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Editor’s Note

The lead article of the current issue points to a set of policy dilemmas faced in ensuring 
access of all children to primary education with quality and equity. A classic dilemma is of 
balancing the trade-off between expanding access and improving quality, not ignoring that 
below a threshold of quality, access is meaningless. Another is the substantive logic and 
efficiency arguments for a comprehensive programme approach, also known as the 
sectorwide approach, and the need for decentralised and particpatory decision-making and 
not to put the diverse components of the sector into a management straitjacket, which may 
defeat the purpose of the programme approach.  A position paper on the critical issues related 
to the next phase of primary education development for the period 2010-15 was presented to 
the government and was the subject of a policy dialogue on 5 November, 2008 organised by 
Campaign for Popular Education and the Centre for Policy Dialogue. The Ministry of 
Primary and Mass Education has responded positively to the issues raised in the paper and 
has shown interest in instituting an inclusive process for deciding on the scope and character 
of the next phase of primary education development. Because of the significance of the 
position paper, and to make it available to a wider professional circle, it is published in the 
journal in a slightly abridged version. The second article by M. Zulfeqar Haider, based on an 
evaluation of test items in Secondary School Certificate examination, argues that the tests do 
not measure the communicative skills of students, the focus of English language instruction 
at the secondary level. The article draws attention to the confusion in the purposes of English 
instruction, and the methods and content used and the assessment tools applied, which are 
not consistent with the purposes.

We are happy that the current issue marks the completion of seven years of publishing of the 
journal. We hope that readers have found it a source of relevant professional and research-
based material on education in Bangladesh.

Manzoor Ahmed, Advisory Editor
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I. Background

As Bangladesh looks to the EFA goals of 2015 and beyond, it is time to begin preparation for 
the next major phase of government-led national activities in primary and basic education.  
PEDP II ends in June 2010, and the next programme is likely to run to about 2015, the target 
year for achievement of the minimal goals represented by EFA and MDG.  The country is not 
at present on target to reach all the key goals.

Abstract

With  June, 2010 as the expected date for termination of the Second Primary Education 
Development Programme (PEDP II), it is high time to begin preparation for the next  phase 
of government-led national activities in primary and basic education.  This paper was 
prepared as a response to MoPME's request to CAMPE to present a brief on behalf of civil 
society on its role in achieving universal primary education.  In the course of preparing this 
paper, discussions were held with NGOs and the academic community brought together by 
CAMPE, DPE's senior staff, and  development partners (individually and through a meeting 
of ELCG on 20 August, 2008). It was submitted as a position paper to MoPME in October, 
2008.  

This paper outlines an initial set of propositions about the status, situation, and an 
envisioned future of universal primary education in Bangladesh. Most importantly, the 
paper argues for the beginning of a process to discuss, air views, and consider options 
regarding the major concerns. 

One key point made in this paper is that the most critical feature of a sectoral approach is  
sectoral thinking, not a rigid administrative modality. It argues that sectoral thinking should 
permeate planning and coordinating, and may include multiple components or projects and 
multiple implementation mechanisms within an overall programme plan.  Indeed, such 
flexibility is needed to make the scope of the programme as much  sectoral as possible  and to 
implement effectively the multiplicity of tasks an education programme is expected to 
incorporate within itself and implement. The paper has emphasized the need for initiating a 
government-led national process and mechanism to mobilise and use effectively national 
capacities as well as international technical support and resources to formulate the national 
primary education development programme and oversee its implementation. 

Achieving Universal Primary Education in Bangladesh
Towards A National Primary Education 

Development Programme 2010-15
*

Manzoor Ahmed
**James H. Williams
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Despite a delayed start, a complex set of financing mechanisms, and the challenges of first 
time implementation of a programme approach, PEDP II has made substantial progress, 
particularly in quantitative dimensions - construction of classrooms, the hiring of teachers 
and a corresponding reduction in the backlog of untrained teachers, and distribution of free 
textbooks.  Ground work has been laid for implementation of gender and inclusive education 
frameworks, and implementation of School Level Improvement Plan (SLIP) has begun on a 
pilot basis.  Nonetheless, major challenges remain in terms of classroom teaching learning, 
application of the inclusive education and gender framework, effective introduction of 
school level and upazila level planning, better data base for effective monitoring, capacity 
building at field and central levels, and ultimately  making a real difference in learning 
outcome of children (CAMPE 2007).  There is a general consensus that for the next phase of 
primary education development, effective ways must be found to address the qualitative 
dimensions of education with equal opportunity for all children to benefit from improvement 
in quality.

Planning of reform initiatives must be carried out so as to reach the 2015 milestones of EFA 
and the MDGs (see Annex 1).  At the same time, these goals need to be set in the longer-term 
perspectives of  national aspirations for 2020 and beyond.  Meeting the minimal EFA targets 
for 2015 will require a redoubling of the level of current efforts and a rethinking of 
approaches to achieving educational goals.  A critical step is to make universal primary 
education truly a national agenda, harnessing all stakeholders' contribution and involvement 
in fulfilling the agenda.  Government, even as it provides the lead, cannot and need not carry 
the whole burden alone without the support of all who can and want to contribute.  
Bangladesh has substantial assets and capabilities in its non-government organizations and 
institutions and the larger civil society. There is no good reason for not putting these assets to 
use to achieve national goals.

The Consultative Process

This paper is part of a planning process initiated by MOPME's invitation to CAMPE to 
prepare a brief that looks at the role of civil society in helping achieve universal primary 
education.   As an initial step in preparatory work on primary education development beyond 
PEDP II, a fact-finding mission was sent by ADB in June 2008. It is generally agreed that 
preparation for the next phase of primary education development, including its scope and 
focus, should be a government-led process with effective participation of all stakeholders. 

Consultations with civil society. In July 2007, MOPE/DPE organized a “sharing session” 
with civil society organizations.  Subsequent interactions were held with the participation of 
MOPME and DPE officials, where significant and successful NGO and public system 
examples were presented.  On November 5, 2007, the Campaign for Popular Education 
(CAMPE) and Education Watch Group organized a civil society consultation during 
midterm review of the PEDP II programme, in which MOPME, DPE and Development 
Partners at senior levels participated.  These occasions provided the opportunity for sharing 
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information. While these interactions were welcome, these did not constitute a modality of 
partnership and meaningful participation in programme development and implementation 
of the non-government actors including NGOs, academic and research institutions and 
professional bodies, and  teachers' organisations. 

For instance, a series of issues were raised in the civil society consultation on the occasion of 
MTR and recommendations were made regarding effective implementation and necessary 
course correction of PEDP II, taking advantage of the mid-term review. This significant 
consultation received only a brief mention in the Government-DP aide-memoire, but there 
was no mention or recognition of the suggestions offered through the consultation, or how 
these might be addressed (CAMPE 2007).

On June 12, 2008, the ADB Project Preparatory Technical Assistance Fact Finding Mission 
of the Proposed Primary Education Sector Development Program (PESDP) met  with NGOs 
and civil society representatives to discuss the process and initial issues raised in beginning 
to outline a future primary education programme.  It was emphasized in the discussion that 
the task of achieving universal primary education of high quality is a national responsibility 
requiring the efforts of all.  Indeed NGOs already play a significant role in the provision of 
and thinking about education for all. The need was recognized  for greater consultation 
between government and civil society and non-government actors in education and greater 
participation on their part in the planning and implementation of educational development 
strategies. Secretary, MOPME, who chaired this meeting, proposed that CAMPE facilitate 
the preparation of a brief on the next phase of primary education development. (Project 
Preparatory Technical Assistance Fact Finding Mission, 2008). 

Next primary education programme. The timing and the task are critical, both for the sectoral 
programme to come, and for the longer- range goals of the country.   The years 2010-15 are 
the last ones for reaching the EFA goals set in Dakar in 2000.  And sectoral programs 
(SWAPs), despite the logic of their intentions, remain an experimental form subject to 
adaptation to specific contexts.  We know that the project mode of developmentworthwhile 
but piecemeal uncoordinated efforts, often heavily dependent on outside technical 
supportmay not lead to sustained sectoral reform or capacity building.  However, we have to 
find the ways to make coordinated, policy framework-guided, country-owned programs 
work.  In that sense, the SWAp is still (or should be) an experimental learning experience in 
each country in which it is attempted (UNESCO, 2007; Williams & Ahmed, 2007), with 
specific design tailored according to national capacity and needs.  A recent review of SWAp 
experience concludes:

Whilst one can draw lessons and so-called 'best practices' from case studies of SWAp 
development, the most important lesson emerging from the increasing experience of 
SWAp development and implementation is the necessity to contextualise. Each country 
will have a different context, not only because of its existing development plans, but also 
because of its history and particular relationships with international development 
partners (UNESCO, 2007, p 12).
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A sectoral approach is about sectoral thinking, not a specific administrative modality. 
Planning and coordinating in a sectoral approach can include multiple components or 
projects and multiple implementation mechanisms.  Indeed, such flexibility is needed to 
make the scope of the programme more sectoral and to implement effectively the 
multiplicity of tasks the sectoral education programme is expected to coordinate and 
implement. 

This paper outlines an initial set of propositions about the status, situation, and future of 
universal primary education in Bangladesh.  The paper draws from the consultations and 
discussions noted earlier.  In the course of preparing this paper, discussions were also held 
with individuals from the NGO and academic community brought together by CAMPE, 
DPE's senior staff and  development partners (individually and through a meeting of ELCG 
on 20 August, 2008). While this paper attempts to reflect a considerable degree of consensus 
expressed in these consultations, what is presented here should be regarded as propositions 
for further discussion and dialogue.  It is recognized that the task of building consensus about 
the future steps to be taken and the process for making and implementing those decisions 
remain ahead.  This paper, by presenting the initial propositions, is intended to spark and 
foster a broad-based dialogue among stakeholders in primary education and to assist the 
government in giving the lead in orchestrating the process.  It is intended to be a living 
document, one that will evolve as dialogue proceeds.  

The paper is organized into four sections.  It begins with a vision for universal primary 
education in the context of human resource development and national development 
priorities key elements of a 2020 perspective and the goals and priorities for 2010-15 
(section II).  The paper then discusses the fulfillment of the vision, identifying  critical areas 
of concern and challenges that must be met to achieve the vision of quality universal primary 
education (section III).  The paper then focuses  on the consensus-building and decision-
making processes necessary to address these areas of concern (section IV).  Finally, it turns 
to next steps, tasks, time-table and milestones, responsibilities and mechanisms for 
collaboration ( section V).

II. A Vision for Universal Primary Education in the Context of 
Human Resource Development and National Development Priorities

The premise we begin with is that we need to have a vision for Bangladesh as a middle-
income country, democratic, progressive, and pluralistic, with a stake for all citizens in it. We 
believe that  the education system will play a critical role in establishing this stake for all in 
an environment of the globally competitive economy.  This vision requires universal access 
to a unified and equitable primary school system of high quality, substantially expanded 
opportunities for secondary and tertiary education, and numerous opportunities for 
acquisition of skills for a globally competitive labour market.  Such a system is possible only 
with strong governance and management of the education systems and governance in 
general as well as adequate levels of resources and effective and efficient utilization of these 
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resources. Important elements of a forward looking vision for EFA are presented in the 
government's National Plan of Action II. It should, however, be noted that  the proposed 
programme for primary education, if extended up to grade 8, and includes second chance 
NFPE and preschool, woud go much further towards EFA than the curernt programme, but 
would still fall short of covering the full range of EFA goals (see annexes 2 and 3).

The vision for primary education in the context of human resource and national development 
priorities has to emphasize creation of a knowledge-based economy and substantially 
reduced poverty based on equity, transparency and accountability in provision of education 
and other human resource services.  Primary education has to be universal, equitable, and of 
high quality; lifelong learning opportunities have to be available for all.  The values of 
community cohesion, democratic practices and norms, human rights, and gender equity have 
to be reflected in the provisions and plans for primary and complementary basic education.  
Conditions have to be created for the government, NGOs, broader civil society, the 
community and other stakeholders  to share the responsibility for achieving these goals.  

Principles to Guide Primary Education Development

Implicit in the anticipated vision are key principles, which should guide action: 
1. Basic education, including primary education for all children, is a human right.
2. No child should be excluded from quality education because of poverty, gender, or 

disability; and low quality should not be a cause for virtual exclusion, when children 
are enrolled in school without being engaged in learning.

3. Basic education refers not just to enrollment in primary school or a similar 
institution, but to the acquisition of competencies necessary for participation in the 
social and economic life of family, community, nation, and world, as well as in 
further educational opportunities, formal or non-formal.

4. Basic education is a national obligation; government has the key responsibility to 
ensure that this national obligation is fulfilled and that all children receive a basic 
education

5. In ensuring that all children receive a basic education, government need not be the 
sole provider; Government, by determining priorities, setting standards, 
coordinating efforts and mobilising resources, has to support and encourage all who 
can to contribute to fulfilling the national obligation.

6. The effectiveness of an education system must be gauged by the learners' learning 
outcomes.

A Focus on Results Reflecting Quality with Equity 

From these principles follow several key considerations which must guide the preparation of 
a national primary education development programme: 

1. Following the premise that the goal of a new primary education programme ought to 
be the education of all children, all ought to be included in the programme, 
regardless of the school/institution in which they enroll.

2. The primary education system must be unified and universal.  All children ought to 
complete primary education with a common core of competencies and skills.  All 
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providers should be included in the framework of the programme and must 
contribute to achieving the common learning goals.

3. Because effectiveness is to be gauged in terms of children's learning, the critical 
locus of educational activities is classroom teaching and learning and the school 
creating the conditions for learning.  The function of the education system is to 
support these teaching-learning processes. The effectiveness of the system is thus 
gauged by the extent to which classroom teaching-learning activities are supported 
and improved.

4. Shifting the critical locus of activity to the classroom and the school shifts the roles 
of actors in the system.  Government's role shifts from that of sole provider, decider, 
and controller, to that of facilitator, setter of standards, ensurer of quality access to 
all,  and supporter of instructional efforts at the upazila, school, and classroom level.  
Teachers and head teachers' roles shift from faithful implementers of central 
decisions and curricula to active instructional agents, taking initiatives and 
exercising leadership. 

5. Recognition of the classroom and the school as the locus of action implies 
appropriate authority and resources in the hands of the school and its managing 
committee, a leadership role and commensurate status of the head teacher, 
community support and accountability of the school to the community, and 
involvement of the local government in planning and achieving the primary and 
basic education goals.  

6. Implementing such an agenda for primary education requires the efforts, 
commitment, and insight of all national and local actors.  Thus the roles of parents, 
NGOs, and larger civil society shift from peripheral to the educational process to 
core partners in support of the educational programme.

