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Many offices
allowed their
employees to
work online from
home. People in
urban areas also
started to buy
essential items
online from
retailers. Some
educational
institutions
offered courses
online. These
practices
generated a
new way of
conducting
business.
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With vaccines on the way, 2021
promises a return to normal life

ABDUL MATIN

EVER in history had the world
N as a whole looked forward to a

new year like we did in 2020.
So far, welcoming a new year had been
a routine exercise. People exchanged
greetings, sent gifts to their loved ones,
and held parties to welcome a new
year knowing well that it would not
be much different from the previous
one. But not this time. People all over
the world are sincerely hoping that this
year will be significantly different from
2020 and will usher in a new era to turn
their fates for better ones. This is all due
to the havoc caused by the Covid-19
pandemic.

Worldwide, the virus has infected 83
million people and killed 1.8 million
so far. Surprisingly, the highest number
of cases and deaths was recorded in the
United States, with 20 million infected
and over 335,000 killed, followed by
India with 10 million infected and
over 148,000 killed. In Bangladesh,
over 512,000 people were infected and
over 7,500 killed. It is sad to lose so
many lives in one year due to a single
cause. Words are not enough to console
those who lost their loved ones. In
Bangladesh, we lost many important
and some iconic personalities in the
fields of education, literature, medicine,
culture, industry, business, etc. These
losses are irreparable.

In addition to the loss of lives, what
affected us most are the disruptions
to normal life and their impact on
economy. Either due to lockdown or
safety reasons, people were confined to
their homes. Educational institutions
were closed. Markets shrank. Many

offices and small businesses were closed.

In the process, a significant portion of
the workforce lost their jobs. People
in the low-income group suffered

the most. They depended heavily on
charities by the government and non-

‘People all over the world are pinning their hopes on the vaccines and planning to start a new life in 2021.

governmental organisations for their
survival. The government, like many

foreign governments, announced several

stimulus packages to help the industries
and small businesses so that they could
carry on with their operations.

Many offices allowed their employees

to work online from home. People in
urban areas also started to buy essential
items online from retailers. Some
educational institutions offered courses
online. These practices generated a new
way of conducting business.

Initially, very little was known about
Covid-19, except that it was highly
contagious. There was no vaccine and
till now, there is no cure for the disease.
Doctors treated patients depending
on the symptoms. With experience,
the treatment procedure has improved
significantly over the year and,
consequently, the death rate of infected
people has also decreased. Even then, a

second wave of the pandemic is causing
huge devastations in many countries,
particularly in Europe and America.
Pandemics came and went through
the ages but human ingenuity never
surrendered. It prevailed. Scientists
around the world did not give up.
With unprecedented haste, several
vaccines have been developed and
some countries have already started
administering the vaccines. This has
shown a ray of hope at the end of the
tunnel. All countries around the world
are now in competition with each other
to get the vaccines. As expected, the
rich countries are in an advantageous
position as they had the resources to
order the vaccines even before their
approval. So they are getting the
vaccines before the less developed and
less resourceful countries. Bangladesh is
hoping to get vaccine doses by the end
of January or early February, according
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Teachers should, too.
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“IT is the supreme art of the teacher to
awaken joy in creative expression and
knowledge”

- Albert Einstein

LBERT Einstein’s observation
A above, made decades ago,
radiates an essence that holds

the same significance for our faculty
today, if not more. It is not arguable
that teachers play a major role in
creating a strong human resource
base for a nation’s future. And now
this role is about to evolve further
in a new world of distance learning
influenced by Covid-19.

There is a growing belief that
“human quality” in Bangladesh
has been steadily deteriorating
over the years. Employers use every
opportunity to make this point,
holding the education sector largely
responsible for this lamentable
situation. Arguments supporting
this contention are as follows:
There are about 57 public and
around 105 private universities in
Bangladesh. But whenever a global
ranking scorecard of universities is
published, we often start checking
from the bottom of the list. For
some ranking systems, not even
a single university makes it into
the list. The defence offered by the
authority against this is that the
rankings are biased and not credible.

It is no secret that faculty
development gets very little attention
in the higher education institutions
of our country. Unlike the top-
ranked universities overseas, there is
no pressure to learn new pedagogies
or produce original research work
in our universities. Embarrassing
news about plagiarised work of some
faculty members pop up every now
and then. Teaching also gets a bad
rap if you ask a student to assess
their teachers. Here are two examples
of what some students think:

“Laughably poor standards
of pedagogy. The focus of the
institution is neither on its students
nor on research,” one said.

According to another: “I've
noticed [that] my friends who've
studied abroad had learnt more,
been able to grow and flourish
more in their respective foreign
universities... It's not about cold
theory from textbooks to test
students; it's about truly helping
students grow as people and open
their eyes to be able to deal with the

real world. It's about [our] learning
the necessary skills to thrive in the
21st century.”

But things are about to change in
the Covid-19 era. Traditional face-
to-face classroom learning is being
substituted by online learning. In
either setting, student satisfaction is
a key measure of the efficiency and
effectiveness of education. Because
academic programmes are heavily
influenced by the faculty, it will not
be wrong to assume that they are the
single most important entity that
affects the satisfaction of students, as
well as the quality of education.

