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This year’s HSC pass rate plummeted 
to 57.12 percent—the lowest in 21 years. 
Many are calling it a “return to reality,” 
with some education board officials 
admitting that previous years’ results 
were artificially inflated through a 
“sympathetic approach” to grading. 
As an expert, how do you interpret this 
shift?

Over the years, we’ve witnessed a persistent 
tendency to award grace marks to help 
students pass. There were even instructions 
to award marks simply for attempting an 
answer, regardless of whether it was correct. 
This practice, to a considerable extent, 
depended on directives from exam controllers 
and senior officials, and it led to the inflated 
results we saw for years.

There’s an acceptable threshold for liberal 
grading. When we cross that, it might benefit 
individual students in the short term, but 
it causes far greater harm in the long run. 
Students fail to prepare themselves for 
meaningful societal contribution when the 
evaluation process is corrupted.

There’s also been a concerning trend to 
manipulate grades by exploiting personal 
connections, especially in practical exams, 
which often results in suspicious gaps 
between theory and practical marks. This 
indicates deeper corruption within the 
system. We need a comprehensive overhaul 
in the system. However, change often causes 
disruption, but stakeholders, including 
relevant authorities,are not always willing to 
endure the process and relevant challenges.

Earlier this year, we witnessed the same 
outcome following SSC exams. Do you 
think this shift to strict evaluation 
will rebuild credibility in public 
examinations, or will it discourage 
students and parents long accustomed 
to inflated grades?

It will definitely have a positive impact. It is 
only fair that a student achieves the grade 
they deserve. This year’s SSC and HSC results 
both serve as a wake-up call to take a critical 
look at our education system. At the same 
time, the evaluation process, starting with 
setting exam questions, must be “valid,” 
“reliable,” and “applicable.” If any one of these 
characteristics is missing, the system loses 
credibility. Reliability is crucial. We check 
the reliability of a question paper by running 
tests and retests, where a student is evaluated 
more than once based on the same question 
paper and performs similarly each time. It 
shows consistency and proves the reliability 
of the question paper.

Question papers must meet certain quality 
standards, and the exam hall environment is 
equally crucial. The evaluation process loses 
validity if the proper code of conduct is not 
maintained in the exam hall. Currently, 
we’re not in a good place with our evaluation 
process. This is primarily because the people 
responsible for preparing question papers 
have limited expertise. In different countries, 
examination specialists are specifically 
appointed to education boards for this 
purpose. We don’t rigorously follow that 
practice here.

The National Curriculum and Textbook 
Board (NCTB) introduced revised syllabi 
aimed at promoting analytical thinking. 

Have these reforms reached classrooms 
meaningfully, or do they remain limited 
to paper and policy? 

I was directly involved in revamping the 
curriculum in 2012. It was revised in 2021, 
again in 2022 when I served as chief consultant, 
and in 2023. The curriculum we have today is 
essentially a refurbished version of the 2012 
framework. There are a few issues with the 
existing curriculum, and one of them is the 
massive gap between the prescribed version 
and the implemented version. I’ve supervised 
three research studies at Master’s and PhD 
levels at Dhaka University, which specifically 
examined this disconnect. There are several 
reasons for this failure in implementation.

First, teachers often lack commitment and 
sincerity. Second, there’s an acute shortage 
of adequate educational resources. Third, 
institutional administration fails to provide 
teachers with the necessary resources and 
opportunities to adopt curricula introduced 
by NCTB. Fourth, there’s a lack of effort from 
government bodies. There should be regular 
audits and actions by relevant government 
agencies to facilitate implementation—for 
example, classroom visits and constructive 
feedback based on observations. They’re 
extremely reluctant to follow through on 
these responsibilities.

For years, Bangladesh recorded high 
pass rates and record numbers of 
GPA-5 achievers, yet the graduate 
unemployment rate remains alarmingly 
high. Do you think the inflation of results 
contributed to this disconnect between 
education and employability? 

I don’t think high pass rates and record 
GPA-5 numbers directly cause graduate 
unemployment. The reality is that there’s 
only a limited scope for white-collar jobs 
in our country. Such positions aren’t being 
created in proportion to the number of fresh 

graduates we produce every year. This is one 
of the two aspects of this issue. The second 
one is that many graduates who get recruited 
fail to meet the required skill levels.

Bangladesh doesn’t have a 100 percent 
graduation rate, and it does not need to. We 
need people across a diverse range of sectors. 
Therefore, education should be compulsory 
and facilitated only up to a certain level, 
say secondary or higher secondary. Beyond 
that, students should be channelled into 
pathways that align with their skills and 
interests—whether academic, vocational, or 
technical—so that their education leads to 
meaningful outcomes.This approach would 
also accelerate economic progress.

But no matter how much we improve 
our education system, we cannot guarantee 
employment for every graduate. Hence, we 
must diversify both our education pathways 
and job sectors, placing far greater emphasis 
on vocational and technical education.

What specific reforms do we need to 
transform the trajectory of secondary 
and higher secondary education?

We must ensure foundational education up to 
a certain level, then allocate higher education 
opportunities based on merit and aptitude. 
We need some fundamental changes to our 
curriculum, including a shift away from the 
memorisation-based system.

We also need to ensure the quality of 
our educators. People who are meritorious 
and genuinely passionate about teaching 
need better facilities and incentives so 
they’re motivated to choose this profession. 
Educators must become more proactive in 
classrooms, enabling critical and creative 
thinking among students.

