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Notes from the Editor

This final issue of 2009 focuses in the lead article on the critical and topical question 
of implementing the new education policy. The other articles address teacher 
development, literacy, and student assessment.

The government has decided to ditch not a particularly effective  and ad hoc 
approach of a Poverty Reduction Strategy  Paper as the guide for development 
planning and investment and to move back to a five-year development planning 
mode. This decision offers the possibility of making the Sixth Five Year Plan the 
instrument for implementing the new education policy.  Numerous education 
policies of the past have stumbled on implementation, rather than on the quality or 
merit of the normative goals and priorities. Manzoor Ahmed proposes key action 
priorities which should receive consideration as the education part of the sixth plan 
begins to be formulated.

Wolfgang Vollmann makes a plea for professionalizing training and status  of the 
literacy teacher in South Asia, with a special reference to Bangladesh. The literacy 
teacher’s  job has been so far regarded as a voluntary service with outcomes that 
have been less than salutary. There would be little disagreement with the proposition 
that adult literacy/education instructors should have better training and support. It is, 
however, questionable whether prevailing primary education teacher training in 
Bangladesh is a good model to emulate. A more pragmatic and flexible approach 
combining short and intensive pre-service training with intensive in-service 
professional support, used by NGOs in the country  for non-formal education 
programmes with good results, arguably illustrates a better approach.

M. Zakir Hussain provides an account of the rationale and process of introducing 
structured questions in the SSC examination, now re-labelled as “Creative 
Questions.” The piloting that has been undertaken can be described at best as 
cursory for a  major change in the high-stake public examination. If the aim is to 
wean students away form rote learning, there is nothing wrong with a combination 
of the familiar multiple-choice questions and plain questions that require short 
essays as answers, if simple rules of good test-making and test-marking are 
understood and used – such as developing adequate question banks and analyzing 
test scores for clues about reliability and validity of the tests. And of course, 
teaching-learning practices in the classroom have to change. If these basic rules 
cannot be followed, the much ballyhooed “creative questions” will not produce the 
desired results, especially because, these are more difficult and complicated to 
construct and grade.
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Ahsan Habib, in his article on Video Interaction Guidance (VIG), describes a video-
based approach in use in Europe to change teacher behaviour and makes a case for 
its use in  teacher training in Bangladesh to promote inclusive education in 
mainstream primary education.

Manzoor Ahmed provides in a brief report his first-hand impressions from the Sixth 
World Conference on Adult Education (CONFINTEA VI), held in Belem, Brazil 
form 1 to 4 December, 2009. It is of particular relevance in the context of the 
government plan for launching an adult literacy campaign which evokes the sceptre  
of past unhappy experience. 
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Development of Bangladesh: The Next Decade at Kennedy School of Government, Harvard 
University, 9-10 October, 2009.

** Dr. Manzoor Ahmed is Senior Adviser at the Institute of Educational Development, Brac 
University

Abstract

A draft new education policy has been published and is in the process of being approved and 
adopted. The normative goals and preferences stated in the policy beg  two related 
questions: a.  How can the broad statements of purpose and some hints of strategy  given be 
analyzed, elaborated,  possible points of controversy resolved and priorities in phasing and  
sequential steps transformed into an operational plan and  program? b. What should be the 
organizational and institutional mechanism for implementing the operational plan and 
program with provision for adequate resources, appropriate coordination and necessary 
monitoring and adjustments of plans as needed? This is where past education commission 
reports and their policy recommendations faltered.

This paper argues that the government decision to go back to the five-year development 
panning mode  provides an institutional mechanism for resource provisions, coordination, 
monitoring and placing all reform and development efforts in education within an  agreed 
policy framework – always a challenge in a complex and multi-faceted endeavor which is the 
national education system. The paper indicates the key issues in the education sector which 
deserve priority in the sixth five year plan in the context of implementing the education 
policy.

Basic education progress showed a surge in the early 1990s, but appears to be stymied since 
the late 1990s, when net enrollment in primary education reached around 80 percent, and 
gender disparity in enrollment in primary and secondary education was substantially 
narrowed.  In the last decade, there have been small increments in expansion of the system 
and improvement in infra-structure (e.g. through the Second Primary Education 
Development Program – PEDP II – implemented by government and partially funded with 
external aid. However, advances have been slow in mopping up the un-served, making the 
system inclusive, removing poverty-related and geographical disparities in access, and 
particularly, making  progress towards ensuring acceptable learning outcomes.

Critical analysis of progress in EFA and MDG globally and in Bangladesh has underscored 
the importance of the idea of “meaningful access” to education - embracing enrollment, 
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completion of a stage, such as primary education without dropout, and acquiring required 
competencies and skills. This analysis also shows that “silent exclusion,” i.e., being 
nominally enrolled without being engaged in learning has become the most serious problem 
affecting majority of the students in school systems characterized by extremely poor 
learning facilities and dysfunctional pedagogy – resulting in serious deficits in learning 
achievement of students. This assessment is unfortunately an apt general description of 
Bangladesh primary, secondary and tertiary education - including vocational-technical 
training and specialized and professional education. (Ahmed et al 2007)

Recorded educational outcomes, in terms of completion of a stage and acquisition of 
competencies, inadequate as they are, also have been reinforcing existing inequalities and 
disparities in society.  Surveys and studies have shown that completion and performance are 
directly associated with socio-economic status of students. Geographic location- such as 
being in urban cities, or not being in char, haor, the coastal belt, hills, and remote areas - is 
also a great advantage, though over three quarters of the people are rural residents. The 
education system cannot be claimed any longer to be a vehicle for social mobility and 
promotion of equity.

The critical question then is what the features and characteristics of the design for 
educational system development and related human resource development strategies in the 
next decade should be in order to respond appropriately to the contextual conditions noted 
above. Some clues about policy makers’ thinking on these issues can be found in the political 
manifesto of the government and the recently released draft of the education policy.

I. Proclaimed Priorities – Political Pledge and the Draft        
Education Policy

The grand coalition led by Awami League that swept the general election in December 2008, 
following a two year interregnum of military-backed care-taker government, had presented a 
political manifesto containing a “vision for change.” It offered Vision 2021, which outlined 
goals envisaged for 2021- the 50th anniversary of independent Bangladesh, which also 
happens to be the 100th anniversary of the birth of the Founding Father, Bangabandhu 
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman.

