Akter’s Determination of a Brighter Future

Mohammad Akter Faruq is a 14-year-old student in class four at Mostakpara POPI Bridge School.
His father, late Mohammad Karim, and his mother, Arafa Begum, have a family of four children.
Despite challenges, Akter shows a keen interest in studying and excels academically.

Originally from Dohazari, Akter's family faced severe financial difficulties. His father used to collect
and sell wood from the hills to support the family. About 10 years ago, in search of a better
livelihood, they moved to the coastal area of Nazirartak, Somitipara. Akter's father began working
in a dry fish processing zone to make ends meet. However, tragedy struck five years ago when his
father passed away due to a sudden illness.

To cope with the family's financial struggles, his mother began working at the dry fish processing
zone, leaving the youngest child at home. Akter, the only son, also joined his mother in working
to support the family, while his elder sister took care of household chores and their youngest
sibling. Unfortunately, due to their dire circumstances, his elder sister had to drop out of school,
and Akter himself couldn’t be enrolled either. However, Akter never gave up on his dream of
studying and supporting his family.

In 2021, Akter learned about POPI’s Bridge School through a neighbour, Jihad. Recognising his
interest in education, POPI staff intervened, discussing the matter with his mother and the owner
of the dry fish processing zone. Initially, his mother was hesitant, fearing she couldn’t manage the
family expenses alone. However, the POPI staff assured her that Akter could still work while
attending school during the day. After much motivation, both his mother and the zone owner
agreed. Though his wages were reduced from BDT 600 to 400 per day due to fewer work hours,
Akter was finally able to attend school.

Now, Akter’s daily routine is incredibly demanding. He works at the dry fish processing zone from
6 a.m. to 11:30 a.m., attends school from 12 p.m. to 4 p.m., and resumes work in the evening.
Despite the physical and emotional toll of his labour-intensive job, lifting heavy fish baskets,
salting, and drying fish, Akter remains determined to study. Akter expressed that, "He dreams of
building a better future for himself and his family.”

“l sometimes work at night to help my mother manage our expenses,” Akter shared, “Night
shifts pay BDT 800, but the work is tough. Handling raw fish and salt often leaves my hands
burning. Still, | push through because | want to support my family.”

"1 also like to play sports very much, especially football. So, sometimes during work breaks,
| play football with the boys in the neighbourhood. That day, | might end up playing so
much that | miss going to work in the evening. Many times, | get scolded by my mother and
employer for this. It makes me feel really bad. On those days, | wonder why our lives have
to be so hard. Do we not have any desires or pleasures?” he reflected.



Despite these challenges, Akter remains hopeful. “lI want to study, stand on my own feet, and
create opportunities for children like us. Thank you, POPI and Educo, for standing by us and
giving us the chance to study. Please continue to support us.”
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Kulsuma's Story of Learning and Aspiration



Kulsuma Akter is a 14-year-old student of Mostakpara ‘POPI Bridge’ School. Her father, Abu
Sayid, passed away when she was just 3 years old, leaving her mother and three children behind.
To support the family, her mother, Jahanara Begum started working at a dry fish processing zone.

When Kulsuma was young, she sometimes accompanied her mother to her work. Over time, she
began working there regularly, usually earning BDT 250 to 300 a day and he would hand it over
to his mother. That is how their days went. Later, her mother enrolled Kulsuma in an NGO school,
but she did not like the environment of the school and became an irregular student. She spent
more time dry fish processing zone than studying. The situation worsened during the COVID-19
pandemic, which halted Kulsuma'’s education entirely.

Reflecting on her earlier experience, Kulsuma said, “l used to both study and work in the
previous school. But | did not like the school. There was irregular education and there were
no facilities for fun or sports. So, | went to school less and spent most of my time working
in the dry fish processing zone. Even if | did not go to school, the authorities demanded
tuition fees every month, so | had to contribute all my earnings there.”

Kulsuma'’s perspective began to change when she saw her cousin, Riya, attending ‘POPI Bridge
‘School. Curiously, she asked Riya about the school and came to know that they do not have to
pay for studying there, moreover, the school provide opportunities of sports, dancing and singing
after classes. Kulsuma expressed her desire to study to her mother. Seeing her daughter's desire,
her mother went to talk to the teacher at Bridge School, and soon after, Kulsuma was admitted to
the fourth grade last year.

She expressed that, “After being admitted to ‘POPI Bridge’ School, | no longer went to the
dry fish processing zone regularly. Moreover, my mother sometimes attends to various
school meetings and after the meetings, she comes to know about the harmful activities.
Now, | am in class five.”