Progress and Critical Deficiencies

Bangladesh has made substantial progress in increasing access and improving equity.  Most 
Bangladeshi children have access to a school, a considerable improvement over the past 20 
years.  Moreover, the country has achieved gender parity in enrollment at the primary and 
secondary level, another significant achievement.  Places in higher levels of education have 
substantially increased.  

At the same time, there are numerous challenges.  Redeeming the promise of the 
Constitution, realizing the plans adopted by government, and achieving the vision of a 
middle income economy will require more than incremental changes to the system:

l Quality is low in much of the system, with large variations.  Such variations lead to 
serious inequality. with adverse consequences for the poor and other disadvantaged 
groups.  The average level of education of the population is lower than needed for a 
middle income country relying primarily on its human resources in a competitive 
global economy.  All nations that have grown economically over the past 100 years 
without a strong natural resource base have done so on the basis of universal basic 
education with a minimum guarantee of quality.

l The system is extremely diverse, with up to 11 or more different types of primary 
schools.  This diversity is less by design and more by happenstance. It challenges the 
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coherence of the system and its effectiveness and reinforces the prevailing divisions 
and disparities in society. This situation calls for a unified national system reflected in 
core learning contents and achievable competencies and a guarantee of common 
minimum standards in provisions, even if there is diversity in delivery modes.

l The strategies for making the primary system inclusive has been mostly general 
measures such as stipends, expansion of facilities and personnel, distribution of 
textbooks, and stricter supervision, which are all helpful. However these are not 
necessarily focused and targeted measures for the highly vulnerable and the deprived. 
Differentiated approaches responsive to specific combination of constraints for 
children in a school catchment area including ones with special needs, or in pockets of 
ecological and economic disadvantages, seem to be difficult to design and implement 
in a centralised and top-down system. Involvement of NGOs, communities and local 
government who could assist in such efforts has not been adopted as a strategy. Nor 
have there been research and development involving academic institutions and non-
governmental practitioners.

l Preparedness for school for all new entrants to primary school, but especially for 
children from disadvantaged family background, such as first generation learners, 
ethnic and linguistic minorities, and children in extreme poverty, is recognised as a 
good investment for better performance and outcome in primary school. An 
operational framework for preschool has been approved, but it is still to be made 
operational. NGO efforts in preschool, which have expanded substantially and have 
demonstrated their efficacy also have not yet been incorporated into the government 
programme strategy. 

l Increasingly, five grades are not considered sufficient preparation for the citizens of a 
middle-income country, a status which Bangladesh aspires.  There is growing 
consensus that effective participation of children in basic education calls for 
participation up to grade 8. Increased retention and completion up to grade 5, a key 
goal of the new programme,  will make it impossible to put off consideration of this 
question. 

l The critical role of teachers and pedagogy has become clear as have the inadequacies 
of the current system in terms of numbers of teachers, preparation and professional 
development, support, and incentives.  The quality and content of initial training in 
PTIs, continuing in-service training, the effectiveness of activities at URCs and the 
capacity of NAPE to support and lead teacher development  all need to be 
strengthened and in many cases redesigned, departing radically from current 
premises and practices. The basic question frequently posed with good reason is 
whether all the activities carried out in the name of training and the substantial 
expenses incurred make any difference in the classroom and in student's performance. 
Active involvement of teachers and their professional organisations will be important 
in addressing this issue.

l While substantial investments have been made in PEDP II and previous projects in 
infrastructure development, there are serious deficits in terms of both quality and 
quantity of physical infrastructure judged by the criteria of desirable class size, 
contact hours, teaching-learning environment and co-curricular activities.
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l The essential role of the curriculum, teaching-learning materials and formative and 
summative assessment has been recognised and progress has been made in 
production and distribution of free textbooks; however, the quality of the textbooks, 
adequacy of other learning support materials, the lack of teachers' guides and 
supplementary materials, and proper learning assessment organized to support 
instruction remain major problems. Concerns have been expressed about the 
professional and technical capacities for curriculum development and the provisions 
for textbooks and learning materials and the organizational structures and processes 
for these critical tasks; these issues cannot remain unaddressed any longer. 

l The system lacks resources sufficient to cross minimum thresholds of quality and 
equity. In addition to inadequate levels of resources are the problems of their  
effective use, further aggravating resource deficits and causing wastage of scarce 
resources.   

l The system lacks a sufficient learning and capacity-development mechanism, by 
which it monitors conditions and makes necessary adjustments so as to better reach 
system goals; or learns new skills (e.g., coordinating a range of sectoral activities 
implemented by different organizations; managing school/upazila level 
decentralization, allowing sufficient autonomy and discretion while monitoring 
results and maintaining accountability). Support and encouragement for action 
research and trial of innovation are lacking; so is the capacity for these within the 
system, and collaboration with non-government organizations and institutions for 
this purpose has been found to be difficult. 

l The management information system and essential data collection for management 
and monitoring have remained weak; so much so that benchmarks for key indicators 
such as net enrollment, dropout and completion of the primary stage cannot be 
provided with confidence. Reliable and updated data for progress on these indicators, 
therefore, are unavailable. Even more problematic is information and data regarding 
learning achievement and outcomes, essential for result-based management. ICT 
should be effectively used to strengthen MIS and minitoring. 

l Moving towards greater decentralization of management and strengthening 
responsibility and authority at the school and upazila level were key objectives of 
PEDP II. School Level Improvement Plans supported by small disbursement of funds 
was an important strategy to empower schools, but has progressed slowly; so far a 
trial run has been conducted only in some 26 upazilas with UNICEF support. A “fast-
track” initiative in more upazilas is in preparation, but the amount of fund available to 
a school has been cut to Taka 10,000 from already meagre Taka 20,000 for a year. No 
progress has been made in respect of Upazila Educational Planning which was 
expected to be initiated parallel to SLIP. It appears that the planning and management 
premises and practices remain constrained by the way the Primary Education 
Nationalisation Law of 1973 has been interpreted and operationalised to make  
primary education management highly centralised and implementable mainly by the 
central government through the government machinery.

l With a focus on quality, governance and management issues come to the fore, at both 
central and school levels.  Effective decentralization is essential to a system focused 
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on results and outcomes, with attendant needs for professionalism and capacity 
building, especially at school/local levels.  Moreover, major organizational decisions 
such as extending free universal education to grade eight will entail political decisions 
at the national level.  Primary and basic education, as a national responsibility, should 
involve oversight and consultation by representatives of all major stakeholders. 
Mechanisms for such participatory decision-making does not exist at present.   

l Finally, in order to achieve these goals, the system needs to foster greater participation 
in the education system on the part of parents, NGOs, academic institutions, and other 
institutions of civil society.  Participation ranges from consultation in scoping and 
planning the next programme, to ongoing policy review and planning, monitoring and 
accountability, to planning and support of local schools.

The following section discusses these challenges in greater detail, identifying critical areas 
of concern for 2010-15 in the context of a longer term vision.  These concerns are inter-r 
elated and reflect the focus on universality, quality, transparency, accountability, and 
participation. 

III. Fulfilling the Vision - Getting there from here:                        
Critical Areas of Concern

As noted, at the current rate of progress, Bangladesh is not on track to meet the EFA and 
MDG goals set for 2015.  The period from 2010-15 will be critical if Bangladesh is to meet 
its targets, and honor its national commitment to “offer free and compulsory education to all 
boys and girls” as stated in Article 17 of the Constitution.  Substantial changes are necessary 
to speed up the rate of progress.  More important perhaps than the details is the willingness 
and capacity to think in creative new ways about strategies and solutions to deep-rooted 
educational issues. Key elements of the new strategies and creative solutions are proposed 
below for consideration and agreement on these as salient features of the new national 
primary education development programme. Agreement on these key elements will guide 
the preparation of the details of the new programme and the  means and mechanisms for its 
implementation.     

1.   Unified national basic education,  preschoolgrade 8

Primary education is currently offered in more than 11 different types of schools, not all 
under the Ministry of Primary and Mass Education. A decision was made early on in the 
PEDP II design process to focus attention on schools under the Ministry's purview and not 
attend to the rest, which account for  some 17 percent of primary enrollment.  PEDP-II  
covers only “formal education,” excluding the madrasas as well as other complementary 
activities such as youth and adult literacy, or second chance opportunities as well as pre-
school education.  

All eligible children. We take the position that increasing access and learning on the part of 
“all eligible children” requires targeting all children, in and out of school, in all significant 
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educational institutions where children are learning.  Doing this effectively requires a 
“unified” basic education system, emphasizing the national responsibility for primary 
education, beyond the mandate of any particular institution.  

The notion of a unified system raises the question of what the next education programme 
should be called: From one perspective, the use of the terms “primary schooling” 
emphasizes the most common but not the only institution responsible for delivery of core 
competencies.  From another perspective, primary schooling is too limited.  A better term 
might be “basic education,” which suggests a broad range of educational institutions, 
activities and supports.  We leave this as a question for deliberation, using the term “primary 
education” as the most widely-understood terminology, which can embrace different 
modalities of acquiring primary education.

Unified not uniform. Unified does not necessarily require uniformity in all aspects of service.  
A unified system could be fostered by developing, through consultation with stakeholders, 
minimum standards for provision and a common core curriculum for all children and all 
types of primary schools, including madrasas, even if there is diversity in the delivery of 
services.  Ideally, competencies for each grade in the core subjects would be defined and 
used to organize curriculum.  The notion of a common core can be seen in the Chief Advisor's 
words:

“We have to ensure that a set of core knowledge and competencies are acquired by all 
students, along with choices for additional/complementary learning options. This calls 
for a core curricular content and objectives irrespective of the type of institution and 
provider of service.” (A Framework for Action on Education Governance, 2008, p 1)

Ideally a unified system would draw on a national curriculum framework, which would link 
formal and non-formal education, as well as early childhood, primary and secondary 
education, and around which the teacher training curriculum would be organized.  (See also  
sub-sections 3 & 4 below).  Ideally, a unified system would be coordinated with community 
education centers, second-chance educational opportunities, lifelong learning, and so forth.  
A unified system is not necessarily “uniform” in a rigid way and can include different 
delivery modes as long as agreed core elements in terms of learning content, objectives and 
provisoons in facilities are present.

A unified system can draw on the energies and capabilities of all basic education providers.  
It would eliminate the problems sometimes faced by graduates of NGO-operated schools 
when they seek to continue their education in the formal primary schools or when they seek 
to sit for the common examinations and scholarship exams.  

Basic education  stage to grade 8. As far back as 1974, the Qudrat-e-Khuda Commission 
recommended that compulsory primary education should extend to grade eight. Several 
subsequent education commissions endorsed this recommendation, although this goal has 
not figured so far in any official plan or programme for primary education. In an aspiring 
middle income economy, in order to ensure acquisition of needed competencies by young 
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learners, extension of the  primary cycle from five to eight grades cannot be kept on hold any 
longer, this of course requires a political decision and assessing organizational,  instructional 
and financial implications of such a decision.

A transition strategy may be to recognize the principle that basic education of children 
should include preschool to grade 8, initiate upazila-based planning to expand access beyond 
grade 5, assess existing provisions for grades 6-8, and expand provisions gradually in 
existing secondary institutions and some selected primary schools. It is not necessary to add 
grades 6-8 in all existing primary schools or bring all grades 6-8 classes under the present 
primary education organizational structure immediately. It is more important to find 
pragmatic ways to ensure quality teachers, teacher supervision and learning materials, 
whichever institution students go to for grades 6 to 8. If primary grade retention and 
completion are improved, which have to be key objectives of the new primary education 
programme, a major expansion of  grade 6-8 access cannot be put off  in any case.

Reaching all children.  To reach all eligible children, a unified system would need specific 
strategies to serve children who cannot be reached by conventional approachesworking 
children, the ultra poor, ethnic minorities, children with disabilities.  Primary education can 
also be delivered in ways other than the conventional school, as it is being done effectively 
and on a sizeable scale through NGO-run non-formal primary education. NGOs also are 
providing pre-primary education to help children prepare for school in addition to 
spontaneous “baby classes” in existence in many primary schools. Pre-primary education is 
generally viewed as an essential component of effective primary education. All these 
essential complementary strategies have to be incorporated into a comprehensive primary 
education plan (see Rahman & Rahman, Mapping of Non-formal Education Activities in 
Bangladesh).  

Projects for “hard-to-reach” urban children and the “reaching out-of school-children” in 
rural areas are attempting to reach them throough non-conventional means. There are 
possibilities of linking basic education provisions with poverty reduction projects such as 
“Challenging the Frontiers of Poverty Reduction” (CFPR). Improving effectiveness of all 
these innovative strategies, mostly implemented by NGOs, and more importantly, bringing 
them under the framework  of the national primary educational development programme, 
without stifling their capacity to be innovative, would be an important challenge.

2. Quality with equity

Quality standards have not kept up with the rapid expansion of access to education (Ministry 
of Primary and Mass Education, 2008, section 1.4).  Half the children who enroll do not 
complete primary school, and as a result, a majority of Bangladeshi children still enter 
adulthood without basic literacy and numeracy skills (CAMPE, 2005, p 2).  Much of the 
effort in the first phase of PEDP II has gone into inputs (i.e., buildings, teachers), but it is not 
clear that the inputs have translated into commensurate levels of learning.  There is not a 
commonly-shared definition of quality, but by common measures, system quality is quite 
variable, and often low.  
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Variation in provision. The system is characterized by great variations in provisions.  The 
best off schools have substantially greater resources than the poor schools.  In most schools, 
attendance rates are poor, contact hours are low, and drop out is high.  Worst off are children 
from poor families, in remote areas, and ethnic minorities.  Primary school provides the 
foundation for subsequent schooling.  These variations in quality translate into vastly 
different opportunities for later success in the formal economy.  The system has 
unintentionally become pro-rich, and much of the increased access is not meaningful.  ( 
IED/CREATE 2007)

As a result, the primary education system has not contributed sufficiently to poverty 
reduction and is arguably reinforcing existing social and economic divisions in society.  The 
excluded, the dropout and the poor performer, who learn little even if they are nominally 
enrolled for five or more years in school are almost always the poor (including the working 
children, the first generation learners, children of the landless and from the urban slums, 
children with special needs, children from ecologically difficult areas, children without 
stable families, and those of ethnic and linguistic minorities).  These children add up to be the 
majority of primary school children. 

Conditions for successful learning among the poor. NGO experiences, such as of  BRAC  
and others  in Bangladesh, as well as innovative models in other countries, suggest the 
conditions necessary for successful retention and learning among disadvantaged students:  

- All direct costs such as fees must be eliminated, and indirect costs, such as, those imposed 
by school scheduling should be minimized. 

- Schools must have a minimum of essential teaching-learning inputs - textbooks, teachers' 
guides, supplementary materials.  

-  Assessment is necessary to track system progress and take corrective action. 

- There must be a sufficient number of teachers to ensure an adequate student-teacher  
ratio.  

