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Where our education

system has failed

Rasheda K Choudhury, Executive Director, Campaign for Popular Education
(CAMPE) and Vice-President, Global Campaign for Education (GCE), talks to
Eresh Omar Jamal of The Daily Star about the fundamental deficits in our

education system.

What are some fundamental successes in our
education sector in recent years?

One major success has been the achievement of
the goal of universal enrolment at the primary
level. A significant decrease in school dropout
rate from 40 percent 10 years ago to 18 percent
today is another milestone. Although this has
been a great achievement, it has remained
stagnant there for some time now, which is
worrying. Another success has been the general
increase in demand for education among
people. If you ask children today, all of them
would tell you that they would like to learn and
go to school. Adults too will say that they
would like to send their children to school to
get educated. This means that a huge demand
for education has been created and established
firmly here in our country; whereas in many
countries like India, people often say, “What is
the point of an education?” or “Why educate?”
It is the supply side that has become a
challenge for us.

What are the fundamental challenges to
improving our education system?

We have done well to ensure people have access
to education. But we have not yet managed to
provide quality education for all segments of
the population. Providing quality education is
without a doubt the biggest challenge.

The immense quality divide that exists
between different types of educational
institutions is a part of that concern. Education
has become more or less a commodity.
Nowadays, “if you pay more, you get more.”
Some parents are literally selling their
properties to educate their children. But how
many can afford to do that? We see lack of
equity when it comes to opportunity. And this
is most severe usually in the case of mainstream
primary schools, particularly in urban slums
and hard-to-reach areas. Except for the so-called
“good” primary schools, most of the others are
not equipped for providing quality education
and there are some schools where the number
of students is low. This is creating a disparity.
Quality divide between the three main streams
of education (madrasa, English and Bangla
mediums) in our country too has become
wider. Many of us often question the culture
and practice of English-medium schools but it
can't be denied that they provide an education
comparable to international standards. What
about the others?

What according to you are some of the main
factors behind our failure to provide quality
education?

There are three main weaknesses that are
common to many of our educational
institutions. First is the quality of teachers.
Thousands of teachers are recruited every year
and sent straight to classrooms without any
training. This doesn't happen in most other
countries. Some government school teachers
teach just to get a posting in Dhaka. Although
private schools may not always be good, they
are usually better in countries that have
excellent government schools. That is not at all
unexpected as high-quality education in
government schools generates healthy
competition and automatically ensures the
same in other institutions and vice versa.
Second is governance in institutions. Not so
much at the primary level, but definitely at the
secondary and higher levels. School Managing
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Committees are increasingly being taken over
by the business class and by political interests.
This is actually one of the reasons why many
teachers are recruited to serve vested interest
groups. Even after becoming a decision-maker
of educational institutions, very few among the
political class are ever interested in improving
the quality of education. Except for some, most
of them are often there for selfish motives and
material benefits.

Third is infrastructure. Every year there are
thousands of requests for schools to get
repaired. Many of these are often ignored.
Ministers and politicians come otit from time
to time and blame it on corruption, which is
true to a large extent. Huge chunks of allocated
funds are continually wasted because of lack of
transparency. Children are even compelled to
learn under trees and still nothing is done! Yes,
local-level officers do complain. But who will
fix it? This too is tied to the previous problem;
as you can see everything is connected and their
combined impact on the quality of education
has ultimately been negative,

How would you suggest the quality of
education be improved?

We must have examination reforms; why are
students in Bangla medium being made to sit
for four national/public examinations before
entering higher education institutions? Because
of the pressure of competing in all those
completion exams, schools are often bypassing
regular classroom-based assessments and
focusing more on preparing students by any
means, be it private coaching or using
guidebooks. We need to get rid of coaching
centres and the dependence on guidebooks
rather than textbooks which again raises the
urgency and adequacy of teacher preparedness
and training,

The reason students refer to guidebooks is
because their teachers are often not good
enough to form the bridges between materials
covered in their textbooks that are necessary for
them to have a clear understanding of what
they are learning. One reason why this has been
happening is because teacher-guides are often
supplied later and teachers lose interest in using
them,

Behind this whole debate around giving free
textbooks is the fact that this has become an
isstie of complacency. While the government is
quite complacent about giving free textbooks,
the education administration does not often

bother about teacher-guides which are very
important, being the main point of reference
for sequential instruction.

