8 participants of a homogenous category.

· In-depth Interviews (IDI) were conducted with the NGO frontline workers, Upazila managers and government focal points at each Upazila with semi-structured questionnaire/checklist prepared for each type of respondents. 

· Case Studies were documented during the study period. For this purpose, adolescents, community leaders, parents, NGO personnel were contacted and the study team identified “best practice” cases. 
· Observations were done through ‘Spot-check observations’ technique. This was done at home of any adolescent to observe their life style and improved health practice. 

Sample Distribution

The study was conducted with the following instruments for the respective type of respondents:

	Instruments for Qualitative Techniques 
	Number
	Area covered
	Participants
	

	
	
	
	Type
	No. of participants per FGD

	FGDs
	 5 FGDs
	Overall 3 divisions
	Adolescent girls
	8X5=40

	
	 5 FGDs
	
	Adolescent boys
	8X5=40

	
	 5 FGDs
	
	Parents (male)
	8X5=40

	
	 5 FGDs
	
	Parents (female)
	8X5=40

	
	 5 FGDs
	
	Community Leaders (Religious leaders, teachers, etc.)
	8X5=40

	
	 5 FGDs
	
	NGO workers
	8X5=40

	 Sub-total
	30
	
	
	

	In-depth interview
	6 IDI
	Overall 3 divisions
	NGO frontline workers
	6

	
	6 IDI
	
	Upazila Manager (NGO) 
	6

	
	10 IDI
	
	Parents
	10

	
	6 IDI
	
	Influential stakeholders at the community level
	6

	
	2 IDI
	
	Officials from MOWCA, TEO, etc.
	2

	Sub-total
	30
	
	
	30

	Case Study
	
	Overall 3 divisions
	· Identified ‘best practice’ cases
· Identified Adolescents with best practice/changed practice/empowerment
	

	Sub-total
	15
	Overall 3 divisions
	15

	Spot-check observations
	15
	Overall 3 divisions
	15


Chapter 2

FINDINGS

2.1
Benefit of the Project: Views from Adolescent girls, Community Leaders, Parents and NGO frontline workers

FINDINGS FROM ADOLESCENTS

Adolescent girls and boys were the main participants in the project Kishori Abhijan. During the evaluation study, Focus Group Discussion sessions were arranged with adolescent girls at each of the study areas and with adolescent boys at three places where the Kishori Abhijan project includes boys. 

During the discussion a number of issues related to the project as well as the benefits they received from the project were discussed. Apart from the “Kishori Abhijan” project the issues discussed included, their education, marriage, dowry, puberty/adolescence, gender, life skills, livelihood etc. The adolescent girls and boys in the group were further enquired whether they have applied any of their learning in the real life therefore, experience of initiating any social action.

Knowledge about Kishori Abhijan
During the focus group discussion, the adolescents were asked about their knowledge about the project activities.

By and large the respondents were well aware of the project activities. The findings from the FGD reveals that majority of the adolescent girls understand the “Kishori Abhijan” project as it provided them the opportunity of learning about the issues like child marriage, dowry, HIV/AIDS, puberty, etc. Few of the adolescent girl participants further stated that the “Kishori Abhijan” project deals mostly with girls and in few areas with boys aged 12-19 years where they received training on different social life issues which are not discussed under the formal school syllabus. Moreover, they mentioned that these are real life issues; it helps them deal with their everyday lives.

Few of the mentionable quotations are as follows:

“Dowry, child marriage, etc. are the negative sides of our society. If adolescent boys and girls can be made aware of these issues, and if we all become conscious, then we can do something to prevent these. Through this project we have learned, the problems and consequences of child marriage, dowry, what is HIV &AIDS and how to prevent it, how these can have negative impact on our society and nation, etc.” - Adolescent girl in Chittagong under CMES working area

“The main objective of APON
 is to aware adolescent girls who are between 12 and 18 years of age about menstruation, changes during adolescence, child marriage, etc.” – Adolescent girl in Natore under BRAC working area

“We learnt from the project about child marriage, dowry, child trafficking, etc. which we did not know earlier. We came to know about legal steps for child marriage and acid throwing. We are making aware of such issues through APON for the betterment of our lives as well as the country.” – Adolescent girl in Sherpur under BRAC working area
However, few of the girls stated that the project is known to them as a platform to make adolescents aware of the real life issues. According to them the “Kishori Abhijan” project intended to make adolescents knowledgeable, independent and skilled. Few of the adolescents further could utter the word ‘empowered’ when they mentioned about the objective of the project ‘Kishori Abhijan’.  

One of the adolescent girls in Chapai Nawabganj under CMES working area stated that, “the main objective of the Kishori Abhijan project is to build ‘successful’ adolescents as well as to ‘empower’ women and girls. We work for ensuring women rights, marriage registration, birth registration, divorces, and we also protect child marriage; do plantation and maintenance of roads, etc. In total, the project is about how we can become successful in life with education and skill.” 

“The objective of APON project is to make adolescent girls aware, so that they can become independent after being educated.” - Adolescent girl in Chandpur under BRAC working area

During the FGDs, the boys in the areas were also asked about the project and its activities. The respondents were found well aware of the project activities and the issues. According to the boys, empowerment of adolescents is the foremost objective of the project. Further, the project makes them aware of a number of issues that is needed for adolescents as well as for the society. 

“We have learnt many things from the program. There are superstitions in our society and to make a society developed we need to become aware of a lot of things. We have learnt how to fight against dowry, divorce, diarrhea, HIV/AIDS, etc. We gather in a group and make people aware of the issues…we also discuss about gender and equal rights of girls and boys here.” – Adolescent boy in Chittagong under CMES working area

“Empowering adolescent boys and girls is the primary objective of the project. We discuss on different topics once a week, which includes many important issues for our lives, such as child marriage, dowry, HIV/AIDS, child rights, birth registration, etc.” – Adolescent boy in Chittagong under CMES working area

During the FGDs, boys also stated that this program helped them to understand the right things for them to do. Few of the boys further stated that the program helped them to develop ‘mentally’. They think they have become much more matured and spirited enough to speak publicly and negotiate with others about their rights.

“This is the age (adolescence) to make mistakes. This program helps us to understand what is wrong and what is right and to decide the right path for life. We can also give the information to our friends and they can also take right decisions in their life.” – Adolescent boy in Chapai Nawabgonj under CMES working area

“In this program, issues are taught to help us develop mentally and socially...Mental development is to become aware of social issues and to become conscious member of the society. Therefore, protect ourselves from child marriage and other social unjust.” – Adolescent boy in Chapai Nawabgonj under CMES working area

“Before joining here, when we were students of schools only, we hesitated to talk to people, we were immature and lazy. We could not talk to anybody as we are talking to you now (during FGD)…now we don’t hesitate to talk at all if we know the issue.” – Adolescent boy in Chapai Nawabgonj under CMES working area

“After we joined the Kishori Abhijan project, we could learn that child marriage is not right for girls...There is a girl named Rupa (not real name) in our group. One year earlier, we heard that her parents have arranged marriage for her but she was against it. She came to ‘apa’ and told her. ‘Apa’ went to make her parents understand, but he did not agree to stop the marriage. We, boys in a group, also went to her father, but he did not listen to our request. Then ‘apa’ went again and told him that if he did not stop Rupa’s marriage, ‘apa’ would call police, as child marriage is a crime. Then finally Rupa’s father agreed to stop the arrangement…. Now Rupa is with us and she is studying.” – Adolescent boy in Chittagong under CMES working area