- Teachers must be provided with adequate levels of supervision and instructional support; 
the weaker the capacity of the teacher, the more supervision is needed.  

-  System management needs to make sure the inputs and supervision are in place.

-  Management should focus on the teaching-learning process with an eye on the outcomes.

Under these conditions, it has been seen that students, even those from extremely 
disadvantaged backgrounds, will stay in school and acquire basic competencies.  This 
experience suggests that attention to both demand (e.g., elimination of direct costs) and 
supply (provision of a threshold level of quality in the learning environment) is necessary to 
reach, teach, and retain the poor. Resources directed to implementing such a strategy has 
proved to be more effective to attract and retain students from poor families than stipends and 
poses a question about how scarce resources should be used cost-effectively. 

Failure to make the threshold. Unfortunately, many current schools in Bangladesh's primary 
education system fail to meet these criteria.  Indirect and direct costs are often too high for 
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the poor.  Many if not most schools lack sufficient teaching-learning materials.  Results of 
assessment are rarely used to take corrective action.  There are too few teachers for adequate 
class size. Teachers often receive little supervision, and teachers with the least capacity 
generally receive the least support.  Management is too far from each school to ensure that 
the critical inputs and instructional supports are in place.  

In order to rectify these deficits, inputs are supplied to schools.  Often, however, only some 
of the necessary inputs are in place.  If, for example, buildings are constructed but teachers 
are not deployed, or if the curriculum is changed, but textbooks remain the same or teacher 
guides are absent, student learning is unlikely to improve.  Given the size and complexity of 
the system, and the centralization of discretion and authority, focus often shifts to problems 
other than the teaching-learning process.  Instructional support may take a back seat to 
control. 

Student learning as outcome of successful programming. We have proposed that the true 
measures of programme success should be increases in equitable access and student 
learning. Several implications follow. First, though disbursement of funds and 
implementation of plans are necessary activities, programme success must be evaluated by 
improvements at the level of classroom and school. Programme activities should be 
evaluated both by their successful implementation and by the extent to which they lead to 
and support increases in equitable access and student learning. 

Useful in this regard, is what is called the “backward mapping” planning approach (Elmore 
1982), by which planners begin with the targeted change, in this case improved access and 
learning on the part of students, and plan and provide for each necessary step backward to 
ensure that the changes take place. Backward mapping may be a useful supplement to 
conventional “forward mapping” approaches in which the planner begins with central 
provisions and maps the way forward.  In practice, forward planning or provision processes 
often break down or attention is diverted before resources and support reach the classroom.  
There is often not a mechanism to check whether provisions have reached the school, and the 
authorities with discretion over those resources are quite far from the school.

Increasing role and function of head teacher.  Systems organized and managed to promote 
learning should provide instructional leadership at the school level.  One strategy for this is 
to upgrade the position and the professionalism of head teachers.  Head teachers has to play a 
critical instructional leadership role in improving quality at the school level.  The leadership 
and management functions of the head teacher would be critical, if schools are expected to 
assume greater responsibility and authority to improve quality and manage resources and be 
accountable to community, as noted below. (In addition, training is more easily organized for 
head teachers, being fewer in number, than for all teachers.)  

Meaningful decentralization. Meaningful decentralization, whereby resources and 
autonomy are given to schools, according to capacity and with transparency, and 
accountability, allows school to be responsive to specific needs and circumstances of the 
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children in improving quality and equity.  Such a system might be organized within the 
context of an area-based planning for the upazila involving local government and all service 
providers to ensure minimum quality standards for all children.  Second-chance NFPE 
opportunities could be organized within area-based upazila planning as well with donor-
assisted NFPE as a component of national and upazila plans, and linked with  adult/life-long 
learning.  Similarly, dedicated education programs for the ultra-poor and area-based upazila 
planning for children with special needs could be implemented by partnerships of local 
government, NGOs, and communities.

The SLIP.  PEDP II has developed a School-Level Improvement Plan (SLIP) mechanism to 
begin the decentralization process. An initial trial in 13 Upazilas were undertaken in 2007 
and 13 more were added to this in 2008 with UNICEF support.  In 2008-9, another 200 are to 
be brought under slip in a “fast-tack” approach.  Still, to date, funds have been disbursed 
through UNICEF in the first 26 upazilas and the mechanism to do so through the regular 
government mechanism are still to be put in place. Meanwhile, the fast track approach 
proposes to reduce funds available to school, after considerable infromation-gathering, 
planning and documentation, to Tk 10,000 from already meagre Tk 20,000 per school per 
year. There is a high degree of resistance to trust school authorities and provide any fund to 
them for use in their discretion. Whether the proposed mechanism has the necessary 
elements of an effective model are to be seen, and the effects on learning and other aspects 
difficult to assess. The application process  seems to limit activities to physical improvement 
and available funds are meagre for the efforts and time required.

Inclusive and responsive school. An inclusive school responsive to the needs of the highly 
deprived, poor groups and areas, and first-generation learners is likely to need additional 
supports as compared with a school serving more advantaged children. A pro-poor basic 
education system would need affirmative policy action in favor of the poor.  At the same 
time, as noted above, the school has to be the locus of action to adapt and design the measures 
necessary for each child who is vulnerable in a unique way with a specific combination of 
factors  

3. Curriculum, learning materials and assessment- key quality components

A basic condition for student learning is adequacy of curriculum and availability of high 
quality textbooks.  To be effective, textbooks should be complemented with other learning 
aids, such as teacher's guides and supplementary materials.   Teacher's guides help teachers 
implement the curriculum.  They are especially useful when teachers are weak in capacity.  
Workbooks and supplementary materials help children deepen, reinforce and apply their 
understanding of the concepts presented in the textbooks.  Workbooks and supplementary 
materials are most useful for all children, but especially in contexts where children have few 
other print resources in school, home, or community, and where there is little reinforcement 
of school lessons outside the classroom, as is the case for children from the poor and 
disadvantaged families.  
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Status of classroom materials. There is an official curriculum with detailed specification of 
content and textbooks are provided by the government to students of most types of school.  
PEDP II funding supports the provision of free textbooks, which is said to have helped 
marginalized students (Civil Society Consultation).  Yet while there is increased provision of 
supplementary materials under PEDP II, few schools are fully equipped.  There are very few 
if any teachers' guides in use in schools, though materials have been developed by NGOs and 
academic institutions, based on the official curriculum, and are available for immediate use 
(CAMPE, 2007).

Teacher's guide and supplementary materials prepared in the form of  “learning packages” 
by IED on the basis of NCTB curriculum and textbooks  for classes one to three and offered 
to DPE to be tried out in primary schools  have so far not been accepted for trial;  apparently 
because the necessary approval and review by authorities including NCTB for a trial could 
not be undertaken. A “turf mentality” and the reluctance to involve any non-government 
actor in these “official” tasks seem to have become an insurmountable barrier.  Meanwhile 
teachers and students were left without the essential tools for improving instruction  the 
central goal of PEDP II. 

Though textbooks have been prepared and distributed as part of PEDP II, there have been 
instances of low quality, even mistakes.  Some have suggested return to the previous system 
in Bangladesh where private publishers prepared textbooks based on the common 
curriculum.  Textbooks were reviewed by a government-appointed committee and given 
seal of approval.  Schools selected textbooks for their school from a list of approved 
textbooks.  Others have suggested that the process of textbook preparation, production and 
distribution should not be the function of the curriculum board which should concentrate on 
the professionally demanding task of curriculum development including testing, trial and 
continuing development and strengthen its capacities for this purpose. The curriculum 
development process also should be linked with  assessment of learning so that the learning 
objectives are realized and defined competencies are acquired by learners (see below).

Need for coordination. It is clear that the entire system of textbook and materials production 
and distribution must be coordinated with the articulation of content standards and the 
curriculum development process, as well as pre- and in-service teacher training, and 
assessment systems.  At the same time, all available materials and resources, especially 
those coordinated with the official curriculum, should be utilized. 

ICT Resources. ICT resources must be widely and creatively used for increasing the supply 
of interesting learning materials, improving the quality of teaching-learning as well as to 
support teacher development and enhance accountability at all levels. As suggested by the 
Chief Adviser, BTV facilities should be made available to introduce a 24-hour education 
channel. It can serve learning objectives of diverse learner groups effectively, if its planning 
and management authority can exercise the autonomy to involve education service providers 
to select and develop content and integrate these with the main curriculum and educational 
programmes 
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Assessment. An approach organized around student learning has major implications for 
assessment and the utilization of assessment information.  Accurate information on the 
learning achievement of children is necessary at both school and system levels to gauge the 
success of current efforts and take corrective action. Assessment of learning should be 
related to curriculum content and objectives.

Multiple purposes of assessment. Assessment serves at least five purposes in an education 
system, 1) Assessment of performance at different levels - to assess student learning and thus 
understand the general effectiveness of instruction, at classroom;  and performance at 
school, upazila, national, and international levels, or the effectiveness of instruction for 
particular groups; or to discern the effectiveness of particular interventions and policies; 2) 
Diagnosis of problems - to diagnose, in a formative sense in the classroom or school, topics 
which students have mastered and those they have not, and so to take corrective action;  
similarly, assessment can be used to diagnose individuals who are having trouble mastering 
the material, for further assistance; 3) Establishing accountability - to assess student learning 
and thus hold teachers, schools, upazilas, and the central administration accountable for 
learning or lack thereof;  4) Credentialing - to certify satisfactory completion of a level of 
schooling, a school year for example, or the primary cycle; and 5) Screening - to select 
students for higher levels of education or training.  In Bangladesh, assessment serves 
primarily functions 4 and 5, that is, certification of successful completion of a certain level of 
school and selection.  Classroom teachers also use assessment in a less formalized and 
systematic sense to diagnose classroom difficulties. The system is beginning to use 
assessment for the first purpose, to assess overall levels of learning, and differences in 
achievement across groups with the trial introduction of primary School completion 
(Shomaponi) examination at the end of class 5. (see CAMPE, 2005).  How assessment can 
be a true measure of competencies and skills acquired by students rather than of 
meomorisation and recall of texts still remain a major concern. 

Valid, reliable instruments of course must be developed by those with expertise and steps 
need to be taken to develop national capacity in assessment.  The content must be 
coordinated with the other basic conditions of educational quality curriculum and teacher 
training and development.  The system should be monitored periodically for unanticipated 
outcomes associated with assessment systems.  Care should be taken in structuring the 
system so that accountability is located at the appropriate level of the system, and that 
adequate resources and support are provided that level to improve.

4. Teachers and pedagogy 

Obviously, teachers are the single most critical factor in school quality. Through PEDP II, the 
system has hired a number of new teachers and has improved the recruitment process.  Still, 
the needs are far greater than even the enhanced current supply, in both quantitative and 
qualitative terms.  

Too few contact hours. Contact hours are a necessary component of time-on-task, one of the 
essential components of learning.  Bangladeshi primary students have too few contact hours, 



Bangladesh Education Journal 23

only about half of the international standard of  900 to 1000 hours  (in about 220 calendar 
days).   Student-teacher contact time is currently limited by double shifts, which are used to 
accommodate large numbers of students in over 90 percent of primary schools.  

More teachers needed. Quantitatively, more teachers are needed to reduce class size, 
increase the number of contact hours, and, ideally, eliminate double shifting. At least  80,000 
more teachers must be recruited by 2015, a recent study shows, to meet EFA targets (Civil 
Society Consultation).  Hiring of additional teachers has budgetary implications of course, 
and places corresponding demands on teacher training and development system.  

Raising the quality of new teacher recruits.  There is considerable agreement that the quality 
of new cohorts of teacher needs to be raised, that the prestige of primary school teaching is 
low, and that teaching is less desirable career than a number of others.  Initial teacher quality 
might be indicated by intelligence and commitment, as well as high levels of academic 
performance.  PEDP II has reportedly made good progress in hiring more qualified teachers, 
but retention has been a major problem, given the low salaries, poor benefits, and short 
ladder of advancement opportunities.

Improving salary scales and career opportunities. Higher salaries and advancement 
prospects in the teaching career are necessary conditions for improving the quality of 
applicants for teaching. Indeed, these measures may be necessary incentives for current 
teachers to stay in the system and improve.  Higher salaries, and the hiring of more teachers 
raises budgetary questions in a context in which more than 90% of the recurrent budget goes 
to personnel costs.  To offer effective incentives, salary scale, criteria and benefits must be 
regarded as fair.  Fair does not preclude differentiation according to transparent criteria to 
which all could aspire.  To enhance the professionalism of teachers, we feel the government 
should put into effect the long-discussed primary education cadre proposal, for which 
qualified primary education teachers should also be able to apply.  

Differentiated career ladder.  One strategy is to differentiate teaching positions (for 
example, entry-level assistant teachers, teachers, senior/master teachers/ team 
leaders/subject matter specialists, assistant headmasters and headmasters), then to link 
salary to promotion tied to clear criteria for performance.  This would help in the enhancing 
the role of the headmaster as an instructional and institutional leader (see also Governance 
below). provide incentives for new teachers to enter teaching and for those in the system to 
improve their performance.  Another strategy would be to aim at higher qualifications for 
primary teachers, enticing new more qualified teachers with higher salaries.  Such moves 
would be more feasible and effective in providing incentives than across-the-board raises.  

Training. Teacher development (generally in the form of teacher training though the concept 
is broader) is almost universally regarded as essential to improving teacher and thus student 
performance, yet the effects and effectiveness of current teacher training efforts on student 
achievement are not clear.  At present, about 80 percent of government school teachers and 
35 percent of RNGPS teachers are reported as trained (Civil Society Consultation).  Current 
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training efforts take teachers away from the classroom without provision for substitute 
teachers, thus further reducing student-teacher contact.  All teacher development activities 
must be coordinated with the curriculum. 

The after-school coaching centre system as currently organized does not promote quality 
with equity.  Alternative ways of organizing fair compensation for teachers' work might be to 
open extra-school coaching to all students who need or want it, charge according to ability to 
pay, pool the money, but deny no student because of poverty. 

Professional development plan. Finally, a comprehensive professional development plan is 
needed to organize these efforts. Personnel policies should facilitate professional 
development and encourage professional staff to rise to positions of management.   The head 
teacher's role is critical.  Training is needed (and the plan should include) not only for 
teachers and head teachers, but SMC members as well as upazila, district, and central 
education officials.  There should be an analysis of school management needs, an outline of 
short and longer specialised training and professional development courses, a redesigned 
pre-service and in-service training for teachers and members of school management 
committee, including refresher training.  Such training need not be delivered only by 
traditional means.  ICT can be mobilized to provide more convenient and flexible training, 
likely at lower cost (A Framework for Action on Education Governance, 2008).

