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According to Bangladesh Mabhila
Parishad’s data, in November alone,
around 191 women and girls faced
various forms of violence across the
country. During this time, 36 women
and girls were raped, 45 of them were
murdered, 15 women and girls died by
suicide, while there were 20 reported
mysterious deaths. The figures are
alarming... Why are we failing to prevent
gender-based violence?

The more women are making themselves
visible through participating in the labour
force—working in government offices, police,
military, NGOs, businesses—the more they
are facing violence. Our social customs and
norms are to blame for this violence, as they
support such discrimination. Additionally,
lack of enforcement of existing laws, the long
legal process to get justice, and the culture
of impunity enjoyed by the rapists and other
perpetrators are deteriorating the situation.
There are still many discriminatory clauses
in our family laws: our inheritance law, those
relating to the guardianship of children, and
divorce laws, among others, are perpetuating
gender-based violence.

While rape, gang-rape and murders
are the most heinous forms of violence,
women also fall victim to kidnapping,
trafficking as well as cyberbullying or online
harassment. In recent times, cyberbullying
has particularly taken a dangerous turn.
Women and girls are increasingly being
harassed through social media platforms.
In 2022, a survey on 514 women found that
63.51 percent were victims of cyberbullying.
We regularly see how women and girls are
bullied and humiliated, how fatwas are
given against women, and how hatred is
spread against them on social media. Even
positive news or achievements of women
are treated very negatively. We have a law
to take action against such crimes, but it is
rarely implemented against the perpetrators.
One of our recent studies found that teenage
girls are increasingly becoming victims of
violence, while teenage boys are becoming
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why it is absolutely necessary to bring changes in the laws and society’s discriminatory attitude towards women and invest
more in the right places to prevent gender-based violence.

the perpetrators.

What changes do we need in our laws to
ensure rape survivors can get justice?

Some important reforms have been made
in our rape laws in the past few years. The
controversial two-finger test, which violates
rape survivors’ basic rights, was banned in
2018,and theuseof character evidenceinrape
prosecutions has also been disallowed. These
are the result of a decades-long movement by
women’s rights organisations. Rape victims
can now file cases with any police station,
which was not possible previously. But still,
rape survivors themselves have to prove that
they were raped. This must change. Then, we
need to do away with the archaic definition
of rape. Besides, arranging marriage of rape
survivors with their rapists through shalish
must stop. While some domestic violence
cases may be solved through shalish,
rape cases cannot be negotiated this way.
Additionally, the witness protection law
needs to be strengthened since witnesses
often face torture or violence. However,
legal reforms alone cannot help survivors
get justice; a strong social support system is
needed to help them.

Recently, it was reported that more than
a hundred child marriages took place in
a single union of Bhola Sadar upazila in
the past one year. Why haven’t we been
able to stop or reduce child marriages?
Recently, Mahila Parishad did a survey on
child marriage and found that many well-
off families are marrying off their daughters
at an early age. This has proven that our
perception about child marriage—that it
occurs mostly in poor families—is wrong.
The reality is, till today, families do not want
to take responsibility for their girl children,
considering them (o be a burden. Many
marry ofl their teenage daughters because
they think the demand for dowry is less for
a child bride. So, poverty or safety issues are
not the main factors behind child marriage, it
is the discriminatory mindset of our society.
We have seen that these marriages take
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place with fake birth certificates, given by the
local UP chairman or local notary public, or
faked in local computer shops. Besides, the
Nari Nirjaton Protirodh Committees (NNPC),
formed in every union, upazila and district to
combat child marriage and violence against
women, are not functional at all. We also
know how the special clause in the Child
Marriage Restraint Act is actually promoting
child marriage. We are advocating for the
amendment of this clause.

On one hand, we are witnessing
increasing levels and forms of gender-
based violence, and on the other, there is
an overall apathy of the society towards
such violence and its victims. Why is
that?

Our society still considers violence against
women to be a women’s issue and holds the
view that only women should talk about
it or protest it. But it’s not a women’s issue
but, essentially, one of human rights. If
women fall behind due to discrimination

and violence, will society progress? At the
World Conference on Human Rights, which
took place in Vienna in 1993, it was first
mentioned that women’s rights are human
rights, and violence against women is a
violation of human rights. So, as long as we
consider this violence to be a women’s issue,
changes will not come. We need to take a
coordinated, holistic approach along with
gender-sensitive, integrated state policies
to prevent violence against women. It is also
crucial to include men and youths from all
walks of life in our movement.

What kind of investment is the
government making to prevent gender-
based violence?

The investment the government has made is
not adequate. We have some infrastructure
but not the institutional capacity to help
victims. There are One Stop Crisis Centres
(OCQC), Victim Support Centres (VCS) and
DNA-testing laboratories in some districts,
but their numbers are very limited. Besides,
when a girl or women faces violence or is
raped, she and her family needs to spend
money for her treatment and counselling.
Many women are compelled to quit their
jobs after facing violence. Therefore, they
need to be financially compensated, and the
government needs to invest here more. There
is a fund to help survivors in this regard,
which is not adequate, and there is hardly
any monitoring to ensure victims actually
get compensation.

