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Quality over quantity — a recipe for survival

By Richard Johanson and Hilary Thornton

ANGLADESH has
achleved remarkable
progress in education over

the last decade especially In -
terms of nding the primary
system and promoting literacy.
The biggest challenge now is to
address the need for quality at
all levels and in all meanings of
the word. To accept the present
levels of educational quality
would be a prescription for na-
tional disaster. Bangladesh
cannot survive and prosper be-
yvond the first few decades of the
twenty-first century in an open,
independent, knowledge- and
skills-driven global economy
without a fundamental revision
of its educational provision.
Top priority must be given to
improving quality throughout
the system, especially in pri-
mary and secondary education,
By taking stock now and going
for quality over quantity,
Bangladesh Is moving in the
right direction.
The test strength of edu-
cation in Bangladesh s the
consistent high level of na-
tional commitment to and con-
sensus on the priority of pri-
mary education. In 1990

Bangladesh became a signatory

to the Declaration at the World
Summit en Education lor All:
and in the same year passed the
Compulsory Primary Educa-
tion Act. These events marked
the beginning of a concerted ef-
fort to ensure all children of
primary school age would be
able to receive quality educa-
tion and led to a profusion of
educational projects and pro-
gramines. ess has been ey-
ident. In a remarkably short
space of time, enrolment in-
creased by almost fifty percent
and the number of girls en-
rolled reached near parity with
the number of boys for the first
time. In addition. there was an
increase in the number of chil-
dren from poor families taking
up places in schools, with 70 per
cent of primary school-age
children enrolled from poor
families. 'In this respect,
Bangladesh has a better record
than other countries in South
Asia. With further primary edu-
cation places provided by non-
overnment institutions. by
997 about 20 million children
between the ages of six and 10
were enrolled in school, com-
E}ared to about 12 million in
990

Expansion has not been
limited at the primary level
The ninnber of students study-
ing in secondary schools dou-

bled from 18 per cent to about
35 per cent over the last filteen

ars. The ncrease in the num-

er of private universities and
the proliferation of degree col-
- leges has also opened uip ¢ I?Pﬂ{' =
tunities for more students to
continue their studies at the
post-primary level. The needs
of the children and adults out-
side the school community
have also been considered and
there has been a rapid expan-
sion in literacy and other basic
education programies aimed
at working children and others
by-passed by the formal system.
It is evident that the expansion
of education has been remark-
able.

Unfortunately, with such
rapid expansion there will in-
evitably casualties and the
main casualty in this case is
quality. It would be tragic if the
majority of students complet-
ing five years of basic education
do not gain the minimum liter-
acy and life skills, and those
who go on to complete sec-
ondary school are left with lit-
tle analytical abilities. Each
level of the education system
should have an objective irre-
spective of whether the student
completes the cycle or not, so
that graduates who do not move
on to the next level leave the
system with useful life skills.
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Poor quality is the product of
multiple factors, and the diffi-
cult task of redressing the bal-
ance between quality and
quantity Is now being addressed
by the government. Although
there Is a clear understanding
of what constitutes poor quality
within the education systeni,
there Is less clarity about what
constifutes tl]:m!uy and how to
reach it. Three factors that
contribute to quality are the
skills and commitment of the
teachers: the currieulum and
how it is delivered; and the ap-

propriateness of assessment
practices. '

Setting standards

and assessment

Minimum standards for Ba-
sic Education in Bangladesh
were set following the Declara-
tion of the World Conference on
Education for All in 1990, but
testing to see 1o what extent the
standards have been met has
been sporadic and there s still
little information on student
achievement of the minimum
basic learning standards. When
an assessment of basic skills
testing was carried out in 1992
to measure student achieyve-
ment in basic reading, writing,
oral and written mathematics.
only 35 per cent of those who
had just completed prijary

school were able 1o achieve
minimum level skills in all
subjects. When all children aged
between 11 and 12 were consid-
ered (including both those who
are eunrolled in formal school-
ing and those who are not) the
percentage dropped to 22 per
cent. There has been some im-
provement since then but stan-
dards are still low. It is widely
held that even at present stu-
dents cnelé]pletc five vears of

rimary education with a mas-
fery of only about two or three

of the content.