“Before joining the ‘Kishori Abhijan’ project, I myself used to tease girls, used to disturb them on the roads, but now I do understand that it is not a good thing to do, they are also like my sisters.” – Adolescent boy in Chapainawabganj under CMES working area   

Joining the Project and Hindrances Encountered

During the group discussion the participants were asked to know about their joining process with the “Kishori Abhijan” project. They revealed a difference in the involvement process for the adolescents in the project by different implementing agency. The adolescents from the two implementing agencies described the process of joining during the discussion. For instance, one implementing agency identified the adolescent girls from their formal education program. The study found that adolescents under this implementing agency could not identify that they were involved in “Kishori Abhijan” project; rather they could mention the specific adolescent program of the implementing partner NGO. Yet, the other implementing agency carried out a survey to identify the potential participants. The adolescent girls and boys under this implementing agency recalled the name of the project and delineated their identification process. Few of the representative quotations from the adolescents would reflect the situation.

“We were involved in the APON activity…. from BRAC office ‘apa’ went to our parents and told them that they would start a different education sessions with adolescent girls, in which girls would learn different social and personal issues which they can’t share with others due to shyness, girls can also inform others about the issues and through this society would be changed for them.” – Adolescent girl in Natore under BRAC working area

“We know about this APON activities…we all know this project as APON course…APON means knowing yourself and working together for betterment of our life…I have not brought my notebook, in which there were more things written.” – Adolescent girl in Brahman Baria under BRAC working area

“In 2001, 2 ‘apa’s and 1 ‘brother’ went to our community for a survey. They collected our names and addresses, they enlisted our names. (Being asked) they told us that they would start an association (Samity) for us and would arrange different training for us…They also told us, we would learn different issues, which would be outside of our school education curriculum and would help us to run our life in a better way…Then they divided us (adolescents were divided into groups) and listed our names again. After that ‘apa’ went to our parents and make them understand about the objective. Then, my mother agreed to let me come here. I joined the project like this.” – Adolescent girl in Chittagong under CMES working area 
“We (girls of the community) were sitting at one place and we saw NGO apa and sir came. They called us and said, ‘there is an organization named UNICEF and they are going to work through another organization called CMES. We are looking for few adolescent girls and boys aged 12 to 18 years. You come and join us. When we will start our activity we will inform you.’ They enlisted our names, then after some time they called us…the ‘apa’ and sir from NGO talked with our parents before taking us. There is one ‘support group’, they also talked with the members of the group. Then (our parents and support group members) said ‘it’s all right (our children can join CMES activities).’………..In the support group there are teachers, member, morol (community leaders), other elite persons of the community, educated persons or may be father of some of ours’. The group members asked, ‘what would our children learn here’ and then ‘apa’ replied, ‘they would learn about their rights, negative impact of child marriage, etc.’ and then the group members and community leaders agreed to let us join the activity.” – Adolescent girl in Chapainawabganj under CMES working area

However, whatever might be the identification process, the adolescent girls and boys encountered some hindrances from the parents and community people before joining the project activities. 

The discussion with the adolescents indicated that before involving the adolescents, the NGO ‘apa’s’ went to the parents of the adolescents and explained them the objectives as well as the topics to be discussed in the education course of “Kishori Abhijan’ project. Majority of the girls further reported that their parents did not allow them to join the project initially as they perceived “the project” would spoil the girls by telling them issues which they are not supposed to know (e.g., family planning). Few other reasons for parent’s opposition were:

· It would be more beneficial if the girls do household work instead of spoiling their time staying outside home

· Parents opposed to let girls go outside home due to lack of social safety and security, violence and abuse against girls (for example, teasing by boys, throwing acid or rape girls).

Nevertheless, the personnel from the implementing agency discussed with the community leaders and parents and made them understand the importance of the project and managed to convince them to allow their girls to participate. 

Following are some mentionable quotations from the adolescents to support the above-mentioned situation.

“At the beginning, guardians did not allow us to join the APON sessions. Then ‘apa’ from APON went to our parents and made them understand that if we come here, we will learn many things and we will be benefited, then they agreed. Only then we can join the activities.” – Adolescent girl in Chandpur under BRAC working area

“Apa from BRAC office went to my parents and told them that in this course we would learn different social and personal issues which we can also inform others. My parents did not allow me to join initially, as they said it would be more beneficial if we stay at home for household chores instead of going outside home and spoil our time.” – Adolescent girl in Natore under BRAC working area

Similar information was found from the adolescent boys during the FGDs. They experienced negative attitude from both their family and community. According to the boys the opposition from the society mostly was when the boys were taken to a distant place for initial orientation. The reason being the community people did not know where and why were the boys going and they feared kidnapping.

“When I was invited first time to join the activity in 2001, my parents did not allow me to go for the life skill training. Our community people used to say, ‘they’ will ‘sell’ me or ‘will convert my religion’ (covert into Christianity), etc. Yet, many boys from my community joined then. It took them some time to get back from training and community people used to say they were converted into other religion or they were sold. Then people from CMES made our parents understand that they are working for betterment of people here, and if CMES were a ‘bad’ organization, then could it work for long time? Now my parents understand.”– Adolescent boy in Chittagong under CMES working area

Therefore, the study revealed that the main concern for parents to disallow girls to join the project was fear of their chastity and social security; while for boys it was fear of losing them (e.g., kidnapping).

Knowledge Acquired from the Project

Adolescents in all the groups have acknowledged universally that they have been benefited from the project to a great extent. When talking about the benefit, they stated they have become more interested to continue education and they have acquired knowledge on many issues. Adolescents have become aware of other social issues and have gathered courage to talk about them. Adolescent boys and girls have developed skills to negotiate for their own education, and to prevent child marriage and dowry socially. Moreover, now they have their own network and circle, which they consider as an enormous strength.

Yet, regarding benefit, the adolescent’s response was activity based, which widely varied depending upon the way of implementation of the project. For example, one implementing agency had activities of livelihood skills training and the participants from the Kishori Abhijan also had a chance to get involved with those training. Thus girls from those areas stated these trainings as their benefit. The other implementing agency initiated a support group for social action. The adolescents from that area stated that they have been able to practice the lessons they have learnt with the help of the support group.

More interested about education

All the adolescent girls who participated in the focus group discussions were very much positive about their education and according to them gaining knowledge about different issues is the prime benefit for them. They stated that because of the program majority of them could re-start education and thus the project help them in becoming educated. They further mentioned that through the “Kishori Abhijan” project, they have come to know the importance of education in their life and through education they would get a ‘good’ job and they can become independent.

The adolescent participants, both boys and girls commonly stated that “Kishori Abhijan” project has encouraged them a lot to continue with their education and re-start for those who had stopped going to school. According to the girls, the ‘workers’ from the implementing agency explained the importance and benefit of education to them and their family. 

