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Overcoming a national failure
A collective effort needed

FAzLE HASAN ABED
T HIS year is the first year of the International

Literacy Decade (2003-2012). The motto of

the decade is "Literacy as Freedom". More
than 800 million people in the world and almost sixty
percent of the people of Bangladesh do not know this
freedom. A confusion exists, among claims and
counterclaims about progress in literacy, regarding
the status of literacy of the people of Bangladesh.
The study by Education Watch, carried out with
scientific rigour and based on the administration of a
literacy test to a nationwide randomly chosen sam-
ple, provides a baseline. This baseline should end
the confusion about our literacy status and serve as
the benchmark for future planning for literacy, contin-
uing education and nonformal education
programmes.
The study is about the state of literacy, not about
nonformal education in general or primary educa-
tion. The findings, however, point out some very
relevant and critical aspects of primary education
and nonformal education, which have vital policy
implications. The study reveals the dominant role of
primary education as the means for acquiring liter-
acy; but it also shows that the very poor quality of
mainstream primary education is a serious obstacle
to better literacy outcomes, since one-third of those
who complete primary education still remain illiter-
ate. Nonformal primary education shows a better
performance. The question then is what should be
done to incorporate some of the positive features of
nonformal primary education into mainstream Pri-
mary Education.
It has been found that literacy courses in general

including the government-run Total Literacy Move-
ment (TLM), at least in the manner these have been
conducted in Bangladesh, have had an insignificant
impact on the literacy situation. The study reveals a
large 12 percentage point gap between male and
female literacy and a staggering 26 percentage
point disadvantage for the rural people compared
to their urban counterparts. The urban slum dwell-
ers fare the worst with a literacy rate of 19.7 per-
cent against the national average of 41.4 percent.
The study also underscores the need for a
broader and integrated vision of non-formal and
continuing education in which the literacy effort
should be embedded.

The study, like all research reports of Education
Watch, presents an objective picture of an important
facet of basic education in the country, based on
collection and analysis of data in a professional
manner. It is not intended to apportion blames or
point fingers for deficiencies and failures. The find-
ings on literacy do indicate a major national failure -
failure in seriousness of effort, in setting priorities
right, in applying professionalism to management
and decision-making in education, and in lacking a
vision and understanding of how literacy and
nonformal education programmes work. This is our
collective failure as a society and as a nation. We -
the public authorities, the academics, the NGOs and
the larger civil society - need to work together to
overcome this failure. | hope that this is the message
that will be heard from the findings and conclusions
of Education Watch 2002.

Mr.Abed is the Chair of the Campaign for Popular Education

Target: Literacy

Literacy situation in Bangladesh

SAMIR RANJAN NATH

HE theme of this year's

Education Watch is liter-

acy. The specific aims are
to estimate the proportions of the
population that are at various
levels of literacy, how literacy has
been acquired, what uses are
being made of it, and what the
perceived expectations in post-
literacy activities are. The socio-
economic correlates of literacy
have also been estimated.

Major Findings
The literacy test revealed
41.4 percent of the popula-

that

Chittagong and Sylhet divisions
were literate (Table 1). Less than
a fifth (19.7 percent) of the urban
slum residents were literate. The
literacy rate of the adult (popula-
tion 15 years and above) was
found to be 38.8 percent at the
national level 2.6 percentage
points less than the literacy rate
for population 11 years and
above. The females lagged
behind the males in all the eight
strata (six rural divisions, metro-
politan cities and municipalities).
Parental education, especially
of the mothers, religious affilia-

schools were found to be more
effective than the state owned as
well as state-supported primary
schools. It was found that six to
seven years of schooling with
present standard is required to
achieve a sustainable literacy
status for 80 percent of the popu-
lation. It was observed that exclu-
sively non-school means of edu-
cation including the Total Literacy
Movement (TLM), and learning at
home have a minor impact on
overall literacy situation in the
country. The literacy rate was 42.1
percent in the TLM implemented

occupations and workplaces.
Majority of the literates perceived
the need for training for occupa-
tional skills development. Special
programmes for women and
community education centres
were demanded by about half of
the literates.