Moreover, there is a significant relation
between violence against women and a
society’s economic situation. An IMF study
has found that if violence against women
and girls increases by one percent, economic
activities fall by nine percent. This means
preventing this violence will help the nation
progress economically.

We know the government has created a
gender budget o achieve its gender equality
goals. Sadly, the funds are not utilised
properly. Gender budgeting in Bangladesh
initially started with four ministries, which
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BLOWIN’ IN THE WIND and basic paragraph or essay writing is a
mystery similar to the twists and turns on
a Mirpur pitch.
These basic English courses are
DrShamsadMortuza  yandagory  for students across the
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In the second test match against the Kiwis,
Mirpur’s pitch was rated “unsatisfactory”
by the ICC, and it received one demerit
point. Fifteen wickets fell on the first
day, and the match was likely to be over
the following day. Nature intervened, and
the rain gave the visitors time and space
to recompose and register a tremendous
comeback. Our famous spin-friendly
hunting ground turned out to be a booby
trap that exposed our foundational
weakness.

This year, there was a dip in the pass
rate of our school-ending certificate
examination. Experts rightly blamed
poor performance as well as the new
evaluation system in English and
mathematics for the overall decline. Some
even think it was an aftershock of “auto-
pass” and “graciousness” shown during
the pandemic. The fact remains that our
students lack the literacy and numeracy
skills to pass the test. There has been an
invented pitch for them to perform well,
but the moment there is a real test, most
of them fail. The irony is that the fault
lies not with the examinees but with the
system (that is the local and international

policymakers, government agencies,
teachers, and textbooks).
The problem of students

underperforming in English is perennial.
Given the colonial legacy, one would
hope that our proficiency level would
be satisfactory. Even some years ago,
we ranked 71 in the world with low
proficiency in the EF English Proficiency
Index (EF EPI). This year, the situation has
improved, as we ranked 60 among 113
countries based on those who took the
proficiency test devised by EF.

This does not, however, give us a
true picture, as the test takers are only a
sample size of the population who have
different agendas for sitting for the test.
The SSC performance is a better marker
to understand our national situation as it
is the end product of an education policy
that is designed to empower the future
generation with the skill sets to prepare
for the emerging job market, which is fast
becoming global in orientation.

We expect our students to become
global actors. However, with national

results in a compromised condition,
analogous to our Mirpur pitch, our
students may perform in the short term,
but the danger is that we are doing long-
term damage (o our youth, from whom
we are expecting a demographic dividend.
I was looking at the English for Today
textbooks that have recently been
launched under the learner-centred
model. My curiosity was piqued as the
pedagogical model comes from one of
the world leaders in secondary education,
Finland. Some of the creative projects
related to wellness and the art of living,
introduced by the new model, have
already sparked criticism. The absence
of competitive testing and creative
engagement in classrooms have confused
students, teachers, and guardians alike.

We expect our
students to become
global actors. However,
with national results
in a compromised
condition, analogous
to our Mirpur pitch,
our students may
perform in the short
term, but the danger

is that we are doing
long-term damage to
our youth, from whom
we are expecting a
demographic dividend.

The foreword highlights extensive
research and piloting programmes that
contributed to the production of these
textbooks. I am not an expert on material
development, but I can comment on the
textbook as a user.

Asateacher at the tertiary level, we have
to negotiate with the supply of students
that come through the secondary and
higher-secondary systems. And we have
to spend three graduate-level courses
to address issues that we expect our
students to learn about earlier. Why we
must have courses with remedial English

discipline, as the medium of instruction,
atleastin private universities, is in English.
And the quality of English instruction
plays a pivotal role in shaping students’
linguistic competence and critical
thinking skills. English proficiency is not
merely a matter of linguistic competence

but also a gateway to accessing a wealth
of information and perspectives from
around the world.

Language, as the author of the first
modern English dictionary, Samuel
Johnson, puts it, is the dress of thought.
Going through the newly-designed
textbooks, I could not help but lament the
fact that we have not given our students
enough gear to challenge their thoughts
for intellectual growth. I feel there is
a potential risk of dumbing down the
English curriculum in Bangladesh.

As a parent whose daughter went
to different international schools on
multiple continents, I know that the
communicative competence that the
Bangladeshi textbooks are aiming for
is below par with the difficulty level not
only of the developed countries but
also of the one that I experienced while
studying at Bangla-medium schools four
decades ago.

The new textbooks have simplified
language content, limiting the exposure
of students to complex structures,
vocabulary, and critical thinking
exercises. We are regressing. This is a bold
claim. Let me give examples.

