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1996 declaration of the
World Conference on
Education for All

(WCEFA), held in Jolmtien,
Thailand, had reaffirmed the
'right of all people to education.’
In 1993, a conference of the
heads of governments of the
eight most populous developing
nations in Delhl, India rein-
forced the WCEFA declaration
by calling for the removal of
disparities in access to primary
education due to ‘gender. age,
income, family, cultural, ethnic
and linguistic differences and

aphical remoteness.’ Now
seven years since the Delhi con-
ference, a review of the progress
made In eradicating, or more
pragmatically reducing, in-
equities in educational access
and learning is timely. This ar-
ticle uses recent field level data
to examine the levels and
trends In selected Indicators of
primary education in
Bangladesh with particular fo-
cus on the degree to which
equality in education has been
achieved for different gender,
urban-rural economic, and
ethnic groups.

Although there is often con-
fusion between equity and
equality, one is distinguishable
from another. According to
Robert Malekela (1995), 'Equal-
ity is the state of being equal for
all members of a group. class.
ethnic group, race, society, ete.’,
but ‘equity is fairness ol operat-
ing environment for all people.’
In case of education, equality
refers to parity for all popula-
tion groups in terms of certain
educational outcome indica-
tors, such as access, continua-
tion, or quality of learning. But
equity refers to the environ-
ment, which promotes or in-
hibits the achievement of such
quality for these different
groups in society. Here is will be
shown that eradication or re-
duction in inequality or dis-
parity in education is takKing
place in Bangladesh and that is
happening because of certain
changes in overall policy envi-
ronment of primmary education.

Background
Bangladesh ranks among
the bottom 20 countries in the
literacy league table. Between

1980 and 1995, the adult liter-

acy rate rose marginally from

32 per cent with the rate for fe-

males at only hall of males. Re-

cent goverument statistics in-
dicate that the literacy rate has

reached 56 per cent in 1999,
Since in mid-1980s, particu-

larly since the Jomtien confer-

ence, a number of new initia-
tives have been undertaken by
the public, private, and non-
governmental organisation

INGO) sectors to promote pri-

mary education in the country.

Some of the policies and pro-

graymnes are: . o ..l ~

a-'Free and¢ompulsory pri-
mary education for 1l chil-
dren:

b. Free education for girls up to
grade 8: free text books for
all children attending for-
mal primary schools;

¢c. Scholarship for girls read-
inF in rural secondary
schools including financial
incentives to the schools
themselves:

d A food-for-education pro-

gramme that provides a tood

ration to about 12per cont ol

poor chilldren in rural areas:

and :

e. A proliferation of non-lor-
mal education programine
by NGOs,

In Bangladesh,
cation has never been equally
accessible for all groups in the
population. Earlier studies in-
dicated that girls, children liv-
ing in rural areas and urban
slums, children from socioeco-
nomically backward flamilies
and ethnic minorities were
particularly disadvantaged in
access to education. In devel-
oped societies like the United
States, social satisfaction is
found to be (ncreasingly linked
to the systemn of education.

Data for this article comes
from Education Waltch, a civil
sociely initiative in
Bangladesh, which s designed
to monitor progress in primary
education on a yearly basis.
While data on enrollment was
collected at the household level
from 64 districts, information
on completion and attendance
were gathered from school
records. Quality of learning was
assessed by interviewing a
group of children aged 11-12
years through a curriculum-in-
dependent test called the As-
sessment of Basic Competencies
[ABC) which evaluates as child’s
competencies in reading. writ-
and lile

rimary edu-

ing. arithmetic
skills /knowledge. Children at-
taining a minimum level of

competency in all of the above
four areas were assumed to have
achieved 'basic education.

Enrollment and its

Change over Time

Bangladesh has a pluralist
system of primary education
with two-thirds of students en-
rolled in government-run pri-
mary schools. Non-government
formal schools (registered and
un-registered) constitute 15per
cent of total enrollment while
non-formal schools enroll
more girls than boys, but in
government schools girls equal
the boys. In madrassas, only
about 10per cent of the students
are girls.