Rethinking teacher recruitment and induction. An approach to induct academically 
competent people to teaching in primary schools and to keep them in the profession would be 
to introduce education courses in the three year general education degree programme and 
offer education as a subject in one well-equipped degree college in each district. Candidates 
can be attracted competitively by offering stipends to selected ones with an undertaking from 
them that they would serve in a primary school for at least five years.  To attract and keep the 
right people in the profession, these new teachers have to be placed at a salary level 
comparable to other civil servants with similar educational credentials. Currently employed 
teachers may be offered  this salary level if they meet specified criteria including the 
graduation requirements with an academic career without any third division/class results. 
This combination of general education and pedagogy in the undergraduate college 
programme is used in many countries. The PTIs in this scenario can gradually become in-
service training institutions for the large teacher population anticipated in the next decade. 

A primary education teacher service commission that regulates and manages recruitment, 
registration of qualified teachers, and assessment of eligibility for levels in the ladder and 
awarding incentives should be given consideration, because of the large numbers involved 
and the complexity of the tasks.

5.  Level and utilization of resources

Overall levels. The overall level of resources available to primary education, about US$13 
per student per year as recurrent expenditure, and a little more than two percent of GDP as 
public resources for total public expenditure on education, is arguably below the threshold 
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necessary to operate a system with minimum acceptable quality. If items under the 
development budget, which should actually be counted as recurrent expendituresuch as, free 
textbooks, stipends and some of the training activitiesare included, the per student 
expenditure may come to about US$30. Still, this is among the lowest in the world for any 
national system.  The percent of GDP needs to double within the next decade and the share of 
government for education needs to increase proportionately from the present level of under 
15 percent.

Filling historical deficits. Many of the necessary provisions made under PEDP II are serving 
to fill historical deficits rather than significantly advance levels of resources available to 
schools. For example, a number of newly built classrooms have replaced existing 
dilapidated facilities rather than adding significantly new capacity.  Annual attrition must be 
considered in assessing the net impact to the teaching corps of the 14,000+ new teachers 
recruited and even larger numbers needed in the future.  Even with the new provisions for 
facilities and personnel, the requirements derived from  the goals for contact hours, class-
size, student-teacher ratio, and elimination of double shift schools are difficult to meet. Other 
quality and governance items listed under Primary School Quality Level (PSQL) are even 
more difficult to achieve.

Utilization of resources. Whether $13 or $30, one must also ask whether the allocations of 
expenditures are optimal. The core recurrent budget ($13) is almost entirely used for teacher 
salaries, leaving little for instructional materials, training, and other necessary inputs.  
Incentive expenditures to promote demand (stipends) use up the bulk of the development 
budget -two-thirds of the domestic development allocation and one-third of total 
development allocation including external assistance. While the provision of a transfer 
payment  to poor families can be justified on several grounds, there are questions whether 
stipends serve the goal of retaining children in school and improving school performance of  
children from poor families.  BRAC's  and other NGOs' experience suggests that a basic 
level of critical inputs must be in place in the schooltextbooks, teachers guides, 
supplementary materials, teachers, training, supervisory support, and managementas well as 
elimination of direct costs to parents of the poor and minimization of indirect costs.  In 
thinking about future directions, one must ask whether the large spending on stipends starve 
out essential quality inputs, thus ultimately defeating the purpose.  Are stipends, then, cost-
effective given the goals and proportion of budget devoted to them?  How should existing 
resources be better utilized?  Where should any additional resources go?  To school meals 
and what else?  The cost-effectiveness of combinations and tradeoffs of stipends and critical 
inputs could be an important area for experimentation, dialogue, and learning. 
(IED/CREATE 2007)

In addition to substantially increasing resources, it will be important to allocate these 
resources according to well-considered and transparent criteria such as the child population 
in each upazila, making allowances for children who have special needs or are particularly 
difficult to reach.  We feel that ultimately resources can best achieve quality and equity on 
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the basis of local, decentralized, school-focused planning (Civil Society Consultation 2007).  
Given the system's current centralization, a phased process of capacity development will be 
necessary in most cases.  It is likely the case that different locales will proceed at different 
paces in the process of decentralization.  An initial step before beginning a new programme 
would be to plan such a phased process.  Implementation can be facilitated by academic 
institutions and NGOs.  

Critical threshold. As noted, a critical mass of inputs is necessary for effective learning.  
Interventions that provide only some of the necessary inputs, regardless of cost, may not 
improve learning. Curriculum development, for example, must be coordinated with 
textbook preparation and distribution and provisions for teachers' guides, which must be 
coordinated with teacher training and professional development, as well as the testing, 
assessment and selection systems.  If one of the critical inputs is missing, provision of the 
others will be less effective or ineffective, and so huge investments can be made in upgrading 
inputs with little effect on learning.  

Utilization of learning resources. Provisions that focuses too exclusively on issues at the 
central level run the risk of overlooking critical elements at the school.  School should be 
supported and given the authority to ensure that critical inputs come together, that deficits are 
compensated for, and that children who fall behind are helped to catch up.  Educational 
improvement efforts are less effective to the extent that they focus only on provision of 
inputs without also considering their utilization and their utilizers.  To date, more efforts 
appear to have been focused on central provision and not enough on strengthening 
instructional leadership at the level where it matters most  the school and the classroom, as 
well as support for them at the local level.

Obviously, increasing the number of teachers, increasing the salary and benefits of some of 
them, adding grades, and providing more resources will be costly.  We have thus called for a 
doubling of resources, along with attention to their effective utilization.  The question must 
be asked as to the long-term costs of not investing in a quality basic education system, and the 
opportunities that such investments make possible.

6.  Learning lessons and  making SWAp work 

If improved student learning is the goal, changes in both organizational culture and personal 
attitudes and work roles are required, at both central administrative and local levels of the 
system.  Learning on the part of system management is also likely to require changes in 
attitudes and perceptions as well as a willingness to assume new roles and adapt institutional 
processes as part of decentralization, partnership, and results-based management.  

One implication of the complex yet experimental nature of SWAPs is that SWAps need to put 
“learning” (analyzing, thinking) mechanisms in place. A SWAp needs a mechanism to help it 
think, to collect and analyze information, reflect and learn how best to achieve programme 
goals.  Learning of this kind has not yet systematically organized in PEDP II.  Learning how 
to achieve programme goals requires flexibility for experimentation with possible 
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alternative strategies of educational provision.  Action research and a certain amount of trial 
and error are involved (as well as learning from the error).  Implementation of the current 
programme allows little provision for piloting new interventions. A new programme 
structure needs to allow intentional space for mid-course corrective, as the programme 
learns.  

Accurate data. Good baseline and time-series data and careful analysis are required.  An 
analytic capacity and institutional mechanism are needed to inform dialogue, management 
decisions and programme monitoring. Present EMIS capacity and mechanism in DPE have 
not been able to provide adequately and on a timely basis data for key benchmatk indicators 
or progress on these indicators. A pertinent question is whether collection, analysis and 
reporting of key educational statistics and information should not be with an independent 
body. The Bangladesh Bureau of Educational Information and Statistics (BANBEIS) could 
be such a body, especially if all education sector came under one Ministry and BANBEIS 
could be given the authority and its technical capacity enhanced. The Primary Education 
authorities at the central and district and local levels will still need to have a working EMIS 
which provides required information for planning, management andf monitoring.

BANBEIS with enhanced capacity and a degree of professional autonomy can be the 
Secretariat of the proposed Permanent Commission on Pre-tertiary (school) Education. ( See 
below)

Need for master plan for developing system capacity. Development of system capacity at 
both central and local levels requires systematic planning.  Current strategy focuses mainly 
on the central government, relying for the most part on individuals--external consultants and 
government counterparts, with little attention to institutional arrangements for transfer and 
development of capacity.  At the national level, capacity development is complicated by 
government personnel policies, with frequent transfers of staff across sectors and little 
provision for development of institutional memory or expertise.  Capacity development in a 
SWAp is particularly difficult because the programme aims both to implement an ambitious 
system development plan while, at the same time, improving the capacity of the system to 
implement such plans, analogous perhaps to reconstructing a ship while sailing it.  
Enhancement of capacity for good and effective governance is needed at all levels.

At the local level, plans need to be developed for enhancing the capacity of head teachers, 
URC staff, and SMC members.  While some steps are indicated on paper, they lack 
comprehensiveness, and remain substantially unimplemented.  

One of the opportunities and challenges in a decentralized system is capturing the 
comparative information advantage of each level of the system. The school and community 
have comparative advantage in knowing who is attending school regularly and who is not, 
who is in school, who has dropped out, and who has never enrolled.  Similarly, the upazila is 
likely to have the best picture of comparative needs and resources of schools in a particular 
region.  The center is best able to see the system as a whole. There respective advantages can 
be put to use in decentralized planning and management. 
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7.   Governance and management

Key to achievement of the vision and the goals envisaged is good governance and 
management, at both central and local levels.  National leadership has to take the decisions 
necessary to make more than incremental changes to the system.  Central management  
should ensure that resources are in place, minimum standards set and met, inter-sectoral 
coordination and alignment of policies occur, and national and public interests are protected 
and served.  Educational planning and management leadership at the school and local levels 
make certain that resources are in place and used effectively and efficiently, and that all 
children are being served.  School leadership has to mobilise available community resources 
and support for the work of the school.  Civil society is necessary at both levels, at the 
national level to help meet the national responsibility for education for all and at the local and 
community  level to help implement education plans.  

Research suggests that where individual schools or a group of schools have shown better 
performance (in individual schools or in some upazilas), three factors stand out:

a)  Greater resources have been mobilized complementing public resources - 
through NGO support and from the community  thus crossing the 
threshold of minimum required resources. 

b) The head teacher and the managing committee of the school have assumed 
and exercised leadership in identifying problems, setting goals and making 
and implementing plans to achieve the goals  sometimes getting around 
standard procedures and norms of the system. 

c) The community and parents have been closely involved in making plans 
and setting goals and keeping them engaged in the affairs of the school.  

In this way, the locus of action to improve quality and equity in education should be the 
school. 

Unfortunately, at this point, absence of authority at the school levelfinancial, use and 
deployment of teachers, class scheduling, school time-table, routine repair and maintenance, 
etc. prevents the school from being responsive, for example, to the specific difficulties of 
students from poor and disadvantaged families who are under-performing, attending school 
intermittently, vulnerable, and likely candidates for drop out. Only at the school can 
education authorities reach the child, can parents and teachers can work out appropriate 
measures to act on specific circumstances of disadvantage.  This aim can be supported by the 
government by inviting and encouraging schools to take responsibility and demonstrate their 
capacity to do so on the basis of agreed criteria. Schools which perform well, based on Key 
Performance Indicators (KPIs) which are localized to the specific needs of the community, 
can be rewarded, and given autonomy to develop and follow their own higher standards, as 
incentive for nurturing self-regulation and greater school-level responsibility with 
accountability. 

Role of school leader. As already noted, the key role of the head teacher of the primary school 
as an educational leader and manager with enhanced authority should be recognized, and 
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appropriate training and support, as well as salary and status, provided.  Only recently has 
head teacher been given some recognition with a modest salary increment.  Still, in many 
schools, the head teacher is just another teacher who has attained seniority and is saddled 
with additional administrative tasks.

Working toward greater accountability, the Annual Confidential Report (ACR) for teachers 
(in government schools) needs to be transformed into a performance evaluation system and 
enforced (A Framework for Action on Education Governance, 2008).  

Local coordination. Local coordination is needed to ensure that all service providers in a 
geographical unit, such as the upazilagovernment education authorities, NGOs, or 
community organizationswork together to ensure that every child can participate in an 
institution which meets minimum agreed standards of quality instruction, irrespective of 
provider. 

School management committees. School management committees play an important role in 
involving communities more closely in the decentralized governance of schools.  In order to 
make SMCs more responsive and accountable, political and education authorities should 
take steps to make selection of the chairperson and SMC membership less beholden to local 
political personalities, more a genuine choice of the community, a responsibility entrusted to 
those with genuine interest in education.  Gender balance is important as well, so as to foster 
real rather than symbolic participation of women in school management.  Training is needed 
to SMCs' understanding and skills. 

NGOs. Non-governmental and community organisations can serve as intermediary between 
public education services and community and parents, bringing stakeholders together.  
Educational institutions then can become truly responsive and answerable to the community 
and the parents.  Community, voluntary and non-governmental organisations and the private 
sector need to be encouraged and supported to create and manage community learning 
centres, ICT centres and education programmes for youth and adults as the building blocks 
of a “learning society.”  Local government institutions, as they become stronger, can play a 
more direct role than at present in this process. 

SLIPs. School Level Improvement Plans (SLIPs) were the primary mechanism under PEDP 
II by which these decentralization processes were to take place. Unfortunately, the delayed 
piloting of SLIPs and the elaborate guidelines and procedures have hindered the 
decentralization efforts. As designed for implementation, SLIPs are quite demanding of 
teachers' scarce time (which further reduces teachers' scarce teaching time).The 
requirements are disproportionate to the funds to be made available.  More workable might 
be a phased approach, whereby SLIPs were initially used as a means to engage teachers and 
parents in a simple, specific action focused on a specific result, such as reducing dropout or 
improving performance by a certain proportion of those who lag behind.  These simple 
initiatives may differ by school or even by class.  Action research undertaken collaboratively 
on UNICEF's current implementation initiatives with appropriate research institutions could 
yield valuable insights.  
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UPEPs. UPEP is an important mechanism complementary to and supportive of SLIP with 
the aim of fostering better local planning, decision-making and control over resources. In the 
absence of experience in this area and potential uncertainty, the strategy of developing and 
piloting models on a small scale in each division seems most appropriate.

UEOs and URCs. A final quality intervention, though a difficult one to implement 
effectively, is the URC as a genuine resource base for supporting teachers and schools.  URC 
work also should be in tandem with the support and supervision work of the Upazila 
education staff.  

Research institutions and NGOs can be mobilized in at least four ways to help build a 
resource team at the upazial around the Upazila primary education office and  URC; to 
design trials to research, develop and pilot UPEPs, to work with SMCs and mediate between 
schools and communities, and to develop workable models for the SLIPs. 

Shifting roles. As noted, decentralization involves shifting rolesgreater responsibility, 
discretion, accountability and corresponding capacity at the local level, and a shift to a 
coordinating, facilitating role at the central level. The shift entails a move from full 
responsibility for provision and control to and shared responsibility for provision, support, 
and the establishment and monitoring of transparent and appropriate standards. National 
public authorities are responsible for ensuring the rights of all children to basic education but 
that the responsibility for provision can be shared more broadly. The balance between 
unification, common standards, and equity on the one hand, and autonomy and local 
discretion, variation, and control on the other, is delicate. 

Enhanced capacity for good and effective governance is needed at all levels. The greatest 
need is for the political will to move beyond the incremental.  

Single ministry. The cause of educational development in Bangladesh would seem, at this 
time, to be best supported by a single ministry.  The transaction costs of coordination across 
organizational units are quite high, especially in a unified programme context. Of course, 
such restructuring is a political decision, best informed by dialogue among stakeholders in 
public service and the larger civil society.