Research Method and

Quality of Data

Definition and test develop-
ment: The Education Watch
research team reviewed the
literacy definitions used for liter-
acy nationally and internationally.
It also examined existing curricu-
lum of formal and non-

tion 11 years and above in
Bangladesh are literate 21
percent at the level of initial
literacy skills and 20.4
percent with advanced
literacy skills (Figure 1). Of
the respondents under
literacy test, about a half
(49.3 percent) did very
poorly (receiving less than a
quarter of the total score)
and were categorised as
non-literate. Another 9.3
percent were semi-literate
indicating that these people
did not cross the threshold
of minimum acceptable
level of skills to be qualified
as literate. People in the

Fizure 1
Mational lteracy rate for the population 1] vears and above

formal provisions, and
considered the socio-
cultural context of the
country and its current
development stage. The
research team agreed that
proper importance should
be given to functionality
and effectiveness of liter-
acy skills and their use in
the community. The follow-
ing definition of literacy
was adopted for this study:
Possession of skills in
reading, writing and
numeracy related to famil-
iar contents and contexts
and the ability to use these
skills in everyday life in

category of the non-literate

and semi-literate did not have
literacy skills that were useable in
any practical way in life situations.

It is estimated that the popula-
tion of Bangladesh 11 years and
above is 92.8 million. The num-
bers falling into various literacy
categories are as follows: 45.8
million non-literate, 8.6 million
semi-literate, 19.5 million literate
at the initial level, and 18.9 million
literate at the advanced level.

The females lagged 12 per-
centage points behind the males
in the literacy league table; the
rates were 35.6 percent for the
females and 47.6 percent for the
males. Only 13.3 percent of the
females and 28.1 percent of the
males had advanced level literacy
skills. The literacy rates for rural
and urban respondents were 37.2
percent and 63.6 percent with a
difference of 26 percentage
points. Such gap was seen both at
the initial and the advanced level.
A wide gap in the literacy perfor-
mance of the respondents of
different stratum was found. The
respondents of the metropolitan
cities did very well followed by
those of municipalities, the rates
were 69.5 percent and 59 percent
respectively. Only a third of the
respondents of rural Dhaka,

tion, occupation and income,
access to communications media,
and community infrastructure had
strong correlation with the literacy
situation of the population. Three
quarters of the people whose
mothers have some education
(classes | to V) were literate,
whereas 70 percent of those
whose mothers have no educa-
tion were illiterate. Thirty eight
percent of the households in the
country have no literate

communities and 40.6 percent in
other areas. The literacy rate for
11-45 years age-group, which is
the main targeted age-group for
TLM, showed practically no differ-
ence between the rate in TLM
communities and the national rate
for this age-group.

Major uses of literacy skills, as
expressed by the respondents,
were personal written communi-
cation, reading documents and

order to function effec-
tively in society.

For thefirsttime in Bangladesh,
literacy situation in the country
was assessed through adminis-
tering a literacy test on a nation-
wide representative sample of
population 11 years and above in
contrast to the 'self reporting'
method used in the population
censuses and household sur-
veys. Based on the above defini-
tion, a purposefully designed test

these three skills in practical life
situations. A total of 24 question
items were in the test, six for each
component.

Measuring literacy: Recog-
nising the continuum of literacy
skills and taking a pragmatic
approach to conducting the
assessment and to communicat-
ing the results in a policy relevant
language, it was decided to cate-
gories the population into four
levels, viz., non-literate, semi-
literate, literate at the initial level
and literate at the advanced level.
Total score of the literacy test was
100, equally distributed by skill
components. The test instrument
was designed in such a way that
those falling in the category of
literate at the initial level and
literate at the advanced level
could be designated as literate.
Besides the literacy test instru-
ment, three other questionnaires
were used to collect demo-
graphic, educational, socio-
economic and community infor-
mation of the respondents.

Sampling: The sampling
strategy of the study was
designed scientifically, which
allowed valid and reliable esti-
mates for six administrative divi-
sions, metropolitan cities, and the
municipalities. A total of 13,145
persons aged 11 years and above
taken from 3,840 households of
268 villages/mahallahas in 64
districts were given the literacy
test. Over 100 research assis-
tants, half of them female, admin-
istered the test and collected
necessary information.

