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Literature exists all around us, in tones 
and colours that are as varied as whatever 
meets the eyes and reaches the mind. It 
exists in little bubbles that are meant to 
be enjoyed by everyone regardless of their 
backgrounds. Stories, poems, novels, and 
plays have passed down traces of culture, 
identity, and society as a method to pre-
serve the essence of one’s being since time 
immemorial.

Bangla literature serves that 
same purpose for us, orna-
menting our rich heritage and 
helping us find our roots. 
Whether it be Sukumar Ray’s 
unique brand of humour 
or Michael Madhusudan 
Dutt’s aching prose, the 
depth of Bangla literature 
can allure anyone willing 
to delve into a world of 
vibrancy and glamour. 

However, for an over-
whelming majority of 
national curriculum students, 
literary exploration of this sort 
is not even a pipe dream, rather 
something that can be regarded 

as mere fantasy.

The reason behind such a situation lies 

in the very foundation of our national 

curriculum. The confusions and compli-

cations that go hand in hand with it have 

made studying Bangla literature, out of all 

the subjects, a woefully difficult task for 

all parties involved.

Throughout a student’s academic ca-

reer, Bangla literature entails expectations 

of memori-

sation 

and internalisation of a myriad of purely 
fictitious facts with the sole intention of 
earning marks in exams. As a result, stu-
dents grow a sense of resentment towards 
the entire topic, and fail to grasp the true 
essence of the literature they are present-
ed with.

Our national curriculum’s exam struc-
ture is largely at fault for misdirecting the 
students’ perception of the subject. From 
sixth grade onwards, creative questions 
— which have been subject to immense 

criticism from students, guardians, and 
professionals alike — plague students 
and dictate their learning process in a 

skewed manner.
Shirin Akhter*, a lecturer of Ban-

gla at St. Joseph Higher Secondary 
School and College, expressed her 

dissatisfaction at how creative ques-
tions derail students when it comes to 

studying literature.
“The biggest downfall of the creative 

question system is that it discourages 
students from thinking critically and 
analysing literary works from their own 
perspectives. One must understand that 
argumentative writing isn’t always sup-

posed to carry a yes/no solution, but 
creative questions demand 

that anyways,” she laments.
Her opinions were 

echoed by Md. Jayed Sany, 
a second-year student of 
Bangla at Dhaka Univer-
sity. According to him, the 

system of creative questions 
is, undoubtedly, a major 
hindrance to studies, but 
in the case of Bangla liter-
ature, the trend of mul-
tiple-choice questions 
(MCQs) deteriorates 
the situation even 
further.

“By memorising 
the details in a story 
— not for personal 
satisfaction, but 
out of obligation 
– students miss 
out on the novel 
journey that the 
authors may have 
intended for them 
to experience,” 
he said. “But 
since they must 
attempt MCQs in 
their exams, our 
pupils are more 
concerned with 
committing the 

characters’ family 
trees to heart than 

they are with gauging 
the authors’ underlying 

messages and motifs.”
Moreover, the way text-

books are structured doesn’t aid 
the process of learning either. 

As it currently stands, 
students have to study a wide 

catalogue of fiction, non-fiction, poetry, 
drama, and excerpts from novels, all of 
which belong to different genres and fea-
ture different authors from various time 
periods. A lack of correlation between 
the included sections translates to a lack 
of comprehension which runs rampant 
throughout the books, thus making it dif-
ficult for students to commit to a particu-
lar style of literature. 

As an alternative, Shirin suggests, “If 
the textbooks of each grade featured 
multiple works from distinct authors and 
followed a similar style, students could 
learn to appreciate and dive into literature 
more easily.”

On the other side of the spectrum, it 
is worth noting that the English Medium 
curriculum approaches literature in a 
fundamentally different manner. English 
literature, in particular, has a far more 
comprehensive structure that reiterates the 
importance of understanding a piece of 
literary text with logical reasoning.

Tajrian Khan, a high school senior 
at Mangrove International School, who 
previously studied under the national 
curriculum, drew a comparison between 
the way literature was perceived in both 
spheres, “Literature studies in the UK cur-
riculum is wholly different from NCTB in 
the sense that the former demands you to 
look at works of fiction through a critical 
lens, thus testing you on your literary and 
thematic analysis.”

He further added, “You can choose 
to memorise a novel verbatim, but you 
might still fail the paper if you aren’t 
able to form opinions and defend them 
well enough, since that’s the goal of the 
subject. For the same reason, all exams are 
also open-book, saving you the trouble 
of memorising quotes so you can focus 
on what’s actually important, unlike the 
national curriculum.”

At the end of the day, indulging in 
literary works is a choice that is unique to 
the ones consuming it. While we cannot 
dictate the content one should or should 
not read, it must be ensured that there 
are no barriers to accessing and enjoying 
literature, as is the case with our national 
curriculum.

*Name has been changed for privacy
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The perception that English Medium 
students in Bangladesh are incapable of 
speaking Bangla properly is fairly com-
mon. There appears to be a constant 
grievance amongst the older populace that 
through their half-baked knowledge of 
Bangla and their bias towards English, the 
English Medium students are actively con-
tributing to the degrading authenticity of 
the Bangla language. While it is a hard pill 
to swallow, some truth does lie in these 
sentiments.

