IMTAKA

INTERVIEW

IHURSDAY NOV I MBER 23,

| 296

Bringing the Lost Market Rationale and

Fairness Back into Hi

vate universities have made steady establishments in the country, specia

her Educat_ion

y in Dhaka,

over the last fixe yvears, in erder to offer quality education, and North South University

(NSU) was the

eer in this regard. To know more about it, The Daily Star correspondent
Ekram Kabir talks to NSU's founder president Muslehuddin Ahmad.

This takes me back to the year
1987. | do not remember the
exact date., but it was late
summer. My wife and | Wwere
discussing with other family
members the
to wuniversity education in
Bangladesh -- occasional eam-
pus unrest as student organisa-
tions were rpusly
influenced by politics,
flight of students and teachers
from ! serious dete-
rioration of the quality of edu-
cation, state monopoly of
education and no alter-

native system of delively of
stand education. etc. { re-
member to have told them at
one point that if the US could
have so many private uni i-
ties, why co we not at
least one? The idea as re-
mained with us for so :
Later, my eldest son Junaid
Kamal Ahmad who was study-
ing at Stanford University
wrote an article Private Uni-
versity -- An Initial Proposal
which was reprinted in-The
h Observer on August

27 and 29, 1988, origi-
nally published in Desh Bangla

in America on February 15,
1988 :
As far as we know,. thi§ was

the first-ever publication ‘out-
lining the scope, extent and op-
portunities for private univer-
sity education in Bangladesh.
This finally led us to come up
with the formal proposal to set
up a private university here. |
initiated the consultations with
my friends and colleagues in
the academic and business
arena and also at the m-
ment level. The first loreign
contact was with Trade Insti-
tute of Kansas State U ty
on December 8, 1988. The first
formal meeting with my friends
and colleagues, however, took
on January 19, 1989 at my
se. In the first meeting
everyone sh great interest’
in setting up a private .miver-
sity and that was. in my opin-
ion, the beginning of a private
university in Bangladesh.

DS: According to Private
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University Act, Taka one crore

university;
how r_“m

MA: We raised more than
Taka one crore from donor-
sponsors of North South Uni-
versity Foundation who showed
considerable interest in the
promotion of education and re-
search. They are: M A. Awal,
Iftekharul Alam, MA Kashem,
Mohammed Shajahan, Yussuf
A Harun, Azimuddin Ahmed,
Benajir Ahmed, Masihur Rah-
man, MA Hashem., ASF Rah-
man, ABM Kamaluddin Khan,
SM Kamaluddin, A Kashem,
MA Kalam, Rajib Ali and Dr.
Roushon Alam. They donated
Taka 1 million each to NSU
Foundation Endowment. The
other sponsors are: Chaudhury
AKM Aminul Haque., Mes-
bahuddin Ahmad . Mahbubur
Rahman, NH Khan, Shah A
Hannan, Faize Jamil, Javed
Muneer Ahmad. Dr. Junaid
Kamal Ahmad, Dr. Mahboob
Hussain, Dr. Mahbubul Hugq,
Prof. Syed A Ahad, Mrs.
Shaista Ahmad and Mrs. Khor-
shedi Alam who are academics
and government officials and
made taken contributions but
gave time and energy along with
the donor-sponsors towards
establishment of NSU.

It is to be noted here that
NSU Foundation is a non-profit
organisation, and therefore
donor-sponsors do not get any
dividend or interest on their
donations to NSU Endowment.
Tax benefits are gcnera!ly al-
lowed on such donations by
practically all countries of the
world to encourage donations
and contributions for promo-
tion of education and research.
But unfortunately the donor-
sponsors so far did not get any
tax benefit on their donations.
In this connection, | feel it nec-
essary to mention that Private
University Act requires all pri-
vate universities to raise fund
of Taka 1 crore before starting a

univ:rs#'y.
sign t ac
NSU as a private university 7

MA: First, | believe that we
have successfully established
the concept of a private univer-
sity and that private universi-
ties are viable in Bangladesh. It
has not closed any tﬂst];lg op-
tions, rather it has opened new
avenues for imparting quality

