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A sound base for primary education

DUCATION
is a basic
tool for

self-defence in
modern society.
The feeling of
powerlessness that

Mp. ASADULLAH KHAN

goes with being illiterate comes
through loud and clear in any con-

versation with ordinary people.
With 50% of the students dropping

out before completing classV, as

revealed in a
seminar in the recent past, it will be

a challenge for the government to
implement its pledge of achieving
100% literacy by 2014. The reasons for
such appalling condition of elemen-
tary education in rural Bangladesh
have been linked to a supposed lack
of parental motivation compounded
by past governments' apathy in creat-
ing a suitable infrastructure that can
inspire children to be in school. It is
partily true that poor parents, perhaps
illiterate themselves, are not inter-

ested in education.
But the situation has changed

greatly. Parents these days are not
apathetic to education, and child
labour does not seem to be a major
obstacle also, then why are so many

students out of school?
Education, whatever the govern-

ment version may be, is still expen-
sive. While free education is a consti-
tutional right and books are free of
cost, there are expenses for paper,
transportation and food. Some find-
ings suggested that for an average
agricultural labourer, sending two
children to primary school would cost
about 10 to 15 days wages at the mini-

mum.
The financial burden has a dis-

couraging effect on the schooling of
girls. While parents recognise that it is
important for a girl to be educated,

many feel that the benefits will be
enjoyed by others, since a daughter

typically leaves her family after mar-
riage This outlook leads to a reluc-
tance to spend on a daughter's edu-

cation.
Effort is required to motivate a

child to go to school, to ensure that
he or she makes progress and to free
him or her of domestic chores. The
willingness of parents and children
to make the required effort depends
on what they can expect to get in
return, in terms of schooling quality,
which is, more often than not, abys-

mal.
There are many reasons for this.

For a start, the physical infrastruc-
ture is woefully inadequate. The
state of school buildings is the main
reason why children are not drawn
to school. Many of them have leak-
ing roofs, making it difficult to hold
classes during rains. In some
schools, classes are held under trees
during the dry season and are closed

during rainy season.
With only three or four teachers

for 200 to 250 students, how much
attention can a student hope to
receive from his or her teacher? One
finding shows that children who
have read up to class V are unable to

read or write.,
An expert committee constituted

by the education ministry attrib-
uted the reason for the poor perfor-
mance in the just concluded Junior
School Certificate (JSC) and Junior
Dakhil Certificate (JDC) examina-
tions to shortage of efficient teach-
ers in English and mathematics.
English is hardly taught even at the
secondary stage, and thereis a
dearth of competent teachers and

standard textbooks for all stages.
Education from the primary to

secondary level has become a low
priority subject. Persons in author-
ity speak volumes about improve-
ment and launch ambitious
programmes, but precious little has
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The most important step at this stage should be to establish
exactly which areas of the country have lagged behind and
why. Most traditional vernacular schools, because of resource
crunch and declining quality of teaching, are out of touch
with the modern methods of education.

been achieved so far.
A report in a Bangla daily on

February 26 said that there are 225
vacancies for headmaster in govern-
ment primary schools, and only 49
assistant headmasters against the

existing 460 vacant posts.
Although the education minister

speaks of a silent revolution coming
about in the education front, it is
still not visible. For that to happen, it
needs the commitment of the teach-
ers backed by strong motivation of
the school managing committee and
parents alike, with financial support

from the government.
The stark reality is that teachers'

quality and teaching ability are also
abysmal because many of them
found their way to the teaching
profession, which was not to their

liking and interest. A report pub-
lished in The Prothom Alo on
Februaryl8, showed that in
Badarganj upazila of Rangpur,
teachers of 81 government primary
schools participated in the election-
eering campaign of the Teachers'
Association without taking any class
for one month. It seems nothing
happened to those teachers, who

played truant like the kids.
The most important component

for the silent revolution, or more
correctly speaking the knowledge
revolution, that our education min-
ister espouses is mass literacy.
Surprisingly, the concerned minis-
try now spends more time fiddling
around with the contents of text-
books than with trying to gauge how
much literacy has either been

achieved or can be achieved.
The recent move by the govern-

ment to provide laptops and multi-

media projectors to 20,500 public
and private educational institutions
by 2012 seems to be an ambitious
programme when the very base of
the primary education is tottering.
We are going ahead with these pro-
jects at the time when we don't have
regular supply of electricity. Nor do
we have trained manpower to repair
the faults in case of simple break-
down of these laptops.