Within the education system
standards of student achieve-
ment are systematically mea-
sured by examinations, notably
the scholarship exam at the end
of class 5, the SSC exains at the
end of class 10 and HSC at the
end of class 12. While these ex-
ams set a standard to be aimed
for, the emphasis of the exami-
nations is on the recall of fac-
tual information, which clearly
encourages rote learning rather
than the more desirable skills
of analysis and understanding.
‘Why?" rather than 'What?' is a
more effective learning tool.
Students themselves have sug-
gested that learning should fo-
cus on understanding rather
than memory and that their
creativity should be tested
through more technical and up-
to-date questions. Currently,
learning in- schools, colleges
:En'd thi ::rsltiin‘ is h:ayﬁgl fo-

u on ss{n.g tests an -
‘amina IOIIE The txamsasei ?‘he
standards, the exams drive the
way in which the curriculum is
interpreted and consequently
the exams drive the teaching of
the curriculum.

The examination system as
it stands does not promote
quality learning but it could be
changed. The exams at all levels
could be adjusted to test higher
order skills; questions could be
set to encourage problem solv-
ing: and essays could require
candidates to use their own
powers of analysis and argu-
ment. Beyond the existing ex-
amination system, assessment
needs to be broadened to include
frequent student assessment
and feedback in the classroom,
which in turn should help
teachers to reflect on how to
improve delivery of the curricu-
lum. Clear and shared stan-
dards should be set. Student
achievement can be measured
against these set standards and
information on that achieve-
ment should be disseminate« to
all interested parties including
parents and school administra-
tors. Without a focus on the edu-
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cational outcomes at all levels,
the real performance of the
systemn cannof be assessed and
little can be achieved in ters
of quality improvement. Out-
comes and assessments provide
benchmarks and Incentjves to
improve.

Making the curriculum
relevant

Examinations or other as-
sessnients can only be as good
as the curriculum that they are
testing and the way in which It
Is delivered. An exciting and
relevant curriculum supported
by quality textbooks and teach-
ing materials is critical for en-
suring quality education. It is
important (o note that virtually

all primary-age students in
yublic institutions in
bau ladesh receive a free set of
textbooks of reasonably good
quality. There is a teachers
guide for each textbook outlin-
ing logical ways of teaching top-
lcs to ensure eflective learning

~ and attempts have been made to

relate set texts in a local con-
text, The curriculum was re-
vised to make it more relevant
to students and to address life
skills. These are very positive

- achievements and while the

curriculum could be {mproved
further, it does provide an ade-
quate foundation for ensurin
children at primary leve
achieve at least basic minimum
standards.

Secondary education has po-
tential for growth: at the mo-
ment it acts as a conduit to ra-
tion access to higher education
but leaves those not eligible for
college or university with less
than adequate preparation for

the world of work., This |s
largely due to the fact that the
curriculum gears itself toward a
provision for higher education,
siupported by overloaded text-
bqug that do not have suffi-
clent relevance for those at sec-
ondary school. The purpose and
content of secondary education
need to be reoriented in order to
provide a broad base of skills,
including written and verbal
communication, the ability to
follow Instructions, think ana-
Ilytically and willingness to
learn so that the majority of
students who finish at this level
can go on to lead productive
lives., Vocational skills train-
ing programmes offer an alter-
native, although the formal
fechnical and vocational educa-
tion system suffers from a lack
of linkages with employers and
to the labour market. Potential
employers should be more ac-

tively consulted in developing
curricula or In identifying
training requirements. How-
ever. good models exist, particu-
larly within non-government
organisations, which have
demonstrated the capability to
develop local needs-based cur-
ricula and have achieved strong
employment rates for gradu-

ates. These programmes ably

demonstrate how curricula can

be geared towards the needs of
puplls.