The Political Manifesto
The sketchy Vision  2021 has still to be fleshed out, but the headline items related to 
education and human resource development can be listed. 

- Achievement of universal primary education, extending this stage to grade 8; 
elimination of illiteracy; creating a new generation skilled in and equipped with 
technical and scientific knowledge; better remunerations for teachers; and overall 
improvement in quality of education. It also promised the formulation of an education 
policy fit for the contemporary age.

- There are other Vision 2021 goals pertinent for educational development – building 
Digital Bangladesh through extensive use and capacity development in digital 

technology; creating gainful employment opportunities for at least 90 million skilled 
workers; and ensuring equal status for women in all spheres of society and the state.

- A key item relevant for education governance and management is the idea that local 
government bodies would be at the centre of planning and management of development 
activities. With this end, local government authorities at the district and upazila levels 
would be empowered to become self-reliant and autonomous.

- In addition, the five-year election pledge undertook to continue stipends for girls, 
removing criminal violence and session-jam from education institutions, building new 
secondary schools and improving existing ones in the capital city, districts and upazilas 
in phases; and making IT instruction compulsory in secondary schools by 2013 and in 
primary schools by 2021.

The Education Policy Formulation Committee appointed by the Government in April 2009, 
charged to come out with policy recommendations in three months, had the challenge of 
taking the political promises into account and providing sensible policy guidelines.

The Education Policy 2009 (Draft)
The 18-member National Education Policy Formulation Committee chaired by National 
Professor Kabir Chowdhury and co-chaired by Q.K. Ahmed, Chairman of Bangladesh 
Economic Association, presented their report to the Minister of Education on 2nd  
September, 2009. The 97-page report divided into 29 chapters was put on the Ministry 
website, with a deadline for public comments by 30th September. 

The Committee itself held some consultation with professional and interest groups, but it 
saw its job as submitting its own views to the Ministry, rather than eliciting views of 
stakeholders. 

The highlights and key features of the education policy recommendations, (regarded as 
draft, until the government decides what it wants to do with it) - on the whole well-received 
by academics, researchers and stakeholders -  are indicated below.

Universal education up to grade 8. One-year pre-primary education  and primary 
education extended to grade 8 should become universal within the next decade. The 
historically evolved reality of the diversity of provisions in primary and secondary education 
– government, government-assisted, NGO and private sector schools, and the madrasa – is 
recognized. It is agreed that  this diversity  will continue, subject to following a common 
core curriculum and adopting minimum common standards regarding learning provisions. 
The English medium private schools following external curricula should add “Bangladesh 
studies” in their curricula.

Multiple delivery modes in basic education with common core curriculum and 
standards. The common core curriculum for all types of secondary level institutions 
(including madrasa) will include Bangla, English, mathematics, science, Bangladesh 
studies, and IT which will be complemented by additional subjects pertinent for each major 
stream – general, vocational, and madrasa. In addition to the vocational stream in schools, 
there will be various forms of skill training activities according to graded national skill 
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standards designed to meet skill needs in domestic and overseas employment markets. 
Instruction in science and IT should be given special attention. 

Literacy and non-formal education. A literacy program to eliminate adult illiteracy by 
2014 is proposed. Non-formal education is seen as a means of providing a second chance to 
those who drop out of formal schools; non-formal education appears to be separated from the 
“literacy campaign.”

Quality improvement in tertiary education. Tertiary education institutions, both public 
and private, should be encouraged to take responsibility to establish and maintain quality 
standards within agreed framework and to ensure effective use of resources. A four-year 
degree program should be acceptable higher education qualification for most occupations 
except for those aiming for teaching, research and other jobs that call for specialized 
expertise. A three credit English course should be compulsory for all degree students. 
Various quality enhancing investments in facilities and teacher upgrading are proposed. 
Pedagogic technology such as internet and education television channels should be 
supported. Specialized professional education in medicine, agriculture, engineering, law 
and business should be made more practical and their quality enhanced with closer 
involvement of the professional bodies.

Student assessment to discourage rote learning. Assessment of learners’ achievement 
should be based on public examinations and continuous evaluation by teachers, which 
should aim at assessing cognitive, affective and reasoning domains. Major public 
examinations will be at the end of 8th and 12th grades. Other examinations will be organized 
at the district/upazila levels at the end of 5th  and 10th grades to award scholarships and 
(possibly) evaluate system performance. All exams should be aimed at discouraging rote 
learning. 

Teachers’ status, incentives and training. Teachers’ recruitment, training, professional 
support and remuneration should be important elements of the strategy for improving quality 
in education. A Teacher Recruitment and Development Commission should be established to 
recruit teachers in government assisted institutions and support their professional 
development.

Governance and management measures. A consolidated education law should be enacted 
providing a legal framework for fulfilling the constitutional obligations and policy 
objectives in education, and consolidating, to the extent possible, major separate laws, 
regulations and circulars. A statutory and permanent education commission should be 
formed to guide implementation of policy objectives and consider adjustments in education 
policy over time. Primary, secondary and non-formal education should come  under one 
Ministry; and a separate Ministry of Higher Education should look after tertiary education. 
Management of primary education should be decentralized with greater involvement of 
community and parents and greater authority for schools. Secondary education should be 
decentralised to upazila, district and division levels. The UGC should have greater authority 
and be renamed as Higher Education Council. Accreditation Councils should be formed to 

encourage improvement and self-regulation in quality of tertiary institutions. Incentives 
should be given for faculty research. The National University’s affiliating function should be 
decentralized to divisional levels by establishing branches.

Enhanced education resources. The Committee recommended that public expenditure for 
education should be increased from the present 2.27 percent of GDP preferably to 6 percent, 
but at least to 4.5 percent in 10 years. In the Committee’s view, if an economic growth rate of 
6 to 7 percent can be maintained, it should be possible to raise the additional funds (a total of 
Tk 361,000 crore  or Tk 276,000 crores over 9 years, at 6 or 4.5 percent GDP share, 
respectively.)

It can be seen that the policy recommendations are essentially in the form of normative goals 
or preferences in general terms, on which one can agree or propose certain modifications. 

