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PEC & JSC Exams: Selling ourselves
short on accountability

HE
intro-
duction

of the now
Primary
Education
Completion
(PEC) (for-
metly PSC)
and Junior
School
Certificate (JSC) exams have made
public schools in Bangladesh more
accountable, in a way. A previously
under-performing school (by test-
score standards) in the remote areas
of Khagracchari now reports its pass-
rates to the government in a form
that allows for an apples-to-apples
comparison against benchmarks like
the Chittagong board results. In
theory, this adds pressure on the
school to improve their learning
outcomes, However, reality differs
from this theory.

When a school has a 70 percent
pass rate in a region with a mean of
95 percent, it can be identified as a
candidate in need of additional help
and resources. We then supposedly
send that school a letter which
essentially says, to quote prominent
scholar Alfie Kohn, “your test scores
are too low;, make them go
up”—without debating what those
numbers mean in the first place.
While scores may help with student
motivation and public scholarship
allocation, their value is diminish-
ing in a world where education is
increasingly democratised through
open-access technology. On the flip
side, focusing on pass-rates gives
teachers an incentive to take short-
cuts, for example, by making stu-
dents memorise mathematics (liter-
ally), and teach test-taking tech-
niques instead of critical thinking
skills, or even manipulate these
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numbers in some scenarios.

A 2011 paper by economists at
Harvard and Stanford on Kenya,
where the education system is similar
to ours, showed that a focus on test-
scores has incentivised teachers to
focus on students at the upper end of
the achievement distribution, i.e. on
those who are likely to increase pass-
rates as opposed to those who are
struggling, This can not only increase
the likelihood of lower-achieving
students dropping out of school, but
can also neglect these children's
potential to attend and succeed in
higher education. Many students at
or below par in elementary school
have gone on to achieve extraordi-
nary things in life, from the likes of
Jack Ma to Richard Branson. I suspect
we would have more qualified partic-
ipants in our labour force if we
increased the radius of opportunity
for students who do not cope well
with the current form of formal edu-
cation in Bangladesh.

Other research by Dr Randall
Reback at Columbia University has
shown that the US's No Child Left
Behind Act in 2002, which attempted
to increase school accountability
through state-wide examinations, led
to undesirable changes in teacher and
student behaviour. Our government
can learn a lesson here and make
changes to a system that currently
appears to reinforce the culture of
memorisation at the expense of critical
thinking. The publicly available
National Education Policy 2010 (NEP)
document highlights rote learning as a
major point of concern. Yet, when I
spent some time at a school in
Rajendrapur, I could not help but
notice that some teachers acted more
like drill sergeants than educators.
Students ran after guidebooks and
"common questions” but were seldom
challenged to think for themselves. I
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suspect that the PEC and JSC has
played a big role in exacerbating this
issue, as teachers are incentivised to
"teach to the test" by asking students
to apply formulae rather than under-
standing them. Since the government
is admirably making an effort to rap-
idly increase access to education, some
quality shortfalls are expected.
However, if rote learning persists at the
formative years of schooling, we risk
cultivating life-long attitudes of exces-
sive focus on outcomes—the elusive
GPA 5s—and not enough on the
process, which is more important
when the goal is sustainable and
repeated success.

Putting these issues aside, the PEC
and JSC exams are poorly adminis-

tered and have created an environ-
ment where public outrage regarding
leaked question papers and viral 1
am GPA 5" videos are commonplace.
In a November 2017 Facebook post,
Masud Chowdhury posted photos of
his daughter's PEC question paper
containing numerous errors. One
question read “What is the main
cause of destroying natural balance?”,
while another asked "Why has
Bangladesh to impott a lot of vegeta-
ble 0il?" The post received 4,600
impressions, with 1,100 "Haha"
reactions as of May 2018. I am unable
to fathom what is funny about ques-
tions from a national exam contain-
ing serious errors. I am also disap-
pointed and surprised that, at the
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time of writing, not one of the 187
comments in the post asked who was
responsible. How do we expect future
generations to deliver on dreams of
stellar economic growth when we
cheat them at such a young age, and
do not care enough to advocate on
their behalf?

All these issues point to a difficult
truth—the model for PEC/JSC exams
is not working in its current form,
and some changes are needed.
USAID's Senior Education Advisor,
Shahidul Islam, took a hard stance
and called for the discontinuation of
the exam in a July 2017 article in The
Daily Star. In a December 2016 piece
in the Bangladesh Education Journal,
he noted that only 30 percent of
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students performed "at grade level” in
basic reading and mathematics, a
figure that is in stark contrast to the
near perfect (around 98 percent) PEC
pass rates. This raises many ques-
tions, among them the potential for
teacher/grader neglect and manipula-
tion. If incentives for different grad-
ing standards and conscious tweaking
exist, who is in charge of policing it?
As the Roman poet Juvenal asked
centuries ago, Quis custodiet ipsos
custodes: who will police the police
themselves?

The conversation about account-
ability should stretch beyond schools
to policymakers, parents, teachers,
and exam writers, We need greater
transparency on who gets to decide
what is tested, and in what form, The
NEP's Section 21 states that the “ex-
amination systems will be made
more effective”. But the questions of
how and by what effective means are
not stated. While the government's
recent decision to scrap multiple
choice questions is a step in the right
direction, it should be followed up
with broader changes, including
more specific language in the NEP
and, perhaps, new authors and pro-
cesses for PEC question papers.