The quality of hlg;er educa-
tion is also at risk. Colleges and
universities in Bangladesh lack
sufficient resources - n teris
of books, perlodicals, Informa-
tion technology and interna-
tional linkages - widening the
p between Bangladesh's uni-
versities and those in more de-
veloped countries, Research and
the generation of new knowl-
edge has not kept pace with the
rest of the world and there are
wide distortions in the alloca-
tion of students by field of
study. In order to compete suc-
cessfully in the rapidly chang-
ing International arena, there
hhas to be greater responsiveness
to market signals, especially
for quick expansion and con-
traction by field of study to
meet student and emplover de-
mands. _

The massive expansion
in access to computer technol-
nFy may help to bring about
change and ensure that more
up-lo-cate courses are developed
to help Bangladesh to compete
in the global environment.

Revitalising the

teaching force

Clearly the most potent force
for change lies with the teach.
ers themselves, and most teach-
ers have the ability to meet the
demands of the job, Many uni-
versity teachers are PhD hold-
€rs, a large percentage of sec-
ondary schoolteachers are
graduates and there are an (n-
creasing number of teachers
with at least HSC at primary
level. These qualifications.
however, do not necessarily in-
dicate that the teachers have
the skills to teach students.
While training courses exist -
and 90 per cent of government
primary school teachers have
undergone training - they are
unfortunately based very much
on theory rather than the prac-
tice of teaching. Rote learning
and repetition {8 the norm in
the classroom, rather than the
child-centred approach that
has proved most successful in
encouraging children to think
for themselves. Teachers need
lo gain skills in achieving qual-
ity of learning but this is fur-
ther hampered by the con-
straints of the two-shift system,
whereby separate classes are
taught in the mornings and the

afternoons by the same teacher,
leaving little room for lesson

preparation. In addition, teach-

ers spend considerable thme in

conducting official duties unre-
lated to teaching, such as col-

lecting data on child surveys,
health and mmunisation work
and census and voter 1D distri-
bution without any additional
benefits. All these factors have
resulted in teachers taking little
ride In their work, displaying
ow motivation for I|m-

provement and experiencing
professional {solation. So what
can be done?

Some training courses pro-
vided by non-government pro-
grammes focus on classroom
delivery and demonstrate to the
teachers that teaching and
learning can be more Interest-
Ing, exciting and successful.
Teachers are supported in their
work by regular supervision
sessions where problems can be
alred and discussed and they
are made aware of their ac-
countability for ensuring basic
standards of achievement. Ini-
tiatives like these need to be de-
veloped further in government
schools and teachers should be
offered inceutives to improve
the quality of learning in the

Poor quality is the product of multiple factors, and the difficult task of
redressing the balance between quality and quantity is now being addressed by
the government. Although there is a clear understanding of what constitutes
poor quality within the education system, there is less clarity about what
constitutes quality and how to reach it. Three factors that contribute to quality
are the skills and commitment of the teachers; the curriculum and how it is
delivered; and the appropriateness of assessment practices.

. . sl "h - . - F - e 3 » :.
] A g = "-:_i A A P LY . : B
DHAKA, FRIDAY, AUGUST 25,2000 &

classroom. Although some of
the best teaching within the
Bangladeshl education system
happens in the public universi- =
ties and the private universities
are an effective means for
hrluFlng innovative methods of
teaching, an Increased focus on
staff development throughout
higher education would ensure
more up-to-date and effective
teaching skills.

In summary then, it can be
seen that at every educational
level, there exists some of the
ingredients for achleving qual-
ity education, but at every level
there remain areas for devel-
opment. Primary education
provides an adequate syllabus
and books for all, but it suffers

from a demoralised teachin

force together with insuffi-
ciently clear standards and
guldelines for assessment. Sec-
ondary education provides
standards and assessment
through its examination sys-
tem but this itself needs to be
developed and adjusted to en-
courage the skills needed for
life beyond, as well as within,
education. Higher education
has kets of excellence, with
all the Ingredients for quality
teaching and learning in place,
but these pockets need to be
strategically extended through-
out the system before quantity
of provision threatens quality
of provision.

The challenges that
Bangladesh face are clear. The
remarkable progress in educa-
tion achieved over the last
decade must be maintained and
an increased focus on achfeving
Eluality in education must be

emonstrated.