education at university level.
Second. the emergence and
steady growth of NSU as the
leading private university has
roved that quality education
as indeed great tential in
the country. Third, despite
hartals and strikes due to polit-
ical unrest, we have maintained
an extremely tight time sched-
ule which means that our stu-
dents have completed their
semester requirements within
the stipulated period. Absence
of session jams at NSU means
students have been able to save
academic time which otherwise
would have been rather expen-
sive in terms of their academic
career. Fourth, a mix of expa-
triate teachers and their
Bangladeshi counterparts has
rovided, | believe, a unique
earning rience for our stu-
dents. Although this is rather
common experience in univer-
sities in developed countries,
like in the US, such an ri-
ence is rare in Bangladesh,
Fifth, our first batch of students
(approximately 100) is expected
to graduate in December next --
exactly within the stipulated
time. Educating these students
with skills and knowledge that
they require to excel in the fu-
ture, | believe, is the most sig-
nificant contribution of NSU.
Finally, our students are edu-
cated on most modern curric-
ula, get basic computer skill,
achieve high English language
proficiency, gather real work-
place experience through in-
ternship with reputed business
establishments. All these make
NSU students different from
those at other universities.

DS: Do you think that pri-
vate universities can impart
better education than the public
ones in Bangladesh?

MA: | think so. but it de-
pends on whether the private
universities are well planned
and well structured with inter-
nationally accepted curricula

and these are taught by well
qualified and experienced

teachers. That was basically the
idea behind establishing NSU,
In order to get a taste of it, |
would ask prospective students
and their parents to come and
visit our campus. May be, stu-
dents can attend some classes
informally. They should look
at our curricula. compare them
with others. They should also
talk to our teachers and stu-
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dents and feel the academic en-
vironment and see the quality
of teaching. Then one can get a
complete idea of how better can
it be. As a former teacher of
Dhaka University, I can very
well see the difference now.
Claiming it '‘better and showing
actual good performance in the
classrooms are two different
things. Given the standard of
NSU, though it is still a small
one with about 1,150 students, |
have no doubt in my mind that
it is successfully imparting

education in

ualit
garg sh.

: Prlnute}:im:iﬁﬂ are
assumed to be the affluent,
what options do you have to ac-
mnu:lnl!l‘:mrw

MA: Unfortunately, higher
education is expensive every-
where in the world. Either stu-
dents pay for it themselves (e.g..
developed countries), or gov-
ernments pay for it through di-
rect and indirect subsidies (e.g.
mostly in developing countries
including Bangladesh). As it is
obvious, the entire population
pay for the higher education of
the minority. This is certainly
not fair in countries such as
ours where majority of the
population is deprived of edu-
cation and lives below the
poverty line. In addition, price
of anything has a role in the so-
ciety. It allocates resources bet-
ter. For example, the attitude
underlying "I may not want to
be a geologist paying full price
for the degree because | do not
anticipate any great demand for
my skill in the near future but I
will study it anyway if it is pro-
vided free or at a negligible
price” -- may lead to enormous
waste in the society which
should not be encouraged in a
resource-constrained economy
like ours. By devising an educa-
tion system for which students
themselves pay, NSU is trying
to bring the lost market ratio-
nale and fairness back into
higher education.

Now, there is. of course, a
need to provide financial assis-
tance to those who cannot af-
ford the price. | am very happy
to say that at present approxi-
mately 8 per cent of the entire
student body at NSU study (ree
of cost. This is higher than
what was stipulated (5 per cent)
in the Private University Act.

“ NSU has the plan to gradually

increase financial assistance so
that all such deserving students
can study at NSU free of cost. In
addition. we also have student-
worker programme through
which we provide university
nt to those who are in
need of financial assistance.
Under both the systems. stu-
dents are chosen on the basis of
academic merit and flinancial

neec,
DS: Should the public uni-

versities be made i g
not. what are the that
can be made in those 7

MA: No. | do not think that
public universities should be
privatised. Our public universi
ties are great institutions in
terms of t history as well as
potential. The basic problems
with the public universities
that | see today s the lack of in
centive and initiatives. The in
centive structure needs (o be
worked out well As | pointed
oul earlier, price (for students
and the {aculty etc.) has 1o be
right. At present, education in
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uddin Ahmad
ublic universities is virtually

Thus, students apparently

o not appreciate nor do they

make best use of what is w : Jaboratin
. |

free while faculty mem

vacillate in the face of alterna:

tive income possibilities. If you
mix these situations with the
campus |pnlltll:u. we get what we
know of many of the public
universities of the country to-
day.

However, il public universi-

ties are set on the same rules of first

the game to compete with their
counterparts in the private sec-
tor, we can expect a radical
change in the situation. For ex-
ample, if the ment pro-
vides fees vouc to those who
are eligible to pursue higher ed-
ucation, instead of giving the
subsidy to the university, with
which students can select uni-
versities of their choice. we will
see a true competition to attract
and retain students among the

universities. This system will
improve the quality of higher
education in the country by in-

troducing competition among
them. However, at the end of the
day, however, | am in favour of
a mix of public and private uni-
versities than a complete
switch over in one direction.

| understand, some state
universities have already
brought some changes in the
academic programmes includ-
in%chnng:s in the subsidiary
subjects. As three Hon-
ours holders are facing
admission problems for higher
education in US universities, it
might be worthwhile to con-
sider four-year degrees in the
state universities.