“Apa from CMES explained us what would be the benefit of education. They said that it’s not just for the present but also for the future. Some of us took loan from CMES and started small business, so they or their younger brothers and sisters can go to school.” – Adolescent girl in Chapainawabgonj under CMES working area 

“There is an adolescent girl in our group; she stopped her education at class five. During the survey for identifying participants, the girl refused to join the class. Then ‘apa’ (CMES worker) made her parents understand that it would not be beneficial for her to stay at home and not going to school. Apa explained that if she goes to school she would be educated and if she joins the “kishori abhijan’ activity, she would be able to learn about herself, her own life. Finally her parents agreed and now she is studying in class eight.” – Adolescent girl in Chapainawabgonj under CMES working area

“We had a member of APON, who was 13 years old and was studying in class VII. Her parents arranged marriage for her and she tried to stop it. She cried a lot but could not stop the arrangement. Then APON members along with the NGO apa made her parents understand stopped the arrangement and thus her education was continued. Now she is continuing with her education and will become an examinee of SSC examination next year.” – Adolescent girl in Natore under BRAC working area

The present study found in a qualitative nature that there is some improvement in the school enrollment and a decrease in drop out of girls. The End line
 report of the Kishori Abhijan project reveals a narrowed gender gap in the schooling of younger girls and boys compared to older adolescents, though the fact that girls of all socio-economic backgrounds drop out of school because of marriage, still existed. Similar information from the baseline survey
 showed that for 41 percent of girls who dropped out of school the primary reason was marriage. 

The present evaluation study further found that another prime reason for the girls to discontinue education is the financial inability of the family. Similarly, a substantial proportion of the girls (around 20 percent) included in the baseline survey stated that their parents’ unwillingness or inability to meet expenses were their reasons for dropping out school. 

The focus group discussion with teachers in Natore supported the findings that at present school drop out for girls have decreased to some extent. According to one of the schoolteachers in Natore, “earlier we used to see that when girls are 12 or 13 years old, they all of a sudden stop coming to school and after some day we come to know that the girl has been married off. But now, the case is little different. Now, girls are in the school till 16 or 17 years of age and then the same missing case start happening. I think, this proves that girls are retained in the school for longer time.” 

When the adolescents were asked whether there is any difference in the formal institutional education (schools) and that in the “Kishori Abhijan” project, all the adolescents spontaneously responded that these two education system are different. They could easily distinguish that: 

· School education provides knowledge from a text book and in “Kishori Abhijan” they can learn issues outside the text book

· In the textbook, theoretical information is given on literature, history, geography, science, etc. but “Kishori Abhijan” enhances their knowledge about their real life situation, such as child marriage, dowry, menstrual hygiene, etc.

· School education will help them to become ‘educated’ and to have ‘good’ jobs. Education from “Kishori Abhijan” will help them to become ‘aware’ of their health and physic and to inform others about the same. 

“We only heard and memorized the name of ‘HIV/AIDS’ at school but after coming here, we could learn in detail. Further, we did not learn issues like dowry, child marriage, divorce, etc. in school, which we have learnt here. Our school education will help us in future but whatever we are learning here is for our present. We do not learn anything about child marriage at school. But if we get married at an early age, then we will not be able to continue with our education. We can protect child marriage by learning here and thus continue with our education.” – Adolescent girl in Chapainawabgonj under CMES working area

“In the text book we acquire knowledge of science, literature, mathematics, English, etc. but we learn about ourselves and how to talk to people in the APON class of BRAC. Adolescent girls are becoming aware about negative impact of child marriage and are learning how to protect child marriage, dowry. These issues are not taught at school.” – Adolescent girl in Natore under BRAC working area

Similar statement was found from the adolescent boys during the group discussion. Boys have stated that school education is dependant on ‘certificates’ but the knowledge they acquire from the Kishori Abhijan project is about their own life.

“In school we don’t learn anything about our physical development, child marriage. After I joined here, I have come to know about myself; also I came to know about a business strategy. School education is about to get a certificate, but here we can make ourselves good and successful human beings.” – Adolescent boy in Chittagong under CMES working area  

The baseline survey of the project indicated that although boys and girls desired to achieve some minimum level of education, boys were more likely to aspire to the highest levels of education compared with girls. However, the present evaluation study revealed some changes in the pattern that girls who were involved with the study started having aspiration of going for a higher study and having a good profession. Majority of the study participants have re-initiated their formal education after joining the Kishori Abhijan project and showed their desire to extend their education further. The girls under the present study have shown their confidence in preventing their marriage before they attain 18 years. According to the girls, since they were involved in some income generating activities, they can bear their own educational expenses and thus they can be highly educated. Therefore, their parents would not need higher dowry to pay for their marriage. However, this was more pronounced by the areas where girls could get a chance to be involved in income generating activities.

“(After we got involved with the project) we could understand that we need to continue with our education. Otherwise, we would not be able to know what life is; what should be done in future and what need to be done to become self-reliant. And if we can become self-reliant, then we would not need to think of men and marriage would also not be necessary for our life.” – adolescent girl in Sherpur under BRAC working area

Period of Adolescence

The adolescent participants of the FGDs universally knew the term ‘adolescence’. When the girls were asked what does ‘adolescence’ means to them or what did they know about ‘adolescence’, majority of the girls reported it as a age period, namely, 10 to 19 years as the period of adolescence. However, for few of the adolescents the ‘term’ were synonymous to the changes during onset of puberty, e.g., “adolescence means menstruation”.

Being asked about the age limit of adolescence most of the participants could correctly state that 10 to 19 are the period of adolescence. However, the adolescents also reported few other age brackets as the period, such as,

· From 12 to 18 years

· From 7 to 17 years

· From 13 to 19 years

· From 12 to 20 years

· Below 18 years

When discussed about the physical and emotional changes during the period of adolescence, the participants could also spontaneously mention the changes experienced by the adolescents. Adolescents could easily mention about menstruation and wet dreams as two major changes during adolescence. The other changes reported by the group participants were as follows:

· Starting of menstruation

· Enlargement of breasts

· Increase in height and weight

· Growth of hairs

· Growth of pubic hairs

· Girls become beautiful

“In our area this (adolescence) is known as ‘sabalak or sabalika’…because during this period body grows, menstruation starts, weight increases…. girls become taller and beautiful. Girls also become restless, their breasts become larger…Girls also become emotional, they start liking boys…During the period, boys become taller and bigger, body hair grows and have beard, their mentality changes…Boys start having ejaculation (she mentioned ‘hormone secretion’), I mean, wet-dreams…. (laughter)” – Adolescent girl in Chandpur under BRAC working area

“13-14 years are known as adolescence, since during this period girls start menstruation and have hairs in the underarm – this is the period of adolescence. During the period, girls become beautiful, and experiences menstruation every month. Their appearance changes, their mentality changes, they become attracted (towards opposite sex)…. girls experience changes in their activity, style of talking, thinking…Some girls become quiet while some become restless.” – Adolescent girl in Comilla under BRAC working area 

“We come to know from this course that during adolescence we face many physical and mental changes. For example, (girls) become attracted towards the opposite sex, become externally beautiful, grows hair in ‘different places’ of the body, breasts become larger, starts menstruation, ovary become larger, have bad smell in sweating, etc.” – Adolescent girl in Sherpur under BRAC working area

Though the girls found to possess some information about menstruation, they possessed misconception about wet dreams.

“Having sex with a girl by the boys is wet-dreams…It is not a problem (for boys), it is the sign of growing up for boys and so that they can make girls pregnant.” – Adolescent girl in Natore under BRAC working area.