Instead of pouring money into

such wasteful projects, they should
have been building primary schools
worth their name in the far flung
areas of the country. There should
have been a serious attempt to
build proper schools with adequate

number of rooms instead of allow-
ing most school children to manage
without buildings and huddle

together in one or two rooms.
The education sector is corrup-

tion-ridden, messy and chaotic.
Many institutions have been pushed
to the ropes by dearth of qualified
and competent teachers, nepotism
and political consideration in
recruiting teachers, and lack of
supervisory control in teaching and
running the institution. How do you
introduce computers or provide
laptop to schools that function
under trees? How do you explain
internet in a country where literacy
still means being able to sign your

name?
The most important step at this

stage should be to establish exactly
which areas of the country have
lagged behind and why. The best
schools are those that use English as
the medium of instruction. Most
traditional vernacular schools,
because of resource crunch and
declining quality of teaching, are
out of touch with the modern meth-
ods of education.

This pinpoints the responsibility
of the government, which must
provide in public education what
parents are now obliged to buy
privately. At the same time, the
government, through introduction
of attractive pay structure for the
teachers, must take effective steps
in putting a curb on private tuition
by teachers at all levels at the
expense of class room teaching.
This will promote egalitarianism
among students and restore an
atmosphere of fair education.

The writer is a former teacher of physics and
Controller of Examinations, BUET.

Living in a time of change

AnNAM A CHOUDHURY

S LINGING mud at opponents is a

staple of our democracy, although

most voters prefer sensible debate
on the hardest national issues. The moral
majority sincerely yearn that the govern-
ment put the economic crisis before poli-
tics. In fact, it is evident that some of our
politicians are spending a lot of time vacil-
lating, arguing whilst being loud and dis-
agreeable, whereas democracy needs
leaders with the inclination and ability to
adjust and compromise. Democracy in the
absence of other desirables, like the inde-
pendence of the judiciary; rule of law; free
press and fair elections, often limits a
country's progress. Our democracy needs
defending.

Most political observers think that the
opposition parties are yet to succeed in
finding new issues with major appeal, but
it appears that the ruling party is deter-
mined to provide political ammunition to
their opponents so as to allow them to
reduce our democracy to a ruthless strug-
gle for power only. Unsurprisingly, there is
no indication that the new leadership is
gaining ground within the BNP. They yet to
produce a real road map for economic
recovery or sustainable growth. On the
contrary, we are seeing the same old faces
finding new packages for old goods.

This government should have no illu-
sions about the challenges ahead of them.
Traditionally, of course, economic issues
have been among the major concerns of
our voters. Prices of staples are now the
most frequently mentioned issue, which wi
arll surely influence voter's decisions.
However, it would be mistake to believe the
BINP will be able to rein in food prices,
whiche skyrocketing throughout the world.

There are almost no major issues where
the BNP is seen by voters as having very
distinctive policy solution of their own.
However, we all know that voter's loyalties
are on the whole emotional in character,
rather than based on any calculation of
where their interests lay.

Unfortunately, Bangladesh has two
adversarial political parties. The two-party
system is not only secure for, but also
much praised by, the political opportun-
ists. Their alternation in power has
become the norm in our country. Each
party has to wait only for the next turn of
the wheel of electoral fortune so they can
return to power and neatly uproot the
policies of their predecessors, dig in their

own. Sometimes important changes of

policy occur without reference to elec-
tions. Unlike the UK or India, there is no
intermediate party to serve as a home for
protest votes. Naturally, dissatisfied voters
under an incumbent government switch
directly to the opposition party.

Our electoral system known as 'first
past the post' discourages other parties to
take hold. Indeed throughout the Western
world, governing has become a shared
responsibility between parties, as they
believe that the challenges they are bigger
than party or politics. At stake right now is
not who wins the next election, rather
whether we can make a clean break with
the past and transform the way
Bangladesh had been run for decades to
pull the nation out of its years-long stasis.

If we fail to work together to create the

Critics claim that some of
our politicians are
prejudiced against
intellectuals and
consequently
intellectuals have
traditionally shunned
involvement in our
fractious politics.
Perhaps they think it's
too confrontational.

future we want to have and remain pas-
sive, the future will surely shape us in a
way we may regret. We deserve the chance
to shape our own destiny. The future is
ours to win; we really don't want to remain
trapped by our past, especially as our
international standing has risen and
Bangladesh is now seen as a democratic
bastion against religious extremists.

Our proximity to Asian economies like
India and China is an important economic
strength. The success story of economic
development is likely to spread beyond
China and India to other emerging coun-
tries, Bangladesh being uniquely poised to
be a growth star, should our leaders com-
bine the power of technology, and imagi-
nation, to address the fundamental prob-
lems the country faces today.

Our success in this new and changing

world requires new skills and new ideas.
We got to mobilise our talents and assem-
ble teams of the best and brightest minds
to heal the ills of our country.

Scientists, engineers and intellectuals
are known as nation builders in many
countries. It is time that we treat our lumi-
naries with the same level of respect. By
maintaining leadership in research and
development, the USA has become the
greatest nation on Earth.

Pundit Nehru, the longest serving
prime minister of India (1947 until 1964)
used to take advice from Milton Friedman,
the most influential economist of the
second half of the 20th century, although
Jawaharlal Nehru was an advocate for
Fabian socialism and Friedman empha-
sized the advantages of free market.

