DHAKA SUNDAY SEPTEMBER 26, 2021, ASHWIN 11, 1428 BS

OPINION

@he Baily Star | 9

‘Blended learning is what we will
need in the coming days'

Professor Dr Kazi Shahidullah, chairman, University Grants Commission (UGC), former chairman,
department of history, Dhaka University, and former vice chancellor, National University, talks to The Daily
Star’s Naznin Tithi about how universities can recover from learning loss as they are resuming in-person
classes and why our universities should continue with online education alongside classroom education.

As universities (both public and private) prepare
to resume in-person classes soon, how do you think
the learning loss of the past year and a half can

be recovered? Does the UGC have any specific
directives to the universities, particularly public
universities, to address this issue?

There is a lot of recovery work to be done. But I
believe our public universities will find a way out
of this crisis. After reopening, session jam would,
no doubt, be an issue. Session jam is not a new
thing here. Public universities have faced session
jam issues in the past and have successfully
overcome it. So, there is no reason why they

can't do it now. Extra effort has to come from all
quarters—teachers, students and administrators—
to tackle the issue. Being a former teacher of DU,

I know how the university went through many
crisis periods and also recovered. Ways and means
of recovery of learning loss have to be discussed
and worked out by the respective universities.

In public universities, the university syndicates,
the academic councils, the dean’s committees as
well as the academic committees of the respective
departments have to discuss the issue and find out

One of the basic problems is, our teachers

do not have the expertise in online teaching.
This is also a new concept for them. Teachers
need to be trained so they can meet the
expectations of students.

a solution.

As far as I remember, the UGC sent guidelines to
the universities around two months ago suggesting
our ideas of how to recover the learning loss in
order to help the universities address the issue.

We made proposals such as trimming the course
outline focusing on more important parts of the
syllabus. Another proposal we made was reducing
the holidays after reopening. Teachers may have
to sacrifice holidays and would work overtime, if
need be, to overcome this crisis. They will have to
hold exams on time and publish results on time,
for which greater coordination and cooperation
of all will be needed. Another suggestion would
be to extend the lecture time to one hour from the
current 50 minutes. These are just some basic ideas.
I am sure our public universities will rise up to the
occasion and work out ways and means to tackle
the learning loss. It won't be solved in a day; we
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will need time for that.

The digital divide in higher education became a
cause for serious concern during this time. What
lessons have we learnt from this? How will the
universities deal with the issue in future?

The digital divide is a reality for us. The rural-
urban gap and the rich-poor gap are quite
significant here. In March 2020, when the
universities were closing down at the government’s
directive, we from the UGC suggested that we
should keep the online classes open. The idea was
to keep the students engaged in education. Back
then, we had no idea that the pandemic would
linger on for so long. Later, we realised that online
classes were the only option left for us.

We noticed that the private universities were
keen to open up but the public universities were
not responding as much. We had to conduct
surveys to understand the reasons behind this
and came to know that many public university
students did not have the necessary devices to
participate in online classes. After giving much
effort, we could collect some funds and for
the first time in the history of this country, the
UGC gave loans to public university students
to buy devices. When the problem of devices
was somewhat solved, we learned that many
students did not have the money to buy the
high-priced internet packages. We then sat with
the internet service providers to discuss the issue
and got good responses from them. Based on

our discussions, they offered exclusive internet
packages only for students. But even that did
not give us the desired result because students in
rural areas were having connectivity problems.
Disruption of electricity connection in villages
was another obstacle the students had to face.
So, there’s no denying the fact that the digital
divide has been a big issue during this time.
The UGC tried to do everything in its power to
make online education a success. But it cannot
do anything about infrastructure development,
the government has to do that. We hope the
situation will improve in the future.

By now, only a few public universities have shown
some progress in getting their students vaccinated
or registered for vaccines, while the rest are still
lagging behind. What is the current situation in
this regard? Will it impact the reopening plan?

We have around 3.5 lakh students in our public
universities. Among them, 2.5 lakh students
have taken the first dose of the vaccine. There are
roughly 1.3 lakh students in public universities
who are hall residents. Among them, 1.18 lakh
have taken at least one shot of the vaccine. I
think the situation is quite satisfactory.

However, if we take into account the students
of the national university, and the seven colleges
under Dhaka University, then the total number
of students would stand at around 43 lakh—
of them, around 18 lakh have registered for
vaccines. And, among these 18 lakh, 5.5 lakh
have got the first dose of the vaccine. So, there
is still a lot to cover. By the way, this is last
Monday’s statistics.