Menstrual Hygiene

Menstrual hygiene is one of the very personal issues that adolescent girls lack information and they do not know the source of information appropriate for them. During the discussion, adolescent girls were asked whether they have benefited from the project regarding menstrual management. By and large the adolescent girls admitted that they did not know many aspects of menstrual management, personal hygiene and they have learnt these from the peer-to-peer sessions. 

During menstruation, the girls usually use pieces of cloth. Before they join the project, they did not know how to recycle and clean the used cloth and to dry it properly. 

“Earlier I did not know all these, I used to hide the cloth in a corner of the room, and I did not wash it with soap or dry it under the sun. After learning these I discussed with my mother. Now I wash it with soap and Savlon (anti-septic liquid) and dry it under the sun. I used to feel ashamed to dry it under the sun when my father stayed at home, but my mother helps me now in this matter.” – Adolescent girl in Chapainawabgonj under CMES working area

The participants further stated that they used to follow various restrictions during the menstrual period regarding food and mobility, which they now know as social myths and misconceptions therefore; they try their best to live a normal life. Now they are also aware of that they require more iron-enriched food for getting over the iron loss during menstruation. 

When the social restrictions and taboos were discussed, the girls mentioned that they used to follow the following restrictions:

· Not to enter into the cattle house, which was believed to cause the domestic animal to become sick

· Not to eat fish, meat, milk and egg, which was believed to cause bad smell

· To work hard so that ‘bad’ blood of menstruation will go out of the body

· Not to run or play, which was believed to cause extensive bleeding and sickness

· Not to go outside of the house, this would create dangerous disease due to evil spirit

· In the Hindu houses, girls are not allowed to enter into the kitchen, to serve food to the male family members like the father, brother 

The girls also stated that they have learnt that these are taboos and they try to convince their elderly female family member like mother, grandmother, and aunt not to force them. Majority of the girls reported that after learning the correct way of handling menstrual hygiene they do not practice what they used to do and now they feel much better and confident. 

“We were told earlier that we should not prepare pickle during menstruations, it would not last for long. (Recently) I prepared pickle during my menstruation. My aunt said, it would not last. But it is still ok and it is very tasty till now.” – Adolescent girl in Chapainawabgonj under CMES working area

“During menstruation, it is not allowed to take pieces from lungi (male cloth) and gamchha used by male members. We were told that if we use these cloths our father and brother would be sick and would die soon.” – Adolescent girls in Natore under BRAC working area 

One of the issues that the adolescent girls widely came to know from peer-to-peer sessions was the importance of menstrual hygiene. By and large the girls found to know that menstrual hygiene is an important issue to ensure good health, this knowledge increased their confidence and self-awareness. However, few of the girls also found to possess some stereotypical misconception that menstrual hygiene is only required to have safe ‘reproduction’ after marriage and thus ‘this (menstruation) is the only asset’ in a girl’s life. 

“We need to maintain cleanliness during menstruation. This is very necessary as menstruation is the ‘only asset’ (sambol). Since a non-menstruating girl cannot become mother. We need to clean the ‘cloth’ (used for menstruation management) very carefully so that there remains no germ, otherwise we will become sick.” – Adolescent girl in Mymensingh under BRAC working area

This indicated that though the girls in the project implementation areas were taught hygienic health behaviors and they ‘understood’ that they should maintain hygienic practices; some of them did not internalize the overall benefit of the hygienic issue. For them childbearing was the only ‘goal’ of life and they could relate all the health benefits to child bearing. Therefore, the findings necessitates that the next phase of the project needs to take a closer look at some stereotypical issues and to make adolescent girls aware of those. 

Marriage and Marriage Registration

Marriage is almost universal for girls in Bangladesh society. Thus adolescent girls during the discussion were asked to state their experience and perception regarding age at marriage occurring in their locality. Further they were asked what they have learnt from the sessions of Kishori Abhijan project.

Universally all the adolescent girls could state that legal age for girls for marriage is 18 years and girls should not be married off before 18 years. According to the majority of the girls the worst consequences of child marriage are the risks during childbirth. However, very few of the girls and some of the boys have mentioned other impact of child marriage, such as:

· Girls can not play with their friends

· Girls can not continue with their education

· Girls can not manage household works in their in-law’s family

· Girls do not understand how to ‘manage’ husbands

Being asked about the age at marriage for the girls in their community, adolescent girls in the group discussion stated that, they could identify an increase in the marital age for girls. The End line report indicated a slight difference in the interim marriage
 rate and age at marriage between program members and their matches in the non-program areas
. However, the End-line survey reported a substantial increase in the marriage rate and age at marriage for the girls who were members of the program. 

The girls in the present study found to have a strong voice against their marriage before they attain 18 years of age. However, few of the girls also stated that despite their unwillingness, they might have to agree for marriage due to parent’s force.

“Without education, someone can not succeed in life. Also, due to child marriage, girls cannot continue with their education. By joining the APON class we have realized that we will not agree for child marriage for ourselves. We will continue with our study and will not marry before we become economically ‘established’ (Protisthito). When we will attain the required age for marriage, that is, 18 years, we will marry at that age.” – Adolescent girl in Sherpur under BRAC working area

“We know government rule is to marry a girl at 18 years. But parents are not listening to the rule. …. We see in our locality girls are usually married off at 15 or 16 years of age. Even if many girls do not want to get married, parents do not listen to them.” – Adolescent girl in Bharhmanbaria under BRAC working area 
When the adolescents were asked in the FGDs what the legal proof for a marriage is, they could spontaneously reply about marriage registration. Most of the girls further reported that during the marriage registration, ‘clause 18’ is very important to fill-up. 

“Similar to the deed of land, registration of marriage is the deed of marriage. It is also known as ‘kabin-nama’. It is very necessary to proof marriage legally.” – Adolescent girl in Chapainawabgonj under CMES working area

Regarding child marriage, adolescent boys were also found well aware after joining the course. They could also state the negative impact of child marriage.

“If a girl is married off before 18 years of age, her education stops. She cannot concentrate on household work at the in-laws house. She will not have independence to talk to her friend or to play” – adolescent boy in Chittagong under CMES working area

When the girls were asked why the marriage registration is necessary, they mentioned the following reasons.

· Marriage registration gives all the legal rights a girl can get from a marriage

· The groom can not give divorce verbally to the bride if she has the legal proof

· If a man marry second time without the permission of first wife, then legal action can be taken against him

“In our society, in many instances, men just utter ‘divorce’ three times and people consider it as legal divorce. But it’s not right. With the marriage registration deed, it can be shown that such divorce is not legal. Verbal divorce is also not valid. If a man says ‘divorce’ in anger, then it is also not valid. Even if the man wants to divorce his wife legally, it is not valid till 3 months and 10 days.” – Adolescent girl in Chapainawabgonj under CMES working area

Birth registration

During the peer-to-peer sessions under the Kishori Abhijan project, birth registration was discussed. The adolescents, both boys and girls found to know universally that birth registration is needed to prove the age of an individual. However, they also mentioned that birth registration is a very new issue for them and only after getting exposed to this issue through the Kishori Abhijan project they have started mobilizing the community to register children soon after they are born. 