Political decisions from the top. Indeed, as we have noted, political leadership will be 
necessary to make decisions beyond the incremental, including decisions to move to a 
unified system, the extension of basic education to grade 8, the commitment of substantially 
greater resources to basic education, a commitment to decentralization that paves the way for 
necessary operational change, the commitment to sectoral thinking and coordination with 
multiple modes of implementation, etc.

Consensus. At the same time, a consensus is needed regarding the importance of keeping 
partisan politics out of education. As a political government re-emerges following the 
planned parliamentary election at the end of the year, political parties need to restrain 
themselves from involving teachers and teachers' organizations as well as students  in 
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partisan politics. Educational decision-making including appointments, transfers and 
promotion should be protected from extraneous political influence.  Codes of conduct for 
teachers and students should be developed and enforced.  Legal provisions and election rules 
should be enacted and enforced to protect educational institutions from undue political 
influence. 

National responsibility. Finally, with education as a national responsibility, civil society has 
a stake and a responsibility in helping ensure all children's access, quality and equity.  A 
substantial number of children are now educated by non-governmental providers.  Yet the 
role of civil society extends beyond provision.  We propose that civil society be explicitly 
engaged in the conceptualization and design of the next education programme, and that a 
body of respected, knowledgeable and  committed scholars and practitioners be constituted 
as a standing statuatory education commission, to provide leadership and continuity in 
advising government about education, and be a forum for public discussion and debate.  This 
commission is discussed in more detail below.  

IV. Consensus-building and Decision-making

We have come to the view that consideration of process is a critical, often neglected 
dimension, in the development of national education programming.  We have suggested that 
major changes in basic and primary education are needed if Bangladesh is to achieve its 
development goals, and that this is a crucial time to begin the conceptualization of the next 
programme.  Achieving the nation's goals requires thinking in the longer time frame to 2020-
25 and placing the next programme within that context.  In order to achieve the kinds of 
changes discussed here, a broad consensus is needed on this longer term perspective.  

We believe critical educational policy decisions and priorities should be decided 
transparently with ample public dialogue and the opportunity for review by stakeholders.  To 
that end, we propose a national consultative process for the planning of the new programme.  
In particular, the consultative process should be guided by a steering body including 
government, academics, NGOs and other key stakeholders, who would assist in decision-
making about goals, targets and strategies for 2010-15 programme within a longer term 
perspective, foster political support and provide guidance for programme formulation and 
approval, and mobilise national and international technical capacity and support. 

We propose the establishment of a single Ministry of Education and Human Resources. The  
experience since the 1990s suggest that the problems in respect of  articulation, coordination 
and integrated planning in key areas such as curriculum , teacher preparation, extending 
basic education beyond grade five (an urgent emerging issue), outweigh the benefits in 
respect of greater management attention and priority to primary education by a separate 
Ministry. The question of priority to a sub-sector and policy and management attention is 
more a  matter of political choice rather than an organisational arrangement. In fact there 
have been periods in recent history when the separate ministry under the prime minister's 
office has led to lack of leadership and inattention to primary and mass education matters. 
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The single Ministry may have two separate divisions  one for basic and secondary education 
and another for higher and professional education, in recognition of the distinct 
characteristics of these sub-sectors. We also argue that greater  decentralistaion should 
lighten the burden of the central ministries, who then should concentrate on broader issues of 
policy, inter-sectoral coordination and mobilistation of resources

We also propose a permanent statutory commission on pre-tertiary education.  This 
commission, in line with the suggestion of the Chief Adviser, would constitute a consultative 
mechanism for policy dialogue and continuity.  Such a National Commission on Education 
for pre-tertiary education would be independent, composed of distinguished and respected 
representatives of the major stakeholders the civil society, the academic community, and the 
government education establishment.  It would be answerable directly to the National 
Parliament.  As a statutory body, the Commission's functions and status would be specified 
in an act of law.  

The Commission would require a secretariat with technical capacity and charter for broad 
policy review and evaluation of the performance of the education system.  The Bangladesh 
Bureau of Educational Information and Statistics (BANBEIS), with enhanced technical 
capacity and authority, can be the secretariat of the permanent commission. It is recognised 
that BANBEIS has or should have other statisics and information functions in relation to the 
education system, for which it needs to be professionally strengthened. These other 
functions would be consistent with the purposes of the permanent commission. The 
Commission may provide an overall report on the national education system and on a 
specific aspect or sub-sector of the system in alternate years.  

We envision a more diverse set of roles for non-governmental organizations and civil society 
bodies extending substantially beyond, for example, the innovation grants currently offered, 
and mostly ineffective so far.  This paper has noted at least eleven roles for civil society in 
helping the nation reach its targets of education for all:

l Helping foster a national dialogue on goals and strategies in upcoming education 
programme 

l Reviewing and dialoguing about progress in education 

l Providing a reality check from stakeholders' points of view

l Mobilising technical assistance and capacity building support through institutional 
partnership; especially with academic and research institutions in sample research, 
action research, analysis and interpretation 

l Technical assistance from and among NGOs in planning, implementation, 
monitoring, and evaluation of programme activities and national and local levels

l Development of innovative models to address complex problems the system is 
facingmodels of effective school-level decentralization in Bangladesh, effective 
strategies for reaching and retaining the children of the ultra-poor, etc. 
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l Helping to scale-up school level improvement plans (SLIPs) upazila primary 
education plans (UPEPs), through partnership in different forms at the field level 

l Expansion of pre-schools, already begun on a sizeable scale, especially for first-
generation learners from disadvantaged families 

l Liaison between public education officials and communities; development of SMCs

l Design and implementation of interventions to reach particular populationsethnic 
groups, young children, children with disabilities, dropouts, child laborers, the ultra 
poor; linkinh education, poverty reduction and other development activities, where 
appropriate. 

l Creation and management, perhaps in collaboration with the private sector, of 
community learning centres, ICT centres and education programmes for youth and 
adults 

In short we see roles for non-governmental organisations in helping guide education 
activities, in provision, experimentation, scaling up, mediating among public officials and 
stakeholders, reaching particular populations, monitoring implementation and achievement 
of goals at national and local levels.  

As the discussion above indicates, fulfilling the vision for primary education development 
requires a series of political decisions at the highest level of government, sustained by broad 
political support, to be taken by political government. Among these are questions regarding:

l The value of  one education and human resource development ministry

l A permanent statutory education commission for pre-tertiary education, ideally with 
research and information processing capabilities (with an enhanced BANBEIS as the 
Secretariat) 

l Meaningful decentralization, with a elimination of the current legal constraints to 
decentralization

l Unified primary/basic education system with its extension up to grade 8

l Substantial increase in resources to primary education

l Restructuring of the curriculum board 

l New strategies for teachersselection, training and ongoing development, 
deployment, career ladder and compensation 

These issues of national interest must be resolved through the political process.  It is 
necessary  for CAMPE and other civil society institutions to begin a process of sensitization 
of the political parties and civil society at large on these issues. 

In order to move beyond incremental changes, simultaneously with the political 
sensitisation and dialogue to be carried out through a civil society process of consultation, a 
technical and government level policy discussion needs to be initiated. A working group 
appointed by the government, but consisting of government and other stakeholders, need to 
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work on the following issues, for which at least tentative answers should be formulated, 
which can be refined progressively,  to guide the process of preparation for the next phase of 
primary education development:

l Agreement needs to be reached on a government-led process to develop the 
programme, again with the participation of practitioners, academics, NGOs, and 
other key stakeholders.

l A consensus is needed on the longer-term vision and perspective outlined here.

l Decisions need to be made about the scope goals, targets, and strategies for a 2010-15 
programme; and the appropriate design of the programme or sector-wide approach in 
the specific context and experience of Bangladesh mobilising political support and 
technical guidance for programme  formulation and approval through a steering 
body to include government, NGOs, academics, and other key stakeholders. (See 
Annex 4 for a proposed schematic for an appropriate progarmme approach  for 
primary education development in Bangladesh.)

l Agreement needs to be reached on the financial envelope, the principles of 
partnership mechanisms and strategies for finance, implementation, and monitoring.

Several other more operational questions should be considered to guide subsequent 
discussion:  

l An initial scoping process has been initiated by ADB  for a follow on to PEDP II.  A 
rapid assessment has been proposed.  Details and decisions about how to proceed 
should be agreed upon:  What are the terms of reference?  What is the timeline?  How 
can CAMPE and other institutions of civil society help conceptualize the scope of the 
task?  How can CAMPE and institutions in civil society and the development 
partners be involved in assisting government? 

l How can the programme be organized to overcome the structural obstacles to 
implementation faced by PEDP II?  Significant components of the vision in the 
PEDP II programme framework were not included in the PP format?  How can the 
programme be organized to think and coordinate sectorally while allowing the 
diversity of implementation mechanisms needed for the diverse activities proposed?

l What modalities and mechanisms are needed for true partnership between the 
government agencies such as DPE and non-governmental actors to make this 
arrangement work for all partners?  This would include such issues as:

- partnership agreements- explore options for modalities, joint ventures, 
contractual services

- how to build, transfer and utilise capacity and retain services, etc
- regulatory framework to monitor and manage the partnership
- reporting and accountability 
- governance and transparency
- assurance of quality of services
- partnership durations
- exit strategies/options, etc. 
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l Given the complexities of preparation and approval of programme agreements, what 
are the critical time lines for government and development partners?  What work can 
be done over the next period of time to maintain a deliberate planning process and 
avoid precipitous decisions made to accommodate the various organizational 
imperatives and timetables?  

l What studies, fact-finding, and analyses are needed to lay the groundwork for 
effective design of a new sector-wide programme? In fact, several of the key 
components of PEDP II still have not been effectively operationalised.  Design of a 
follow-on programme would be strengthened by a better understanding of how such 
components can be effectively implemented by government, what factors have 
prevented their implementation to date.  Examples include the SLIP and UPEP 
mechanisms.  Alternately, what strategies are effective for primary schools to 
effectively reach, teach, and retain the ultra-poor, children with disabilities, ethnic 
minorities?  

l What baseline data is necessary to have a starting point for gauging future 
programme  progress?  What benchmarks?

V. Next Steps, Tasks, Time-table and Milestones

This paper has presented a vision of a primary and basic education system that will better 
enable Bangladesh to reach its educational goals for 2015 for EFA, the MDGs, NPA and PRS 
and its goal of becoming a middle-income economy in the next decades.  We have outlined 
the challenges we see, and the issues that the next primary and basic education  programme 
must address.  We have also outlined some of the processes by which civil society and the 
larger stakeholders of basic education can be better engaged and utilised, first in the 
conceptualization and design of the next sectoral programme; later in planning, 
implementation, and evaluation; and finally in assuming a share of responsibility for 
educational development.

This paper, as noted, is a starting point, in the expectation that a process will begin in which 
CAMPE and its constituency as well as other stakeholders will have the opportunity to 
participate actively and effectively.  

Regarding the process to be followed, we propose:

l Establishment of a working group, appointed by the government and including 
diverse parties with interest and expertise in education, for programme development.  
Ideally, the working group would continue in overseeing implementation.

l Discussion  and decisions regarding the preparatory tasks, mentioned in the previous 
section, establishing milestones and time-line and responsibilities for carrying out 
the tasks.

l Beginning public information and communication with stakeholders and civil 
society on the vision and scope of the programme; priorities, focus and strategies of 
the programme; status of  programme development;  implementation and financing 
mechanisms; and how all stakeholders are involved. CAMPE should facilitate the 
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public dialogue and  communication including political sensitization about key 
structural and progremme issues.

l Discussion of funding and implementation mechanisms needed to achieve the 
purposes of the programmefunding in terms of the medium-term budgetary 
framework linking revenue and development budgets, and an overall programme 
framework with multiple implementation mechanisms for major components and 
complementary activities; this will also require  revisiting the PP mechanism.

It has to be recognized that there are issues about basic policy and structural changes which 
require political decision and public dialogue, as outlined above. There are other technical 
and administrative decisions focusing on an investment plan which also require consultation 
and a participatory process involving key stake-holders beyond the directly involved 
government personnel. 

The aim is a government-led national process and mechanism which mobilizes and 
effectively uses national capacities as well as international technical resources and technical 
support in achieving the nation's primary and basic education agenda. The first important 
step would be for the government to appoint a national working group without delay and 
proceed with a sense of urgency with a defined time-frame and time-line. 
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ANNEX 1.  A Note on SWAps

Sector Wide Approaches (SWAps) to programmes in education and health came about as a 
result of disillusionment, primarily on the part of funding agencies, with the project mode of 
development assistance.  The collective efforts of many projects to build schools, provide 
textbooks, train teachers, develop assessment systems, and facilitate information collection 
and utilization had not led, in too many cases, to reformed education systems.  Donor 
funding of multiple and uncoordinated initiatives, with corresponding demands on 
government staff for implementation and reporting, coupled with undue reliance on external 
technical assistance, had not led to sufficiently increased capacity on the part of governments 
to plan and manage their own education activities and budgets.  

Though definitions vary, and there are many ways to design a SWAp, SWAps typically 
consolidate the recurrent and capital financial requirements, as well as national and 
international resources in a medium-term expenditure framework for the sector.  This 
expenditure framework guides and prioritises education strategies and expenditures 
according to an overall coherent sectoral development plan.  The SWAp is envisioned as 
sectoral in scope, incorporating all levels and types of education and all significant providers 
and funding, into a coherent framework.  A number of countries have adopted sub-sectoral 
programmes as an intermediate step toward sectoral planning.  PEDP II, focusing as it does 
on a segment (albeit a major segment) of the primary education system, would be a sub-
sectoral education programme.  

The purposes of the SWAp mode are: 

l to align external assistance with national priorities and objectives reflected in 
country's development plans - such as, poverty reduction strategy and  NPA - so that 
development efforts are driven by national priorities and objectives, not those of 
funding agencies; 

l to improve coordination (e.g., getting away from multiple, divergent projects, stove 
piping, high transaction costs fostered by project approach, external funding); 
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l to promote sector-wide thinking and planning on the part of planners and 
implementers; 

l to develop national institutions, competencies and systems; 

l to focus accountability of government plans toward national constituencies rather 
than external funders; and 

l to harmonize efforts of different assistance agencies. 

Core elements are government leadership on behalf of the nation to bring stakeholders 
together in national dialogue around a national education sector plan, which is linked with 
national development planning. The resulting framework prioritises expenditures according 
to the most important strategic goals, and recognises necessary tradeoffs.  It uses common 
financial and implementation mechanisms to promote harmonization, coherence alignment 
toward common goals, and accountability, with the aim of strengthening government 
capacity to ensure education for all.   