At the primary level, one big challenge is
having the right teacher-student ratio. Experts
say that this ratio should be 1:35, but our
average is 1:60. This creates huge challenges for
teachers in terms of giving students enough
attention and guidance.

Another direction that we should be
considering would be to decentralise our highly
centralised education system. Right now,
everything in regard to the sector is centrally
handled. There are local education boards
throughout the world to handle relevant
matters concerning their localities and yet, here
they don't exist. When there is so much
discrepancy and inequity in our system, the
need for establishing local education boards
cannot be stressed enough.

We have done well
to ensure people
have access to
education. But we
have not yet
managed to provide
quality education for
all segments of the
population.

Our National Education Policy (NEP) 2010,
the first one to be adopted by the Parliament
since the liberation of Bangladesh, has provided
pragmatic guidance and forward-looking
recommendations like extending primary
education to Grade VIII, creation of a
Permanent Education Commission,
introduction of only two public examinations
(one at the end of Grade VIII and another at
the end of Grade XII) and decentralisation of
the education system. Unfortunately, we have
not yet come up with a roadmap for
implementation of this policy.

And lastly, we must be willing to invest more
in education as currently, ours is the lowest in
South Asia—30 to 35 percent of all students in
our primary schools are first-generation
learners, who receive very little support from
their families and have to depend wholly on
their schools. If we do not invest more and
improve the system significantly, these students
and others in the future may not be interested
to participate in the education system
altogether. All our achievements like universal
access to primary education, gender parity at
the primary and secondary levels, ICT-based
classroom practices, recognition and practice of
teaching-learning in five ethnic languages,
introduction of Braille system, etc., may get
jeopardised. If we truly want to ensure "quality
education for all,” then we need to have
stronger political commitment, appropriate
strategies to implement the NEP 2010,
combined with adequate resource allocation
and its judicious, transparent utilisation.
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[O]nTOLOGY
NOUN

The philosophical study of the nature of
being, becoming, existence, or reality, as
well as the basic categories of being and

their relations.

BY MORT WALKER

ITMTOOOLD

(i) NORTH SOUTH UNIVERSITY
“x®  The First Private University in Bangladesh

Tender No. NSU/18-01

showing any reason.

North South University is inviting sealed offers from the bona fide / reputed
organizations / distributors / business partners / agents for supplying and
installation of Sound and Video system as described in the tender schedule.

Interested bidders may collect a schedule of tender from the Southeast Bank
Ltd. Bashundhara Branch, Dhaka from 10:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. on all working
days till 13 February 2018 by paying the non-refundable amount of Taka
1,000.00 (One Thousand only) in cash for the schedule,

The bidders must submit earnest money @ 2.5% of the quoted price in the
form of Pay-Order issued from any scheduled bank drawn in favor of North
South University along with their offers. The sealed offers must be submitted
on 14 February 2018 by 2.00 p.m. at the office of the undersigned. The offers
will be opened at 2:15 p.m. on the same day. Representatives of the
participating bidders may remain present at the time of opening the bids. NSU
authority reserves the right to accept or reject any or all the tenders without

Director, Administration

NORTH SOUTH UNIVERSITY

Bashundhara, Dhaka-1229

Phone: +88-02-55668200, Ext. 1204 & 1213

Fax: +88-02-55668202

www,.northsouth.edu
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A police van escorts the vehicle, apparently of a minister, on the wrong side of the
street near Ruposhi Bangla hotel in the capital violating traffic rules and risking a

head-on collision.
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Dhaka’s traffic agony

VIP culture is a major factor behind Dhaka's
unrelenting traffic gridlock

AKIM M RAHMAN

RAFFIC congestion in Dhaka city is

considered to be one of the most

chaotic in the world. Dhaka resi-
dents go through immense physical stress
and incur monetary losses in terms of
man-hours due to the large amount of
time spent on the road on working days.
The local media has constantly been high-
lighting these issues and has identified
many other reasons behind Dhaka's noto-
rious traffic jam.

