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The National Curriculum and 
Textbook Board (NCTB) must be 
commended for undertaking the 
long-awaited and long-needed 
revision of the curriculum, albeit 
experimentally, of Classes 6 and 7. 
It has also prepared useful teaching 
guides and is providing training to 
teachers. Revision of the primary 
school curriculum has kicked off as 
well and, as expected, there has been a 
flurry of criticism against it. However, 
a constructive view should be taken 
here, based on the overall objectives 
the changes are expected to meet. 

First of all, it was refreshing to 
see that the new Bangla curriculum 
was designed to address the need 
for Bangla as the language of 
communication as well as the 
medium of learning. The content of 
the textbooks are organised to meet 
the dual purposes. Eight language-
related competencies have been 
identified, and the materials in 
different chapters are presented in a 
coherent manner. The pedagogical 
approach to meet the four 
requirements of experiential learning 
is explained in the teaching guide.

The authors of English textbooks 
deserve credit for using Bangla in 
key instructions to students, and 
liberally using Bangla in the teaching 
guide. However, the previous English 
textbooks for Classes 6 and 7 were 
pretty good for communicative 
English. The authors would have 
done a better job by upgrading the 
old textbooks, instead of going for 
radically different textbooks. In the 
process, the authors made the new 
textbooks too difficult for students 
coming out of Class 5. This will defeat 
the purpose of the new curriculum; 
the NCTB should have taken lessons 

from past failures with radical changes 
in textbooks. Implementing the new 
English curriculum in a modified 
manner should be considered now, 
and a thorough review should be 
undertaken immediately. 

The approach taken to design 
the curricula for other subjects is 
generally sound, and the content is 
well-conceived and well-prepared. 
A good foundation has been laid for 
all subjects, and improvements can 
occur with time.

As for the teaching guides, they are 
designed by experts and are of high 
quality. However, for all the teaching 
guides, too much material has been 
given, as if the teachers are completely 
unaware as to how to teach. We have 

the following suggestions based 
primarily on Bangla and English 
teaching guides, but they are 
applicable for all subjects.

The guide very aptly describes the 
organisation of the textbook along 
with an explanation of competencies. 
However, the instructional guideline 
to the teachers can be more lucid and 
shorter. Simply put, the guideline 
should explain how to conduct a 
class, how to create an active learning 
environment, and how to assess 
that everyone is participating in the 
learning process. A simple and easy-
to-follow rubric may be provided for 
the assessment of individual students. 

As for how individual classes 
should be conducted, the guide 

should showcase only a few selected 
lessons to demonstrate how that 
could be done effectively. Burdening 
the teachers with a load of materials 
about how to cover each and every 
lesson is counterproductive; it kills 
creativity on the part of the teachers, 
as well as the desire to experiment 
and excel. The teaching guide should 
encourage teachers to innovate ways 
to continually improve the teaching-
learning process based on the 
realities on the ground.

It would also be a good idea to 
compose two separate messages 
in the textbooks for students and 
teachers. The messages should cover 
the concepts and objectives of the 
curriculum design. The essentials of 

teaching and learning, and the 
expectations from teachers and 
students, should be briefly stated 
in the messages. The transparency 
will benefit both students and 
teachers. In addition, there should 
be sample questions and answers 
in the textbooks with an adequate 
number of additional questions 
that the students should address to 
develop competence, creativity, and 
imagination. 

The single most important factor 
for success in implementing the 
new curriculum successfully is to 
secure the teachers’ ownership of 
the curriculum. This is best done 
by trusting the teachers’ ability and 
by providing training that focuses 

on the essentials and provides only 
selective input in the details. Our 
experience of working with rural 
high schools in different parts of 
Bangladesh between 2010 and 
2022 show that teachers have 
the capability to impart quality 
education if they are trusted, if their 
innate desire to help students is 
stoked, and if they are given a simple 
learning-centred pedagogy that can 
be implemented readily and easily. 
In our experience, we found that 
demonstrating the pedagogy in a 
real-life classroom setting, along 
with participatory discussions with 
teachers, is the best way forward. 

Quality education must 
cover both academic and life 
competencies of students. In the 
course of our research, we have 
engaged the community and the 
school by applying the concept of 
Shikkhar Shamajik Dayitto (Social 
Responsibility for Education - SSD). 
The programme builds a consensus 
that quality education for children 
serves the interests of everyone in 
the community. While the primary 
responsibility for quality education 
is borne by the school (students, 
teachers, and management 
committee members), the school 
alone cannot do it and needs support 
– material and non-material – from 
parents, guardians, community 
members, community leaders, 
and   SSD approach motivates the 
community to provide the needed 
assistance. This creates ownership of 
the programme by the community 
and results in an expectation and 
demand for continued quality in 
the community, making sustained 
quality a natural outcome.

We believe that a national 
awareness campaign on Shikkhar 
Shamajik Dayitto will be of great 
assistance in achieving the desired 
results from the new curriculum. 
This can offset, at least partially, the 
implementation issues that hinder 
the outcome of the government’s 
macro-level policies.

Much left to be desired in the new 

school curriculum

JASIMUZ ZAMAN and 
MATILAL PAL

Dr Jasimuz Zaman and Matilal Pal 
are co-authors of ‘Quality Education for Rural 
Bangladesh,’ a book based on their work with 
rural high schools over the last decade.