The way in which the English Medi-
um curriculum is structured plays a large 
role in how students perceive and utilise 
Bangla. An English Medium school, by 
its very definition, shapes its educational 
system using English as its primary lan-
guage. Classes for every subject, except the 
foreign language courses, are conducted 
in English. The school authority and the 
teachers communicate with the students in 
English and the textbooks and correspond-
ing reading materials are also entirely 
written in English. 

Consequently, there is little room for 
Bangla and there is an absence of empha-
sis on its proper learning. 

While kindergartens do introduce stu-
dents to the basics of the Bangla alphabet, 
it is never placed at the forefront. It is only 
when students enter the first grade that 
they get a complete idea of the alphabet. 
From there onwards, through the primary 
years of education, the process of learning 
Bangla progresses at a slower pace.

Up until the fifth grade, most English 
Medium schools centre their syllabi 
around the books issued by the National 
Curriculum and Textbook Board (NCTB). 
However, the way that these books are 
used is not in alignment with the way 
they are used in Bangla Medium schools. 
Instead of using the entire book to give the 
students a wide range of ideas, teachers are 
more likely to selectively teach parts that 
they deem absolutely necessary for their 
pupils’ understanding. Consequently, the 
students only learn the bare minimum. 

Kabita Karmaker, a primary level Bangla 
teacher at S.F.X. Greenherald International 
School and lecturer at Archbishop T.A. 
Ganguly Teachers’ Training College, said, 
“There is a noticeable lack of encourage-
ment to learn Bangla on your own accord 
at English Medium schools. Students are 
rarely asked to read additional books or do 
supplementary reading. Bangla is defi-
nitely not taught in an immersive enough 
environment.”

As a result, students fall behind in learn-
ing Bangla properly from the primary level 
and things become objectively worse in the 
subsequent years. 

There is a stark difference between 
the way Bangla is taught at the primary 
level and at the secondary level. While 
the primary section is heavily reliant on 
the NCTB books, as soon as students 
enter middle school, they are suddenly 
introduced to the O Level curriculum for 
Bangla. 

From as early as the sixth grade, stu-
dents are conditioned to learn Bangla in 

a way that fits the O Level format. Bidhan 
Kumar Sen, former O Level Bangla teacher 
at Oxford International School, reflects, 
“It has come to my notice that the way we 
teach Bangla for O Levels inadvertently 
leads students to think this is just another 
subject for them to ace. They don’t view it 
as a language to learn and excel at, even if 
it’s their mother tongue.”

He further added, “The O Level syllabus 
in reality makes it more difficult for stu-
dents to learn the Bangla language.” 

Both the Cambridge and Edexcel O Lev-
el examinations only include reading and 
writing modules. One of the papers focus-
es on the students’ knowledge of a small 
part of Bangla grammar and their ability to 
read a passage and answer questions based 
on said passage. The other paper, which 
is the writing module, consists of an essay 
and a letter. Both of these papers are struc-
tured in such a way that students don’t 
need to have in-depth knowledge of the 
language to do well on the test. Rather, it is 
entirely possible for one to hack their way 
through O Level Bangla by 
memorising the pattern 
of the exams by heart 
and learning the 
bare minimum. 

Ironically, 
French and other 
foreign lan-
guages that are 
offered as second 
language courses 
include listening 
and speaking modules 
in addition to the reading 
and writing modules. The 
inclusion of these aspects 
means that students are 
taught such languages 
with a more holistic 
approach, which 
the Bangla sylla-
bus lacks. 

The absence 
of literature in 
the curriculum is 
also a glaring is-
sue.  A language 
is deeply rooted 
in its corre-
sponding liter-
ature. Without 
a positive un-
derstanding of 
the literature, 
it can prove to 
be quite hard 
to grasp the 
essence of the 
language.   

“The Bang-
la curriculum 
in English 
Medium 
schools 
is geared 
towards 
people 
learning it 
as a second 
language 
and not 

their mother tongue,” sums up Shanum 
Sarkar, an AS Level student at Bangladesh 
International Tutorial. “This means that 
a lot of us are not interested in Bangla 
language and literature at all.” 

Moreover, Bangla is only offered during 
O Levels. A Level students are not able to 
pursue a further education in Bangla as the 
course is not offered to begin with. 

While it may lie at the crux of this issue, 
the educational infrastructure is not solely 
to be blamed here. The mindset of certain 
English Medium students, their teachers, 
and parents are also to blame to a certain 
extent. English Medium schools have the 

habit of propagating the idea that model 
students should, at all times, speak in 
English. The use of Bangla inside school 
premises, even when students are commu-
nicating amongst themselves, is frowned 
upon. While this is understandable in and 
of itself because the goal is to ultimately 
encourage students to perfect English, the 
consequences of this are far from innocent. 

This practice means individuals within 
the student body who are weaker in En-
glish are looked down upon. If one speaks 
with too heavy a Bangla accent or resorts 
to using Bangla entirely, other students 
tend to develop a negative view of them. It 
is not uncommon for students to be bul-
lied for these matters either. Even at home, 

parents are likely to ask their children to 
try to communicate only in English. 

The result of these educational 
and social discrepancies in the 
learning and use of Bangla is that 
a pessimistic view of the lan-
guage comes to be ingrained in 
the minds of English Medium 
students from a very early age. 
This directly correlates to their 
inability to master Bangla or 
even, in many cases, speak it to an 
acceptable degree. 

Zaima is a struggling student, a failed 
guitarist and a poet in need of better 
poetic ideas. Send her your sympathies 

at zaima2004adrita@gmail.com

English Medium students’ strained 
relationship with Bangla
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