Unfortunately, road infrastructures in
Dhaka city have not flourished in tandem
with its population growth and modern
needs. Some of the primary causes of
Dhaka's traffic jam are: (i) infrastructural
issues; (ii) overpopulation; (iii) weak
implementation of traffic rules; (iv) poor
knowledge of traffic laws; (v) flouting
traffic laws; and (vi) other issues.

The category “other issues” includes
escorting VIPs, street processions, strikes,
etc. It also includes the irresponsible,
dangerous and unlawful behaviour of
some security personnel who stop the
traffic flow for their own interests on a
daily basis. This piece takes on the man-
made causes, especially escorting VIPs
during peak traffic hours and the way in
which law enforcement personnel disrupt
traffic flow in Dhaka city.

Our political leaders violate traffic laws
and cause the loss of other road-users'

valuable man-hours on a regular basis, It is

contradictory to the oaths these VIPs have
taken, which raises the question: How do
they do that?

To answer this question, we have to
look at the daily life of the average Dhaka
resident who faces tailbacks to go from
point A to point B. For example, traffic is
stopped in the middle of the road, regard-
less of whether it is an emergency, traffic
signs are mounted, and police personnel
are appointed every two metres on the
road whenever the lucky ones, the VIPs,

happen to be in movement. An example of

such a traffic route is Sher-e-Bangla area to
the PMO or to Bangladesh Secretariat.

We also witness on a daily basis armed
force personnel stopping the tratfic flow
during peak hours in order to make way

for one of its own vehicles. These scenarios

can usually be seen on the route from
Bijoy Shoroni to Shahjalal International
Airport.

A reasonable protocol for VIPs is always

understandable. The monetary cost
incurred from escorting VIPs is fully cov-
ered by tax revenues. But when it comes to
dozens of jeeps filled with armed security
officials for every VIP, tratfic becomes
unbearable for the rest of us—armoured
vehicles, government convoys, police here
and there, and on top of it all, extremely
rude law enforcement officials shoving
vehicles aside for a single person.

Nothing has been done to question
such outrageous waste of public money
and loss of man-hours. All this despite the
general people diligently paying their fair
share of taxes.

Traffic jam caused by the aforemen-
tioned category of “other issues” can be
analysed through the lens of roads as a
common property resource, which is
restricted to a number of agents and the
use by one agent can affect the use by
others. Here, all travellers face the same
average journey time where VIPs are enti-
tled to be protected with tax revenue, but
not by imposing extra cost to ordinary
road-users. Therefore, the current scenario
in Dhaka city is not economically efficient
and it causes a negative externality.
Economists Pigou (1920) and Coase
(1960) laid the foundation of this argu-
ment in the early 20th century. The kind of
traffic jam we are experiencing causes
market price mechanism to fail in achiev-
ing efficiency. It creates deadweight loss
and undermines social welfare, which is
contradictory to the pledges these VIPs
have taken.

Recently, in a report in The Daily Star
regarding ways in which traffic conges-
tion can be eased, Obaidul Quader,
Minister of Road Transport and Bridges,
said that from now on no rallies would
be allowed to be held anywhere in Dhaka
on a working day. This declaration was
long overdue but it is a good start. VIPs
might want to rearrange their commuting
patterns so that road-users do not end up
suffering. Having offices-cum-residences
would be helpful in internalising the
negative externalities. Similarly, unlawful
behaviours mentioned previously should
be corrected. Stopping travellers in the
middle of the road just to allow a vehicle
of the armed personnel or contingent to
turn left or right is not the way.

Akim M Rahman is assistant professor in the depart-
ment of economics at the School of Business,
Canadian University of Bangladesh.
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Thanks to bti for giving us the perfect home where my children can grow up in a safe and
healthy enviranment. It has been a delightful experience buying a home from bti not only
because of their reliability but also for their helpful attrtude, prompt response and excellent
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