Gross enrollment rates ex-
ceeded 100per cent for all sub-
groups (Figure 1). Natianally,
the gross ratio is 107per cent:
the corresponding net rate of
77per cent indicates that about
JUper cent of all enrollment at
the primary level are from out-
side the official primary age of
6-10 vears. Furthermore, the
net rate also indicates that

ains in Bangladesh Primary Education

Bangladesh has made important gains in making primary education accessible to its
population. Such access has increased in recent years for particular groups of the
population such as girls, children living in rural areas and those belonging to poorer
households. This change has happened because of certain deliberate and focused
interventions made by the public and NGO sectors. The challenge now is how to keep
the change rolling in the same direction with increased velocity.

by Dr AMR Choudhury

23per cent of primary school
age children are outside the
reach of the formal and non-
formal school systems. Girls
surpassed boys in terms of both
gross and net rates of enroll-
ment. When one compares rural
and urban enrollment, rural
arcas appear to have a higher
ross ratio than urban areas.
This is reversed, however, in
the case of net enrolliment rates,
While the girls have equalled
boys in net rates In rural areas,
boys were still ahead of girls in
urban areas,

Like most other developing
societies, enrollment in
Bangladesh increases progres-
sively with decreasing poverty.
The gender gap in favour of girls
narrows down as affluence in-
creases and poverty decreases;
this Is particularly true in ur-
ban Bangladesh where boys
surpassed the %lrls among 'sur-
plus' households. In the 'deficit’
group, in contrast, the gender
gap in favour of girls is widest.
When the trends in net enroll-
ment at the national level is
considered over time, an in-
crease of four percentage points
is indicated over a five-vear pe-
riod between 1993 and 1998 (for
children 11-12 years old on
whomn the data at the two points
are available) which means
that the increase has been less
than one percentage point per
year (see Figure 51. Further-
more, the increase has been re-
stricted to girls only whose en-
rollment rate increased by ten
percentage points, while boys
experienced a slight decline
over the same period. In terms
of completion rates, girls are
found to complete the five-year
cycle equally or more often
than boys (73per cent for girls
versus 72per cent for boys).

When the net enrollment
rates for four of the country's
major ethnic minorities livin
in Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT
are considered, three important
trends are seen. Firstly, the en-
rollment rate for each of these
groups is far behind the na-
tional average: secondly, signif-
icant disparities exist between

Figure 1
Gross and net enrollment rates in Bangladesh
by sex and residence .
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different ethnic groups: and
thirdly. girls are behind boys
frrespective of ethnicity.

Learning Achievement
and its Trend

Compared to the high en-
rollment rates, the learning
achievement is low at only
29.6per cent. This means that
less than a third of Bangladeshi
children aged 11-12 years at-
tain the minimum level of a
very elementary test. Further-
more, female advantage over
boys as found in the case of en-
rollment is not reflected in

learning achievement; boys
performed better than girls,
with male advantage being

more pronounced in urban than
in rural areas. Overall, urban
areas are much ahead (48.6per
cent) than rural areas (26 5per
cent). It has also been found
that the proportion of children
achieving basic education was
highest for non-formal schools
(38.3per cent) and lowest for
Ebtedayee madrassas (15.2per
cent). The rate for government
primary schools was 21 .5per
cent. The type of school at-
tended did not alter the trend in
observed gender difference in
learning achievement; even for
non-formal schools which give
good emphasis -on girl children,
the girls trailed behind the
bovs. The differences in learn-
"m' outcome that have been
ound above among different
(ypes ol school are also main-
tained even when ‘literacy' is
considered as an index of learn-
ing outcome instead of "basic
education.”

The percentage change in
basic educational achievement
over a five-vear period (1993-
1998) is shown in Figure 2. The
column percentages indicate an
increase (or decrease) over the
base of 1993. On average, there
has been 1lper cent (not per-
centage points) increase na-
tionally; the increase is
marginally better for girls
compared to boys. This in-
crease, however, happened

more In rural areas, and partic-
ularly among rural girls. In
contrast, the tends indicate that
basic educational achilevement
has In fact declined In urban
areas, and the decline is greater
among girls than boys.