“We have birth registration now, after CMES is working in our locality. Now all adolescent girls and boys are doing birth registration. We make a list and submit it to the union parishad chairman and union parishad gives a card (for age identification). We know that without the birth registration card children can not get admitted in the primary school.” - Adolescent girl in Chapainawabgonj under CMES working area

“Wherever we heard a child is born, we rush there. Because, we know the child has to do registration. We tell the parents how to do birth registration. We do this as a social responsibility” – Adolescent girl in Chittagong under CMES working area

The adolescents were further asked why birth registration is needed for a child and the majority of the participants stated a number of reasons. The responses included:

· The card is needed for school admission as a proof of age

· If someone is sick then the doctor can prescribe a medicine according to his/her age

· Through birth registration nationality is ensured

· Birth registration card shows the age and this is very much important to prevent child marriage and child labor

· Birth registration card also helps to get a job, for having passport, etc. 

Dowry

The FGD participant adolescent boys and girls were found well aware of the issue of dowry. According to them, dowry is a social offence but they cannot stop it as it happens at every household. The girls also stated that demands for dowry exists in the community in such a way that parents of a girl can not think of marrying off daughters without dowry. When asked, they further replied that impact of dowry ranges from mental torture to the girl committing suicide. 

“Even the unemployed groom asks for dowry. Suppose there are two sons in a family and the elder brother took a motorcycle as dowry during his marriage. When the younger brother would go for marriage he would ask for at least the same things for dowry to maintain his social status.” – Adolescent girl in Chapainawabgonj under CMES working area

The adolescent girls were found very upset about the dowry system, as it is not possible for all parents to pay dowry. However, according to them though it is not possible for all the families to pay dowry, few rich families maintain the so-called ‘custom’ (according to the girls) and because of them dowry is still prevailing in the society. 

“Suppose, my parents understand, so they deny paying the dowry. But some parent might think that their daughter would be happy if they pay dowry and thus they would agree upon dowry.” – Adolescent girl in Sherpur under BRAC working area

“Can CMES or government go to each house to see whether they are taking or giving dowry? No. Say, I’m giving you money and you are taking it under the table. Who will know about it? May be the closest neighbors and relatives will know. Parents perceive if they marry off their daughter with dowry, their daughter will be happy in her marital home. So, they get ready to pay dowry, and they hide it from others.” – Adolescent girl in Chittagong under CMES working area

Yet, after joining the Kishori Abhijan project many of the participant adolescent girls could prevent their own child marriage and could stop their parents from paying dowry. The girls reported that they have become aware of the negative impact and they know that even if their parents pay dowry during the marriage, the groom’s family could ask for more after marriage. 

“I stopped my marriage, which my father wanted to arrange with dowry. My father was planning for my marriage, with dowry. My education was stopped. At that time, I joined CMES course and I got a chance to receive training on photography. After few days my parents told me that they were arranging my marriage, and would pay 10 thousand taka as dowry. I tried to convince them that when I will complete my training, then I will be able to earn, I’ll gain empowerment (Khamataito habo) and then dowry would not be necessary during my marriage. My parents understood and stopped the arrangement. Now I’ve started my own business and I’ve promised not to marry with dowry.” – Adolescent girl in Chapainawabgonj under CMES working area
The participants of the FGD further suggested to make the rules and regulations strict for those who demand dowry and the law should be implemented and enforced everywhere. The girls also stated that there is a law against dowry they know but proper implementation and supervision of implementation is very necessary to eradicate dowry from the society. They suggested as follows:

· The law should be strictly implemented. There is a rule by the government that paying and taking dowry is legally an offence. But to apply it in the rural areas, there needs to be a separate force to supervise it. It can be police, army or village police or union police. They can make parents and community leaders aware of the issue. Also if there was a huge financial penalty for dowry, then it should not have happened.

· Union parishad or local government should take the initiative to follow up every marriage. If they hear of any dowry for that marriage, they would go there and would inform that if dowry were given in that marriage, parents of both boy and girl should be punished.

Gender Discrimination against Girls

The adolescent participants during the FGD were asked to know about their exposure to gender issues and both the boys and girls found to somewhat aware of gender. However to them gender means gender discrimination against girls in the society. By and large all the girls during the FGDs stated that girls are not given equal amounts of food, equal opportunities for education, mobility and jobs. According to them,

· Food is given first to the son and then to the daughter.

· During festival sons are given new dresses but not the daughter

· Mobility is restricted for the girls. They cannot even go to their friend’s house. Girls are not allowed to go out alone or during the evening, which is not the case for boys.

However, the findings reveal that boys and girls have not internalized gender issues rather they can only understand the discrimination they see in their family. 

“In our society girls are given less food than boys. Fish head is given to a son so that he would take care of his parents in their old age. In the family it is said that sons need more food than girls since they will earn when grown up. Girls will not earn and take care of parents.” – Adolescent girl Chapainawabgonj under CMES working area

“Parents do not want to give us dress. They say we stay at home so we don’t need good dresses and more dresses. Boys go out of home so they need more.” – Adolescent girl in Chandpur under BRAC working area

Nevertheless, there were some positive changes in the families of the adolescents’. Regarding discrimination, particularly in food distribution, after they joined the session. They gave examples of their own family about the gender discrimination and the change after they joined the session. It is therefore revealed that the course can bring changes to the lives of the adolescents.

“We are one brother and one sister in the family. Earlier, during the examination my mother used to give me a glass of milk and when I asked for my sister, my mother would say, milk is not required for her. I also used to drink instead of her. But now I understand and I give her half a glass of milk whenever I get one.” – Adolescent boy in Chittagong under CMES working area

“In my family when me and my brother eat together he gets the egg but I don’t. I felt bad. One day we both went to the session and that day we learnt about equal rights for boys and girls. After coming back home, we sat for dinner and my brother got egg in his plate. Then I asked, ‘what did we learn today’ and my brother instantly told my mother ‘from now on I will not have egg alone, sister also needs it’.” – Adolescent girl in Chapainawabgonj under CMES working area 

FINDINGS FROM PARENTS AND COMMUNITY LEADERS 

Information was also collected from parents and community leaders to know the benefit of the project in the adolescent’s life. The following are the findings from parents and community leaders.  

Awareness about the Kishori Abhijan 

The participants in most of the communities knew about the project. However, they were not involved actively with the program activities. In some of the areas, they were invited in regular workshops by the implementation agency and thus they showed to have a clear and detailed idea of the project activities and issues of discussion. 

Majority of the participants of FGDs and in-depth respondents could state the issues of discussion, for example, marriage, dowry, divorce, denmohor
, and all their legal aspects. They also found to know about the legal age of marriage and the negative impact of child marriage. However, the mothers found to be somewhat more aware about these issues, since the daughters interact more with them in and around the house. Yet, the participants found to know little about the issues like women’s empowerment, gender, HIV & AIDS and so on.

Acceptance of the parents towards Social Change of the Adolescents

The project aimed to bring a positive change in the life of the adolescents hence the parents and the community leaders were asked to opine on the social change among the adolescent girls in their community. 

The mothers during the FGDs stated that girls are learning the many issues necessary for them and they cited personal hygiene as an example. According to them, girls are becoming aware of different social issues and can teach their mothers, friends, and others about these issues. Mothers also found to like the trainings on poultry or sewing, received by the girls. They further stated that the books and booklets provided to the adolescents under the project helps the guardians also to become aware of different issues. 