The writers are with the
World Bank

[nvolving poor, women in environment protection

career civil servant and
At;nvlrﬂnmtrnta“sl. Dr
lahfuzul Haque is
Programme Coordi-nator of the
five-year Sus-tainable
Environment Man-agement
Programme (SEMP). On behalf
of NEMAP-SEMP Newsletter,
FEJB Treasurer and Daily
Janakantha Senior
Correspondent Hasan Hafiz in-
terviewed Dr Haque at length.

Excerpts:
Q Sustainable Environment

Management Programme
(SEMP), which is being imple-

~mented by MOEF, is globally

the largest ever environment
programme funded by UNDP.
Half of its implementation pe-
riod has already passed. How
Jar have the objectives and tar-
gets been achieved and what is
your expectation about the suc-
cess in the rest of the period?
AnSs: Sustainable
Environment Management
Programme (SEMP) is a five -
rear pro{]ect being implemented
z)y the inistry of
Environment and Forest with
the help of 21 Sub-
Implementing Agencies [SIAs].
It's true that we are half way
through it. At this stage, it may
be rather difficult to quantify
and qualify the success in
achieving the objectives of the
programme. Our progress, so
far, can be termed as ‘'modest’.
We are cl:resently conducting
some mid-term evaluation ex-
ercises of the whole pro-
gramme. Simultaneously, all
the SIAs are also conducting
monitoring and evaluation ex-
ercises to examine their suc-
cesses in implementing the pro-
ramme . We will be able to
now better in this regard by
the end of this year. I can only
say at this point, let's wait for a
while.
Q: What is your strateqy re-
garding environment protec-
tion throughout the country in
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implementing SEMP?

Ans: All our projects are
community-based. SEMP be-
lieves that local conununity at
the grassroots level has to be
involved right from the plan-
ning down to implementation
and evaluation stages. We are
followin in participatory
methodology, which is giving
good dividend. It's amazing to
see how people, including rural
women looking apparently un-
educated, come out with bril -
lant and pragmatic solutions
to their

problems, never
thought of by us, the urban -
based consultants.

Q SEMP is a positive step in
solving environmental prob-
lems in the country.. What ini-

Uatives are you takiig to accel,

erate ‘the 'Implementatiorn ‘of
SEMP?

Ans: SEMP will bring some
positive changes in the lives of

| Mahfuzul Haque

the poor people, including dis -
advantageous women groups in
the country. For faster progress
of this programme, we, the
Programme Management Unit
(PMU), are ensuring that all
SIAs perform good progress
with rapid programme delivery.
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As an incentive, the SEMP
Steering Committee has decided
that funds from the slow-per-
forming SIAs will be diverted to
the fast mm'inF ones.

In order to foster programme

delivery, we regularly conduct
quarterly review meetings, ex-
amineé quarterly progress re-
ports and pay lield visits at the
project sites. We are also moni-
toring regular progress of the
programme through meetings
of the Steering Committee,
Programme Review Committee
[PRC] and Technical Advisory
Committee |TAC]
. Q" Are you Jacing any hur-
dles in the process of imple -
mentation of SEMP? I yes,
what are those?

Ans: ess of of the

slow-meving SIAs {(mostly the

government agencies) appears
to be an impediment to our suc-
cess. Some of the Government
SIAs, at times, get unnecessar-
ily involved in bureaucratic
procedures, like tendering pro-
cess and interference from the
high-ups, procedural delay in
taking a decision, etc. We are
trying to remove these imped -
iments by closely nmnitorinF
them and through a series o

discussions with them.
Q: Who are the stakeholders

or targel groups of SEMP?

Ans: Our target groups are
mainly the poor people at the
grassroots level, which in-
cludes the women community
as well. We do not call them
“beneficiaries”™. We term them
as "stakeholders™. They are in-
volved in the implementation
and monitoring stages of the

project.
 Environmental problems

of Bangladesh are manifold. Do
you think SEMP can play a sig-
nificant role in facing the envi-
ronmental problems?