She has made good friends since coming to this school, and she loves to chat and play with them.
The teachers here teach with so much joy, which helps her learn easily. Kulsumma is very optimistic
about her future. She wants to become an educated teacher and teach poor children for free. She
says, "In the future, | want to be a good teacher. Most importantly, | don’t want to be a
victim of child marriage like my older sister. | want to learn and become a person who is
worthy of respect.”
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Meghla's Strive for Education and Empowerment

Meghla Akter is a 14-year-old student of class four in the ‘POPI Bridge’ School led by Educo
Bangladesh. Zainab Begum, Meghla’s mother, is the primary breadwinner of the family and her
father, Mohammad Nur Kabir, passed away in a tragic accident when Meghla and her brother
were at their early age.

They moved to Samitipara in Cox’s Bazar, because of a family conflict between her father and
her grandfather. In this new area, they had no relatives to turn to for help. So, after his father’s
death, their survival relied entirely on her mother's daily earnings. From the time she was old
enough to understand, she accompanied her mother to the dry fish processing zone. Due to their
poverty, she could not attend school. The nearest free school was far from their home and
workplace, where the owner never allowed her to study. Meghla worked in the dry fish processing
zone for a long time each day, earning BDT150 to 200 per day, which she handed over to her
mother.

Meghla shared, “My mother worked tirelessly at the dry fish processing zone, keeping my
younger brother in her lap, to earn money so that we can have food to eat. If my mother
could not work, we would not have food to eat.” The intense heat of the dry fish processing
zone was unbearable for Meghla, she felt very miserable, most of the days she would return home



from work with headaches and pain in her hands and feet. Whenever she mentioned this to her
mother, she would bring medicine from the local pharmacy to ease her pain.

Meghla’s life began to change when her mother learned about the community-based Child
Protection Committee and a free education support run by ‘POPI Bridge’ school, located near
their home. Encouraged by this opportunity, she enrolled to Meghla in the second grade of this
school in 2021. Along with her studies, she also went to work at that time. Meghla is now in the
5th grade, and she enjoys studying a lot. Since her mother is less educated, she often seeks help
from her neighbours for her studies.

Megla said that, “lI come to school regularly because | like to study here. | enjoy studying
with my classmates. There is no strict punishment here, and even if we make mistakes,
there is no punishment. Everyone helps a lot. | am very thankful to Educo Bangladesh for
supporting us.”

However, Meghla still has to work to support her family since her mother is sick. She says, “I feel
very sad that my mother is ill, she cannot work properly. So, | have to go to work. If we
cannot earn money, what will we eat? | also feel sad because no relatives come to see us.”

Despite all the challenges, Meghla remains hopeful for her future. She wants to learn handicraft
skills through vocational training, so that she can support her mother financially. Along with this,
she also wants to continue her studies. Looking ahead, she expressed her aspirations, saying,
“In the future, | do not know if my dream will come true, but | want to be a doctor. As a
doctor, | want to extend a helping hand to my neighbours so that no fatherless child has
to work in the dry fish processing zone due to poverty like me.”
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Tania’s Journey to Overcome Poverty and Pursue Her Dreams

Tania Sultana, is a 13-year-old enthusiast student at the ‘POPI Bridge’ School. She is the
youngest in her family of two brothers and three sisters. Her father, Abu Sayed, mother, Hamida
Begum, along with her two elder brothers, work in a dry fish processing zone. The family relocated
from Maheshkhali to Samitipara about nine years ago.

Before the COVID-19 pandemic, the family’s financial situation was stable, but 2021 brought
significant hardship. In 2020, Tania's father had given BDT 6 lac to a broker to send his elder son
abroad, borrowing the money in installments from an NGO. However, the plan failed and the
money was lost. To repay the weekly installment of BDT 9,000, everyone in the family, including
Tania, began working at the dry fish processing zone.

Tania used to feel sad seeing everyone around her going to school and she also wanted go to
school. She recalls, “Often | used to tell my mother that | also want to go to school. She
would listen and say, "How will we pay the installment if you do not work?” On the other
hand, Tania's father almost fell ill due to the worry of the installments. He felt severe pain in his
legs but still work with his ill health, thinking about the family.

Tania’s journey to ‘POPI Bridge’ School began in 2022, inspired by her friend Yasmin, who also
attended this school. Yasmin would often talk to Tania about school, saying that the teachers at
‘POPI Bridge’ School are very caring and teach well, and that there are also opportunities for
sports at school. Hearing this, Tania shares her excitement with her mother. At first, her mother
forbade her from going to school, but later, after learning about the harms of child labour and
seeing Tania's strong interest, she encouraged her to go to school and she enrolled her in POPI
School. Her commitment towards studies grew stronger each day and eventually. Her mother
promised to enroll her in a good school for class six and stop sending her to work. It was a new
chapter of hope for Tania.