At the same time, there is no single approach to the design and implementation of SWAps to 
achieve these ends.  In many ways, the SWAp remains somewhat experimental.  Adaptation 
is needed to the capacities and needs of particular national contexts. SWAps, as the label 
suggests, can be understood as an approach, not a single or particular financial or 
implementation modality.  They can encompass different financial and implementation 
modalities, including projects, but are unified by agreed-upon goals/objectives and 
priorities, coordination of all education initiatives, and government leadership. 

While SWAps can be designed in a process limited to agencies, consultants, and 
government, the philosophy and goals of the SWAp generally require broad participation.   
While participation can be limited to consultation on the final plan, it is best achieved 
through active involvement at all stages of the design and implementation process setting 
ground rules for dialogue and decision-making, goal-setting, development of plans, 
implementation, monitoring and formative evaluation, and summative evaluation.  

However sensible in theory, SWAps involve a number of practical challenges.  Recurring 
issues include:

l Challenges of government learning by doing, and the task being that of implementing 
a very complex process

l Coordination across agencies within government 

l Differing perspectives and priorities among funding agencies, among government 
agencies 

l Coordination across DPs multiple agencies, leadership among agencies, 
coordination of multiple agendas, voice of different partners (Criteria for differences 
in voice? To what extent should the weight of a vote or view be determined by the size 
of financial package offered?)
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l Accountability who's accountable to whom for what? Government to DPs? 
Government to people? DPs to government? 

l How is accountability organized?

l Broader participation Who? How? When?  (To what extent does government already 
represent the nation?  To what extent and how should other national stakeholders be 
involved?)  The added complexity of even more partners, who are even less well 
organized institutionally. Avoiding special interests.  

l Balance between government leading and other perspectives on what should be done 
(others within the country, DPs) What if government, or one who speaks for the 
government,  is wrong? 

l Balance between overall priorities and areas that really need work 

l Tradeoffs between long-term value vs. short-term complexities of (whole) sector vs. 
sub-sector 

l Tradeoffs between allowing diversity of mechanisms under programme umbrella 
(but weaker overall coherence) vs. uniformity of funding & implementation 
mechanisms (but difficulty in making needed post-design changes & inability to 
accommodate different financial & administrative needs of different activities)
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ANNEX 2.  The Six EFA Goals

We hereby collectively commit ourselves to the attainment of the following goals:

(i) Expanding and improving comprehensive early childhood care and education, 
especially for the most vulnerable and disadvantaged children;

(ii) ensuring that by 2015 all children, particularly girls, children in difficult 
circumstances and those belonging to ethnic minorities, have access to and complete 
free and compulsory primary education of good quality;

(iii) ensuring that the learning needs of all young people and adults are met through 
equitable access to appropriate learning and life-skills programmes;



(iv) achieving a 50 per cent improvement in levels of adult literacy by 2015, especially 
for women, and equitable access to basic and continuing education for all adults;

(v) eliminating gender disparities in primary and secondary education by 2005, and 
achieving gender equality in education by 2015, with a focus on ensuring girls' full 
and equal access to and achievement in basic education of good quality; and 

(vi) improving all aspects of the quality of education and ensuring excellence of all so 
that recognized and measurable learning outcomes are achieved by all, especially in 
literacy, numeracy and essential life skills. 

Source: Dakar Framework for Action, paragraph. 7 as adopted by the World Education 
Forum, Dakar, Senegal, April 2000

ANNEX 3. The NPA II Vision

5. A    Vision of Basic and Primary Education by 2015 

5.1  The basic goal of NPA II is to establish a knowledge-based and technologically-oriented 
competent society to ensure that every school-age child has access to primary level 
institutions that provide all necessary facilities, continue in school to receive and achieve 
quality education, and provide opportunities to pre-school children, young persons and 
adults to meet their learning needs in a competitive world, both in the formal and non-formal 
sub-sectors of basic education without any discrimination.

5.2   It is envisaged that through successful execution of NPA II, the educational scenario by 
2015 will encompass the following:

(i)   An informed, knowledge-based and learning society for all has taken firm roots  
facilities are available for enhancing learning and gaining appropriate employable 
and life skills through formal, non-formal and informal education mechanisms;

(ii)  All pre-school children, 3-5 years of age, are attending ECCE programs of some kind 
and have access to programmes of health, nutrition, social, physical and intellectual 
development, and being initiated into formal education; 

(iii) All primary school-age children (6-10 years), boys and girls, including all ethnic 
groups, disadvantaged and disabled, are enrolled and successfully completing the 
primary cycle and achieving quality education; 

(iv) Adequate scope exists for primary level graduates to go on to secondary education 
and beyond; children can plan and pursue their career path and switch from one 
stream of education to another of their choice at any level;

(v) All primary level institutions, formal and non-formal, offer standardized and quality 
basic education, providing a strong foundation which prepares children and others 
to face challenges in higher education, training and broader life with confidence and 
success; equivalence between formal and non-formal basic education and between 
different streams within each firmly established at all levels;

(vi) All residual illiterate and semi-literate young persons and adults have access to 
learning opportunities  basic education, adult literacy, post-literacy, continuing 
education and life-long leaning, including skills development for gainful wage or 
self-employment;
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(vii) Gender equality in basic and primary education, for teachers as well as learners, is a 
normal phenomenon, both in the institutions and homes of children as well as the 
broader society;

(viii) All children enrolled in basic and primary education level institutions have access 
to health, nutrition, water and sanitation, cultural, social development and similar 
other services and activities, which ensure a healthy learning and living 
environment for better life; are involved in school management and decision-
making processes; and they are all aware of the dangers of and ways of dealing with 
HIV/AIDS, arsenic contamination and such others; 

(ix) Poverty is substantially reduced in line with PRSP and MDG targets through and as a 
result of quality basic education and selective skills development training, in 
conjunction with and measures taken for eradication of poverty in other sectors of 
development, both public and private, particularly NGOs; 

(x) The government, NGOs, broader civil society, the community and other stakeholders 
share the responsibility and work in conjunction to achieve the EFA national goals 
and also share and exchange information on their respective programmes through 
MIS and GIS systems established in the government and non-government sectors 
via computer-based wide area network (WAN); and the database are updated at 
given intervals and freely and easily accessible to all through websites;

(xi) There is transparency and accountability in program development, organization and 
management, financial transactions, and in activities of managers, supervisors and 
teachers as well as the SMC members and all others involved, both in the 
government and non-government education sectors; and

Source: Government of Bangladesh, Ministry of Primary and Mass Education. Learning for 
Change: Education for All National Plan of Action 2003-15 (NPA II). Dhaka 2007.
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NPED Program and Components

Program Framework: National 
Primary education development 
Programme (2010-15) with Multiple 
Components (Projects), and Multiple 
Delivery Mechanisms and Core 
Common Standards for Provisions, 
Curriculum and Learning Objectives.

Project 1

Govt.Primary School Development 
(Ensuring all project inputs brought 
together to serve government schools 
with the program framework and 
based on upazila-based primary 
education plan.

Project 2

R N G P S  D e v e l o p m e n t  s a m e  
objective as Project 1

Project 3

Ibtidayi Madrasa Development

Project 4
Curriculum, Learning Materials and 
Learning Assessment

Project 5

Teacher Development and Support

Project 6

Basic Education Extension to
Grade 8

Implementation mechanisms

A National Steering Committee with 
Technical Sub-Committees for one or 
more components to adopt policy 
decisions, guide program design and 
i m p l e m e n t a t i o n  a n d  e n s u r e  

1resources.

DPE Directorates (with redesigned 
functions and capacity to serve 
Upazi la -based  p lanning  and  

2management)  

DPE Directorates (with similar 
change in function and capacity as 

2Project 1)

Madrasa Education Board (with 
major  profess iona l  capac i ty  
enhancement)

Redesigned National Curriculum 
Board (with enhanced professional 
capacity and divesting from it 
textbook production/distribution) 
working closely with academic and 
research institutions.

Project management support unit 
designed and established at DPE (in 
close collaboration with Directorate 
of Secondary and Higher Education 
for work with degree colleges)

Grade 8 basic education extension 
project designed and project 

 Financial mechanisms

A budget framework and financing 
principles established for total 
program (taking account of NPA and 
PRS), with flexible mechanisms for 
each project, overseen by the 

5Steering Committee. 

Government budget allocations 
within a medium term budget 
framework (MTBF) with deficits 
made up by external assistance as 

Sector support.

Same as above

Same as above

Same as above

Same as above

Annex 4. Suggested Schematic of the National Primary Education 
Development (NPED) Program (2010-15)

Outline of Components and Implementation Structure for a Pragmatic    
Programme Approach
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Notes:

1. The Steering body will guide National level management and  implementation support 
units which will facilitate and support the work of district level technical teams and 
upazila education plans with the goal of empowering schools to assume and exercise 
greater authority and responsibility with accountability to the community (see note 5 
below).

2. The projects for GPS, RNGPS and Madrasa development will essentially ensure that all 
activities are carried out within the framework of upazila-based planning for overall 
primary education development , bringing the inputs from different  projects, such as 
curriculum development, infrastrncture and teacher development  together to support 
the upazial's and individual school's development plan. A district level technical, 
capacity will be needed  to  support upazila primary education planning and to carry out 
the activities in a responsive and accountable manner with the goal of moving towards 
genuine decentralization of primary education planning and management.  (see note 5 
below.) 

3. It is expected that the project support unit at LGED will coordinate planning with 
different projects and upazila plans, provide technical support and set standards, but 
progressively the maintenance, repair and new school infrastructure building will be 
handed over to school managing committees.

Project 7
Basic Education Infrastructure 
Development

Project 8
Preschool Development

Project 9
Educational Information and 
Statistics Capacity

Project 10
Second Chance Basic Education 
(NFPE), primary/basic education for 
extremely vulnerable, hard-to-reach 
groups (l inked with poverty 
reduction projects, e.g. CFPR)

management support unit set up at 
DPE (with Directorate of Secondary 
& higher education collaboration.

Project Management support unit 
3designed and set up at LGED.

Project Mngmnt Support Unit 
designed and set up at DPE 
(implemented through NGOs). 

A redesigned BANBEIS with 
independent statistics and data 
collection analysis and reporting 
c a p a c i t y  f o r  a l l  l e v e l s  o f  

4education.

NGOs and/or NGO Consortia 
working with local government.

Same as above

Same as above

Same as above

Externa l  funding  by  Donor  
Consortium/ individual donor to 
NGOs recorded and included within 
the national programme and subject 
to guidance /oversight of National 
Steering Committee .
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4. An independent national capacity for educational statistics and information collection, 
analysis and reporting was the original rationale for BANBEIS. This need has been 
underscored repeatedly. In addition to the  role of the independent statistics agency of 
BANBEIS, each project will still need its own monitoring mechanism,. In the context of 
decentarlisation, statistical capacities will be needed at the upazila and district levels. 
Development of these capacities and promoting their use in planning and management 
will also be tasks of BANBEIS, for which its own capacity has to be developed. A 
professionally enhanced BANBEIS can be the secretarial of a permanent statutory 
national education commission  an idea being advocated by education stakeholders.

5. One Ministry of Education for the education sector will bring  all the projects under one 
sectoral MTBF (including the activities for extending basic education to grade 8, 
curriculum development and teacher development, which will go beyond the purview 
of present MOPME), but this is not an absolute pre-requisite. 

District technical teams will have to be formed to guide and assist coordinated planning 
including financial planning of the upazila- wise primary /basic education development. 
This will help transform the present highly top-down budget planning and 
management process. The different projects under the program will depend on the district 
technical teams and the upazila planning process to ensure that their inputs serve the 
coordinated upazila plans and plans of  individual schools.

Annex 5

Acronyms

ACR Annual Confidential Report

ADB Asian Development Bank

BANBEIS Bangladesh Bureau of Educational Information and Statistics

BRAC Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee; Renamed in 2007 as Building 
Resources Across Communities

CAMPE Campaign for Popular Education

CFPR Challenging the Frontiers of Poverty Reduction

CREATE Consortium for Research on Educational Access, Transitions & Equity

DPE Directorate of Primary Education

ECCE Early Childhood Care and Education

EFA Education for All

ELCG Education Local Consultative Group

EMIS Education Management Information System

GDP Gross Domestic Product

GIS Geographical Information System
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GPS Government Primary School

HIV/AIDS Human Immune Deficiency Virus/Human Immune Deficiency Syndrome

ICT Information and Communication Technology

IED Institute of Educational Development

KPI Key Performance Indicators

LGED Local Government Engineering Department

MDG Millennium Development Goals

MIS Management Information System

MOPME Ministry of Primary and Mass Education

MTBF Medium Term Budgetary Framework

MTR Mid-Term Review

NAPE National Academy for Primary Education

NCTB National Curriculum and Textbook Board

NFPE Non-Formal Primary Education

NGO Non-Governmental Organization

NPA National Plan of Action

PEDP II Primary Education Development Program II

PESDP Primary Education Sector Development Program

PP Project Proforma

PPTA Project Preparation Technical Assistance

PRS Poverty Reduction Strategy

PSQL Primary School Quality Level

PTI Primary Teachers' Training Institute

RNGPS Registered Non-Government Primary School

SLIP School Level Improvement Plan

SMC School Management Committee

SWAp Sector Wide Approach

UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation

UNICEF United Nations Children's Fund

UPE Universal Primary Education

UPEP Upazila Primary Education Plan

URC Upazila Resource centre

WAN Wide Area Network





I. Introduction

The concept of Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) has had much influence in the 
fields of English language teaching, curriculum and test design. Since the 1970s, there have 
been considerable developments in the area of language testing. Various theories and 
practical testing models have evolved following the concept of communicative competence. 
Bangladesh has introduced a communicative English curriculum at its secondary education 
sector. However, the aims and objectives of the communicative curriculum can never be 
achieved without a testing system that assesses the communicative ability of learners. This 
paper looks at the existing Secondary School Certificate (SSC) English examination to 
identify the elements of communicative testing in it and examines the suitability of this 
testing system to the curriculum goals. The study involves a critical analysis of the current 
SSC test. It also explores the views of Bangladeshi secondary English teachers and two 
internationally renowned language testing experts on the SSC test and investigates the ways 
of making it more communicatively based.

* Teacher Trainer, English Language Teaching Improvement Project (ELTIP), Dhaka. 
 E-mail: zulfeqar.haider@gmail.com

Abstract

It is now ten years since Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) has been introduced in 
secondary English curriculum of Bangladesh. Therefore, the test of English at the SSC level 
is now facing the challenge of assessing learners' communicative skills. This study looks at 
the existing model of the SSC English test and explores the possibilities of incorporating a 
more communicatively based test format. The study is based on an evaluation of the test 
items on writing skills set in the SSC test papers. It also explores the views of Bangladeshi 
secondary English teachers and internationally renowned language testing Experts. It is 
argued that though secondary English education in Bangladesh has stepped into a 
communicative era ten years back, the current SSC test is not in accordance with the 
curriculum objectives. The test items on writing lack both validity and reliability. 
Suggestions made for improving the current SSC test include: defining the purpose of 
communication in English for SSC level learners, drafting test specifications, setting test 
items which are relevant to a communicative purpose, and developing a marking scheme to 
mark the subjective items.