There are important omissions and lapses in the draft policy. It has shied away from the 
conundrum about two or three million children and young people trapped in a dead-end 
system of the Quomi Madrasa. It has treated gender as a separate issue for girls and women 
rather than as a system-wide problem of educational content, objectives, pedagogy, values 
and attitudes. Decentralization of education governance and management has been 
mentioned in general terms with some inconsistent signals about what should happen at local 
and institution levels.

Most university graduates today with a Master’s degree, as well as doctors, engineers and 
lawyers, are likely to be without a clue about Plato, the French Revolution, Ibne  Khaldoun, 
Moen-jo-daro, or Gautam Buddha – the common heritage and achievements of human 
civilization. The education policy does not show a sufficient recognition of the problem. 
These may presumably be the continuing concerns of the proposed permanent statutory 
education commission.

The normative goals and preferences stated in the policy beg  two related questions:

a.  How can the broad statements of purpose and some hints of strategy given be analyzed, 
elaborated,  possible points of controversy resolved and priorities in phasing and  
sequential steps transformed into an operational plan and  program? 

b. What should be the organizational and institutional mechanism for implementing the 
operational plan and program with provision for adequate resources, appropriate 
coordination and necessary monitoring and adjustments of plans as needed? This is 
where past education commission reports and their policy recommendations faltered.

The decision of the government to abandon the ad hoc approach of PRSP – an externally 
imposed “poverty reduction strategy paper,” (presumably at the end of the period for revised 
two-year second PRSP, 2009-11) and to go back to the five-year development planning mode 
provide an institutional mechanism for resource provisions, coordination, monitoring and 
placing all reform and development efforts in education within an  agreed policy framework 
– always a challenge in a complex and multi-faceted endeavor which is the national 
education system.
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education system.



There seems to be some confusion regarding when the sixth five-year plan comes into effect 
– beginning from FY2010, overlapping with the revised PRSP or in FY2011, at the end of the 
PRSP regime. The latter option seems to make sense in order to avoid a confusing overlap 
and to allow the necessary time for the preparation of the sixth plan. Another consideration is 
the need to place the sixth plan within the framework of a perspective plan reflecting Vision 
2021, which also calls for additional reparation time.

Some  recent policy statements either approved or under consideration by the government, 
other than the Draft Education Policy, need to be taken into account in considering the sixth 
plan priorities and programs. These include:

- Non-formal Education Policy Framework 2006
- EFA National Plan of Action II – Learning for Change 2007
- Operational Framework for Pre-primary Education 2008 
- National Skill Development policy 2009 (Draft)
- Prog3 Paper on Primary Education development 2009.
- Moving Ahead – National Strategy for Accelerated Poverty reduction II (2009-11), 

revised 2009N National Strategy for Accelerated Poverty Reduction II (FY 2009 - 
11ational Strategy for Accelerated Poverty Reduction II (FY 2009 - 11)

II. Sixth Plan – Opportunity for Realistic Action
Propositions for major priorities in respect of objectives and strategies for the education 
sector in the sixth plan are indicated, based on the above analysis, recent professional and 
stakeholders’ discourse in Bangladesh, and in the context of the  draft education policy. 
These are discussed  in relation to key recommendations in  the education policy,  rather than 
making an attempt to be comprehensive at this stage. 

1. Universalization up to grade 8.
This idea has been under discussion at least since Kudrat-e-Khuda Commission report of 
1974. Implementation of this goal will require an area-based planning for each Union and 
Upazila, taking stock of current and projected population and student numbers in the eligible 
age-groups, different types of institutions and facilities (primary, junior, secondary, madrasa, 
private, NGO etc), and teaching personnel in existence; and working  out, on the basis of this 
stock-taking,  an area-based coordinated 10-year plan.

There is a misunderstanding that extending primary or elementary stage up to grade 8 means 
that all the students at this level have to be served only in primary school and every primary 
school must have classrooms and teachers for eight grades plus preschool. It should be 
remembered that almost half of the eligible children for grade 6 to 8 are already enrolled in 
secondary level schools.

The majority of primary schools can remain and perhaps should remain only up to class 5 in 
the foreseeable future and serve as feeder to eight-year primary school or 5 to 7 year 
secondary school. The extended primary education stage can be offered in different types of 
institutions as long as the required curriculum is followed and necessary standards are 

maintained through appropriate coordination. The main concern should be that the present 
poor quality of primary education is not extended up to grade 8 under the new arrangement.

Eight-year UPE is achievable and must be achieved in a decade. A coordinated upazila-
wise assessment and planning is essential for this purpose. A majority of primary schools 
may continue as 5-grade feeders to selected 8-grdae schools or to 5 or 7 year middle-
cum-secondary schools operating through necessary locall and national level 
coordination. The key concern is to ensure that the present quality deficits of primary 
education are not extended to grade 8.

2. Equity with quality in primary and secondary education
A major challenge and a key plank of the education policy is to ensure a common core 
curriculum, facilities and teaching personnel standards in the various types of primary and 
secondary institutions, including madrasas - recognizing that multiple provisioning is a 
reality that cannot be and need not be wished away. Each type serves a constituency and has 
both its strengths and weaknesses. The sixth plan has to identify and promote the strengths 
and help overcome the deficiencies in each type within an agreed framework of common 
standards. 

Area- based coordinated planning and financing criteria and process will be critical in 
overcoming inequities that are related to geography, socio-economic category, and type of 
institutions. (See below) 

Historically evolved multiple provisions in primary and secondary education have 
served specific needs. Enforcement of common quality standards and core curricula 
across the diverse provisions  can best  serve the quality-with-equity principle, which 
should be the focus of the sixth plan. Governance and financing strategies must support 
this principle.  

3. Teachers as key to quality
Various proposals have been made regarding training, recruitment, remuneration, and 
management of teaching personnel in the education policy which deserve support through 
specific actions to be included in the sixth plan. However, missing in the policy is any bold 
and creative move to persuade academically capable and talented young people to take up 
teaching as a profession. It remains now the last choice of college/university graduates.

The fact is that teachers for primary and secondary education are drawn mainly from 
colleges under the National University. Quality of instruction in these colleges and the 
products from them becoming the source of teaching personnel, who then prepare students 
unfit for tertiary education or the world of work, have created a vicious cycle. 