Data quality: A strict quality
control protocol was applied to
collecting and recording the data,
assessing responses to the liter-
acy test, and analysing all data.

Assessment of quality of
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Literacy for a learning society

MANZOOR AHMED

ITERACY is a subject rife

with symbolism and emo-

tions. In the modern world,
the incapacity to master the writ-
ten word is a symbol of backward-
ness and underdevelopment for a
society and an individual. We
have seen, therefore, promises
and efforts of governments and
politicians to get rid of this unwel-
come symbol. This probably
explains repeated attempts to
launch campaigns and move-
ments against illiteracy in our part
of the world and elsewhere .
Almost all have been disappoint-
ing, but the politicians seem to fail
tolearn theirlesson.

Symbolism and Reality
Historical experience shows ( as
explained in chapter 2 of Educa-
tion Watch 2002 report) that
these campaigns have suc-
ceeded only in a few countries
such as the former Soviet Union,
China and Cuba, where these
have been an essential compo-
nent of an overall social and
political revolution. In a few other
countries, such as Tanzania,
Nicaragua and Ethiopia where
initial successes were claimed,
but these petered out with the
derailment of the respective
revolution, depriving the educa-
tional movement its nourishing
energy.

Symbolic or not, education, and
by the same token literacy, has
come to be recognised as a
human right by constitutional
provisions of many countries and
by international treaties. Literacy,
as the tool for learning, is the core
of any educational process, and
thus the foundation for social,
economic and personal develop-
ment.

It is essential to go beyond the
symbolism and to achieve real
progress in literacy as the core of
educational development of a
nation. With this end in view, the
skills and competencies to be
earned in literacy have to be such
that they make a difference in the
learners' life. These have to open
the world of knowledge and infor-
mation to the learner. These have
to enable a person to communi-
cate with written words, not feel
helpless when a child seeks help

and guidance in his or her own
pursuit of learning, to read for the
sheer pleasure of it, to look up
knowledge and information that
one needs every day, and to
continue to broaden one's world
of knowledge and learning. These
were seen as the uses of literacy
by the respondents in the study.
Literacy, therefore, has to be an
essential part of lifelong learning;
part of an effort to turn every
community into a learning com-
munity, the whole society into a
learning society. In the learning
community and the learning
society, everyone will have the
opportunity to pursue learning
according to one's needs and
inclinations, and every one will
contribute to creating learning
opportunities for others, as
UNESCO's Edgar Faure Com-

planning and assessment of
progress in literacy and continu-
ing education.

2. The need for a comprehen-
sive approach. The study con-
firms that a combination of quality
primary education. nonformal
basic education for adolescents
and youth, and a network of
nonformal and adult education
centres is essential to combat
illiteracy. effectively and
sustainably.

3.The poor quality of primary
education. The literacy results of
primary education completers
draw attention to the serious
deficiencies in primary education
and schooling in general. As the
study shows, one-third of those
who have completed five years of
primary schooling are still illiterate
and it takes ten years of schooling

model of this type exists. On the
other hand, poverty is not just a
matter of income. Improvement in
health and nutrition, knowledge
and practice of family planning,
priority to children's education,
knowledge of and claiming
entittements to public services
and so on affect people's well-
being in important ways. A net-
work of multipurpose community
learning centres offering need-
based locally adapted continuing
learning opportunities are likely to
have a greater impact on poverty
reduction than poor quality skill
courses detached from the nec-
essary supportive components.
6. A broad vision of nonformal
and continuing education. A wide
spectrum of learning objectives,
complementary to basic literacy
and necessary to sustain and
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Management of literacy, continuing educa‘kion and nonformal education needs to be

based on government-civil society partnership and decentralized enough to make it
responsive to local conditions and accountable to the community.

mittee report Learning To Be put it
as early as in 1972. This is also
the promise of Education for All
goals adopted in Jomtien in 1990
and re-affirmed in Dakar in 2000.
With this broad vision of literacy
and education, Education Watch
designed its investigation of the
status of literacy in Bangladesh.
The aim was to get beyond the
symbolism and tokenism to
gauge real achievement of skills
that can be used in life and can be
developed further.

