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Put education back on track

Advice from five eminent educators to help the process
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DUCATORS in these columns
E have been asking for recovery and

remedial actions to overcome the
pandemic-induced learning losses that
threaten a generational learning disaster.
The problems regarding quality, equity
and inclusion in education that existed
before the pandemic have been magnified
by its effects. A medium-term recovery
and renewal plan for education has
become urgent.

Twelve years ago, in April 2010, when
a new Education Policy commissioned
by the Awami League-led coalition
government was about to be finalised,
five of the most respected educators of
Bangladesh put out a joint statement,
spelling out a nine-point agenda for
the renewal of Bangladesh’s education
system. It was published in the media
then.

The National Education Policy, 2010,
adopted in December of that year,
remains largely unimplemented. And
the nine-point advice of the eminent
educators remain highly relevant today.
The five education gurus were: Prof Kabir
Chowdhury, who headed the commission
that prepared the 2010 policy; Prof
Anisuzzaman, national professor; Prof
Zillur Rahman Siddiqui, former vice
chancellor of Jahangirnagar University;
Prof Jamal Nazrul Islam, director of
the Research Centre for Mathematical
and Physical Sciences at the Chittagong
University; and Prof Serajul Islam
Chowdhury, professor emeritus of Dhaka
University. Among them, only Prof Sirajul
Islam Chowdhury is still with us today.

The nine points, abridged and
paraphrased from Bangla, are as follows:

1) To keep students and the youth
away from ill-politics and to protect the
academic environment on campus, the
Awami League should sever its links
with the Chhatra League. All heads of
institutions and local administrations

should be directed to strictly control
criminal activities and rule-breaching
by students; support from all levels of
government should be assured for this
purpose. This is essential to revive the
glorious tradition of student politics.
2) The major goals of the education
policy under preparation enjoy broad
consensus. Subject to approval by

parliament, steps should be taken to
realise the broadly supported goals.

3) Among the important issues about
which there is no debate include: a) A
unified core curriculum for all students
in primary and secondary education;

b) All students should acquire basic
competencies, including Bangla and
English languages, maths, science,
history, social studies, and information
technology, and the outcomes should be
assessed by applying scientific methods;
¢) Primary and secondary education
management and planning should be
meaningfully decentralised with the
heads of institutions possessing the
skills, capability and status to provide
educational leadership.

The recovery

and renewal

of education

in Bangladesh
requires vision and
political will.
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50 YEARS OF BANGLADESH-NORDIC PARTNERSHIP

Past, Present, Future
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r I VHIS year marks 50 years of

a long and strong friendship

between Bangladesh and
the Nordic countries of Denmark,
Norway and Sweden. The Nordic
countries followed the struggle for
freedom by the Bangladeshi people
and simultaneously recognised the
independent and sovereign nation
of Bangladesh on February 4, 1972.
Since then, our joint journey has
taken us far, and as reliable partners
and friends, the Nordic countries
have stood by Bangladesh’s side
through challenges and successes.

From the very beginning
and during its early decades,
Bangladesh was one of the
top recipients of development
assistance from the Nordic
countries. It started with
humanitarian aid and then moved
into development cooperation,
creating long-lasting results
and multifaceted impact. Our
development partnership has
covered a wide range of sectors
and has been a key pillar of our
relationship. It has contributed
to fostering strong and sustained
economic development and poverty
reduction in Bangladesh.

Over the last decades, relations
between Bangladesh and the
Nordic countries have matured and
broadened. We want to continue
this vibrant partnership by
joining forces to tackle the global
challenges of today. Topping the
list is countering the negative
effects of climate change. As one
of the most climate-vulnerable
nations, Bangladesh has been a
pioneer in managing the risks
of natural disasters. The Nordic
countries are proud to have been
supporters in preventive measures,
such as flood forecasting, cyclone
shelters and disaster management.
We commend Bangladesh’s
journey towards climate resilience
and will continue to support
adaptation and mitigation
efforts, as well as promoting
decarbonisation and green
transition, by bringing climate-
smart solutions to the country.

The importance of a sustainable
and green transition in sectors
such as water, energy, connectivity
and digitalisation, smart urban
cities, and waste management
will continue to be a priority for
the Nordics. We are known for
our ability to combine economic
growth with pursuing the reduction
of carbon dioxide emissions and
energy consumption, as well as
the sustainable use of natural
resources. Nordic companies
provide well-tested green solutions.
The Nordics seek to share lessons
learnt and our experience of
sustainable economic growth with
Bangladesh. Marine resources and
Blue Economy are other areas with
scope for closer cooperation. We
also foresee increased partnerships
in fields, such as environment-
friendly high-tech extraction
of coastal and ocean resources,
shipbuilding and recycling, and
development of port facilities. In
light of Bangladesh’s graduation
from LDC status, the four countries
are becoming well-positioned to
expand their close cooperation
within these sectors.