An approach that could have found a place in the policy draft is to offer education as a subject 
in the fgeneral college degree program as pre-service preparation and attract bright students 
with a promise of stipend, subject to condition that they would serve at least five years in 
primary or secondary school. This concurrent model (teacher preparation as part of general 
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college education) is followed in many countries. The potential teachers can be promised a 
higher level of remuneration in recognition of their superior capability. One condition for 
success of this initiative would be to ensure that the selected colleges for this project are 
supported to maintain acceptable quality in facilities and instruction. A hundred college 
under such a project producing at least 10,000 teacher candidates each year (after the initial 
four years) over a decade  would create a nucleus of  high quality and enthusiastic teachers in 
primary and secondary schools in the country. Eventually, the existing primary and 
secondary teacher training institutions can concentrate on much needed continuous in-
service training of teachers.

The success of other quality initiatives such as transforming pedagogy, making continuous 
and summative learning assessment and examinations more meaningful, and turning 
teachers into role models for young people will depend on attracting talented and motivated 
people into teaching. 

The teacher has to be seen as central in the strategy to improve educational quality. Bold 
and creative measures are needed to attract talented and inspired young people to 
teaching, keep them in the profession and create a critical mass of talented teachers in 
the education system. A ten-year plan involving a hundred degree colleges for enrolling 
bright young people in a degree program with education as a subject can be a key pre-
service program for future teachers. A national education service corps can thus be 
created with stipends and promise of better remunerations on condition of at least five-
years of service in the public system. Quality of provisions and pedagogy in the selected 
colleges also has to be ensured.  

4. Common core contents in primary and secondary education
It is not enough to prescribe a core content of Bangla and English, math and science, 
“Bangladesh studies” and IT for the diverse providers in primary and secondary education. 
This is only the first step towards promoting a common learning experience for all children, 
equipping them with essential skills and competencies for a fair start in life, and helping 
overcome the inequalities and divisions in society. Capable and motivated teachers, 
appropriate learning materials, and necessary learning environment and learning activities 
in schools are the indispensable ingredients for turning the core content into learning 
experience and outcomes. Two of the designated content areas deserve special attention – 
language and information technology.

Russian educator and psychologist Lev Vygotsky made the obvious but important point that 
we encode and represent our world through language. Our thoughts and reasoning are based 
on language, what he called “inner speech.” Language development enables one to regulate 
one’s cognitive processes, e.g., thoughts, memory, and reasoning. The frequent complaint 
that our university graduates cannot express themselves with logic and clarity in either 
Bangla or English, is the symptom of a deep crisis in our education, that condemns whole 
generations to failure and mediocrity.

Functional computer literacy for young people cannot be achieved by declaring the subject 
as compulsory in primary and secondary schools. The prevailing education management 
resources and culture is unlikely to provide the continuous operational support necessary for 
hardware, software and instructional capacity for effective IT skill development. Promoting 
public-private partnership and corporate social responsibility principles can be an approach 
to deal with impediments in this area.

 A qualitative transformation in teaching the identified core skills and competencies in all 
categories of primary and secondary institutions should be a priority. Short term 
measures such as contractual appointments and extra incentives for capable instructors 
in math, science, English and IT should be introduced; longer term measures would 
include special pre-service programs (as mentioned above). Strong bilingual 
competency in Bangla and English for all students completing the secondary stage 
should be a core objective – building the foundation of Bangla competency by fifth grade 
and similar English skills in the secondary stage. Mobile phone operators, IT multi-
nationals, Internet service providers and other businesses should be persuaded and 
given incentives to “adopt” schools to support IT instruction and IT-based improvement 
in pedagogy.   

5.  Transforming  Vocational  and Technical Education
Solving the paradox of shortage of skilled workers and unused places in vocational/technical 
institutions and unemployed graduates (or not employed in the field of training) calls for 
major reform initiatives in the medium term within a longer term perspective. The following 
key considerations should guide priority action during the sixth plan.

Re-thinking the role of public sector skill training  in developing a strategy to expand and 
modernize VTE to meet market demands and extend greater benefits to the poor. With an 
emphasis on the need to expand and  improve quality and efficiency in skill development 
and, at the same time,  contribute to generating employment and income for the poor, the 
public sector policy and programmes need to find their spheres of comparative advantages.  
Experience in many developing countries has shown that the public sector finds it difficult to 
provide market-responsive  and cost-effective skill training.  A greater role has to be 
accorded to the private sector and various ways of public-private collaboration should be 
promoted. Direct public effort, in addition to overall policy-making and general system 
oversight, need to be focused mainly to three areas:  (a) support to collaborative programmes 
with the private sector and non-governmental organizations including development of new 
modes of collaboration based on relevant international experience, and (b) enhance quality 
and efficiency of  public sector programmes and , through public-private collaboration, also 
of private sector programmes.  The Education Policy proposal for establishing vocational 
training institutions should be designed applying these criteria, rather than just replication 
present inefficient model. (See below regarding linking training and jobs.)  

Improving the link between training and job markets. More than in any other area, vocational 
and technical education and training has to be alert and responsive to signals from the job 
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market. This responsiveness requires a change in mindset to move from essentially a  focus 
on supply to attention to demand. Several inter-connected measures are needed including: 
(a) opportunity for employers and entrepreneurs to influence policies and programs, (b) 
capacity and authority of individual institutions to assess local job markets and adjust 
programs including short and part-time courses, (c) possibility of public institutions to be at 
least partially self-supporting through providing appropriate commercial services and 
products that also offer hands-on experience to trainees,  (d) cooperation with micro-credit 
providers to support self-employment of trainees, (e) special training courses, preferably in 
cooperation with the private sector, in response to overseas labour market opportunities,   
and (e) a strategy of skill development that promotes complementarity of public and private 
training activities including incentives for apprenticeship in service and production 
industries.

Impact on poverty reduction by targeting new clientele. Further diversification of  clientele 
and programs beyond the limited efforts made so far is necessary. Measures that need to be 
considered are: (a) more attention to underprivileged groups who do not make it to grade 8 or 
the SSC level by offering modular courses  in income generating  and self-employment 
skills linked to local  market prospects, (b) exploring ways of supporting skill development 
in the informal sector through collaboration with  NGOs and small entrepreneurs, (c) more 
emphasis in technical education to upgrading of employed technicians and entrepreneurial 
training, information and advice to graduates..