Md. Zulfeqar Haider*

Assessing "Communicative" Writing Skills: 
An Evaluation of the SSC English Examination 
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Background of English Language Teaching (ELT) in Bangladesh 

The teaching of English in Bangladesh has a long history that can be traced back to the 
colonial era. However, the British models of teaching English continued to influence the 
ELT scenario of post-colonial Bengal even after the colonial rule was over in 1947. The 
grammar translation method continued to influence the ELT scenario as the most dominant 
teaching method in the Indian subcontinent. After the independence of Bangladesh (1971), 
several attempts were made to redesign ELT sector with little or no success.

In 1990, a four year ELT project called Orientation of Secondary School Teachers for 
Teaching English in Bangladesh (OSSTTEB) was launched by the Government of 
Bangladesh with the assistance of DFID, the UK aid agency. This project revised, adapted 
and revamped the secondary English curriculum (Hoque, 1999). In 1997, a major follow-up 
step was initiated with the introduction of English Language Teaching Improvement Project 
(ELTIP). The project's goals was to improve the communicative competence of the 
secondary level learners. Under this project, a communicative curriculum, revised text 
books and newly written Teachers' Guides (TGs) were developed and some 30 thousand 
English teachers, test administrators, and markers were trained.     

The SSC examination

In Bangladesh,  The Secondary School Certificate (SSC) examination in the first public 
examination that learners sit for after 10 years of schooling. Students study English as a 
compulsory subject at this level. The examination is administered countrywide through the 
seven Boards of Intermediate and Secondary Education (BISE). The question papers are set 
by the respective BISE independently following the national curriculum and syllabus of 
National Curriculum and Textbook Board (NCTB). The syllabus of NCTB explicitly 
recommends a testing system that is in keeping with the spirits of CLT. The new syllabus 
document for classes 9-10 (NCTB 1999: 135) mentions, “Until and unless a suitable public 
examination is devised that tests English language skills rather than students' ability to 
memorise and copy without understanding, the aims and objectives of the syllabus can never 
be realised.” Samples of question papers were provided in the Teacher's Guide and Teachers 
were encouraged to follow the test models.

II. Research Questions

This study is concerned with the following research questions:

l How are students' writing skills tested by the existing SSC English examinations?
l To what extent are these test items communicatively based?
l What do Bangladeshi teachers and the international testing experts think of the 

current SSC English examination?
l How can the SSC examination be improved to reflect the goals stated in the national 

curriculum and syllabus document?
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III.  Research Methodology

An interpretative epistemology approach is followed in this paper. It emphasizes that 
knowledge in social research is concerned not with generalization, prediction and control, 
but with interpretation, meaning and illumination (Usher, 1996: 12). The approach here is 
guided by the belief that reality is a complex phenomenon which is more than a sequence of 
orderly events or simple cause-effect relationship. The data used is not only concerned with 
facts but also with values. 

In looking at a testing system which is comparatively new in the context of Bangladesh, it is 
admitted that reality is a human construct. The aim here is to explore perspectives and shared 
meanings (Wellington, 2000: 16) and  the data used here is qualitative. 

The research procedure uses three different sources for collecting data and involves three 
steps. They are: a) a critical evaluation of the SSC English test format, b) collecting the views 
of Bangladeshi English teachers through questionnaires and, c) interviewing the two 
Australian testing experts based at Melbourne University. The evaluation of SSC 
examination includes a close analysis of the existing SSC test papers, the syllabus document 
and marking criteria. The questionnaire attempts to explore the values and attitudes of 
secondary English teachers in relation to the SSC English testing system. The interviews 
with the language testing experts are intended to generate valuable ideas that could be 
applicable in improving the testing system of  SSC. 

IV.  The Development of Modern Language Testing

The development of modern language testing occurred in three historical phases prior to and 
during the 1970s. These three periods are -- the scientific era, the psychometric-structuralist 
era and the integrative sociolinguistic era (Spolsky 1978:5).  According to Spolsky, the pre-
scientific era was characterised by a lack of concern for quantitative and statistical analysis 
or such notions as objectivity and reliability in language testing. The psychometric-
structuralist approach was concerned with tests that focus on discrete item tests. In fact, the 
psychometric-structuralist approach provided the basis for the flourishing of the 
standardised language test with its emphasis on discrete structure point items. However, 
discrete point tests were also criticised for being insufficient indicators of language 
proficiency (Oller 1979: 212). Language testing was directed to global tests in the 1970s, 
which led to the psycholinguistic-sociolinguistic era (Weir, 1988: 3). This format of global 

1and integrative tests (such as cloze test ) gained theoretical support from many researchers.

Davies distinguishes four important types of language tests on the basis of their function or 
use- achievement tests, proficiency tests, aptitude tests and diagnostic tests (Davies and 
Allan 1977: 46-7). While achievement tests are concerned with assessing what has been 
learned of a known syllabus, proficiency tests are based on assessing the learning of either a 
known or unknown syllabus. 

1 A cloze test requires one to fill in missing words which tests the ability to understand context and 

vocabulary.
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  V. The Concept of Communicative Competence 

The idea of communicative language teaching emerged in the 1970s  following Hymes' 
theory of communicative competence, which greatly emphasised learners' ability to use 
language in context, particularly, in terms of social demands of performance (McNamara, 
2000: 116). Hymes believes that knowing a language is more than knowing its rules. Once 
Hymes proposed the idea of communicative competence, it was expanded in various ways 
during the following two decades. The term competence was interpreted in many different 
ways by researchers. To some, it simply means the ability to 'communicate'; to others it 
means the social rules of language use; and to yet other, it refers to a set of abilities including 
knowledge of linguistics, socio-linguistics and discourse rules (Bachman & Palmar, 1984: 
34). However, the basic idea of communicative competence remains the ability to use 
language appropriately, both receptively and productively, in real situations (Kiato, et al. 
1996: 1)

 VI. The Development of Communicative Language Testing

The idea of communicative testing was developed on the basis of Hymes' two dimensional 
model of communicative competence that comprises a linguistic and a sociolinguistic 
element. Davies et al. gives the following definition of communicative language tests:

Communicative tests are tests of communicative skills, typically used in contradistinction to tests of 
grammatical knowledge. Such tests often claim to operationalise theories of communicative competence, 
although the form they take will depend on which dimension they choose to emphasise, be it specificity to 
context, authenticity of materials or the simulation of real life performance. 

(Davies et al. 1999: 26)

Harrison mentions three ingredients which distinguishes a communicative language test 
from other tests. He argues: 

1.   A communicative test should assess language used for a purpose beyond itself.

2.  A communicative test should depend on the bridging of an information gap. It has to 
propose a language using purpose which can be fulfilled by the communicative skill so 
far acquired by the learners.

3. A communicative test should represent an encounter. The situation at the end of it 
should be different from what it was at the beginning, and this means that there has to 
be some sequence within the test.  (Harrison, 1983: 77-8)

  VII. Competence vs Performance

There have been debates among the researchers regarding the nature and function of 
communicative tests. One issue of controversy was how to specify the components of 
communicative competence and to relate them in measuring performances. Another 
complication arose as the terms 'competence' and 'performance' were used differently by 
various researchers suggesting important distinctions between them. Chomsky (1965) 



claimed that 'competence' refers to the linguistic system which an ideal native speaker has 
internalized whereas 'performance' is mainly concerned with the psychological factors that 
are involved in the perception and production of speech. Later Hymes (1972) explicitly, and 
Campbell and Wales (1970) implicitly proposed a broader notion of communicative 
competence in which they included grammatical competence as well as contextual or 
sociolinguistic competence. They, however, adopted the distinction between 
communicative 'competence' and 'performance'. According to Canale and Swain (1980: 3) 
'competence' refers to knowledge of grammar and other aspects of language while 
'performance' refers to actual use.

For the language testing researchers, it was difficult to determine an ideal test model which 
could be valid and reliable enough to test communicative competence. They were concerned 
about appropriate performances for task based activities in order to assess learners' 
communicative competence. The most discussed answer to this query is the one provided by 
Canale and Swain (1980) who, in their influential work 'Approaches to Second Language 
Testing' specified four aspects of knowledge or competence - grammatical competence, 
sociolinguistic competence, strategic competence and discourse competence. 

  VIII. What Makes Good Communicative Tests?

Though a communicative language test intends to measure how students use language in real 
life, it is difficult to set a task that can measure communicative competence in real contexts. 
Ellison (2001: 44) argues that testing by its very nature is artificial and unless we are to 
follow an examinee around all the time noting how he/she deals with the target language in 
all situations, we necessarily have a less than real situation. However, it should be the aim of 
the test setter to try and complement real situations as much as possible. Referring to the 
difficulty of identifying the elements of communicative testing, Morrow (1991) states: 

The essential question which a communicative test must answer is whether or not (or how 
well) a candidate can use language to communicate meanings. But 'to communicate 
meanings' is very elusive criterion indeed on which to base judgment. (Morrow, 
1991:112)

There have been attempts to develop a model for communicative competence and valid tests 
of its components. Bachman and Palmer (1984: 35) describe three approaches: the skill-
component approach, communicative approach and measurement approach to specify what 
language tests measure. Offering a detailed interpretation of the Canale-Swain 
communicative approach, Bachman and Palmer specify some factors (such as, trait factors, 
modal factors, method factors) that should be considered while designing a performance 
test. Having examined the structure of a model which encompasses these three factors, 
Skehan (1991: 9) regarded it as 'being of pivotal importance in influencing the language 
testing theories and practices throughout the 1990s.' Later Bachman went further as he 
offered important distinctions between task-based and construct-based approaches to test 
design. He explained: 
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The procedures for design, development, and use of language tests must incorporate both 
a specification of the assessment task to be included and definition of the abilities to be 
assessed.  (Bachman, 2000: 456)

Task based language assessment gave rise to two questions: a) How real-life task types 
are identified, selected and characterized and how pedagogic or assessment tasks are 
related to these.  (Bachman, 2000: 459)

The discussion of different approaches to language testing are concerned with their strengths 
and limitations in terms of the criteria of validity and reliability. Validity in language testing 
is about whether a test can measure what it is intended to measure. Other arguments 
regarding the test validity include the question of content relevance and representativeness, 
task difficulty etc. Reliability refers to the extent to which test scores are consistent; that is, 
the test would yield similar scores from all test-takers with similar language competence. 

 IX.  Assessing Second Language Writing

Assessment of second language writing has been discussed on the basis of two different 
approaches: objective test of writing and direct test of writing. Objective tests claim to test 
writing through verbal reasoning, error recognition and other measures that have been 
shown fairly highly with measured writing ability (Lyons, 1991: 5). In direct tests of writing, 
actual samples of students' writings are assessed. In fact, direct tests of writing have won the 
support of many researchers as they engage students with more communicative and creative 
task types. However, this approach has also been criticised for lacking reliability. Despite 
their problems with reliability, direct tests are still very popular in many academic settings 
throughout the world. 

Kiato et al. (1996: 2)  refer to some typical problems of testing writing. They point out that 
testing writing objectively may not necessarily reflect the way it is used by the students in the 
real world. On the other hand, testing of writing in a way that reflects how the students use 
writing in real world is difficult to evaluate objectively and the test setters has less control 
over the writing tasks. However, they argue that the ability to write should involve six 
component skills- grammatical ability, lexical ability, mechanical ability, stylistic skills, 
organisational skills and judgment of appropriacy. Among the writing tasks they find useful 
are: gap filling, form completion, making corrections, letter and essay writing.

Weir (1988: 63-4) offers an elaborate discussion on both indirect (objective) and direct tests 
and distinguishes the two types. He argues that writing can be divided into discrete elements 
such as grammar, vocabulary and punctuation etc. and these elements are tested separately 
by the use of objective tests.  He suggested that both productive and receptive skills can be 
broken down into levels of grammar and lexis according to a discrete point framework and 
objective tasks such as cloze, selective deletion, gap filling etc. can be designed for testing 
reading with writing. Weir describes the direct test of writing as a more integrative test which 
tests a candidate's ability to perform certain of the functional tasks required in the 
performance of duties in the target situation.
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Research on writing involving both native speakers and second language are also 
concerned with basic studies of the nature of writing process in order to relate them to the 
validity of writing test tasks. Some of the questions concerned are:

1. To what extent is performance influenced by the amount of prior knowledge that    
writers have about the topic that they are asked to write about in a test?

2.  Does it make a difference how the writing task is specified on the test paper?

3. Do different types of tasks produce significant difference in the performance of  
learners in a writing test?                                                                (Read, 1991: 77)

Johns (1991: 171) suggests three criteria for academic testing of writing- (1) use of reading 
for writing assessment: testing for audience awareness, (2) exploitation of common writing 
genres: argumentation and problem solution, and (3) testing of subject matter, conceptual 
control and planning. He insists that reading and writing be combined to give a more 
authentic context for testing writing for academic purpose. He says:

Because reading and writing are interconnected at all academic levels, it seems 
unprofessional and certainly unacademic to test writing without the genuine 
interactivity that reading  provides. (Johns, 19991: 176)

Literature on testing has suggested different strategies to cope with the problem of making 
direct writing tasks. The problem with these tasks is that they are very difficult to mark as the 
marking of such tasks is somewhat subjective. One solution suggested by many testing 
experts is to use an analytical marking scheme to help make the marking consistent. Murphy 
(1979: 19) outlined the nature of a marking scheme demanded by the Associated Examining 
Boards, “A marking scheme is a comprehensive document indicating the explicit criteria  
against which candidate's answers will be judged; it enables the examiners to relate 
particular marks to answers of specified quality.”

There have been discussions on two types of marking for free writing tasks - impressionistic 
and analytic. However there are arguments over what valid and reliable measures of writing 
can be used and what might be the relationship of these measures to overall impressionistic 
quality rating. The TOFEL examination included a direct writing measure (Connor, 1991: 
216) in 1986 for the test of written English that was marked holistically (TOFEL test of 
written English guide 1989). A great deal of research was conducted by the Educational 
Testing Service into the development and validation of a measure to assess communicative 
competence in writing (Bridgman Carlson, 1983; Carlson et al. 1985). A holistic scoring 
guide was developed to mark two general topics-comparison/contrast and describing a graph 
that had six levels and included syntactic and rhetorical criteria. The Test of Written English 
Scoring Guidelines (1989) identified the following criteria of a written task.