When the change in basic ed-
ucational achievement accord-
ing to economic status is con-
sidered a dramatic Improve-
ment is shown for children in
poorer households (the ‘deficit’
groups). For those in the 'sur-
plus' CHtt‘Fury. the achievement
rates declined. It is also seen
that the Improvement for the
poorer groups was more pro-
nounced In rural than urban
areas. The performance of chil-
dren in the ‘'always deficit’
group actually improved na-
tionally by 8B.4per cent over
the five-year period, and by
10O8per cent In rural areas. In
contrast, the achievement of
children belonging to the 'sur-
plus' group deteriorated in both
rural and urban areas, this be-
ing more dramatic among ur-
ban children.

Discussion

In any discussion on equal-
Ity and equity in education, the
difference in literacy rates be-
tween women and men is often
pointed out. The 1999 Human
Development Report published
by UNDP provided detailed
statistics on gender gap in edu-
cation for 174 countries. Of the
J1 countries which belonged to
the 'low human development
group,” 30 had female adult lit-
eracy rate less than 80per cent
of male. In contrast, all 45
countries belonging to ‘high
human development' group had
female adult literacy rate more
than 90per cent *of male.
BunF,]adersh which belonged to
the former group had its adult
female literacy rate only 55per
cent of the males. In neighbour-
ing India and Pakistan this fig-
ure was 59per cent and 46per

cent respectively. Adult literacy

though useful as an indicator of
overall education scenario, it
sonmehow Is Inadequate in re-

Figure 2
Net enrollment for children 11-12 years in 1993 and 1998
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flecting recent changes in edu-
cational Inputs and outputs, In-
dicators of internal elficiency
such as enrollment and learn-
ing achlevement are more sen-
sitive to recent changes.
Bangladesh has adopted a
pluralist system in basic educa-
tlon provision. Dominated by
the public sector schools, it also
has a {arge private and an NGO
sector. A review of recent
changes in targeting educa-
tional provision points to some
elements of 'positive discrimi-
nation' in favour of those who
were hitherto considered ex-
cluded. Selected incentive
schemes to attract more girls
and poor children to govern-
ment schools through sec.
ondary school stipends and
food-for-education” are exams-
ples in the public sector. Shni-
larly, the policy to recruil at
least 70per cent girls and chil-
dren of poorer parents by BRAC
and other NGOs are examples in
the non-governmental sector.
Such schemes and policies have
had tremendous impact in the
way parents decide on sending
their children to school. As
shown above, the gender gap in
enrollment has disappeared
and poorer parents are sending
their girls more often now than
before. Such a change in the
equity situation is very signifi-
cant on at least three counts
Firstly, the disappearing gender
gap that heralded In several de-
veloping countries Is now tak-
ing place in Bangladesh. The
second point, and probably
more important, is how sus-
tainable will this improvement
be and whether the country can
maintain this trend in future.
That the increase in girls' en-
rollment is induced by positive
discrimination by the govern-
ment and NGOs is little debated
The improvement was not or
only marginally seen Iin the
groups (such as boys and urban
areas) not targeted by the gov-
ernment and NGO scheme bears
testimony to this. The financial
incentives provided by the State
induced demand, and the NGO
initiatives streamlined their
delivery mechanism in favour

of certain groups. It thus ap-
pears that the Improvements
that have been seen in
Bangladesh may well by very
fraglle and dependent on the
continuation of these special
schemes for sometime to come
until real demand Is built up
and delivery mechanisms be-
come more responsive to meet
the demands of the disadvan-
taged groups. That the perfor-
mance of certain groups (such
as boys, urban areas, well-to-
do) has deterlorated or did not
improve demands specjal atten-
tion of policy makers,

The third point is the fact
that focused Intervention
(through Incentive schemes and
deliberate policies) can have
signiticant positive Impact on
the equity situation In educa-
tion. In many socleties poverty
has been Identified as a major
reason for Inequity in enroll-
ment and other parameters of
education. As Bangladesh has
shown 'I’.'l'}IIBHI{f'I'Hl"Jh_‘ improve-
ment In the equity situation in
education it can be made with-
out significant change In
poverty situation.