“Many parents of the adolescents can not share all the issues with their children, they feel embarrassed. But from the project activities, adolescents can easily learn about these issues through different project activities and the books they are given to read.” – Male parent in Chandpur under the BRAC working area

“We know adolescent girls need to live a restricted life in the society and also from their parents. Through this Kishori Abhijan project they get lots of benefits and they can read novels, which is necessary for them. Starting from cooking, they can learn many things, which would help them to make their future beautiful. I think this program is very much useful for our adolescent girls.” – Community leader in Natore under BRAC working area 

Nevertheless, parents, mothers and fathers found to be more conservative regarding girls mobility. Most of the fathers showed more traditional views, as they do not accept girl’s staying out of the house after dark. Fathers during the discussion stated that girls should not stay outside home after dark, this would also allow other people to say bad things about her and it would be difficult to find ‘good’ marriage proposal for her. 

The adult respondents also discussed about marriage, dowry and related issues. The reasons for child marriage to the parents was 

· Possibility of getting ‘good groom’ when the girl is young

· Less dowry is required for younger girls 

· Girls can get spoiled or may get involved in romantic relationship with boys if not married off at an early age

“We know the rule is to marry off a daughter after 18 years of age. Sometimes, it is seen that when the girl is 12 years old parents receive a good proposal where the groom’s family is wealthy, then parents do not want to let the proposal go and marry the young girl off.” – Community Leader in Natore under BRAC working area

When discussing about dowry, the majority of the parents perceived that dowry has become a fashion amongst the rich and a necessity for the poor. Further, it has become a social norm or a prestigious issue for the family. The respondents further stated that for the parents of the boys it is a competition of whose son brings in the highest amount when he is married off and it is justified because the parents have spent a lot of money for their son. For the parents of daughters, it is a chance to make their daughter’s life happy; otherwise her husband and in-laws might torture her. 

However, majority of the fathers did not perceive that it is important to involve the girls in any decision making of the family matter as they are not matured enough or not as smart as their brothers.

During the discussion with adolescent girls in the areas where only girls were involved, it was found that girls do not want to have the session together with boys. As the reason, they stated community people and parents would not accept boys and girls taking lessons together on a common platform. However, in the areas where boys and girls take lessons together, the community leaders were asked whether they observed any changes in the attitude of the boys and girls in their community. Overall, the community leaders could identify the changes as increased knowledge and awareness. Few of them also stated that they have observed changed attitude of boys to be more positive towards girls. 

“Earlier we used to see different slang words on the wall of school toilets or other places about girls (that boys used to write about girls). Now, for last few days I have observed that some of the writings have disappeared and less new words. I have not told anyone and observed by myself. Today, in this discussion, I can realize that this is a great change among the boys and I think this is because of the project.” – Community Leader in Chittagong under CMES working area

When the community leaders and parents were asked about continuation of the project for another phase, almost all of them suggested continuing the project for some more time. According to them, since girls are learning issues necessary for them through the project, these kinds of activities should be continued for the long run.

NGO frontline workers 

NGO frontline workers of both the NGOs were also interviewed and as they were directly involved with this project, they could observe that most of the girls have gone through a psychological makeover. According to the NGO frontline workers, the girls have learned many important social issues necessary for their health and well-being. The respondents have further stated that girls in their session could easily relate violence due to dowry or impact of child marriage to the real life cases in their community. In the areas where support groups have a strong role, some of the girls had gone to the chairman or other influential member of the group to ask for help in stopping child marriage, dowry or in continuing their education. 
When asked for their opinion on how to make the project more effective one of the common suggestions was that the books should be rewritten in a simpler language so that it is easier for most of the girls to grasp the issues in details. They also mentioned more books are required since they would like to provide books to the adolescents to take home, especially to those who are not able to attend their regular classes. 

However, few of the NGO frontline workers also have requested for new issues in the books because teaching the same things over and over again may become boring for peer leaders as well as for adolescents. Many of the present issues were also suggested for elaboration for better understanding.  

While NGO frontline workers were discussed about involvement of parents, they recommended that many of the issues are discussed in Kishori Abhijan project, better to be discussed in the Mosques during Friday prayers also. This would make parents and other people of the community aware of the project as well as on the issues discussed. The NGO frontline workers stated that it is sometimes difficult to communicate with some of the fathers and according to them it could be easier to reach out to them if the Imams discussed these issues in the mosques. 

However, regarding their operational aspects many of the NGO frontline workers think that human resource to carry out the Kishori Abhijan project activities needs to be increased and enhanced in terms of quantity and quality. 

2.2
Lessons Learnt: Views from Adolescent girls, Community Leaders, Parents and NGO frontline workers

Boys and Girls Together can be involved

There was a basic difference in the way of implementation by the two NGOs. Of the two implementing agency, one agency runs the project with only girls. And the other agency involved both girls and boys in the group activities. 

In the areas where girls were only involved with the project activities, girls were asked whether they would feel comfortable joining the session with the boys together. Among the girls, there was mixed comments. Some of the girls mentioned that they would not feel comfortable while most of the girls said that they would not have a problem. However, almost all of the girls mentioned they would not feel comfortable having discussions about puberty related issues in front of boys will not be comfortable.

Girls, who supported the idea of having sessions with boys, reported that few issues like family planning method, child marriage, and polygamy, punishment for acid throwing, etc. should be discussed jointly with boys. According to them this will create more impact. 

The study findings indicate that the girls from the areas where boys and girls are not grouped together, they are somewhat reluctant to work together. The girls seemed to be concerned more about their parents and community as they are not sure how adults will react if the boys join their forum. They think community should be sensitized first before inviting the boys to join girls. On the other hand, the participants from the area where both boys and girls were involved stated that working together is not a problem at all. They also had difficulty initially but now they work like brothers and sisters and the community people also understand that there is no harm in that.

“No, no, we will feel ashamed (doing session both boys and girls together)…. there are lots of personal issues of girls. If the boys know about those, they would tease us…we have menstruation and we can not discuss that in front of them…. also we can not talk about family life, family planning in front of boys…. the way we do our discussion now, it would not have been possible if boys were there.” – adolescent girl in Comilla under BRAC working area

“We work together (boys and girls) now, and we don’t feel any problem. We used to feel hesitant earlier, and our guardians also opposed. But now they also understand that we are not doing anything wrong and boys should also know all the social issues. Only then child marriage, dowry, acid throwing can be reduced because boys are directly involved with these acts.” – Adolescent girl in Chapainawabgonj under CMES working area

“We are now free to work together (boys and girls), we sit together and discuss together. Earlier if boys talked to girls, people used to say bad things but now things are different. We don’t have any wrong intention. We all together went to the guardian of the girl to make them understand that we were not doing anything wrong.” – Adolescent boy in Chittagong under CMES working area

More Involvement of Parents and Community Leaders 

The study findings indicated that the two implementing agencies have involved parents of the adolescents differently. By and large the parents were well aware of the project activity, yet, one NGO found to involve them less frequently during the project period. This also revealed in the discussion with the girls as they suggested for more involvement of the parents to practice whatever they have learnt. 