Of course, one of our targets is to take the
vaccination to a satisfactory level before in-person
classes start. But I don't think it will affect the
reopening plan of the universities because each
university will reopen after completing their
preparations. If the authorities of a particular
university feel that they are not ready, they can
take time to reopen, but many of the universities
will reopen pretty soon. While a university can
start in-person classes in, say, five days, another
university may need 15 days to start the process,
but that should not be an issue. What is most
important is, universities will have to reopen
maintaining all health and safety guidelines.
Vaccinating all the students is the most important
part but it is not the only way to tackle the
pandemic, according to all experts. Vaccinations
will help but students will also have to maintain
other health guidelines such as wearing masks,
washing hands and keeping a safe distance from
each other.

ressive taxation for our times

Since Covid-19 will continue to be a factor in the
foreseeable future, experts have stressed the need
for accommodating in-person and blended/hybrid
learning to be able to respond to any emergency.
What is the UGC's plan for any future disruptions
in academic activities? What kind of reforms does
the higher education sector need based on what we
learned in the past 1.5 years?

Blended/hybrid learning is particularly important
for a country like ours where we have to

face many kinds of adversities in our higher
education sector from time to time. What we
have realised during this pandemic is that we
should keep continuing with online classes
alongside in-person classes. From now on, it will
be part and parcel of our education system. Since
we have to live with Covid-19, blended learning
is what we will need in the coming days.

One of the basic problems is, our teachers do
not have the expertise in online teaching. This
is also a new concept for them. Teachers need
to be trained so they can meet the expectations
of students. What the UGC is trying to do is
train university teachers in online teaching. We
are now giving our time, energy and resources
in capacity building. About a month ago, we
conducted an online training programme for
teachers in collaboration with the American
Cultural Centre. We also collaborated with the
Commonwealth Educational Media Centre for
Asia (CEMCA) in arranging a workshop where
1,000 of our teachers participated. As [ am
speaking with you now, a workshop is going
on with CEMCA titled “Online and Blended
learning in Higher Education”, which will go
on for 20 days. Through these workshops, our
teachers will attain the necessary skills to provide
the students with quality education online. The
UGC is arranging such programmes to give our
teachers first-hand knowledge on the technical
processes involved with online learning.

We have been observing many changes in the
higher education sector in the 21st century. New
technologies have started to emerge, which is
impacting our work environment. So now the
challenge before our university administrators is to
transform our education curriculum from outdated
to updated. At the same time, they have to focus on
skill development and infrastructure development,
so that they can deliver the talents needed for an
innovative and digitised economy. Our country’s
growth and prosperity will depend critically on
the ability of the universities to adjust with the
changes in society and the economy. Our university
administrators have to remain ever alert and do
their best so that they can change and modernise
the curriculum according to the needs of the fast-
changing global economy. That is how our graduates
will remain relevant to the demands of the market.

S developing
countries struggle
to cope with

the pandemic, they risk
being set back further by
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South urgently needs bold
policies to ensure adequate
relief, recovery and reform.

Bold fiscal responses needed

Governments must mobilise and deploy
resources sustainably and fairly, consistent with
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). With
rich countries’ refusal to help more, adequate
government financing is crucial.

Taxation is typically a more sustainable,
effective and accountable way of raising
government fiscal resources. But the pandemic
has imposed extraordinary demands requiring
massive urgent spending.

National authorities can generate fiscal
resources in two main ways, by collecting revenue
or borrowing. Government borrowing is generally
needed as revenue has been hit by the slowdown.

Massive fiscal resource mobilisation and
appropriate spending are needed to contain the
contagion and prevent temporary recessions—e.g.,
due to lockdowns—from becoming debilitating
protracted depressions.

Fiscal policy involves both government
resource generation and spending. But developing
countries have been far more conservative in
spending compared to the rich. The latter have
introduced much bolder relief and recovery
packages.

In the short, medium and long term, both
government spending and taxation must be
progressive. Much depends on how revenue
is raised and spent. Hence, both taxation and
expenditure need to be considered.

Taxes less progressive now

Governments must quickly develop progressive
ways to finance massive spending needed to
protect both lives and livelihoods. Over the
last four decades, many governments reduced
progressive direct taxation, instead embracing
regressive indirect taxes.