Policy Implications

The findings of the study, in the
view of the Education Watch
Team, provided a rich harvest of
policy questions and policy guid-
ance regarding the future course
of literacy, continuing education,
nonformal education and lifelong
education.

1. A baseline for literacy. The
findings on literacy rates for the
population 11+ and 15+, for males
and females, for urban and rural
areas and for different regions of
the country, based on scientific
sampling and administration of
skill tests, establish for the first
time reliable baselines for future

to ensure that all of a population
group are literate. On the other
hand, 97 percent of those com-
pleting 4-5 years of nonformal
primary education are literate.
The aim clearly should be to
enable children to achieve sus-
tainable literacy with three years
of primary education.

4."One-size-fits all" campaigns
don't work. Campaigns of fixed
duration with a focus on "token"
literacy and targets for declaring
districts as "illiteracy-free" do not
reflect an understanding of liter-
acy and how it can make a differ-
ence in people's life. An expanded
view of learning objectives and a
more integrated programme
approach combining basic liter-
acy, consolidation of literacy
skills, and their application
through development activities
need to be adopted.

5. Poverty alleviation calls for
multi-purpose continuing educa-
tion. Narrowly focused standard
skill training courses are not the
answer. Skill training needs ancil-
lary support and responsiveness
to employment market which
education providers cannot han-
dle. No large-scale successful

develop it, need to be served by
nonformal and continuing educa-
tion programmes. This should be
the new vision of literacy, continu-
ing education and lifelong educa-
tion, all of which can help create
the learning society. Present
public sector nonformal education
pays little or no attention to:

+ early childhood care and educa-
tion and preschool education,

+ nonformal alternatives for out-
of-school children,

+ second-chance basic education
opportunity for the drop-out and
the left-out,

+ lifelong learning opportunities
for personal fulfillment,

+ locally adapted and market-
responsive nonformal training in
vocational, occupational and
entrepreneurship skills,

+ enhancement of the informal
learning environment such as
access to multi-media centres,
promotion of self-learning and
encouragement of cultural
expressions.

7. Rethinking management of
nonformal education. Manage-
ment of literacy, continuing edu-
cation and nonformal education
needs to be based on govern-

ment-civil society partnership and
decentralized enough to make it
responsive to local conditions and
accountable to the community. It
is neither necessary nor very
efficient for these activities to be
managed by a government
department, especially because
the civil society including the
NGOs, community organizations
and the private sector have to play
a major role in them. The role of a
government agency such as
DNFE can be that of a profes-
sional organization with
facilitative and broad regulatory
functions rather than executive
functions.

8. Affirmative action for the
disadvantaged. It is necessary for
the government to promote and
cooperate with all actors to sup-
port a policy of affirmative action,
targeting the disadvantaged and
marginalised sections of the
population. Strategies and
programmes that address specific
needs of the different disadvan-
taged groups - such as the dis-
abled, ethnic and cultural minori-
ties, people living in inaccessible
and remote areas - need to be
developed and implemented. The
dimension of gender should be a
factor in all policy and strategy
considerations.

9. The National Plan of Action
for Education for All must reflect a
broad vision of a learning society
and lifelong learning. The NPA
document prepared in fulfillment
of the Dakar Framework for action
for EFA should be based on a
credible assessment of progress
made in literacy and results
achieved from literacy and
nonformal education
programmes. NPA should be
linked to planning and budgeting
of development programmes and
not remain a statement of noble
intentions.

It is the hope of the Education
Watch team that the findings and
conclusions of the study will be
used to shape a new vision of and
develop future plans for literacy,
continuing education and lifelong
learning.

Dr. Ahmed is the Convener of Education watch
and a co-author of the Education watch 2002
report.

helping children in study. A good
number of the literates also used
their literacy skills to read books,
newspapers and magazines for
information and enjoyment, and in

instrument was developed
through a pilot study. The test
consisted of four essential skill
components of literacy reading,
writing, numeracy and use of

continuing education and
lifelong learning.