By and large, the adolescent girls during the discussion stated that they have learnt many issues through the project, including legal age at marriage, negative impact of dowry, gender discrimination against girls, etc. However, to practice these in their own lives, they need support from their parents. For example, girls have known the importance of menstrual hygiene and shared it with their mothers. Mothers could understand the necessity and helped the girls to maintain hygienic behavior. 

All the girls are well aware of the legal age of marriage both for boys and girls. They also know the possible health hazards of child marriage and early pregnancy. However, most of the girls stated that even if they are aware, they couldn’t stop their marriage, since most of the parents feel that girls should not be asked for such a decision. The girls stated that, mostly fathers oppose of asking girls for marriage as they perceive, “We do not need to ask a cow before ploughing, similarly, we do not need to ask daughters before arranging their marriage.” Parents also need to know the negative consequences of child marriage and dowry otherwise they will continue doing this. 

Some girls also mentioned that they are allowed to earn money, but cannot spend it freely. Most of the girls are not involved in any decision making process of the family. According to the girls, involvement of parents can only be ensured if parents are more frequently involved with the project activities through regular meetings, seminars, etc. 

Support Group in the Community can mitigate Frustration among Adolescent girls for not being able to Practice

Another difference in the implementation of the project by the two NGOs is initiation of support group, which consisted of community leaders, elite people and parents of the adolescents. The areas, where a support group was active, adolescents could easily seek help from them whenever they needed to stop any child marriage or dowry payment in their locality. 

On the other hand, the girls in the areas where a support group was not formed reported of becoming aware of many issues including women empowerment, mobility, income, decision-making, etc., yet, failed to implement their knowledge in their real life. Thus, they feel that after becoming aware, it has become a point of frustration for them, as they cannot implement in their everyday lives what they have learnt. These girls further stated that for any action, such as, stopping any child marriage or dowry, they need community support. Since there was no formal group of community leaders in those areas, the girls could not specifically mention of such formal group, yet strongly suggested support of community leaders through their frequent involvement. 

Suggestions for the Project

Adolescents 

· The girls in all the areas stated that the project should continue for a longer period for them and for their successors.

·  They have also suggested running a program on the issues to disseminate information through TV and radio. 

· According to the adolescents, parents and guardians are not involved in the program to a great extent. They need to be involved more. It would make the parents more aware of the program and parents would involve others also. Apart from the guardians, community leaders and elites (for example. Morol/ Matabbar
 of the village,  chairman, members, etc.) also need to be involved more with the project.

· The adolescents stated that they discuss once a week and they suggested increasing the number of sessions, for example from once a week to twice a week.

Parents and Community Leaders

· Many parents feel that it is very hard to implement some of the issues their children talk about, because they will not get support from the community, for instance dowry and child marriage. They believe the influential community leaders should be informed of the negative impact of such practices so that they can play a significant role in reducing such practice. 

· According to the elder respondents, the program should target more on the parents, community leaders and more importantly adolescent boys of that area. Otherwise it will not be possible to implement any plan without everyone’s involvement. The parents in many of the areas have suggested that they require regular interaction with these groups (Kishori Abhijan Project members), preferably once a month so that the important people of the community know what their children are learning from the project activities. 

· Many of the mothers stated that the books provided to the girls should be elaborated with visual effects if possible. Also many other issues should be elaborated in these books. 

· Another suggestion given by parents and community members was to make dramas and TV programs to reach the mass population of the area and disseminate the knowledge in a more attractive manner. The most important part of the program they believe should be livelihood training for these girls so that they can earn some money. They have suggested that along with the regular training there should be new issues added like computer training, training for nursing, electrical training, etc. 

2.3
Approaches by Different Implementers

The two implementing NGOs BRAC and CMES carried out the interventions with support to its Adolescent Peer Organized Network or APON program and to its Adolescent Girls’ Program (AGP) respectively. The findings clearly indicated that the level of knowledge and attitude of the adolescents under BRAC are distinctive than those under CMES. The main reason might be the difference in approaches made by the two agencies. These are

1) BRAC involved only girls and CMES involved both boys and girls in the same session

2) BRAC recruited the adolescents from their earlier adolescent non-formal school program. Thus they did not face any difficulty in getting adolescents, yet, parents, adolescents and community leaders in the BRAC areas are less aware of Kishori Abhijan project, rather they only know about the APON activity. On the other hand, CMES recruited the adolescents through a survey and during the survey they informed all the parents, community leaders and the adolescents. Thus though they face lots of social hindrances to collect adolescents, they took measures to make the community people and parents aware of the entire program and now the CMES areas are clearly evident with positive attitude.

3) BRAC has not developed any support group for social action in the implementation area. Thus, the girls from the BRAC areas were less confident to stop child marriage or dowry of their own or in their community. For every action they mentioned that they need help from the adults of the community. On the other hand, CMES has formed a support group consisting of community stakeholders and opinion leaders. Adolescents seek for the support groups’ assistance when and where required, with the help of support group lots of social action have been taken in the community. 

4) Adolescents, both boys and girls from the CMES areas do not feel uncomfortable to talk to anyone as they feel empowered and knowledgeable. On the other hand, girls from BRAC do not seem to have in-depth knowledge and even during the FGDs they were not giving appropriate replies to many of the questions.  

5) The findings further indicate that by and large the adolescent girl respondents could spontaneously mention the issues they have learnt through the project activities. However, girls could mention the issues that were close to their real life, such as, child marriage, dowry and menstruation. The issues like AIDS, gender, life skills, birth registration are less frequently mentioned by the adolescents. Nevertheless, information from adolescents varies depending upon the differences in the project implementation by the two NGOs. 

6) Under BRAC intervention area the parents only know the name Kishori Abhijan or Pathagar whereas areas under CMES the parents are not only aware of these names but can also distinguish that UNICEF funds this program.    


Chapter 3

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION

Conclusion

The project end evaluation study of Kishori Abhijan project stated with the intention that after the project implementation, the adolescent girls would have a gender equitable environment where they can participate in social and economic process with a variety of options and would play a substantial role as a social change agents. 

The project, through its different activities made adolescents aware of the social issues like dowry, child marriage, etc. However, other issues like the respondents less frequently mentioned women empowerment and gender. The findings indicate that adolescent girls and boys in the study area have become somewhat aware of such social issues but have not yet grasped the full concept of it.   

Recommendations

· The study findings have proven that working with boys and girls together in the same session is an effective strategy, and attending the peer-to-peer session together is not a problem if they are ready for it. However, issues like puberty or menstruation related information could be discussed separately, if the girls desire. Further, presence of a senior person from the implementing agency might create more confidence among the stakeholders, since they are concerned about the teaching by a peer educator. Thus, the project would be more effective in terms of social action if it involves both boys and girls in the common platform and let them work together for the betterment of the society. 

· The study findings clearly indicate that frequent and active participation of parents can help adolescents in a large extent to translate their knowledge into practice. Girls in the study were found to be interested to get married after 18 years as well as to continue with their study. Therefore, the study necessitates a wider plan for regular monthly meetings or seminars for the parents so that they can also realize the importance of such issues. 

· In communities where Support Groups were formed it was clear that the group could play a very positive role in social actions. Thus, it can be strongly recommended that the project set a rule of forming support group in every implementation area which would comprise of local community leaders, like the chairman, members, teachers, Imams/Kazis, etc. Further, their need to have a plan in the next phase for the support group and the members of the Kishori Abhijan to have a realistic action plan for the support group and the Kishori Abhijan. 