InClass5,studentsarebeingintroduced
to parts of speech such as nouns,
pronouns, and articles for the first time,
and that too in less than 10 sentences. The
text adopts translanguaging and includes

Discriminatory clauses in family

has now expanded to 44 ministries. All these
ministries have specific programmes, aiming
to reduce discrimination between men
and women. But there is no monitoring of
whether this budget is properly spent. Just
allocating a lump sum is not enough; proper
policies are needed to spend the money in
the right place. There also remains a huge
gap between the investment we need and
what we are actually getting.

How should the gender budget be spent?

Say, for instance, the government makes a
road for development. But, if women cannot
go outside the house in that area due to a
lack of security and other barriers, will she
be able to use the road? So, besides investing
in such development, the government needs
to ensure safety of women on the road and
remove other barriers. For example, the
Ministry of Women and Children Affairs
can have a mechanism to check if all our
government offices and institutions have the
necessary support, such as daycare centres,
to create a supportive environment for
women employees. If not, the budget can be
utilised to build such centres.

While we know that violence against
women is increasing, we don’t have proper
data to know the severity of it or to determine
the reasons behind the violence. Without
proper data and research, we cannot
formulate the right policies to prevent this
violence. So, investment is also needed here.

What about the private organisations?
Do they have any such budget?

Private organisations are the worst in this
regard. The government is obliged to give six
month maternity leave to working mothers,
but very few private companies provide such
leave. While some provide only one- or two
month leave, there are many that do not
provide maternity leave at all and even lay off
workers after they go on such a leave. Private
and corporate sectors and NGOs need to
invest so that women can work with their full
capacity without any hindrance.
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Bangla translations of the definitions. ACROSS sophs 16 Last mo.
Within the span of 10 pages (ﬁlled with 1Puts on the wall 39 Bike part 18 Diner dish
illustrations), they are asked to form 6 Envelope parts  41Sports 19 A fan of
questions and punctuation. The focus 11 Grownup summary 20 Pesky insect
seems to be more on Speaking practices 12 Circle spokes 45 Wonderland 212006
and classroom drills. One wonders where 13 Sub system visitor animated
the symbolic capital will come from to 14 Precise 46 Make fun of penguins movie
engage in such classroom activities. The 15 Clothing, 47 Soda bottle 24 Part to play
listening audios available on the website informally size 25 Tart
are mostly short exchanges. 17 West of films 48 Hitter’'sturn 26 Shade trees
A reason for this situation could be 18 Full of 28 Physicist
that we do not have the required teachers modern gadgetry DOWN with a namesake
22 “Frozen” 1 Possesses “shift”
princess 2 Commotion 31 Mongrel
283 Unrefined 3 Convent sound
27 Get to one’s resident 34 Main artery
feet 4 Welcomes 35 Milky stone
29 Thread holder  insincerely 36 Sandwich
30 Frank 5 Walk with shop
32 Deep purple pride 37 Do copy work
33 Misting 6 Wall paintings 40 Poker card
bottles 7 Far from strict 42 Truck part
35 Poem of 8 Genesisname 43 High — kite
praise 9 Layout unit 44 Parrot or
38 Teacher to 10 Locale puppy
1 2 3 < S (=] 4 8 el 10
11 12
13 14
15 16 17
VISUAL: SALMAN SAKIB SHAHRYAR e — -
to align with international standards. = . =4 == =e
But we need to believe that the right =7 28 =9
investment in our children can make =0 1 =5
a whole lot of difference. Look at the o -
linguistic competence of the second-
generation expatriate Bangladeshis and ol .
try to understand how schooling has i . Ml Al i
made all the difference. a5 s
I shall end with one example of the TF rees
definition of poetry used in the Class 6 tio1a
textbook. Children are supposed to fill
up the blanks in the poem after listening MONDAY’S ANSWERS
to a recitation. Then the teacher gives
s noie,  poem 2 kind of iy [RTETB U] T IINTATD[ATL
Two of them are Stanza and Rhyming.” EIVIOIKI|E AIDIE|LIE
Then it defines rhyming as “the similar- LIE|V|[E]|L PIS|IA|IL|M
sounding words at the ends of the |l INIAISIE|C ClO|IO
all(;{quléillléf ﬂ?ce?aoell aslc)l(l)lecnr}cc refers to just SHESIS SIAITIDIONMIN
one type of rhyming, the definition of D[R]Y CILIEJA[INIS
literary is vague, to say the least. And FI|O|L|L]|Y
the language construction cannot be ElLIAIPISI|IE LiAlIB
2 model T e sudens 0 enutace | ETTATRIETO - IO VIA
with local writers to contextualise the E|AIT PIHIAISIE|R
education, but that does not give us any R|I|V|A]|L O|VIE|IR|T
excuse to lower the standard of language. AINIIISI|E NIOII IS | E
With such simple expressions, we will LIeElAlsS]T EINITIEIR

end up with people without the skills to
negotiate global issues. And the populist
textbook-making will create more perils
for the nation in the days to come.
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