When one considers the
learning outcome a somewhat
reverse trend is observed in the
equity experience. The girls and
children from rural areas are
still disadvantaged to a consid-
erable extent. Even the girls in
non-formal schools do worse
than their counterpart boys,
But when the trend over the past
half a decade is considered, the
picture is not that disquieting
Though overall improvement
has not been very encouraging
(3 percentage points in 5 years),
the improvements that rural
girls and children from socioe-
conomically disadvantaged sec-
tions have had are noteworthy.
However. the downward trend
in overall achievement in ur-
bau areas is  pdarticalarly
alarming whicli is partly due 1o
a dramatic increase ol the slum
population where the educa
tional facilities have failed to
keep pace with population
growlth .

[he type of school children

have access to and their relative

role in learning achievement is
a contentious issue. The non-
formal (NF) system is generally
construed as a poorer option
compared to formal schools.
The investment in NF system
generally is less and the chil-

dren attending such schools are

socioeconmically disadvan-
taged. Hence they are not ex-

pected to perform equally well

as formal school students do

However, this article reported

better performance by non-

Figure 3
Change in basic educational achievement by sex and residence, 1998 vs 1993
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formal students in learning
achievement tests. Studjes done
varlier at the Bangladesh Insti-
tute of Development Studies
also reported similar results.
The NF schools not only in-
creased the access to schooling
by girls and children of socioe-
conomically disadvantaged
families but it secins. also con-
tributed to their bettor learning,
Since they constitute only a
small portion (8.5per cent) of
all enrollments, the chances of
their having a major impact on
the national scenario Is lim-
ited. To have this, either the
coverage by NF system has to
increase (which is feasible
given that the system's capacity
increased four folds between
1990 and 1998), or the govern-
ment schools which enroll two-
thirds of all school going chil-
dren must adopt some of the
more interesting features of NF
schools or both.

This article is one of the first
to report on the situation of
primary education Iin Chit-
tagong Hill Tracts (CHT). Al-
though the equity situation in
primary education among the
dominant Bangalees in the
country is improving, the situ-
ation in CHT demands special
attention of all concerned.
Overall the area is much behind
the national average. The girls
are lagging behind the boys, and
there is significant difference
among the various ethnic
groups. Now that peace has been
restored, a pragmatic planning
with participation of all is es-
sential for equitable develop-
ment of all ethnic groups. In
this task. an important issue
will be the medium of instruc-
tion. Some of the groups such as
Chakmas and Marmas have
their own scripts: these are near
extinct because of various rea-
sons. A little investment may
help revive these for use at least
al the primary level. Evidences
irom Alrica suggest that use of
language other than the mother
fongue at the instruction level
perpetuates school inequalities

In conclusion, it can be said
that Bangladesh has made im-
portant gains in making pri-
mary education accessible to its
population. Such access has in-
creased in recent years for par-
ticular groups of the population
such as girls, children living in
rural areas and those belonging
to poorer households. This

change has happened because of

certain deliberate and focused
interventions made by thie pub-
lic and NGO seclors hal-
l¢ Nnge now I1s how 1o keep the
chialige rolling in the same di-
rection with increased velocity
In this task the government
private and NGO sectors will
need to work together more
closely. The Bangladesh sce-
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N November 19, 1999 in

Havana, when Juan

Miguel Gonzales went to
school to pick up his son Elian
for the week-end, he was told
that Elizabet Brotons, his ex-
wife and the boy's mother, had
taken Elian at midday and had
not brought him back in the
afternoon.

in his routine as a diverced
father, this seemed normal to
Juan Miguel. From the time
when he and Elizabet had sepa-
rated two years earlier, on the
most amicable terms, the boy
had lived with his father and
spent every other day at his
mother's house. But Elizabet's
door was padlocked over the
weekend and Juan Miguel began
to make Inquires.

This was how he learned the
bad pews that was already be-
coming common knowledge in
the city of Cardenas: Elian's
mother had left with him for
Miami. with 12 other people, in
an ainminium boat 5-1/2 me-
tres (18 feet) long, with no life
preservers and a decrepit motor.