Mr. Nath led the literacy survey team and is a co-
author of the Education Watch 2002 Report
Literacy in Bangladesh: Need fora New Vision.

Education Watch study on
Bangladesh literacy

Questions you

+ Is the sample size adequate for making national
estimates of literacy rates?

+ Random sampling techniques allow making valid
estimates for a large population from a small sam-
ple. Statistical experts have determined that over
13,000 people from 3,840 households in 268 com-
munities provide an adequate sample. The sam-
pling procedure has been explained in the report.

+ How have literacy skills been assessed?

In contrast to "self-reporting about who can read
and write in a household reported by a household
member - used often in literacy surveys - the study
administered a specially designed test on 3Rs and
their use to the total sample.

+ Why were 11+ and 15+ age-groups considered?

Usually the 15+ age-group is considered for adult
literacy measurement. In Bangladesh, primary
education, the main means of acquiring literacy, is
expected to be completed by age 10; therefore,
11+ age-group has been taken for literacy assess-
ment. The 15+ literacy rate was found to be 2.6
percentlower that that for the 11+ population.
+Why were the four levels of skills measured?

Literacy experts are of the view that there are degrees
of skills in literacy and a strict dichotomous measure is
misleading. Four levels of skills allowed better differentia-
tion ofliteracy skills of the population.
+Why were the semi-literates not included in the
category of the literates?

According to the definition used in the study,
semi-literates can recognise a few words, but can-
not read full sentences and cannot recognise or use
written numbers. The definition of literacy could not
be applied to this group.

+ What is the difference between "initial" and "ad-
vanced" literacy?

+  The ability to read and write simple sentences
and count at a simple level, the usual definition of
literacy, described in this study as initial literacy,
does not allow one access to the world of knowl-
edge and information, without further assistance to
improve one's literacy skills. Advanced literacy is
the stage in which one can use literacy skills inde-
pendently for further learning.

+ How have the quality of data and their analysis
have been ensured?

+ Elaborate procedures of quality check, re-testing,
supervision and statistical tests have been used to
maintain quality of the research process. The
details are given in the report.

+ Can the present findings be used as the baseline

may ask

for national literacy rates?

+The findings based on nationwide sampling and
scientific analysis should serve as the baseline
against which future progress can be measured. No
baseline statistics with adequate explanation about
how the estimates have been arrived at do not exist
at present.

+ How consistent are the present findings with other
study findings?

+ Results based on sampling of households in
Education Watch 2001, other recent household
surveys concluded by Bangladesh Bureau of Sta-
tistics or with its involvement, the trend of progress
shown by census data since 1981 indicate that the
adult literacy percentage is in the 40s. The result of
2001 census has not been made public, but is
unofficially reported to be consistent with this trend.
+ What would be the literacy rate if only reading and
writing skills are considered?

+ The rate for the 11+ population would be 45
percent - 3.6 percent higher that when counting and
application of skills are included.

+ What has been found about TLM in the study?
+The study was not about TLM, but about the liter-
acy situation as a whole. The incidental findings
about TLM were the following:

+ The literacy rate among those who did not attend
primary school or other education programmes and
relied exclusively on the TLM course is only 1.3
percent.

+-The literacy rate in the villages included in TLM
was 42.1 percent against 40.6 percent in other
villages.

+-The literacy rate of the 11-45 age-group - the
priority group for TLM - is 47.4 percent in TLM com-
munities; the national rate for the age-group is 46.2
percent - not a statistically significant difference.

+ What has been learned about primary education
from the study?

+ The study was not specifically about primary
education. However, it was found that:

+-Primary schools are the principal means of
acquiring literacy for the population. Only a small
fraction of one percent acquired literacy through
non-school means.

+- However, one-third of the children after complet-
ing 5 years in a formal primary school or madrassa
remained illiterate.

+-In NGO-run nonformal primary schools, almost all
(97 percent) became literate after 4-5 years of
schooling.




	Page 1

