A MOUNTAIN CELEBRATION OF NATIONAL EDUCATION DAY

BY RACHEL LOVELOCK

Under the mighty gaze of Bali’s Mt Agung, a group of 96 schoolchildren, aged between 6 and 14 years old, are proudly standing in a large circle outside their new school. In every direction across this arid mountain terrain is a vista of coconut palms and jungle. We are perched on a high ridge on northwest slope of Mt Abang; to the north a silver sea shimmers beyond a distant coastline, and to the east Mt Rinjani is clearly visible, towering above Lombok.

We enter the arena through a portico of trailing palm fronds, flanked by two arched ‘penjor’ strung with marigolds. The children’s faces break into beaming smiles as we take our positions at the edge of the circle. I have no idea of what is about to happen but I do know that today is May 2nd, Indonesia’s National Education Day. The children have spent the last 3 weeks preparing a unique presentation to commemorate the occasion. Most Indonesian schools mark the date by raising a flag, but here within the remote mountain farming communities of northeast Bali, the significance is profound. Isolated from the rest of the world and living in unimaginable poverty with no electricity, no roads and no running water, these are the illiterate people who had been forgotten by time and progress. Until 1999, the children had no hope of an education. But the East Bali Poverty Project (EBPP) has transformed their lives and the children are now receiving the schooling that they had never even dreamed of.  

May 2nd was chosen as Indonesia’s National Education Day in commemoration of the birthday of Ki Hajar Dewantoro, a visionary figure who was both an educator and a fervent patriot fighting for independence. He was the founder, in 1922, of the "Taman Siswa", Indonesia’s first national educational institute. It was an education structure that would liberate the country from the discriminatory Dutch school system and give students the freedom and opportunities to realise, explore and develop their own abilities, talents and ambitions. 
The Performance begins with a Balinese song, followed by a welcome and an introduction from one of the children. This 12-year-old boy has been nominated as ‘Master of Ceremony’. It is his very first encounter with public speaking. He invites another child to speak. A 10-year-old girl moves to the front of the circle and addresses her audience. She delivers a rehearsed speech describing her life before the education programme began, about how she would work on the farmland with her father and take care of her younger brothers and sisters at home. She then goes on to describe how her life, here in the village hamlet of Manikaji, has changed beyond belief. She joyfully tells us that she is now attending school and has learnt to read and write, how she is studying, maths, geography, organic farming, handicrafts, art and, most importantly, health. On behalf of all the schoolchildren, she finishes by thanking David Booth (EBPP founder), together with the tutors and the staff of the EBPP who have made all of this possible.

More rousing speeches and songs follow; we are entertained with ‘The Teacher Song” and “Wajib Belajar” (Must be Learning). Finally, the children form a long line and every child shakes hands with each of the four guests who have travelled from Denpasar to be with them today. The visitors include Sarita of Saritaksu Designs & Communications; her company has designed and donated all of the PR material since 2000, including flyers, posters, and the T-shirts worn by pupils and staff.

A display of the children’s art and handicrafts, together with some of the vegetables that they have grown in their organic gardens, has been arranged on a trestle table outside the school building. Woodcarvings, aromatic Vetiver root fans, freshly gathered tomatoes, beans and eggplants. The coloured crayon drawings are astounding; the theme is ‘A Day in the Life’ and the children have produced an illustrated chronicle of their daily activities including mealtimes at home with their families, cleaning the house, feeding the animals, taking a ‘mandi’ (shower), praying at the temple, tending their vegetable gardens, and attending lessons in their new school. The detail is exquisite, and includes washing hanging on a line, ducks splashing in a pond next to the mandi, and the ‘Cubang’ (covered water tanks), which the EBPP designed and subsequently taught the villagers how to build.  

The simple concrete block school, designed by EBPP, has glassless windows with locally woven bamboo shutters and a corrugated tin roof, and is comprised of four classrooms, a teacher’s room, and two toilets. Inside the building are blackboards, books, world maps and a first aid kit. The desks and chairs were donated by IALF (Indonesia Australia Language Foundation), an organisation that has been sponsoring English Language courses for the EBPP staff since 2000. The school only cost Rp 56 million (US$6500) to build. From what I have read, the Indonesian government’s budget to build a similar school is Rp 500 million.

We can’t stop for very long in Manikaji, we have three more appointments to keep on the other side of the mountain. Today, for the first time ever, we are attempting to visit each of the four village hamlets that are benefiting from the EBPP’s education programme. We climb into the 4WD Ford Ranger for a long, dusty ride to the north-western slopes of Mount Agung. It is a slow, bone-shaking journey through this steep, formidable environment where, for generations, these mountain people have been struggling to survive.

More performances and presentations follow in Pengalusan and Cegi. In each village hamlet we encounter more stunning decorations such as paper-chains fashioned from palm fronds and innovative handicrafts including whimsical creatures carved out of bamboo root. The children of Pengalusan also have a new school and community learning centre, built with funds raised by a small town in Holland. The same Dutch town is now working on raising the funds to build a school in Cegi. It is interesting how history can turn full circles. Today the Balinese mountain children are celebrating the achievements of a movement that was born in opposition to suppression by the Dutch, and yet it is a modern-day Dutch community that has given them their school. 

Our final destination is the hamlet of Bunga. The children’s presentations here are strikingly polished and the standard of their artwork is astonishing. The aptitude and talents of the older kids in Bunga are more advanced than the other three hamlets, for Bunga is where the first EBPP education programme was launched, together with a school building, on 30th August 1999. On 19th May 2003, fourteen of the children in Bunga are sitting the formal government exam to graduate SD (elementary school). This is a truly fantastic achievement for children of illiterate parents after only three and a half years of education, which has been taking place just three hours per day, three days per week.  It is no wonder that they are celebrating Indonesia’s National Day of Education with so much enthusiasm and such glowing pride.