DS: NSU has signed Aca-
demic Collaboration Agree-
ment with a top US university.
How NSU students are benefited
by such agreements ?

MA: NSU signed a milestone
collaboration agreement with
the University ol California at
Berkeley (UCB) which is one of
the very top universities in the
US. An agreement with such a
l;o;rjl class university adequatel
reflects NSU's credibility an
high achievement in the aca-
demic field and also opens up
Awenues for gur is to get

ttansfer to the basis
of their academic

We have also ?ecmuﬂl
with other universities

which are: The George Washing-
ton University. Colorado State
University., University of
Southern Indiana. Saint Xavier
University and Pennstate Uni-
versity. NSU has also ex-
changed letters with the Uni-
versity of Illinois (Urbana-
Champaign) on acceptance of
NSU st nts credits and their
admissions Under these
agreemments. NSU students can
study at UCB and other collabo-
rating universities as transient
students for one or two
semnesters to acquaint them-
selves with the high-quality ed-
ucation available at t uni-
versities and return to NSU for
completion of degrees. Such
studies even M it is for one or
iwo semesters would put the
students at a great advantage in
terms of their academic quali-
fications. Students of NSU

‘during and after completion of
their undergraduate studies can
also get admission in these col-
universities on the
basis of their academic or-
mances. Indeed, the credit
earned by NSU students who

transfetred to several other US
universities were accepted by
those universities though we do
not have formal agreements

with some of them.
to hold its

DS: NSU is
How many students are
to graduate and what is their
ture ?

MA: NSU will be holding its
first convocation on December
18, 1996. About 100 students
will be Fraduatlr:f. The Presi-
dent of Bangladesh Justice
Shahabuddin Ahmed who is the
Chancellor of NSU has kigdly
consented to preside over the
convocation ceremony. We are
c:'pctt.ingl some foreign digni-
taries including presidents and
deans of US universities to par-
ticipate. Necessary prepara-
tions for the ceremony are un-

NSU has been giving neces-

sary support and assistance to
its gradua students to plan
their future. students al-

ready have internship pro-
grammes at a vaﬂeg of organi-
sations including World Bank,

ILO, Standard Chartered Bank,

ANZ Grindlays Bank,
desh Tobacco Com ;
the Beximco Group. Citibank,

Philips Bangladesh, Adcom,
desh, Chitt

Chamber of Commerce and the
like. Several students who have
completed graduation require-
ments have al got fulltime
jobs at important companies
and organisations. The De-
ﬂanmt of Career Services ol
SU recently scheduled a job
fair. Many organisations indi-
caled lhq:lgr interest in such a job
fair to interview and select stu-
dents for fulltime jobs. Thus
NSU is well on the way to send
its first batch of graduates into
the workplaces. Some are. how-
ever, making preparations for
higher studies and still others
may appear in Superior Ser-

. vices Examinations under Pub-
. hic Service Commission. .
DS: Now, tell me how can we

i s o e Y
in our ?

MA: Well. 1 believe that |
have already partly answered
this question. In addition, |
would like to emphasise for a
strong national consensus on
higher education policy. Aca-
demicians, students. education-
activists and policy-makers
have to agree on what would be
the best curricula and also the
structure of delivery of higher
education in the country and
how we can deliver it at the
most efficient way. Once we
have reached a consensus on
these critical issues. politicians
have also to decide on students
role in party politics. The
mec hanism of im L. as

rtly laid out in my answers
above, will then fallow in more
concrete termps.

Mr Musieh Ahmad, for
your fime.
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by Ambreen Farook

OVEMBER 5, 1992 is ne-
ver going to repeat itself

and neither will the
event that took place on that
very day. North South
University received the formal
approval of the ment as
the first degree awarding

rivate university in

angladesh.. Its founder
Muslehuddin Ahmad, who was
a teacher of Dhaka University,
and former Secretary and
Ambassador of Bangladesh,
first started with the idea of a
Private University in
Bangladesh in 1988.

The founder of this univer-
sity has done more than his
share; he has provided indi-
rectly a wealth of opportunities
for those who want to invest in
higher education through the
establishment of private uni-
versities for the well-being of
future generations.