Improving efficiency and quality of programmes. Improving efficiency of programs and 
ensuring better value for money in the public sector would require: (a) recognizing that 
maintaining quality and credibility of skill training must be a high priority; and necessary 
resources have to be provided for equipment, skilled staff and consumable items for this 
purpose; (b) each institution  to be made accountable for use of the resources including 
mobilization of at least some of the resources and for results based on agreed indicators; (c) 
providing government support to non-governmental institutions and organizations, (d) 
training of trainers and introduction of appropriate technologies and equipment, and (e) 
effective monitoring and assessment of performance of students, teachers and institutions 
and marketability of the trainees. Collaboration with non-government training providers to 
widen opportunities for the poor can take the form of paying for training on per trainee basis 
in effective non-government programmes, training instructors and helping with teaching 
materials and equipment, and development of   policies conducive to complementarity and 
cooperation of government and non-government providers. 

Management of skill development. A National Skill development Council has been 
established as the apex body for policy formulation on skill development with representation 
form the government, employers, workers and civil society. A draft of a national skill 
development policy has been prepared in 2009 under the auspices of the Council. This policy 
attempts to address the issues raised above and proposes to strengthen the Bangladesh 

Technical Education Board as a quality assurance mechanism. It would be important to 
ensure that the policy prescriptions are realistic and implementable and that necessary 
measures are taken to operationalise these.

Addressing the paradox – employers’ complaint about shortage of skilled workers and 
unfilled  places in vocational institutions and sometimes unemployed graduates – have 
to be addressed by redesigning the role of the public sector in vocational/technical 
education and training through new modes of collaboration that involves employers and 
NGOs in public institutions’ operation and management and government 
encouragement and incentives for private sector training institutions, apprenticeship 
and on-the job training. Particular attention is needed to making training responsive to 
market demands, locally and overseas; skill development for the informal economy 
where the large majority of workers are employed; and overall attention to quality of 
training by applying “external efficiency” criteria. It should be ensured that the draft 
skill development policy prepared under the  aegis of the Council addresses  the issues 
raised above and steps are taken to implement  it.

6. Two aspects of decentralization 
Two key aspects of decentralization of management in education are: a) authority and 
responsibility with accountability including budget and resource management at the level of 
institutions and b) devolution of planning, management, and monitoring at district and 
upazila levels. In both respects, educational governance and management remain extremely 
centralized, which impedes efficiency, responsiveness of programs to specific 
circumstances, and promotes a culture of “passing the buck.” 

There is clearly a dichotomy between political rhetoric, as seen in the manifesto and the 
general and ambiguous ideas in the policy draft regarding decentralization. The problem is 
compounded by the reluctance of the bureaucratic and political decision-makers to act in this 
respect. At the same time, the cautionary message that decentralization is no panacea cannot 
be ignored in the context of the political culture of patronage, partisanship and corruption. 
There is, however, no alternative to moving towards genuine institutional and system 
decentralization in education. 

The contribution of the sixth plan can be to support R&D in this respect by designing and 
trying out the formation of education authorities with substantial autonomy and control of 
resources at the district level for secondary education and upazila level for primary education 
(up to grade 8) including literacy and non-formal education respectively – possibly in six 
districts in six divisions, and a selected number of upazilas. Similarly, selected institutions at 
tertiary and lower levels can be given special dispensation to exercise autonomy in their own 
affairs, based on a contract with them for educational outcomes. The assessment of and 
lessons from these experiences can be the basis for eventual nationwide reform in education 
governance and management.
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Technical Education Board as a quality assurance mechanism. It would be important to 
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Decentralization through empowered local government is a key political commitment of 
the government. But decentralization is no panacea in a corrosive political culture of 
patronage and corruption. A substantial pilot program should be launched under the 
sixth plan at selected districts, upazialas and institutions to create effective local 
education authorities and institutional models with greater academic, management and 
budgetary responsibility with accountability. The goal will be to learn about 
decentralization that works and that can be widely applied. 

7. Literacy and NFE in a life-long learning perspective

The policy draft has betrayed a lack of recognition of the accumulated international wisdom 
regarding literacy, non-for mal education and life-long learning. The proposal to “eliminate 
adult illiteracy” by 2014 is reminiscent of the TLM program, which was  supported by both 
political camps, but which failed to produce the  intended results. There is an absence of the 
concept of and provisions for lifelong learning according to needs and motivation of citizens  
and skill and knowledge requirements of society. The sixth plan’s focus should be to promote 
a network of community learning centers across the country with the active involvement of 
community organizations, NGOs and the private sector under the auspices of the local 
government bodies. The goal for 2014 and the political pledge should be re-defined in terms 
of bringing youth and adults within a sustainable learning process. The capacity of the 
Bureau of Non-Formal Education (BNFE) and its district level branches should be 
developed to provide technical support to this effort.

Literacy and non-formal education must be conceptualized as integral components of 
widely available life-long learning opportunities. A nationwide network of  community 
learning centers under local government auspices with active involvement of  NGOS and 
community organizations should be the vehicle  for life-long learning, complementing 
formal education . Promoting functional skills and meeting genuine learning needs, 
rather than mechanistic literacy targets, should be the aim, and programs should be 
designed and objectives defined accordingly. The goal for 2014 and the political pledge 
should be re-defined in terms of bringing youth and adults into a sustainable learning 
process and the creation of permanent  institutional structures for this purpose. 

8. Consolidating Quality in Tertiary Education 
Only five percent of young people at the post secondary stage participate now in tertiary 
education – a low ratio by any measure. Some general propositions have been presented in 
the education policy draft regarding improving quality and making tertiary education more 
responsive to development requirements of the country, most of which are unexceptionable. 
What is needed in the sixth plan is a firm stand that there will be no expansion of tertiary 
institutions (universities, colleges and professional institutions) until and unless physical 
facilities and teaching-learning provisions and personnel in existing institutions reach 
established minimum acceptable standards. There should be a moratorium in principle 

regarding establishment of new institutions until acceptable standards are achieved in 
existing institutions.