Already, more than 100
Nordic companies do business
in Bangladesh. This is a further
signal of a dynamic partnership in
transition. The volume of trade and
investment between Bangladesh
and the Nordic countries has grown
steadily over the years, and we are
seeing an increased interest in
expanding our overall business
relations. Some of the Nordic
investments and imports have gone
beyond business purposes and
helped empowering millions of
people (e.g. Grameenphone, H&M,
and Arla).

The Nordics consistently stress
the importance of gender equality
and women’s empowerment,

a priority that we share with
Bangladesh. We have seen women
in the RMG industry, a sector where
important Nordic companies are
active, contribute greatly to the
economic development of the
country. Investing in women’s
economic empowerment is not
only the right thing to do, but also
smart and profitable. For decades,
the Nordic countries have worked
with Bangladesh to explore ways
of strengthening gender equality,
including ensuring women’s

rights, combating gender-based
violence, accessing livelihoods and
education, as well as improving
health and nutrition. Our efforts
have contributed to positive
advancements, but more needs
to be done. We look forward to
continuing our cooperation

in addressing social norms,
power structures, and the root
causes of gender inequality and
discrimination.

Respect for democracy and
human rights are cornerstones of
the Nordic societies and permeate
all areas of our foreign policies.
We are convinced that democracy
offers the best foundation for a
sustainable society. A democratic,
inclusive, and equal society
based on the rule of law provides
opportunities for all to achieve their
full potential. Upholding human
rights complements and reinforces
democracy in building a just and
stable society. Also, in this area
we will continue to work with the
Bangladesh government and civil
society.

The Nordic countries are three
relatively small countries, but
among the keenest supporters of
multilateralism, global solidarity
and international law. We share
this ambition with Bangladesh.
This is also why the Nordic
countries strongly support
Bangladesh in its efforts to ensure
the basic needs and rights of the
Rohingya refugees. In addition
to providing humanitarian aid to
the refugees, the Nordic countries
have extended their diplomatic
support for Bangladesh in its
efforts to ensure a dignified, safe,
and voluntary repatriation of
the Rohingyas to Myanmar when
conditions allow.

The Bangladesh-Nordic
partnership reflects our common
ambition (o reach international
goals pertaining to multilateralism
and sustainability and jointly
achieving the 2030 Agenda.

The Nordic countries are thus
well-placed to remain valuable
partners to Bangladesh, to ensure
sustainable development in all three
pillars of sustainability: economic,
social and environmental.

Reflecting on the past 50 years,
we are all excited to continue our
joint journey with Bangladesh—for
the coming 50 years and beyond.

4) A permanent education commission
answerable (o the parliament should be
established to guide and oversee adapting
and adjusting of the policy and to solve
problems in the light of experience and
emerging issues.

5) To fulfil the constitutional obligation
regarding education, to define roles of
the state and citizens, and to outline the

management and financing principles,
a national education law should be
adopted. The permanent education
commission can guide this work.

6) To mobilise adequate education
resources, the budget allocation for
education should be doubled from
two percent of GDP within five years,
and raised to six percent eventually as
required by the international standards.

7) As a means of mobilising adequate
education resources, an education
surcharge should be introduced on
all major taxes, as practised in some
countries. In India, education surcharge
of two percent, later increased to three
percent, is deposited in a permanent basic
education fund, which covers the national

school lunch programme and other
equity-promoting measures.

8) To invest public funds for education
equitably, education budgets should
be allocated on the basis of student
population in each upazila. To fulfil the
right to universal education up to at least
Grade 8, coordinated and decentralised
comprehensive planning covering state
and no-state education services in each
upazila should be undertaken.

9) Three specific actions should be
included in the Sixth Five-Year Plan
(2010-15): a) School meal in all schools to
encourage a full school day; b) A 10-year
plan to attract and retain the best talents
in school teaching. It should include
designing “education” as a “major” in the
regular college degree course, with 100
colleges—at least one in each district—
prepared to offer the education major,
well-equipped with physical facilities
and good teachers, and creating an
education service corps for government
and government-assisted schools with
appropriate social status, remuneration,
and career path; ¢) A nationwide network
of lifelong youth/adult community
learning centres should be set up to
extend widely opportunities for literacy,
IT, skill-upgrading for the informal
economy, and learning for personal
development. This should replace the
ongoing conventional and ineffective
adult literacy courses.

The nine-point agenda and the
priorities indicated for the sixth FYP
remain almost entirely valid now for
the current eighth FYP and beyond—an
indication of unimplemented plans and
unfulfilled expectations. One amendment
in the agenda now would be that the
universal education plan for Grade 8
should be replaced by a plan for secondary
education up to Grade 12. Anything less
is not acceptable for an aspiring higher
middle-income country.

The eminent educators urged that
short-sighted views and narrow political
calculation should be shunned, since
such calculations do not serve the
country or the regime well. They believed
that a good faith effort by the political
decision-makers along the line proposed,
reflecting an enlightened political
calculation, would attract overwhelming
public support.
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