After the establishment of
the Private University Act,
many trend setters of {ugher
education have opened private
universities throughout
Bangladesh. Now the nation
can account for 18 private uni-
versities within a span of four

. A question may arise,
whether private universities
are on the verge of commercial
exploitation? Through the eyes
of the general public we might
view this as a commercial en-
terprise, but what they fail to
consider is that. in a developing

country like adesh, qual-
ity education is absolutely vital
for the upbri of our future
generations. Not only do pri-

vate universities produce stu-
dents that pursue their own in-
terests, they also offer expertise
in numerous areas of concerns
affecting Bangladesh. It would
not harm the education tem
to have many universities each
offering a diverse set of pro-
gramunes, as this will indirectly
promote healthy competition
amongst students of different
universities and thus among
the universities. The universi-

ties that come out on the top of
the list will set an example of

the outcomes of a thriving com-
titive nature in the road to
igher education,
Commercialism can be inter-
woven into the private educa-
tion system in the sense that
competition leads to higher
levels of success rates than no
competition at all.
ow can we ensure that pri-
vate universities are preserving
the integrity of their education
system uonder ‘‘the Private
niversity Act? The mdst ‘natu-

. ral answer for most of us would

be that the t should
take preliminary precautions
in order to ensure that each
university is fulfilling the re-
quirements that they had orig-
inally set out to do. This does
not stop at the rnment
level, but non-governmental
organisation should play a
major role in this, therefore a

space for s is called for
at this point.
Government actions are

most effective’. but what would
be most 'productive’, is if each
university is represented by an
accreditation team, made up of
heads, directors of ments
and teachers. These accredita-
tion teams on an annual basis
will visit different private uni-
versities within the country
and evaluate their teaching
methods and their curriculum
as well as the facilities that are

7:30 Bang
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available. An institution's pres-
tige is determined by the qual-
ity of the faculty, quality of re-
search facilities, amount of

' funding available and the com-

petence and number of appli-

cants for admission. On the

grounds of these factors, the ac-
creditation teams can form an
internet among the universities
to see what they are doing to
improve their system and eval-
uate this new system to see if it
is really an improvement that
can also be added into our sys-
tem. An improvement for one
university can also be a down-
fall for the other if they do in-
tend to implement it into their
curriculum. Any sort of deci-
sion finalised should be
thought in terms of cause and
effect. In this manner universi-
ties can help one another to im-
prove each other's status based
on the interest of preserving
one another's integrity, so that
the chapter on private univer-
sities in Bangladesh will not
come to a disastrous end.
Students who do finally gradu-
ate from the private universi-
ties in Bangladesh and want to
achieve their next degree
abroad, should have 50 per cent
chance of being accepted to the
university on behalf of the cred-
ibility of the private university
in adesh. The other 50 per
cent will depend on the studen-
t's academic achievements.
This will automatically pre-
serve the integrity of the uni-
versity at an international
level.

These accreditation teams
should not turn into another
political arena synonymous
with corruption and sluggish-
ness. These teams should be fu-
eled with different faculty
members rotating every year
and contributing extensively to
the accreditation of other pri-
vate universities,

If one crore taka is the stan-
dard amount for the foundation
of a private university institu-
tion, some may question about
the source of the money,
whether it is coming from legal
means or not. We are not aware
of the source of the money in-
volved, but even if it does come
from illegal means. the fact
that the money is invested into

uality education somethin
that this nation is deprived o
diminishes the illegal source of
the money by legally investing
into the asset of the society.

The next question that ma

y

se. whether the 3
E‘tﬂ i it-hﬂmptﬁl
t -of mew private uqi-

versities, is i and
knowled gmhﬂbﬁt{: e stan-
dards that have to be met and
Gcrs:vfred under the Private

niversity Act. The results may
show that the person has some
idea or none at all about the
system of private universities,
In that case, one should educate
him or herself on the private
university system. Besides, per-
sonal experience in teaching
should be a prerequisite, so that
the importance of teacher-stu-
dent relationship is better un-
derstood.

As people are catching on to
the concept of 'private universi-
ties' fast in Bangladesh, te
universities should sail sky-
wards to keep u&wﬂh changes
occu throughout the rest of
the world. We must not remain
stagnant, but seek new horizons
of improvement for the sake of
our future generations.

ZEE CINEMA

3:45 Sharada 7:00 Raju Dada
9:30 Do Deshayen 12:30 Souten
3:45 Miti Aur Sona 6:30
Aumavedu (Teiegu) 10:00
Jaanwar 12:45 Anuragam
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