It was November 22,1999,
"My life ended that day,” Juan
Miguel said four months later.
After their divorce, he and Eliz-
abet had maintained a rela-
tionship that was cordjal but
rather unusual: They continued
living under the same roof and
sharing their dreams in the
same bed. hoping to produce as
lovers the child they had not
been able to have as a married
couple

It seemed impossible. Eliza-
bet would concefve but miscarry
in the first four months of
pregnancy. After seven miscar-
ringes, the child they had
longed for was born. They had
decided on a unique name for

him: Elian, composed of the
first three letters of Elizabet
and the last two letters of Juan.

Elizabet was 28 years old
when she left with the boy for
Miami. She was left with the
boy for Miami. She was an
amiable and hard-working
chief housekeeper at a hotel in
Varadero. Her father was that at
the age of 14 she was already in
love with Juan Miguel Gonzales
and married him when she was
18.

"We were like brother and
sister,” says Juan Miguel, a

calm. deliberate man who
works as a cashier.
After their divorce, Juan

Miguel and Elizabet continued
living together with their son In
Cardgﬂlas — where all the pro-
tagonists in this drama were
born, and where they live — un-
til she fell in love with Lazaro

Rafael Munero, a neighbour-
hood tough. Juan Miguel subse-
quently married Nelsy Carmeta
and had a son, who is now six
months old.

Juan Miguel did not have to
waste timelinding out where
Ellan was, because in the
Caribbean everybody knows ev-
ery-thing — "even before it hap-
pens,” as some one said to me.

Everyone knew that the
leader of the adventure was
Lazaro Munero, who had made
at least two clandestine trips to
the US to prepare the way. He
had the contacts and nerve to
take along not only Elizabet
and her son. but also a younger
brother, his father, who was
over 70, and his mother, who
was recovering from a heart at-
tack. Lazaro's partner in the en-
lerprise took his entire fanily
At the last moment, because

The Story of Elian Gonzales

The real shipwreck of Elian Gonzales, the Cuban boy who was rescued from the sea off the
coast of Florida on November 25, did not take place on the high seas, but when he set foot
on American soil.

by Gabriel Garcia Marquez

each of them pald $1,000, three
more people came on board: 22-
vears-old Arianne Horta; her
five-year-old Arianne Horta:
her five-year-old daughter, Es-
thefany, and Nivaldo Vladimir
Fernandez, the husband of one
of her friends.

An infallible formula for be-
ing well-received as an immi-
grant in the US is to be ship-
wrecked in its territorial wa-
ters.

Cardenas is a good departure
point: It is close to Florida. and
iIts coves are protected by man-
grove swamps. Moreover, the
regional art of making small
craft for fishing in the nearby
Zapata Swamp and Del Tesoro
Lagoon provides raw materials
for illegal boats, in particular
the aluminium pipes used for
irrigating citrus groves.

People say that Munero must
have spent about $250 on the
motor and the boats' construc-
tion. The result was a kind of
lileboat, with no roof and no
seals. Three inner tubes were
put on board as life preservers
for 14 people. There was no
room for more, Before they left,
most of the passengers injected
themselves with Gravinol to
prevent seasickness.

It appears that they set out
on November 20 but had to go
back when the motor broke
down. They remained hidden
for two days, waliting for it to be
repalred, while Juan Miguel

thought his son was alicaddy in
Miami

This first emergency con-
vinced Arianne Horta that the
risks were too great for her
daughter, and she decided 1o
leave her with her family, to L
brought over later by a sale
ronte It has been said that
Elian also became aware of
dangers of the crossing and
screamed to be left behind

They finally set off at dawn
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on November 22 with
Iavourable seas but a wretched
motor. The stories the survivors
recounted in the Florida press
alter their rescue, and expanded
on in phone calls to their
families in Cardenas, revealed
terrifving details.