Tania compares her past with her present situation and says, “Working in the dry fish
processing zone was tough, separating fish and crabs, then drying and cutting them in the
hot sun. Even after all this hard work, dealing with unpaid wages was very painful. But
now | have realised the joy of studying, and this joy is different. | really enjoy wearing my
school dress, carrying my bag filled with books, and going to school every day.” She also
noted that conditions have slightly improved in her working place due to the visits from
government representatives.



Now, Tania is in class four and has grown more confident. She can dream now. She also has
outlined a career plan for her where she wants to gain vocational training on handicrafts, while
studying. She shared that, “l want to be a doctor because my father cannot get proper
treatment due to lack of money. | do not want others to suffer like my father. | want to
support my family financially alongside with my studies and ensure we do not have to
borrow money during any crises.”
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Fahima’'s Journey from Work to School

Fahima Sultana Ria, a 13-year-old student of class 5, comes from a modest family. Her father’s
name is Mohammad Abu Tayab and mother’'s name is Hasina Begum. She has 1 brother and 1
sister. Fahima's father works as a fisherman, while her elder brother is employed at a dry fish
processing zone. To support their family, who are living in poverty her mother also works in the
same place.

Due to financial constraints, in 2021, when Fahima was only 8 years old, she would go to the dry
fish market with her mother every day and also work, while taking care of her younger sister. Like
her, many other children worked there alongside their mothers. This was the age when she should
have started school, but poverty prevented her enroliment.

One day, Fahima's mother learned about the “"POPI Bridge” school from a neighbour. She
discovered that the school provides free education and supplies educative materials to children
involved in child labour, reducing the burden on parents. Encouraged by this, Fahima’s mother
enrolled her in this school.

Fahima expressed her gratitude, saying "If this school was not there, we would never have had
the opportunity to study and would not have known what child labour is."”

As Fahima started attending school, her trips to the dry fish processing zone gradually lessened.
Her mother also participated in awareness meetings at the school, where she learned about the
harmful effects of child labour. Eventually, Fahima stopped working at the dry fish processing zone
altogether.

Now, Fahima attends school regularly. She enjoys studying with her classmates and participates
in sports. Although her parents are uneducated and unable to assist with her studies, a cousin
from the neighbourhood helps her with school work.

She also mentioned that, “"School is not just a place to study. Rather, it is a place to connect
with others, to share joys and sorrows, and to grow together."

Fahima dreams of becoming a journalist in the future. She explained, "Journalists bring attention
to the diverse lives of children like us through their reports and publications. As a result,
many NGOs come to stand by children like us, to enlighten them with the light of education
to protect their fundamental rights, and to eliminate child labour.”"
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A Journey of Overcoming Struggles to Create a Better Future

Yesmin Akter is a student of class four. Her father was the late Abdul Kader, and her mother is
Chenuara Begum. Yesmin is her mother's only child. She lost her father at a very young age, just
two years old. After her father passed away, Yesmin’'s mother moved to her maternal grandfather's
house in Chakaria with Yesmin. However, the financial condition of her maternal grandfather’s
family was not good. Eventually, the family, including grandparents’ family migrated to Nazirartek,
Samitipara in search of work.

Since then, Yesmin grew up with her grandparents. Her grandmother and mother worked in a dry
fish processing zone, so there was no one to take care of her. Because of this, Yesmin started
going to the dry fish processing zone with them. Sometimes, she would help her mother with
work. This became her daily life. Despite these challenges, her mother decided not to remarry,
thinking about Yasmin's future. However, due to financial limitations and no one available to take
care of Yasmin, her mother did not enroll her in a private school.

Later, her mother learned about the POPI Bridge School, which offers free education through fun
and games. In 2021, she enrolled Yesmin in class one in this school, which marked the beginning



of her educational career. Although Yesmin would occasionally go to the dry fish processing zone
with her mother, she realised how much harder it was to work there than to study.

Yesmin shared, "l have seen that people have to work all day in the sun at the dry fish
processing zone. They can't even drink water properly then. If someone slacks off, the owner
scolds them. Often, they don't get paid fairly. It’s a lot of suffering. In addition, many people
get sores on their hands and feet while working.”

She added, "Now | come to school regularly. | love studying and playing with my friends.
Participating in different types of school events makes me happy. After school, | help my
grandfather with his work. My grandparents adore me and try to fulfill my wishes. On the
days my grandmother is at home, she helps me get ready for school. | love to laugh. My
younger aunt helps me with my studies.”

Yesmin expressed her aspirations: "l want to be a good person in the future and stand on my

own feet. When | grow up, | want to serve my grandparents and ease my mother’s suffering.
That's why | am trying to study well. Please pray for me."
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