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In 1971, the Pakistanis killed some of
the most prominent and talented teach-
ers of the university and quite a large
number of its students and employees.
That loss was irreparable, but the uni-
versity did not lose its focus and its
mission to deliver higher education
values. By 1971, some other universities
had also emerged, which, together,
took up the challenge of laying out
both a strong foundation and a super-
structure of our higher education.

But the decline in the universities,
ironically, also began in the 1970s. The
first indication was a sudden shift from
the earlier global orientation of the
universities to a local, even parochial

one. This happened when we aban-
doned English as the medium of
instruction in favour of Bangla, without
any clear idea as to how effectively we
could use the language in the class-
room. There is no doubt that delivering
higher education in Bangla had
been—and still remains—a long cher-
ished ideal, but it needed effective
planning, resources and a staggered
time frame for its implementation.
Instead of working out a realisable and
a phase-wise plan, we plunged at it
with no preparation. At a time when
the universities faced reduced funding
and an increasing pressure to accoms-
modate a swelling student population,
switching to Bangla proved counterpro-
ductive. Most subjects (and almost all
subjects in Science) had no text books,
let alone reference books, in Bangla.
The country simply couldn't afford to
finance the huge translation project
needed for such a shift. And as English
faced neglect, the universities failed to
produce the pool of translators needed
for the project. One ambiguous and
ironic outcome of the hasty shift to
Bangla has been a loss of effective culti-
vation of that language in our class-
rooms. Today an overwhelming num-
ber of entering students have practically
no proficiency, not only in English, but
in Bangla as well. In my department,
English, which draws most of its stu-
dents from the top 10% of the entrants,
I have been noticing for the last 10-15
years that most students have less than
satisfactory proficiency in both these
languages.

A second reason for the decline of
our universities has been an undue
intrusion of national party politics
which has proved deadly and divisive,
and has diverted the precious energy
and time of many of the students and
faculty to pursuits that are directly
contradictory to the goals of education.
Throughout the 1970s and 80s, stu-
dents, in the tradition of student move-
ments during the Pakistani days,
opposed unfair and oppressive regimes

and the suppression of rights. Teachers
also actively supported them, and the
end result was the overthrow of a dicta-
torial and corrupt regime. There were
ideological divisions among the stu-
dents (as well as the faculty), no doubt,
but this did not lead to wide scale
violence, as they fought for a common
goal. But after 1991, with the return of
democracy, ideology and patriotism-
driven politics was replaced by narrow
party politics with its promise of perks,
privilege and power. Education suf-
tered. Higher education lost some of its
ideals. An active involvement with the
generation and dispersion of new
knowledge, promotion of critical think-
ing, truth and values, and realisation of
individual and social responsibilities

was replaced by rote learning and certif-
icate driven education, while the faculty
struggled to toe the line between satis-
fying market demands and responding
to ethical values. Tagore's disappoint-
ment with the state of education of his
time echoes our present fear that 'our
educated community is not a cultured
community, but a community of quali-
fied candidates." We may even have
failed to produce qualified candidates
for a wide range of knowledge related
enterprises. We produce qualified can-
didates for BCS examinations for sure,
but fail to produce graduates who can
match up with those expatriates who
occupy super manager posts in our
industries and corporate offices, and
who scoop out 4.5 billion dollars from
our country every year.

A third reason of the decline of our
higher education has been our inability
to plan for the rising number of stu-
dents, and design our classrooms and
curricula to suit their needs, and ensure
funding for an inclusive higher educa-
tion which would deliver the same
quality in every discipline and every
institution. One exemplary success of
our higher education has been its
affordability, but we haven't been able
to make it accessible to all. But with a
rising youth population—a large part of
which does finish the 12-year school
and college education—we should have
planned for more universities and
specialised educational institutions in
advanced, built infrastructures and
facilities, and ensured increased fund-
ing each year. But if anything, we've
done the reverse. Today, out of every 6-
7 students who try for admission in
higher education institutions, only one
succeeds. To accommodate the rest,
private universities have come
up—'"mushroomed,’ to be more precise.
Some of the top private universities are
indeed providing quality education, but
it comes at a price. The others are sim-
ply doing what is known here as 'certifi-
cate trade.’

If we look at our higher education,
value wise, it gives us a dispiriting pic-
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ture. Not only have we forsaken our
earlier aim of ethical education and a
comprehensive knowledge base for our
learners which would enable them to
compete against the best graduates
anywhere and make them humane, we
have increasingly moved away towards
a job market- driven education that is
not expected to produce Man Thinking
but Man Parroting others' thoughts,
and memorising notes handed down
by teachers and coaching centres. In no
other country are coaching centres
allowed to operate with such destruc-
tive force. With the introduction of
public examinations at the end of Class
V and Class VIII, coaching business has
expanded to rural areas, drawing ever-
increasing numbers of primary and

post primary level students. Coaching
centres have assumed a parallel exis-
tence to the school and college systems,
threatening to reduce all education to
memorising notes and hand-outs
instead of an active engagement with
books, classroom teaching, creative
learning and participatory education,

The problem has been compounded,
and turned nearly intractable, by a lack
of political will to pursue a quality
based, value added and knowledge
generating education, which needs large
scale funding. Successive governments
have maintained funding in this sector
at a level not more than 2.2 percent of
our GDP, although worldwide there is a
strong consensus that for a substantial
and sustainable improvement in educa-
tion, the figure should be at least 6 per
cent, or 25 percent of the national
budget outlay. The present government
has made considerable effort to
improve enrolment, distribute text
books free of cost, and upgrade class-
rooms and curricula, but there is no
commitment to increased funding. As a
result, teachers remain poorly paid,
who then supplement their income by
private tutoring. And because of the
extra burden it puts on them, they fail
to deliver their best in the classroom.
This in turn drives students to fill up
the gap by taking private lessons either
from the same teachers or coaching
centres. So the cycle continues.