Bangladesh is not a resource-rich
country-—our greatest asset is our
people. In a rapidly changing world
where our cheap-labour driven econ-
omy is already facing headwinds, the
emphasis on independent thinking
should be amplified. We must take
steps towards a knowledge-driven
economy with a dynamic workforce,
with people who can think for them-
selves and have skills that cannot be
replicated by machines. Pass-rates can
only take us so far.

Sakib Jamal Is a third-year undergraduate
student at Cornell University’'s School of
Industrial & Labor Relations, New Yaork.
Email: sj496@cornell.edu

calling for the UN to support the finance
facility.

By leveraging roughly USD 2 billion in
donor guarantees, the finance facility aims to

a young boy in Sierra
Leone, years that
should have been
playful and carefree
were spent fighting in
someone else's war,
For me, childhood was
a nightmare; escape always seemed
impossible. But when the war officially
ended, in 2002, I began finding ways to
recover. One of the most important has been
an opportunity I couldn't have imagined as
an angry, illiterate, nine-year-old soldier:
school.

I am living proof of the transformative
power of education. Thanks to hard work and
lots of good fortune, I managed to graduate
from high school and then university. Now,
in just a few months, I will begin graduate
classes at the Fordham University School of
Law, an unimaginable destination for most of
the former child soldiers in my country.

And yet, throughout my brief educational
journey, one question has always nagged me:
why did luck play such a crucial role? After
all, education is supposed to be a universal
human right. If only it were that simple.

Today, more than 260 million children are
out of school, and over 500 million boys and
girls who do attend are not receiving a quality
education, as the International Commission
on Financing Global Education Opportunity
discovered. By 2030, more than half of the
world's school-age children—some 800
million kids—will lack the basic skills needed
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to thrive or secure a job in the workplace of
the future.

Addressing this requires money. But while
education may be the best investment a
government can make to ensure a better
future for its people, education financing
worldwide is far too low. In fact, education
accounts for just 10 percent of total
international development aid, down from
13 percent a decade ago. To put this in
perspective, developing countries receive just
USD 10 per child annually in global
education support, barely enough to cover

the cost of a single textbook. In an age of self-
driving cars and smart refrigerators, this
dearth of funding is simply unacceptable.
Over the past few years, | have advocated
on behalf of three global education
initiatives—the International Commission on
Financing Global Education Opportunity
(Education Commission), the Global
Partnership for Education (GPE), and the
Education Cannot Wait fund (ECW). 1 have
done so eagerly, because these organisations

are working collectively toward the same goal:

to raise funds to make quality education for

every child, everywhere, more than a matter
of luck.

One of the best ways to do this is by
supporting the International Finance Facility
for Education; an initiative spearheaded by
the Education Commission that could unlock
the greatest global investment in education
ever recorded. Young people around the
world understand what's at stake. Earlier this
month, Global Youth Ambassadors presented
a petition, signed by more than 1.5 million
children in some 80 countries, to United
Nations Secretary-General Anténio Guterres,

make USD 8 billion in new funding available
to countries that need it most. If adopted
widely, the programme could make it
possible for developing countries to provide
quality education to millions more children,
including refugees, young girls, and former
child soldiers like me.

Politicians often say that young people are
the leaders of tomorrow. That's true; we are.
But platitudes not backed by financial
support are meaningless. Simply put, the
world must unite to fund quality education
for everyone. The International Finance
Facility for Education—which is already
backed by the World Bank, regional
development banks, GPE, ECW, and
numerous UN agencies—is among the best
ways to make that happen.

Twenty years ago, law school was an
impossible dream for me. Today, thanks to
hard work, global support, and much good
fortune, my future is brighter than it has ever
been. But my story should not be an
exception. To ensure that others can gain a
quality education and follow the path that
has opened up to me, we must remove luck
from the equation.

Mohamed Sidibay Is a youth representative to the
International Commission on Financing Global Education
Opportunity, a peace activist at the Global Partnership for
Education, and a former peace ambassador with the My
Hero Project.
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‘ N H ‘ STO RY ACROSS 33 Adid 7 Brood watcher
1 Plane part 34 Half of hex- 8 Nat King Cole song
6 Closes 35 Bruins legend 9 Giggling sound
11 Met offering 36 Fireplace bit 10 Razor Sharpeners
12 Doctrine 37 Sandy's bark 17 Infinite
13 Chooses 38 "To Autumn” poet 23 PC key
14 Surmise 40 Chance to swing 24 Lawyers' orq.
15 Brit's brew 42 Simpleton 26 Veteran
16 Course peg 43 "Affliction” star 27 Hurry, in slang
18 Cry of discovery 44 Colors or sounds 28 (ity on the Rio
19 0Id French coin 45 Intense fear Grande
June 3, 1989 20 Powerful people 30 Book blunders
21 Gym unit DOWN 31 Made finer
TIANANMEN SQUARE 22 Took a breather T Whirly-bird 33 Endures
MASSACRE 24 A very long time 2 For each 39 Bunion spot
Beginning of the gg Eing set;ing E_Irnl.aittliiﬁng Cole song 41 Rocky hill
Tiananmen Square mor-phous mass 4Tic off.
Meassicre as Chinese 29 Brightens 5 Less civil
troops open fire on 32 Clumsy one 6 Messy places
pro-democracy

supporters in Beijing

Write for us. Send us your opinion pieces to

dsopinion@gmail.com.
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