Until the pandemic, teachers
could get away from being their best
in a traditional classroom setting.
Many teachers treated students like
products or customers where student
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satisfaction mattered little. Very

few faculty members acknowledged
students as co-creators of knowledge.
Since there is no pressure to produce
original work and create new
knowledge, after becoming a faculty
member, many of them become
lethargic and apathetic. And the

fact that being a graduate with good
grades is the only criteria to get hired
as a faculty member does not help
either.

Many courses get little to no
design effort for relevance or
efficacy. The situation seems to be
worse in the public universities
where accountability is minimal.
Some opine that the teachers run
a “dictatorship” in their classes.
They can offer classes whenever
they want and can get away with
poorly prepared lectures from
which students do not really learn
anything. But this mindset ought to

change in the virtual setting.

Think of an online class scenario:
A faculty member is delivering poor-
quality lectures every day which the
students are finding very difficult to
understand. Students may record
these lectures to watch them again
later for better understanding. Or
the lectures may be recorded for the
students who could not attend the
lectures. Somehow these lectures get
uploaded to a social media platform
open to many. What performance
will everyone see? What would
this mean for the reputation of
the teacher(s) involved and the
institution they represent? Shouldn’t
this matter be taken seriously by the
administration and other relevant
entities such as the policymakers?
We feel there must be serious
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consequences!

Can a teacher really afford to be
of subpar quality in this setting?
Even a veteran teacher, who had
thought he/she didn’t need to
develop and would continue to use
the marker-whiteboard because
“slides are too complicated” to
handle, will have to step up and
adjust to this new mode of learning.

In these digital times, a teacher
is not only delivering a lecture to
a specific classroom. Everything
is open in a virtual world and the
whole world can be watching. In
this new context, faculty members
ought to feel pressured to improve
the quality of their delivery and
deal with other pedagogical issues
of distance learning. Academic
programmes will also have to be
designed in a way that the students
can be properly evaluated in online
platforms.

The delivery of education is
stepping on to a new stage. Teachers
who can adapt to the new world
will continue to flourish and deliver
their finest work. The ones who did
not care about what their students
learned, but survived due to the
inefficiencies of the system, will
perhaps be challenged by their very

students who may demand that they

must improve their performance

to government sources.

By early 2021, several new vaccines
may also appear in the market.
Hopefully, their arrival will ease the
availability of vaccines globally. Until
a cure for the disease is discovered,
the vaccines will play a vital role in
controlling the pandemic. People all
over the world are, therefore, pinning
their hopes on the vaccines and
planning to start a new life in 2021.

Students who have not attended
school for months are dreaming of
going back to their classroom again.
Life became miserable for them all
these months as they were not able
to meet, gossip and play with their
friends. Owners of small enterprises are
thinking of starting their business again.
Industrialists are planning to expand
production. Working people who lost
their jobs are hopeful of getting back

their old jobs or starting new ones. Fresh

or make room for more competent
instructors. After all, students’ time
must be respected, not wasted.
Teachers will also face other
unanticipated challenges in a new

world of distance learning to which

they must adjust and evolve, and
do so quickly—not only for the
sake of their students but also for
the uninterrupted progress of our
nation advancing on the path to
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unemployed graduates are preparing

to apply for new jobs. The government
is planning to quickly implement the
ongoing projects which got delayed due
to the pandemic, and start new projects
in order to accelerate the economic
development of the country.

Social activities came to a standstill
during the pandemic. Relatives were not
able to meet each other. Many senior
citizens have not seen their children
or grandchildren for months. They are
planning to meet each other again.
Friends are hoping to meet again over
cups of tea or coffee at their favourite
hangouts. Social events like weddings,
get-togethers and picnics are also being
planned for 2021. Foreign trips are being
booked to meet friends and relatives
living abroad or for simple vacation
purposes. Hotels and tourism businesses
are hoping to start their activities again.
Nearly empty airports, sea beaches,
holiday resorts and restaurants will soon
hum with tourists and guests. Shopping
malls will be full of shoppers. Young
boys and girls will spend time at tea
shops like they did before the pandemic.

One may only wonder whether all
these dreams will come true or not!

In all probability, a near normalcy is
expected to return by the middle of 2021
or soon thereafter if the vaccination
programme proceeds as planned.
Vaccination of an entire population is
not an easy task, however. The process
will take some time to succeed as it has
to proceed in phases. In the meantime,
people must be patient and continue

to abide by the health safety rules
regarding wearing masks, maintaining
physical distancing, and washing hands
regularly. If we can do this, better days
will not be far away. Let us be optimistic
and believe our aspirations for a normal
life in 2021 will come true.

Dr Abdul Matin is a retired nuclear engineer and a
former Professor of Dr. Rashid Chair at BUET.

middle-income status and greater
achievements, which will require
many competent hands on deck. It is
the good teachers we look up to for
enlightenment and advancement.

Syed Rafi Morshed is working on his MBA
degree at IBA, University of Dhaka. Syed
Saad Andaleeb is Distinguished Visiting
Professor at IBA, University of Dhaka, and
former Vice-Chancellor, BRAC University.
For more information on The Academic
Experience Project, contact Dr Andaleeb at
bdresearchA2Z@gmail.com.
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