The government needs to go slow on already made pledges about a dozen public universities, 
making further investment in them subject to ensuring acceptable standards in already 
established institutions and guaranteeing required financial and human resources for the new 
ones. Similarly, UGC, supported by the governmental authorities, must ensure that quality 
standards are applied to private universities.

National University colleges, some 2,000 in total, serve 80 percent of the tertiary education 
students and supply almost all teachers to primary and secondary institutions. The sixth 
plan’s focus should be to apply rigorously to them the existing quality standards and 
consolidate and rationalize existing institutions where they cannot be justified in terms of 
effective demand. The same principle should apply to madrasas at the tertiary level.

Although participation in tertiary education remains low, more harm than good will 
result from expanding tertiary education, unless acceptable quality can be ensured. A 
moratorium in principle should be applied on establishment of new institutions until 
acceptable standards are achieved in existing ones. The sixth plan’s focus should be on 
applying rigorously already established quality standards and consolidating and 
rationalizing existing institutions, before investment is made on expansion and new 
institutions.

9.Financing strategy to support quality with equity
The draft policy appears to be optimistic about mobilizing resources for the proposed 
reforms and development. The target of a six percent share of GDP as public expenditure in 
education in a decade is by no means ambitious by international standards. To reach this 
target in 10 years, a 4.0 to 4.5 percent target needs to be attained by the end of the sixth plan. 
This would call for increasing the very low revenue base at present by international 
comparison. Whether even six percent share of GDP will generate sufficient resources for 
quality enhancement and expansion of education will depend on whether the growth of the 
economy can be kept consistently at a high pitch of 7 percent or more. The macro-economic 
prospects and resource envelope issues will no doubt be a key concern in the plan document 
and will provide a framework for educational reform planning.

Missing in the policy draft are criteria and strategy for education financing to support the key 
policy objective of ensuring educational development based on quality with equity. The 
strategic considerations for this purpose would include: possibilities of area-based capitation 
grants for population and number of eligible children as practiced in many countries; criteria 
and determination of per student amount for supporting different types of institutions at the 
primary and secondary levels; the desired ratios, say, between madrasas and general schools, 
and vocational and general schools; the relative priorities in public financing among stages 
of education; and how public funds can complement or compensate for private expenditure 
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Professional Teachers for Sustainable Literacy:
The South Asia Perspective?

Abstract

The power of literacy has been the leitmotif for this years’ celebration of the International 
Literacy Day (2009). The International Literacy Day and preceding studies, analyses and 
events throughout the year have highlighted concern about the conditions for achieving 
sustainable literacy. This paper is a plea especially for reconsidering the central role of 
literacy teachers/facilitators and their function in the process of empowerment of learners, 
development and sustainable literacy. In contrast to the importance attributed to teacher 
training to achieve quality primary education, there is a persistent trend in publications and 
documents on adult literacy and learning (ALL) to minimize or even neglect the element of 
quality teaching as the indispensable pre-condition for quality learning. This article 
critically examines the central position of the literacy teacher, their lack of adequate training 
and low professional profile, and the need to upgrade their professional and social 
competencies as agents for social change and empowerment. 

The paper makes the argument that the ultimate  objective of  sustainable acquisition of 
literacy can only be achieved if the teachers/facilitators are properly equipped and trained 
to perform their task.

I. Literacy that Empowers
It is striking to note that the UNESCO draft programme for 2010-11  includes plans for 
promoting literacy and a paragraph later insists on the quality of teacher training, but does 
not show a firm link between the two. The text mentions (p.33)  reinforcing  effective 
literacy programme delivery, but fails to indicate the role of teachers for this purpose. In 
UNESCO EFA-related programmes, teachers are mentioned only in the context of primary 
education. Exceptionally, two  recent “UNESCO-sponsored” documents attempt modestly 
to go a little farther. In 2008, IIEP/UNESCO published two well researched  documents on 
literacy: John Oxenham's “Effective literacy,” and Agneta Lind's, “Literacy for All, making a 
difference”. Likewise the Global Monitoring Reports, published yearly by UNESCO, 
continue to point to literacy as an indispensable ingredient of EFA and each new issue 
develops new insights into the making of a literate society.  These three publications  refer to 
the role of literacy teachers, but seem to underestimate their potentially key role in 
sustainable literacy.
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to promote equity criteria. The resource planning allocation in the sixth plan need to take a 
stab at these thorny issues, even if adequate answers may not be provided readily. 

A goal of 4 to 4.5 percent of GDP as public education expenditure should be the target by 
the end of the sixth plan. Financing criteria and principles should be established and 
applied to support the objectives of quality-with-equity, such as capitation formula and 
institutional control of resources. Substantial new resources should be directed to 
teacher incentives and raising status of teaching as a profession and other quality 
improvement inputs.

Unfortunately there are no magic bullets for improving educational systems. There is no 
alternative to patient and system-based work simultaneously on several fronts. The critical 
concern is that these efforts should result in cumulative progress rather than  periodic 
regression. The Sixth Plan is an opportunity that should not be lost.
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Oxenham aims to review lessons learned in  literacy campaigns across the globe with a view 
to provide education decision-makers  policy options for literacy programmes. He examines 
systematically the ingredients that constitute a good literacy policy. He refers to 
“expectations about potential facilitators/instructors”  briefly  (p.50) and comes back later to 
the issue to discuss options regarding training, salaries, benefits etc. for facilitators (pp.71-
75). He, however,  does not develop the role and tasks of teachers and teacher-trainers in 
promoting sustainability of literacy. For example, the responsibilities of the 
teacher/facilitator relating to post-literacy and creating a literate environment are neglected. 

Lind (2008) states that “fundamentalist or dogmatic views on what works or not, taking no 
account of context, are doomed to fail. Flexibility and context-sensitivity adaptations of any 
approach are essential.” (p.87) Lind, however, does not put forward a specific strategy on 
improving the quality of instruction and quality of learning. She admits that “the weakest 
point in literacy programmes... is teacher recruitment and training” (p.88). In a final chapter 
(p.136), argues for “establishing or reinforcing the institutional capacity of an adult educator 
training system, including training of trainers”, and also advocates “the regulation and 
implementation of acceptable conditions of service for educators/facilitators.”