An essay in the highest category is well organized and well developed, effectively 
addressed the writing task, uses appropriate details to support or illustrate ideas, shows 
unity, coherence and progression, displays consistent facility in the use of language, and 



54    Bangladesh Education Journal

demonstrates syntactic variety and appropriate word choice. (The Test of Written 
English Scoring Guidelines, 989)

The marking scheme suggested by ELTIP to help teachers assess writing compositions is 
made on the basis of five criteria -- grammar, vocabulary, mechanical accuracy, 
communication and content. A Marking scheme like this shows how developments in 
language testing research are providing models to cope with the challenges of marking 
writing tasks. 

X.  The SSC Curriculum, Syllabus and the Test 

The SSC is the school leaving public examination for grade 10 students. English is a 
compulsory subject at this level and the test of English is an achievement test in language 
skills. The test is designed to test reading and writing skills only as there is no provision of 
testing listening and speaking skills. 

The NCTB syllabus of English focuses on the development of the four skills through learner-
centred activities within meaningful contexts. It gives importance to choosing contexts 
which reflect actual social situations outside the classroom and make the learning of English 
'relevant, interesting and enjoyable'. It is expected as per the syllabus that students should 
achieve an 'elementary to intermediate command of the four language skills' by the end of 
secondary level. The curriculum document specifies the objective and purposes of learning 
English as it states:

English needs to be recognised as an essential work-oriented skill that is needed if the 
employment, development and educational needs of the country are to be met 
successfully. Increased communicative competence in English, therefore, constitutes a 
vital skill for learners at this stage. (SSC Syllabus Document, 1999, NCTB: 136)

Terminal competencies in four skills are specified in the NCTB syllabus. The competencies 
for writing skills for grade 10 are defined as follows:

Students should be able to-

l   write simple dialogues, formal and informal letters including letters of application 
and reports.

l    demonstrate imagination and creativity in appropriate writing forms.

l    fill in the forms (i.e. job applications etc.) and write a curriculum vitae

l  plan and organize the above tasks efficiently so as to communicate ideas and facts 
clearly, accurately and with relevance to the topic.

l   take notes and dictations

l   use different punctuation and geographical devices appropriately.  

(SSC Syllabus Document, 1999, NCTB: 144)



XI.  A Critical Analysis of the SSC Test Format

The SSC test of English is mainly a test of reading and writing skills. There are test items on 
reading and writing which also test students' grammar and vocabulary as discrete point tests. 
The tasks are of both objective and subjective types. Many of the objective tasks such as 
true/false, multiple choice questions and gap-filling with clues do not serve any 
communicative purpose. There are tasks like making sentences from a table, joining 
sentences, re-arranging words/sentences, and matching words/phrases, which do not require 
students to produce any language of their own. Such test items can be seen as very 
mechanical exercises that test students' knowledge of grammar, syntax or vocabulary. It 
seems that these types of test items are included for two reasons - to test students' 
understanding of basic sentence structure and constructions of a text, and to have them to be 
marked objectively. 

There are some items on the SSC test papers which can be seen as good examples of 
communicative language use. The open ended questions for comprehension and the 
information transfer tasks are good communicative activities requiring students' input in a 
number of skills such as reading and writing. The controlled and free writing tasks set for the 
SSC test can also be communicatively based. 

  XII. The Test Items on Writing

The SSC question paper sets a number of direct writing tasks. These are of two types - guided 
and more free. The guided writing tasks set in paper 1 include - rearranging sentences, 
writing paragraphs following prompts, writing letters, writing applications etc. More free 
writing items are included in paper 2, such as - writing paragraphs following cues/key words, 
writing letters, writing essays  etc. 

Some representative writing items taken from the SSC English test papers of 2003 are shown 
in Appendix 1, table 1.

An analysis of the SSC test items shows that tasks like rearranging sentences are easy to 
construct and are good for testing specific micro-skills for writing such as organisation skill, 
linking sentences and coherence. But such tasks have little communicative value. This task 
requires students' reading skills as well. 

The tasks on writing paragraphs, essays, and letters can be seen as reasonable activities. 
Students have a chance to produce language for communicating ideas. There are clear 
instructions and prompts given. The tasks are in keeping with the terminal competencies 
described in the syllabus document. However, though some of the contexts are explained 
clearly most of the topics are still very decontexualised. It is not made clear why the students 
should write on them. It is always important to give a purpose, an audience and a genre to 
help students produce the piece of writing. An additional problem of such typical topics is 
that students may well predict the topics beforehand and might memorise the essays or 
paragraphs and reproduce them in examination halls. 
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  XIII. Marking of SSC English Scripts
There are no guidelines for the markers of SSC English scripts, except a set of very 
generalised instructions provided by the Examinations Boards. For example, the following 
instructions were given to the examiners of the SSC in 2003:

1.  Letter application writing: Two marks to be deducted if the name of the writer/school, 
as mentioned in the question is not mentioned. Out of 10 marks, for form 3 marks and for 
content 7 marks. Marks should be awarded as a whole. No marks should be awarded only 
for forms without contents.

2.  Comprehension: Answer based on simple reproduction of sentences from the passage 
may carry a maximum of 70% marks. High marks can be awarded depending on 
examinee's own language, style and quality.

3. Translation (From Bangla to English): Word for word translation should not be 
insisted upon. There should be no prejudice in awarding high marks for correct and 
standard translation.

4.  Translation of detached sentences: correct sentences should be given full credit.

5. Essay/paragraph: Memorised answers, though correctly reproduced should not 
receive more than 70% marks. High marks may be awarded to quality answers. Marks 
should be awarded as whole keeping the hints in mind. Essays without hints or in words 
exceeding the given limit would not receive more than 50% marks.

(Instruction for markers of SSC English paper 2003, BISE, Dhaka)

It is evident from the above instructions that there is no analytic approach for marking the 
free writing items. Many of the instructions are not self explanatory. For example, it is not 
made clear what should be the criteria for considering a piece of translation 'correct and 
standard' as per instruction 3. Similarly instruction 5 says 'high marks may be awarded to 
quality answers' but it is not clarified what might be considered a 'quality answer'. Again, 
instruction 5 says that memorized answers should not receive more than 70% marks, which 
implies that an answer based on memorisation might be awarded up to 70% marks. This view 
is contrary to the concept of communicative test. Communicative language teaching does 
not consider memorization as a skill to be tested. Provisions of awarding high marks (as high 
as 70%) for memorized answers will encourage rote learning.

The key findings of the analysis of the SSC test format are: the test is based on reading and 
writing skills only,  the writing tasks do not often offer suitable communicative purposes, 
there is little consistency between the curriculum goals and the test format, and there is no 
analytic marking scheme to mark the subjective items.

 XIV. Teachers' Views on SSC English Test
In response to the questionnaire the secondary English teachers reflect the common view that 
the current SSC test is assessing students' communicative ability 'partially' or 'to some 
extent'. The teachers are aware of the fact that the SSC English test is heavily based on 
writing skill, while the other skills are left out. However, the teachers gave many examples of 
communicative writing tasks available in the English for Today textbooks and think that the 
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current textbooks provide very good opportunities to practice writing skills. As the teachers 
were asked to suggest the kind of writing tasks that they think could be included, they suggest 
'essay type literary questions', 'more creative types of writing topics etc.

Regarding the way of ensuring fairness in marking, most of the teachers suggest the 
introduction of test-rubrics.  They feel that the 7 BISEs should provide the markers with a 
standardised marking scale. However, the teachers agree that they do not always follow the 
sample questions given in the Teachers' Guides for the internal/school tests. They pointed to 
the in- consistency between sample question papers suggested in the TGs and the actual SSC 
question papers. The teachers feel that qualified teachers should be recruited and they should 
be developed through proper training. Some of them think that assessment should be both 
summative and formative. 

 XV. Language Testing Experts' Views

The two language testing experts express their views on related issues of SSC English test. 
The following points reflecting the views of the two experts are based on a series of 
interviews  with them.

Validity: The general impression of the testing experts is that the SSC test does not test what 
it intends to test. One expert explains that a test of communicative language skills should pay 
attention to the ways in which the language should be used and the test should represent 
those. Both of them referred to some test items in SSC (e.g. multiple choice and cloze) which 
are unrelated to communicative teaching and learning. They also pointed out that some of the 
reading and writing texts/topics are not relevant to the communicative language use. 
According to the experts the SSC test of English is faulty in terms of its content validity, as 
well as, construct validity. 

Reliability: The experts were also critical about the reliability of the SSC test. One expert 
points out a major problem of the test in achieving reliability, as it does not specify  what is 
being tested and it is not based on decisions about what constitutes an acceptable response. 
So, it is not possible to construct a reliable marking scheme or a  reliable set of responses that 
would yield  consistent scores.

Purpose of writing: Both the experts underscore the need for defining the purpose of 
communication for the SSC test takers. Regarding the writing tasks in paper 2, one expert 
observes that the instructions for the writing tasks do not indicate any purpose or contexts to 
the test takers. This is one serious shortcoming of any communicative test.

Relevance of topic: Commenting on the relevance of the writing topics set in the SSC test 
papers, one expert thinks that writing a paragraph about one's 'favourite teacher' is a very 
ritualistic kind of pedagogic activity within the context of Bangladeshi curriculum. The 
other expert also points out that 'The Rainy Season' and 'The Postman' are very typical and 
de-contextualized types of writing topics. It is clear from their comments that proper 
selection of writing topics should be justified in terms of the purpose of the communication.
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The test and the curriculum: The experts suggest looking at the curriculum to relate it to the 
real world. The preparation of the curriculum becomes justified in terms of the 
communicative development of the students and certain pedagogical tasks that are suitable 
for that purpose. Both the experts think that the writing tasks in the SSC test are hardly 
communicative in a real sense. However, they do not suggest any specific test item to be 
included.

Marking: Regarding the marking of SSC test papers one expert makes it clear that the SSC 
test itself is not reliable enough for a standard marking scheme to be devised for it. The test 
takers have a right to know what constitutes a correct answer and what is being tested in a 
piece of writing. The writing items on SSC papers are set with very unclear instructions. As 
identified by the experts, it is not clear to students what aspect of writing they should place 
stress on. Therefore candidates need to be informed what aspects of their writing are going to 
be tested - grammatical accuracy, spelling or communicativeness. The experts have stressed 
the need for providing a marking scheme. The problem with assessing direct writing tasks is 
that they are difficult to mark. However, as stated earlier (Carlson et al. 1983) a great deal of 
research has been conducted to the development and validation of a measure to assess 
communicative competence in writing. One expert indicates that the issue of fairness in 
marking is related to many other features including administrative measures, depending on 
the social and educational context of Bangladesh.

 XVI. Recommendations

The analysis of the SSC test format, the views of teachers and markers and the testing experts 
have led to the assembling of a set of recommendations for improving the current SSC test 
toward a more communicatively based test of English. The recommendations are as follows:

What should be tested:

1.  It must be ensured that  the test items test what they are intended to test. An item intended 
to test candidates' communicative ability should not test something else such as 
memorisation, guessing etc. The current SSC examination partially tests communicative 
language skills; there should be items on testing listening and speaking. 

2.  The curriculum should be more specific about the purpose and objectives for English 
language use in Bangladesh.

3.  A set of test specifications for SSC English can be developed in accordance with the 
curriculum goals.

How:

4.  The writing tasks in the SSC English papers should have meaningful context, purpose and 
audience. The test takers must be given some ideas about the situation in which the target 
language is going to be used.

5.  Test takers should be informed about what genres of writing they are expected to produce 
and what aspects of their writing would be assessed. 
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6.  There should be a marking scheme, both for the objective as well as subjective writing 
items.

7.  The SSC test format should be consistent with the sample questions given in the Teachers 
guides for English for Today textbooks.

Teachers' knowledge and skills:

8. Secondary school English teachers should have a basic understanding of the 
communicative needs of their learners. Teachers and markers should be trained on 
language testing issues 

9.  Teachers should use the newly written English for Today textbooks more extensively in 
the classroom to enhance students' communicative writing skills.  

  XVII. Conclusion

The recent emphasis on CLT is expected to bring about remarkable changes in secondary 
English education in Bangladesh. But it is high time to think how this change can be 
implemented. The success of a communicative curriculum and the teaching approach at 
secondary level is closely related to the SSC testing system. The findings of this study reveal  
that the SSC examination is not an  effective test of communicative English. The study 
concludes that the SSC English test as a whole and the writing test in particular are deficient 
in both  validity and reliability. The findings have raised important issues which concern the 
test designers and markers, the test takers and other stakeholders of SSC. Some specific areas 
of improvements have been identified and recommendations have been made for improving 
assessment of communicative English at the SSC level. 
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Appendix 1: Test items on writing for SSC test, 2003
Board of Intermediate and Secondary Education, Dhaka

Table 1: English Paper 1

Task type Instruction given for the task

Rearranging sentences Read the sentences on Alfred Bernard Nobel. Rearrange them 
according to sequence in a paragraph.

Writing paragraphs Suppose your friend Ratan/Ratna is going to celebrate his/her 
thfollowing prompts 14  birthday. He/she asked your suggestion on observing the 

birthday. Now write a paragraph telling him/her how to 
celebrate a birthday. In your paragraphs, you may use the 
following key words: First, then, now, next, after that, finally.

Letter writing Suppose you have a pen-friend in India. His name is Susan. But 
you are Sanin. Susan wants to know about your village. Now, 
write a letter to your friend describing your village.

Writing application Imagine, you are Habib, a student of class 10 of Nurpur High 
School. Your father, who is an ill-paid government employee, 
is not in position of defray your educational expenses. So, you 
need some financial assistance. Now, write an application to 
the Headmaster of your school for help from the Students' 
Welfare Fund.

Table 2: English Paper 2

Task type Instruction given for the task

Writing paragraphs You know that tree plantation is not only useful but also 
essential for our life and environment. Write a paragraph on 
'Plant more trees'. Or, Write a paragraph on 'A book fair'. While 
writing, follow the key words: popular, create, pavilion, books, 
stalls, holds, crowdy, gather, writers, forget etc. Or, Write a 
paragraph on 'A Hawker'. Mention how he conducts his trade, 
attracts buyers' attention and earns his livelihood.

Writing letters Suppose, the examination of your younger brother is knocking 
at the door. Now-a-days there is a bad tendency among many 
students not to study but to adopt unfair means in the 
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examination halls. Now, write a letter to your younger brother 
advising him not to adopt unfair means in the examination. Or, 
Suppose your father is a government employee who has 
been transferred from Chittagong to Dhaka.Write an 
application to the Headmaster of a High School for admission 
in class 9. Or, The main road in your locality has been badly 
damaged by rain water and vehicles and it has not been repaired 
for a long time. All people, specially students have to suffer 
terribly. Write an application to the Chairman of your Union 
Council or Municipality to repair the road immediately.

Writing essays Write an essay in about 250 words using the cues on any of the 
following topics:-

a) Your Favourite Teacher

b) The Rainy Season

c) The Postman

d) A Village Doctor

e) Population Problem in Bangladesh
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