It is of course true that many teach-
ers still perform according to the best of
their abilities in the classroom, and stay
out of coaching business. But their
number is not enough to put them in
the majority. And with no immediate
prospect of a sea change in the scene,
we can assume that the future will be
pretty much the same - poor schools,
poor performance in language, math
and the sciences, and coaching centre
based learning and eventually, gradu-
ates without the required knowledge
and skills needed to be globally com-
petitive. This unfortunately, threatens to
the general picture of our education in

the coming years.

Talking about our higher education
values, we need to revisit the earlier
days of our universities and institutions
of higher learning and see how they
persisted with a vision to achieve excel-
lence in all our academic activities and
produce and distribute knowledge that
would enlighten each mind. We realise,
at this distance of time, that Tagore's
ideas and those of the founders of the
University of Dhaka largely rested on
the myth of human transcendence,
which had very little possibility to
materialise in an age of colonial domi-
nation. Still, there was an innocence
about the myth that was not at odds
with the simple yet lofty aspirations of a
generation of creative and critical tin-
kers. They were willing to work towards
it; and the intellectual and cultural
make up of the age seemed to bear
them out. Tagore and other thinkers
about education put their faith in the
power of the mind to create and rise
above material limitations. But today, in
the age of late capital and globalisation,
when everything comes with a price tag,
persisting with the myth of human
transcendence sounds quite hopeless. In
a society where a high end profession, a
government job and a position of
power are considered more important
than the pursuit of knowledge for its
own sake, it is difficult to sustain one's
belief in the ideals that the myth pro-
motes. But nevertheless we continue to
believe in the myth that education
completes a man; that education creates
an ideal being; that the pursuit of truth
1s our greatest good. Perhaps we do so
because we still refuse to abandon our
dreams. When this happens, when we
cease talking about education creating
active thinkers and change agents, ethi-
cal citizens and the finest of minds, we
will complete our surrender to money
and the material world.

But values in higher education can-
not be achieved and guaranteed if we
continue to view higher education in
isolation from the stages which precede
and shape it - the primary, secondary
and higher secondary education.
Without an ideal, creative and meaning-
ful primary education, which provides a
learner's basic building blocks, there
cannot be a quality secondary or higher
secondary education. When students
who haven't proceeded through inter-
nationally benchmarked levels of edu-
cation in their twelve years of schooling
come to the university, they cannot be
expected to perform and deliver accord-
ing to what the universities consider
their mission values. Only a holistic

view of education can ensure that both
quality and value are ongoing concerns
from the primary phase to the tertiary.

If a holistic approach answers some
of our concerns about ethical, value
based education, there are many other
factors that we should address before
picking up higher education as our
field of enquiry and focus. A quick look
at some of these factors suggests that
our expectations of higher education
values hinge on substantial progress in
these areas:

® The large number of young people
who are denied the ability to read and

write without whose involvement we

cannot speak about equity and access

* Widespread poverty at the grass-
roots which denies education to many

* The number of drop-outs at the
primary and secondary levels

* Three to four separate streams of
education which make achieving a
uniform level of quality and compe-
tence impossible

® The growing disparity between the
income levels of different classes of
people which made private universities
a welcome option in the first place for
those who could afford to pay even the
exorbitant fees they often charge. But
private universities, with more students
in their enrolment now than the public
universities offer opportunities to study
only in a few selected, 'market-savvy'
disciplines. An overwhelming majority
of these universities have no focus on
values and ethics, which is clearly
alarming for our higher education now
and in the future

® The rather directionless higher
education in colleges under the
national university, which suffers from
a severe lack of qualified teachers, nec-
essary facilities, libraries and other
prerequisites of quality education

® The learning outcome in these
colleges is generally poor which is
compounded by their primary focus on
providing a degree, and not education
in the true sense of the term

e Higher education in Bangladesh
thus sees three different providers - the
state funded public universities which
enjoy a semi-autonomous status and
are individually administered; the state
funded postgraduate teaching and
research university, National University,
whose main function is to administer
graduate and postgraduate level aca-
demic programmes in about 1688
affiliated colleges, and the privately
funded universities whose number has
swelled to nearly 100. These three
streams differ in their mission, perfor-
mance and standards of teaching. As a
result, setting up uniform value mark-
ers and ethical standards becomes quite
impossible.

Higher education values, regretfully,
have always remained as myths, never
realised in life. I've discussed a few
obvious reasons - lack of funding,
overcrowding in classrooms, the huge
disparities between the public and
private universities, lack of libraries,
laboratories and other facilities,
absence of high quality exams, for
example, but there are many more. On
a more fundamental level, no quality
and value assurance can be given or
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realised unless education becomes a
truly number one state priority and all
efforts are directed towards it. A poor
school cannot provide quality educa-
tion; a poorly paid teacher cannot
provide the education the students
deserve. And with standards going
down, despite the phenomenal spread
in primary, secondary and higher sec-
ondary education, we simply cannot
expect higher education values to be
commensurate with our expectation.

The writer is a Professor of English at the University of
Dhaka, and a novelist, columnist and critic.