VISUAL: STAR

Nasa recently took an open-science 
initiative called the Earth Information 
System (EIS) Freshwater. This is a 
groundbreaking initiative because of 
its accessibility and reproducibility 
of actionable Earth information. The 
EIS Freshwater studies are focused on 
quantification and changes in water 
stored in rivers, lakes, reservoirs, and 
creeks and streams. Among various 
components of the EIS (such as 
wildfire hydrology, risk of flooding, 
water security, AI application), 
we started exploring the flooding 
impact of climate change and human 
activities in populous global deltas. 
The delta component is that we can 
quantify the relative changes in 
hydrology and freshwater availability 
due to climate change and human 
intervention. 

Climate is changing

Among the 48 deltas worldwide, the 
Bengal delta – of which Bangladesh is 
a part – is one of the most populous, 
where climate change and significant 
human activities have been taking 
place for the last few decades. From 
the sea-level rise projections, we found 
that the sea level has been rising in the 
Bay of Bengal 30 percent faster than 
the global trend. We also found that 
the amount of water stored in lakes, 
rivers, soil moisture and groundwater 
across Bangladesh (also known as 
terrestrial water storage) has been 
decreasing at an average rate of 12mm/
year in recent times. We looked at the 
rainfall pattern and found a declining 
trend at a rate of 18mm/year over the 
last 20 years. Considering the overall 
precipitation decline over the Ganges-
Brahmaputra Delta, we found that 
the dry season flow of all major rivers 
tended to a downward slope.

The combination of sea-level 
rise and decline of freshwater 
from upstream and precipitation 
is alarming, because we have been 
losing freshwater and saltwater has 
been pushing into the inland, and a 

big shift has already been happening 
in the southern part of Bangladesh 
from agriculture to aquaculture. Sea-
level rise information was found using 
the sea level projections developed by 
Nasa’s Goddard Space Flight Center, 
changes in terrestrial water storage 
was tracked using the Gravity Recovery 
and Climate Experiment (GRACE) 
satellite, and rainfall information 
was derived from the Nasa Global 
Precipitation Measurement Mission 
(GPM) precipitation product.

Human interferences are visible

After considering the climatic 
change-related information, 
additional satellite observations 
were also explored to understand 
the anthropogenic changes made 
due to human activities across the 
delta. The Moderate Resolution 
Imaging Spectroradiometer (MODIS) 
satellite provided Leaf Area Index 
(LAI) datasets, which was used as a 
proxy for vegetation coverage, and 
thus long-term trend was analysed 
to understand the change. From this 
dataset, we saw that in most parts of 
Bangladesh, vegetation coverage is 
increasing, except in Dhaka city and 
its surrounding areas. This is initially 
counterintuitive to the freshwater 
decline (there is no chance that water 
is getting lost across the country 
and vegetation is increasing). We 
also analysed the seasonal pattern 
of the vegetation cover change and 
found that the most significant 
increase in vegetation happened 
during the end of the dry season. We 
matched with the crop calendar and 
found that it was mostly happening 
due to Boro cropping. This trend 
indicates that the Boro cropping has 
increased significantly in recent times 
compared to other crops (such as Aus 
and Aman paddies). 

We also analysed the same 
satellite-provided evapotranspiration 
or ET (evaporation from open water 
and transpiration from plants). The 

ET and vegetation trend was almost 
similar to each other, and thus, tell 
us that flooding irrigation practices 
during Boro season have increased 
significantly. Flooding irrigation is not 
only a waste of precious groundwater 
resources, but sometimes it also 
decreases crop productivity. Our 
findings were matched with more than 
900 in-situ borehole information, 
and the findings are terrifying for 
the country. The groundwater trend 
is significantly negative across the 
country, indicating that it has been 
withdrawing water in an unplanned 
way to keep food production up to the 
mark. In some parts of the northwest 
region, we saw a declining trend of 
groundwater depth at around 0.9m/
year.

Water security beside food security

The fact remains that we have 170 
million people, and must maximise 
food production by following the 
government mandate: “food security 
is the first priority.” Everything comes 
at a price; here, the price goes to 
the country’s water security. With 
unplanned groundwater extraction, 
we are neither maintaining the 
safe yield limit of the groundwater 
aquifers, nor allowing groundwater 
replenishment. Through this practice, 
we have been at the depletion zone of 
a significant number of groundwater 
stations that cannot be reverted to 
their earlier state anymore. It has 
a huge unforeseen impact on the 
country’s freshwater availability. Due 
to saltwater intrusion, access to safe 
drinking water in the southern part 
of the country is already at stake.

Our food production could have 
been maximised in different ways: 1) 
expanding croplands; 2) increasing 
cropping frequency; 3) exploring 
a less water-consuming variety 
of crops; and 4) employing smart 
irrigation practices using advanced, 
Internet of Things (IoT)-based 
irrigation technology. So far, options 
1 and 2 have been prioritised to 
maximise food production in recent 
decades. To nullify further impact 
on groundwater resources, we must 
consider water security alongside 
food security. For the short term, 
we must explore other options to 
minimise further impact on available 
groundwater resources. In the long 
run, we can raise awareness among 
people to shift to a diet based on less 
water-consuming carbohydrates.

What Nasa satellites say 
about Bangladesh’s climate
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