II. The situation in South Asia
In certain countries of South Asia the number of adult illiterates outnumbers students 
attending primary schools. This is the case in Bangladesh, and also in India, Pakistan and 
Nepal, where the total number of adult illiterates is over 450 million.  On the other hand, 
primary education enrolments are on the rise, reaching 87 percent net enrolment in 
Bangladesh and India. We have here a situation where learners in primary education are 
instructed by teachers whose profession is widely recognized, in terms of salary (though 
often insufficient), as well as in terms of legal and social status. These teachers usually 
benefit from pre-service training and periodically receive in-service training. Of course, all 
these elements are not always satisfactory and much remains to be done to enhance the 
quality of teacher training for the formal primary education sector. 

In these countries with high numbers of illiterates, an estimated 60 million in Bangladesh 
alone, only a small number of adults are regular participants in literacy classes, organized by 
either the Government or NGOs. Usually they are taught by so-called “facilitators”. The 
national authorities do not consider the “facilitators” as being part of the teaching profession. 

In Bangladesh, thousands are employed by NGOs as literacy facilitators, but are not 
considered as teachers in the traditional sense of the word. Yet when the objective is to 
rapidly improve adult literacy performances in a sustainable manner, in a literate 
environment, the central role of  the teacher/facilitator is undeniable. Both Oxenham and 
Lind would readily agree to this argument, but they do not indicate  strategies for creating a 
literate environment, failing to underscore that  the literacy facilitator is the one who,  
together with the neo-literates, will have to build a literate community and environment.  
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Already in the last decade, in the International Handbook for Literacy (D. Wagner, ed. 1999), 
we find a similar dilemma. In this unique source of knowledge and reference, out of 79 
articles, only one explicitly addresses the problem of literacy teachers. Alan Rogers admits 
the failure of many literacy projects because of the lack of trained and qualified literacy 
teachers. He notes, “most reports evaluating literacy programmes point to the weaknesses of 
staff development as a key factor in the failures of these programmes to achieve significant 
results” (in Wagner, 1999, p.329). Ten years later, Lind and Oxenham offer a similar 
analysis, but do not sufficiently re-orient their thinking and arguments accordingly.

It is evident that contrary to literacy, in primary education teachers benefit from considerable 
support both from experts and other stakeholders. For example Lorin Anderson (IIEP, 2004, 
p. 99) argues that effectiveness of teachers is indispensable for the success of learning in 
primary education. She says,  “in order to be effective… teachers must learn to see the 
classroom, and the events and activities that take place within the classroom, through the 
eyes of their students”. One may well transpose these thoughts to literacy classes and the role 
of the literacy teacher.

In fact the book by Anderson could in its entirety be considered relevant for  literacy and the 
effectiveness of literacy teachers. With regards to teaching, the requirements and needs in 
both systems, primary education and literacy, are similar, except that for primary education a 
general agreement has been reached for proper training, but not yet for literacy.

The debate on this issue has been going on for many years, including inside UNESCO. 
Experience has shown that established teacher unions appear to be  rigid on the question of 
whether or not to regard those who work in adult literacy as teachers. The principal argument 
used by teacher unions is that PE teachers are trained in recognized institutions and usually 
have acquired a certificate or diploma allowing them to teach. In addition, such teachers are 
expected to develop a teaching career, may undergo in-service training, may even become 
school principal etc. In the eyes of the Government and the unions, teachers at the primary 
level and beyond represent a well-structured and recognized profession in contrast to  
literacy “facilitators,” who often work as volunteers, with no or little training. Indeed 
facilitators are often recruited without specified academic qualifications or diplomas. A 
secondary school leaving certificate, or even less, seems to suffice.

It is timely to re-consider the training, status and professional outlook of the  large number of  
literacy facilitators operating in the countries of South Asia.  Another compelling reason to 
do so stems from the fact that many literacy projects in these countries have failed to reach 
the objective of sustainability, especially in terms of post-literacy. In this respect the literacy 
“facilitator” or teacher would be a key element, as we shall see.

In Bangladesh at present, NGOs are largely delivering the task of teaching the 3-Rs to youth 
and adults outside the formal system, often under difficult circumstances, and with very 
limited resources. One may assume that presently only a small fraction of the 60 million 
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alone, only a small number of adults are regular participants in literacy classes, organized by 
either the Government or NGOs. Usually they are taught by so-called “facilitators”. The 
national authorities do not consider the “facilitators” as being part of the teaching profession. 
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Lind would readily agree to this argument, but they do not indicate  strategies for creating a 
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together with the neo-literates, will have to build a literate community and environment.  

22    Bangladesh Education Journal

Already in the last decade, in the International Handbook for Literacy (D. Wagner, ed. 1999), 
we find a similar dilemma. In this unique source of knowledge and reference, out of 79 
articles, only one explicitly addresses the problem of literacy teachers. Alan Rogers admits 
the failure of many literacy projects because of the lack of trained and qualified literacy 
teachers. He notes, “most reports evaluating literacy programmes point to the weaknesses of 
staff development as a key factor in the failures of these programmes to achieve significant 
results” (in Wagner, 1999, p.329). Ten years later, Lind and Oxenham offer a similar 
analysis, but do not sufficiently re-orient their thinking and arguments accordingly.

It is evident that contrary to literacy, in primary education teachers benefit from considerable 
support both from experts and other stakeholders. For example Lorin Anderson (IIEP, 2004, 
p. 99) argues that effectiveness of teachers is indispensable for the success of learning in 
primary education. She says,  “in order to be effective… teachers must learn to see the 
classroom, and the events and activities that take place within the classroom, through the 
eyes of their students”. One may well transpose these thoughts to literacy classes and the role 
of the literacy teacher.

In fact the book by Anderson could in its entirety be considered relevant for  literacy and the 
effectiveness of literacy teachers. With regards to teaching, the requirements and needs in 
both systems, primary education and literacy, are similar, except that for primary education a 
general agreement has been reached for proper training, but not yet for literacy.

The debate on this issue has been going on for many years, including inside UNESCO. 
Experience has shown that established teacher unions appear to be  rigid on the question of 
whether or not to regard those who work in adult literacy as teachers. The principal argument 
used by teacher unions is that PE teachers are trained in recognized institutions and usually 
have acquired a certificate or diploma allowing them to teach. In addition, such teachers are 
expected to develop a teaching career, may undergo in-service training, may even become 
school principal etc. In the eyes of the Government and the unions, teachers at the primary 
level and beyond represent a well-structured and recognized profession in contrast to  
literacy “facilitators,” who often work as volunteers, with no or little training. Indeed 
facilitators are often recruited without specified academic qualifications or diplomas. A 
secondary school leaving certificate, or even less, seems to suffice.