Ans: For a small programme
like SEMP, it is not possible to
address all the environmental
issues of the country. We are
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only implementing some pilot
projects, mostly on “green”
sector, meaning natural re-
SOUrce management projects,
We do have some projects con -
cerning “brown” sector as well,
addressing environmental and
Industrial pollution. We hope at
the end of the programme pe-
riod, we will be able to see some
projects with considerable suc-
cess. While formulating SEMP,
the Ministry of Environment
and Forest was careful to avoid
any duplication of activities be -
ing performed through other
projects ol the govermment
funded by bilateral and multi-
lateral donor agencies,

Q: What are the programme
you are initiating to aveld envi-
ronmental disasters or t6"make
people conscious about the
degradation of environment?

Ans: For awareness raising
and advocacy, a number of SIAs
are involved. They are FEJB,
BELA, ADAB, CAMPE, US and
EDA. At present, they are all
involved with advocacy pro-
gramme, both in the print and
electronic media.

Q Economy is closely linked
with environment. What im-
pact SEMP could create so far in
the distribution of wealth?

Ans We believe in resources
management and not in distri-
bution. All our 26 projects are
budgeted to cater the minimum
needs of the stakeholders. We
also encourage the stakeholders
to participate in cost-sharing
activities as well. It helps to en -
sure their ownership over the
project.

Q: Women of our soclety are
closely-knit and affected by
environmental problems. What
are the steps taken under SEMP
in this regard?

Ans: As said before, our tar-
get group involves the women
community of the country. It's
our principle to ensure at least
90 per cent women participa-
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tion in the projects. Some of our
projects are ensuring 100 per
cent women participation.

Q- How did you [ind people's
awareness aboul environment
during the process of your
work?

Ans: People of Bangladesh
are increasingly becoming con-
scious of environmental degra-
dation. Repeated natural disas-
ters, like floods and cyclones,
made them aware of the va-
garies of nature. The consecu-
tive two floods of 1997 and 1998
were the most devastating in
our living memory. We never
experienced two-month long
water logging during any previ-
ous flooding

You have seen how the rick-
shaw pullers and traffic con -
stables are'covering their nose
with masks to avoid air pollu-
tion. People are buying bottled
water In such numbers never
seen before. You are also aware
how the civil society resisted
some development project
where the felling of trees was
involved.

Q: The CHT environment
”!UHH'_'J'!‘T’IHPH! aclion Pfﬂﬂ IS nNow
in its final stage of formula-

tion. Did you follow the
National Environment
Management Action Plan

(NEMAP) methodology in
preparing the plan? How far are
you hopeful about the success of
CHT-NEMAP?

Ans: Environment Action
Plan in the Chittagong Hill

Tracts |[CHT) is an ambitious
plan of the government. We are
following the participatory
planning exercise as followed
during the five-year SEMP con -
sultation period from 199] -
1995. We have so far conducted
18 grassroots workshops in the
three hill districts of
Khagrachhari, Rangamati and
Bandarban. The final regional
workshop is expected to be held
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in July 2000.

The whole exercise is taking
iore than a year. We started in
April last year and took bless-
ings of the CHT Minlster
Kalparanjan Chakma. Regional
Council Chairman Shantu
Larma, Members of Parliament
of the three hill districts,
District Council chairman and
others. They supported our
methodology of consultation
with the people at the grass-
roots level prior to drafting a
plan. So far 2000 people, start-
ing from Panchhari to Thanchi
have been consulted during the
last 18 workshops. Our Draft
Action Plan is in its final stag,
which we hope to get finalised
at the regional workshop in
July.

We are not sitting idle.
Simultaneously, we have
started developing pilot projects
in the three hill districts and
hope to siart implementing
them later this vear.
Remember, we have three more
years to go. We would like to see
some tangible results through
these projects in the CHT.
During our process of consulta-
tion with the grassroots, we re-
ceived great help from the
members of the Forum of
Environmental Journalists of
Bangladesh [FEJB). We are
grateful for their constant sup-
port and cooperation

You are aware that besides
SEMP, a couple of other pro jects
are also being implemented by
the government with the help of
other developed partners like
Asian Development Bank.
UNICEF, DANIDA, etc. We are
trying to avoid any duplication
in this regard

Let's hope for the best. | am
hopeful that, at CHT, we will be
able to show some nature con-
servation projects with the help
of the community, who had to
suffer long two decades of un-
rest and insurgency
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