Higher tax rates on the wealthy made direct
taxation progressive. The regression was mainly
due to lobbying by powerful elites, including
foreign investors. The influential Washington-
based Bretton Woods international financial
institutions led such advocacy.

Incomes of the wealthy are mainly from assets,
rather than wages, salaries or payments for goods
or services. But tax rates on the highly paid, as well
as property, inheritance and corporate incomes

have declined in most countries.

Wealth is often untaxed, or only lightly taxed
at lower rates. New rules now allow assets to be
moved and hidden abroad. Depending on how
one estimates, between USD 8-35 trillion is held
offshore, obscuring wealth concentration and
inequality.

Taxation can reduce existing inequalities, but
rarely does so despite the widespread presumption
that taxes are progressive overall. Worse, most
state spending is regressive, little mitigated by
highly publicised social spending.

Difficult to measure, pandemic impacts

individuals have benefitted greatly during the
pandemic, e.g., US billionaires have reportedly
become over a trillion dollars richer over the last
year and a half.

In the longer term, progressive taxation means
less reliance on indirect taxes—such as sales or
consumption taxes, including value-added, or
goods and services tax—which burden those with
lower incomes much more.

Tax evasion by the wealthy must also be
deterred. Companies using tax havens to pay
less can be penalised, e.g., by disqualifying them
from all government and state-owned enterprise

on various inequalities vary considerably.
Nevertheless, the vicious cycle connecting
economic disadvantage with vulnerability has
worsened disparities.

Ensure progressive taxation

To be equitable, taxation must be progressive.
More equitable tax systems should get more
revenue from those most able to pay while
reducing the burden on the needy. Wealth taxes
are the most progressive way to raise revenue
while also reducing inequalities.

Direct taxes on wealth and incomes are
potentially progressive. Progressively higher rates
and exemptions for the poor can ensure this. Low
rates on investment income and assets—such
as property, wealth and inheritance—can be
increased. Besides reducing inequalities, these can
finance progressive spending.

Taxing windfall and excess profits is not
only publicly acceptable, but can also raise
considerable funds. Some corporations and

contracts. Tax systems can thus be made more
progressive by improving design and with strict,
equitable enforcement.

Equitable recovery?

Ensuring equitable recovery requires urgent
systemic reforms. Although unlikely to yield
much more revenue in the near term due to the
economic slowdown, introducing such reforms
now will be politically much easier.

Taxation can transfer fiscal resources from the
wealthy to the needy. Those living precariously,
including those now at risk due to the pandemic
and its broad impacts, urgently need help. But
financing relief and recovery provides liquidity,
averting protracted economic contraction and
stagnation.

Some pandemic relief spending in many
countries has been “captured” by the politically
well-connected, as political elites and their cronies
seize the lucrative new opportunities. These
compromise not only relief and recovery, but also

reform efforts.

When relief and recovery are treated as
temporary “one-off” measures, they are unlikely
to address pre-pandemic problems, including
inequities. Governments should instead use the
crisis to advance SDG solutions for both the
medium and long-term.

Multilateral cooperation needed

International cooperation can help, but
the rich countries’ Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD) has long
focused on addressing offshore tax evasion to
secure more revenue for themselves.

A decade ago, it broadened its attention, but
continued to insist on its own leadership at the
expense of developing countries. It has thus
effectively blocked multilateral tax cooperation for
decades, ignoring the UN's strong mandate from
various Financing for Development and other
summits.

Equitable international tax reforms remain
urgent. But these have been undermined by earlier
reforms encouraging cross-border flows of funds,
enabling illicit financial flows from developing
countries.

Although unlikely to yield much revenue for
some time, US Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen’s
global minimum corporate income tax proposal
deserves strong qualified support.

Developing countries need to ensure that
transnational companies are better taxed, instead
of the current G7 proposal for a low rate. Revenue
should be distributed according to where both
production and consumption take place instead
of just where sales occur.

Effectively checking tax abuses also requires
access to financial information and common,
equitable and transparent rules, not those
imposed by the rich. But such outcomes can only

Taxation can reduce existing inequalities,
but rarely does so despite the widespread
presumption that taxes are progressive overall.
Worse, most state spending is regressive, little
mitigated by highly publicised social spending.

be achieved through UN-led multilateralism with
developing country governments participating as
equals.

Jomo Kwame Sundaram, a former economics professor and
United Nations Assistant Secretary-General for Economic Devel-
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