We cannot rely on a memorisation-based 
system anymore. If we fail to ensure quality 
education, we cannot expect to produce 
better students or even an efficient workforce. 
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Last week, a fire broke out in a garment 
factory in Mirpur. A chemical explosion in an 
adjacent warehouse tore through the factory 
building, killing 16 workers. By midday, the 
images had already begun to circulate—
flames devouring the structure, smoke rising 
over the narrow lanes, and people running, 
desperate and disoriented. News outlets 
covered the incident throughout the day. Yet, 
within a week, ripples of outrage dulled and a 
collective moment of mourning disappeared. 
The story had vanished from conversations.

We treat industrial fatalities as 
background noise because our hearts have 
been numbed by repetition. Over the past 
decades, workplace death in Bangladesh has 
become tragically routine. In 2013, the Rana 
Plaza collapse killed over 1,100 garment 
workers, marking one of the deadliest 
industrial accidents in history.  The fire at 
Tazreen Fashions in 2012 killed more than 
117 workers, exposing the lethal risks baked 
into our industrial model. Despite following 
safety audits, building inspections, and 
international pressure, the baseline danger 
persists. In 2023, the Occupational Safety, 

Health and Environment (OSHE) Foundation 
recorded 1,432 workplace deaths, among 
them 1,103 in non-institutional settings and 
only 329 in institutional workplaces. In 2024, 
at least 758 workers died in 639 workplace 
accidents nationwide, according to the Safety 
and Rights Society (SRS). Within the first six 
months of 2025, 422 workers lost their lives in 
373 accidents across sectors. These statistics 
are not sterile; they are lives erased, families 
shattered, and dignity denied.

Yet we remain unmoved. Because we 
have practised selective empathy. We praise 
Bangladesh as a model of cheap labour with 
a comparative advantage in global supply 
chains. We boast export numbers, foreign 
investments, and industrial growth. But we 
seldom factor in the real cost of lives that are 
considered negotiable and expendable. We 
are comfortable as long as our own security 
is intact. It is not difficult to notice that our 
moral compass has long been conditioned 
by class. We mourn selectively, grieve in 
categories, and rage only when the tragedy 
feels familiar. A fire in a restaurant unsettles 
us because we have been there and we can 

imagine ourselves trapped inside. A factory 
fire, on the other hand, remains distant, 
unimaginable. It belongs to a different 
Bangladesh, one that we benefit from but do 
not belong to. And so, our sympathy falters. 

Unfortunately, we belong to a society where 
even death has a hierarchy. The intensity of 
our sorrow depends on the postcode of the 
tragedy, and the value of a life is measured by 
where it was lost. We tell ourselves that this is 

how the poor die, that this is the natural 
order of things. But there is nothing natural 
about indifference. The workers who die in 
these accidents are the invisible architects of 
our comfort. They sew the clothes that line 
our wardrobes, they assemble the garments 
that keep the economy running, they sustain 
a global industry that we take pride in. How 
long can we pride ourselves on cheap labour 
without paying for it? 

Even as everything else becomes more 
expensive, we refuse to let labourers’ lives rise 
in value. We pass wage increases only after a 
long struggle, while safety remains voluntary. 
We negotiate trade deals and foreign 
investment on the backs of those whose lives 
are easily discounted. This is a failure of the 
collective conscience where we have mastered 
the art of selective outrage. And that, perhaps, 
is our deepest moral failure. Not our inability 
to act, but our inability to feel. We normalise 
a world where the poor die invisibly, It is 
time we stop treating these deaths as mere 
incidents. They are indictments. They scream 
at us of moral inertia, institutional cowardice, 
and social amnesia.

If prices rise for food and rent, then 
labourers’ lives must also rise in protection 
and dignity. The cost of clothing should 
reflect the true cost of its creation. The 
price of fashion should include the price of 
safety. Without that shift, we will remain 
comfortable in the illusion of progress while 
we tolerate the quiet genocide of the working 
class. It is not the fire that should frighten 
us anymore; it is our silence. And silence is 
not the absence of noise, but the presence of 
consent. When we remain unmoved by the 
suffering of others, we consent to a system 
that will, eventually, consume us all.

So this month, 16 families will sit in silence, 
facing the unfilled absence left behind by 
their dead. Their grief will not trend. Their 
names will not echo through our streets. 
And the rest of us will sleep through another 
night, certain that the fire has nothing to do 
with us. But it does.

The fires we choose to cry for
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ACROSS
1 Minimum amount
6 Very serious
11 Winfrey of TV
12 Madrid month
13 Beach setting
14 TV role for Guy 
Williams
15 Platitude
17 Back muscle, for short
18 How- - (handy books)
19 Pillbox pokers
22 Low digit
23 Under control
24 Plague
25 Verbose
27 Cal. pages
30 Before
31 Singer Rita

32 French article
33 - acid (aqua fortis)
35 Deeply impressed
38 Toil away
39 One of the 
“Bridgerton” sons
40 Banish
41 Correct, as text
42 Was partisan

DOWN
1 Was defeated by
2 Filmmaker Nora
3 Incite
4 Indian dress
5 Show for which 
Michael Chiklis got an 
Emmy
6 “- you!”
7 Lennon’s love

8 European capital
9 Gofer’s work
10 TV phenomenon of 
1977
16 Big house
20 Show for which 
Gillian Anderson got an 
Emmy
21 TV’s Sajak
24 Big snake
25 Person of promise
26 Flea market action
27 Ghoulish
28 Baltimore player
29 Holy
30 Ralph Kramden’s wife
34 Judd Hirsch series
36 Take the prize
37 Finale
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