Interestingly, Sonia Gandhi, the presi-
dent of the Congress Party and most pow-
erful figure in Indian politics, invited
another Nobel laureate for economics,
Joseph Stiglitz, on 19th November, 2010 to
provide policy guidance to the govern-
ment of India. Stiglitz is one of the most
frequently cited economists in the world.

Critics claim that some of our politi-
cians are prejudiced against intellectuals
and consequently intellectuals have tradi-
tionally shunned involvement in our frac-
tious politics. Perhaps they think it's too
confrontational.

You don't have to look too far in
Bangladesh to see what confrontation can
bring. Bangladesh may not be the best
place to be a Nobel laureate. For Dr
Muhammad Yunus, perhaps it is a terrify-
ing nightmare.

Understandably, we cannot expect our
politicians to behave more like scholars,
but regrettably, when they appoint some
scholars for policy recommendations, such
scholars easily become too politicized and
tend to bend the facts and figures to suit
the wishes of those in charge. On the other
hand, academics with high moral integrity
can't withstand the battering of a demo-
cratic government either.

We are living in a time of great change.
One of the biggest changes in 2011 will be
China outperforming America as the big-
gest manufacturer. But China too could
find itself being overtaken by India in eco-
nomic growth. We are really proud of our
neighbours. We also like to be on board.

Anam A Choudhury is a former investment
banker.
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Charlie Sheen's
guide to life

HEWorld's most famous hell-raiser

I strikes again. A reader told me last
week that she had changed her
mind about sending her kids to university
in the West "because of Charlie Sheen."

Huh? That didn't make sense to me. I
told her the drug-addled actor was "just
one person in one place. He doesn't visit
every student at every university in every
country to encourage them to behave as
badlyashedoes."

She was unpersuaded. "He might," she
said. "He could travel."

Later, I realised she was right. Charlie
Sheen is already everywhere, whispering in
every ear. By being a stupid, evil egoma-
niac, he's made himself the number one
celebrity gossip topic around the world
againstamazing opposition.

But there are others like him. For exam-
ple, I'm guessing that property developers
are reading this and asking themselves a
question: "I too am a stupid, evil egoma-
niac. Why am [ not as famous as Charlie
Sheen?"

Good question. In my opinion, Mr.
Sheen has an edge over the rest of us,
because he is mad in both senses of the
word: angryand possiblyinsane.

This is the man who responded to being
sacked by requesting a $1 million pay rise.
This is a guy who regularly hints that he is
notfrom earth.

Top three Charlie Sheen quotes:

1. "You can't process me with a normal
brain."

2. "My brain fires in a way that is, I don't
know, maybe not from this particular ter-
restrialrealm."

3. "I'm tired of pretending like I'm not
special. I'm tired of pretending like I'm not
bitchin', a total freakin' rock star from
Mars."

No, wait. [ think that last one might be
from Confucius.

But of course all communities have their

own Charlie Sheens, grossly misbehaving

children of bad parents.
« India has Shaan Uttamsingh, mayhem-

causing grandson of Bollywood film

producer G.P. Sippy.
« China has bad driver Li Qiming, famous

for trying to escape manslaughter
charges with the phrase "My father is Li
Gang."

« Japan has Hello Kitty, who has been
dressing inappropriately in recent

months.
People maddened by anger are scary.
On Monday last week, a burglar broke

into a home in the US state of Oregon, I
learn from alink sent by areader. The home-
owner was so furious that the terrified
intruder locked himself in the bathroom

and called the cops.
I wonder what he said? "Police? I broke

into this house in Portland and found a guy
with a gun and two dogs who is angry with

me about something."
A different reader told me a similar tale,

about a bungling trio of thieves who broke
into a house in the western suburbs of
Delhi on January 28. The homeowner was
out, but neighbours spotted them and an
angry crowd soon gathered, anxious to
dispense instant justice. Again, the thieves
phoned the police. "Come and arrest us,"
theysaid. "And hurry."

Going back to angry, misbehaving
celebs, I'm not surprised that Mr. Sheen,
Mel Gibson and John Galliano were all told

to take anger management classes.
But did you know that little Demi Lovato,

the Disney actress who started as a cute
child in Barney the Dinosaur, last week also
completed such a course? Apparently, she
was forced into it after she beat some guy
up. [ hopeitwas Barney.

Last night, my neighbour told me she
was taking anger management classes. |
was amazed -- she was patient, sweet-
natured, intelligent woman. She told me
that everyone gets angry, and everyone
could use help managing it. Some let it
explode on the outside, while others inter-
nalise it. Apparently, it's often the quiet
ones who seem like they have no visible
tempers at all, who have the most prob-
lems. That explains Hello Kitty, perhaps.

To know maore, visit our columnist at www. vittachi.com