· In the next phase of the project, more social activities and entertaining programs can be planned to happen in a regular interval. Study revealed that community work by adolescents such as maintenance of road, work, as EPI volunteers are good ways to impress and involve community people with the program. Similar activities, for instance helping poor farmers in their lands, cleaning the local neighborhood, organizing local sports or painting competitions can be arranged to make the adolescents more creative and socially responsible. This would also help the adolescent boys and girls to think positive towards life and would limit their involvement in harmful practices such as drugs, etc. 

· To create mass awareness among the community people of the intervention areas and general mass people, information needs to be disseminated much more widely. For this purpose, mass media communication can be employed, such as local street dramas, cultural shows and sports programme involving adolescents of the community; print media, such as interesting books, game based materials and pictorial materials. 
ACNielsen Bangladesh Limited


House-70 (2nd Floor), Road-15A


Dhanmondi R/A, Dhaka-1209, Bangladesh


Tel : 880-2-9125839, 9127743


Fax : 880-2-8123394


E-mail : acn.bangladesh@acnielsen-bd.com


http://acnielsen.com





Case 5: Self confident Safi





Safi is a member of CMES’s Kishori Abhijan program since 2001. One year ago, a matchmaker came to their house for his 14-year old sister’s marriage who was studying in class seven then. Safi tried to convince his parents not to marry his sister off at such a young age. His parents opposed since the dowry would become higher as the girl grow older. To make his parents understand, Safi gave the example of one girl in their village who was married at an early age and became sick and got divorced. Even after that Safi failed to convince them. Finally he along with the members of Kishori Abhijan, their teacher and the program personnel of CMES tried to stop his parents and succeeded to stop the marriage.  





Safi also helped another girl of their village who was married with a dowry of Tk 5,000 and yet to pay Tk 5000. She was tortured physically and mentally by her in-laws and Safi tried to negotiate for her. Safi along with the members of Kishori Abhijan arranged a negotiation meeting with the girl’s father in law with community leaders and solved the problem. 





Before joining the program Safi was hesitant to speak with others and especially in public. The program gave him self-confidence. 








Case 3: Asma, 18-year-old girl in Rajshahi (not real name)





Asma, 18-year-old adolescent is now studying in class ten in the Open University of Bangladesh. Few years ago, when her father died, she had to stop her education due to financial constraints. All her elder brothers and sisters also had to leave education due to the same reason. After her father died, Asma’s family was dependant on the little income of her brothers, and thus she could not continue with her education. 





After CMES launched the Kishori Abhijan project activities near Asma’s house, she used to visit the session regularly from outside. She was very interested to join the session, but did not know how. One day the ‘apa’ from the session could notice her and asked her why she stopped her study. When Asma told apa that she cannot afford the expenses, ‘apa’ informed her about the ‘Block and Boutique’ training from CMES. With the help of ‘apa’ Asma received the training, started doing ‘block and boutique’ and started earning money. 





Now Asma enrolled herself in study again. At present she is very busy with her upcoming SSC (Secondary School Certificate) examination. Since she can bear the expenses needed for her education, she desires to continue her education further and want to be ‘an educated woman’.





Case 1: Shanu, a confident girl in Sherpur (not real name)





Shanu, an adolescent girl from Naddirjot village, Sherpur district is a member of the ‘APON’ project. Her father is a poor farmer and the sole earning member of the family. Her elder sister could not study due to poverty and was married off at a very young age. But Shanu wanted to continue her education and wanted to take part in the financial flow of the family. She started her education in BRAC School and continued up to class five. After completing her primary education she came to know about ‘APON’ program, and joined the program. There she came to know about a course on photography, became interested and got enrolled in that course. Shanu thought that photography can be a good profession since photographs are needed during school admission, for board examination, application for loan, marriage ceremony and/or any other cultural program. Though her parents did not agree initially and they labeled it as a “man’s work”, but somehow she managed to convince them. 





After Shanu received the training, she bought a camera with financial support from BRAC. Initially, the elders of the village were against her photography, saying “a woman going around the village to take picture, is it fair?” Shanu took help from the ‘apa’s’ of BRAC to make villagers understand that it is not a ‘bad’ profession and soon all accepted her profession. She is now a well-known photographer. She also continued her education and helped the family with her earning. Shanu became confident because she joined the ‘APON’ project and now she dreams of her own photo studio. 





Case 2: Ruli, 16-year-old girl in Rajshahi (not real name)





Ruli, a tribal adolescent girl (age 16 years) lives in a village named Andharkotha in Rajshahi district. She is a member of “APON” program of BRAC. She became aware of many issues after getting involved in the “APON” program, which included child marriage, violence against women, etc.





Ruli was concerned about her cousin, since a young man in his village cheated her cousin. The man promised her sister that he would marry her and had sex and after her sister became pregnant he denied marrying her and married another woman. One day one official from Department of Women Affairs came to visit the Kishori Abhijan program activities. She delightedly assured the girls that she will help them in any problem and also left her contact number with them. Ruli was encouraged with the assurance and phoned the officer to share her sister’s story. The officer invited Ruli to her office and helped her to file a case against that man. Finally Ruli’s sister got financial compensation for her baby.





Ruli made it possible as she was a member of the “APON” and she learned to fight for women right from the class discussion. 














Case 4: Mrs. Latifa, Mother of adolescent girl





Mrs. Latifa is mother of a 17 years old adolescent girl Sithi, who is a participant of the Kishori Abhijan project. Since Sithi shares her lessons learned at the Kishori Abhijan project with her mother, Mrs. Latifa has learnt about the negative impact of child marriage and also has shared her learning with her neighbors. After becoming aware of these issues, she started working against child marriage in her community. She started giving examples of few girls who were marriage off at early age and suffered from health problems due to early child bearing. Through this, she succeeded to stop two child marriages (girls aged 13 and 16 years) in her village by influencing their parents. 





Mrs. Latifa studied up to primary level of education and had to discontinue due to marriage. She did not have skill to stop her own marriage during adolescence. Now, she believes only education can ‘empower’ women and through the Kishori Abhijan project girls can attain the skill to negotiate for their own marriage.








� APON (Adolescent Organized Peer Network) is the adolescent girls education program run by BRAC through a Library system. Girls from BRAC working area were identified as participants for the Kishori Abhijan Project from the APON program, thus they recognize the project as ‘APON’ and not as ‘Kishori Abhijan’ project. 


� Source: Amin, Mahmood, Huq and Chowdhury (2005). “Endline Report on Kishori Abhijan: An Intervention Research Study on Adolescent Girls’ Livelihood”, Dhaka: UNICEF and Ministry of Women and Children Affairs 


� Source: Amin, Mahmood, and Huq (2002). “Baseline Report on Rural Adolescent in Bangladesh, Dhaka: Population Council and BIDS


� Marriages that take place between baseline and End line surveys, i.e., girls who were unmarried at the time of 2001 survey but were married by 2003


� Source: Amin, Mahmood, Huq and Chowdhury (2005). “Endline Report on Kishori Abhijan: An Intervention Research Study on Adolescent Girls’ Livelihood”, Dhaka: UNICEF and Ministry of Women and Children Affairs.


� Bride Price


� Informal chief of village
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