\ccording to them. at mid-
night on November 22 the men
i charge dismounted the hope-
less motor and dropped it in the
ocean to lighten the weight. But

the boat flipped over on its side,
and all the passengers fell into
the water. This may have bro-
ken the fragile soldering on the
aluminum pipes and caused the
boat to sink

It was the end, in darkness
The older people who did not
know how to swim probably
drowned immediately. The
Gravinol, which causes drowsi-
ness must have worked against
most of them. Arianne and Ni-
valdo clutched at one inner
tube. Elian, and perhaps his
mother, held onto the other.
Nobody knows what happened
to the third. Elian can swim,
but Elizabet could not, and she
may have let to in her confusion
and terror.

"I saw when mama got lost in
the ocean,” the boy later told his
father on the phone. What |is
difficult to understand, though
it deserves to be true, is that she
had the presence of mind and
the time to give the boy a bottle

ol fresh waler.

His information was erro-
neous, but Juan Miguel had a
premonition of the tragedy. He
called his uncle several times
Lazaro Gonzalez has lived in
Miami for years — and asked
about clandestine arrivals or
recent shipwrecks, but was told
nothing.

At last, at dawn on Novem-
ber 25. the news broke in a se-
quence of events. The body of an
older woman was discovered on

the beach by a fisherman

Later, Arianne and Nivaldo
were found alive. Not long al-
terward, a small boy appeared
in the water off Fort Lauder

adale, unconscious and badly
unburned, lying across an inner
tube, face up. It was Elian, the
last survivor

When he heard the news,
Juan Miguel was determined to
speak to the boy but did not
know where he was. On Novem-
ber 25 a doctor in Miami called
him to ask about Elian's medi-
cal history Juan Miguel
learned to his great joy thal
Elian himself had given his la-
ther's name in the hospital, and
his phone number in Cardenas

he next day, Juan Miguel
talked to Elian. Troubled, but in
a steady voice, Elian told his fa-
ther he had seen his mother
down. He also said he had lost
hhis backpack and school uni-
form. which Juan Miguel inter-
preted as a symptom of his dis-
orientation.

‘No, Baby.” he said. "Your
unitorm is here, and | have your
backpack ready for when you
come home.”

But it is possible that Elian
had had another pack at his
mother's house, or that one had
been bought for him so he would
not insist on returning to his

house. His fondness for school
as well as his desire to return 1o
class. were clearly demon-

strated a few davs later, when
he told his teacher on the tele-
phone. "Take good care of my
desk.”

From the earliest calls, Juan

Miguel realised that someone in
Miami was disrupting his con-
versations with ‘

should know that from the very

1s son. You

by Jim Davis
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beginning they've done every-
thing they could to sabotage us
he told me. "Sometimes they
shout at the bov while we're
talking, or turn the volume all
the way up on television car-
toons, or put a candy in his
mouth so it's hard to under-

stand what he s saying

These Kinds of
were also suffered in | erson by
Raquel Rodriguez and Marcela
Quintant, Elian’s grand-moth-
during their turbulent trip
to Miami. Their visit with him
. heduled to last two davys
reduced to 90 minutes, with all
Kinds of intentional interrup-
tions, and they said they spent
no more than a quarter of an

stratagems

ers

Wis

hour alone with Elian. They
returned 1o Cuba shocked at
how much he had changed

This isn't the same boy."
they said. Saddened by the
timidity ot a child they remem-
bered as lively. intelligentsia
and with a remarkable talent
for drawing. "We have to save
him!"

Nobody in Miami seems to
care about the harm being done
to Elian’'s mental health by the
cultural uprooting to which he
is being subjected.

At his sixth birthday party.

celebrated on December 6 in his
Miami captivity, his hosts took
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THE CRIMINAL

TNIS... HOWEVER

MERE WILL BE
QUESTIONED

; THEODOROU'S PART IN
TUE BOAT AFFAIR PROVES

THE .
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a picture of him wearing a com-
bat helmet, surrounded by,
weapons and wrapped in the US
flag just a short while hetore o
boy ol lis age in Michigan shot
a classmate 1o deathh winnh a
handgun

In other words. the real
shipwreck ol Elian did not take
lace on the high seas, but when
1e set foot on American soil
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