It is timely to re-consider the training, status and professional outlook of the  large number of  
literacy facilitators operating in the countries of South Asia.  Another compelling reason to 
do so stems from the fact that many literacy projects in these countries have failed to reach 
the objective of sustainability, especially in terms of post-literacy. In this respect the literacy 
“facilitator” or teacher would be a key element, as we shall see.

In Bangladesh at present, NGOs are largely delivering the task of teaching the 3-Rs to youth 
and adults outside the formal system, often under difficult circumstances, and with very 
limited resources. One may assume that presently only a small fraction of the 60 million 
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illiterates is actually following any kind of literacy course.  Probably some 10,000 
“facilitators” are involved in this difficult task, usually on a part time basis, and only for a 
limited number of months. Once a batch of illiterates has been taught, the “facilitators,” 
because of the lack of a professional perspective, often move on to other occupations or 
obligations. As a consequence the repeated loss of experienced and motivated human 
resources goes hand in hand with the failure to achieve sustainable literacy.

Literacy alone (the 3-Rs) is not enough to achieve the proclaimed objectives of literacy 
programmes. In rural areas,  experience has shown that a savvy combination of i) skills 
training (income-generating skills), ii) literacy (3-Rs)  and iii) micro-credit provides the best 
chances for learners to acquire sustainable skills, leading to empowerment with regard to 
their own lives.

III. Back to Functional Literacy?
UNESCO, back in the fifties and sixties, had proposed strategies for functional literacy, 
which were later pushed aside by concepts and pedagogic approaches related to liberation 
theories, such as those of Paulo Freire. In recent practices and programme designs, backed 
by research and analysis, described by Oxenham and Lind, the role of functionality and 
applied literacy are making a come-back.  The increasing focus on fighting poverty, and the 
need to create learner motivation, has re-directed attention to functional literacy. Current 
anti-poverty policies in South-Asia have highlighted the fact that a combination of 
productive skills and literacy would represent a promising strategy to move people out of 
poverty on a permanent basis.

A decade ago, Eisemon et al. (in D. Wagner, 1999) said, “literacy programmes should teach 
functional skills and be closely linked to mainstream social sector and community 
development systems;” (p.360). They proposed that literacy programmes be linked with 
agricultural extension, community health education and social services. Eisemon concluded 
that “adults have different motivations and situations and have to be taught differently” form 
children (p.360). This in itself would constitute a strong argument in favor of quality training 
for literacy teachers. His call did not go totally unheeded. Each new edition of the EFA 
Global Monitoring Report, GMR, since 2000, has stressed the strategic importance of 
adapting the teaching of literacy to the needs of the adult learner, in the context of functional 
use of the skills.

This strategy is now employed in a growing number of literacy projects across South Asia. 
Courses would start with skills training first, functional literacy being introduced gradually. 
With skill training, the need arises to complement acquired practical knowledge with literacy 
to transform the former into effective and marketable skills. In many cases acquired 
professional skills appear to be more sustainable than literacy, since practical knowledge in 
skills or trades is more easily transferable to daily life situations. Concerning the 3Rs, the 
absence of a literate environment in rural areas diminishes considerably the sustainability of 
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acquired literacy. The complex inter-linkages generated by teaching first practical skills to 
be followed by functional literacy, only highlight the  difficult task to be performed by the 
“facilitator”.

It is interesting to note that recently UNESCO has also been looking at skills development 
for adults, but has not linked this objective with adult literacy, though the target of skill 
training, generally the poorest, would benefit immediately from literacy combined with 
skills training. The conceptual “zoning” or compartmentalisation  applied here by UNESCO 
and others, by considering literacy, teachers, and skills training as totally separate activities, 
bespeaks of a neglect or even  ignorance of ground realities, and does not favor an integrated 
approach to literacy.

IV. Andragogy or the Art of Teaching Adults
Those imparting literacy and skills to adults, as noted, do not usually  receive any significant 
pre-training for this complex task. Pre-service training is often reduced to a few days or at 
best a few weeks and cannot meet the requirements of in-depth training to face the 
complexities that arise when teaching adults. Alan  Rogers, (in D. Wagner, 1999), pointed 
out how  health extension workers  benefit from full time training leading to certification and 
qualifications, while literacy volunteers are usually not given consideration of this kind. Not 
much has changed since then.

The sociology of illiterate adults is very much neglected, even by reputed scholars  of adult 
education like Oxenham and Lind. In many cases illiterate adults have high expectations 
from literacy courses, but are subject to a large number of personal constraints that impede 
their ability to learn and maintain their commitment to follow a course over a period of 
several months (see Eisemon, quoted  above, p.360).

In adult literacy, teachers are confronted with people who, fifteen years and older, have 
already considerable life experience, with many social responsibilities, including their 
children and families, and many occupy  leading social positions in their community. It is 
therefore a social and personal challenge for the adult learners to follow courses on a regular 
basis over a long span of time; it requires a high degree of motivation from them. Such 
motivation can be created by the “facilitator”, as well as by the quality and design of the 
courses. The perspective to learn a real skill or trade, with the perceived possibility at the end 
of the training course to increase personal income within the next months, creates a 
sufficiently strong motivation to follow a course over a span of time.

An important consideration in the sociology of illiterates, which is likely to complicate the  
delivery of literacy, is the heterogeneity of learners. Adult learners, even originating  from 
the same community, may have different social backgrounds, different age groups, and 
different motivations in terms of skills to be acquired, not to mention the problem of different 
gender roles. The diverse learner profiles have an impact on how the facilitator/teacher 
interact with all learners at the same time. What happens now in the classroom is that the 
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acquired literacy. The complex inter-linkages generated by teaching first practical skills to 
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of the training course to increase personal income within the next months, creates a 
sufficiently strong motivation to follow a course over a span of time.

An important consideration in the sociology of illiterates, which is likely to complicate the  
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gender roles. The diverse learner profiles have an impact on how the facilitator/teacher 
interact with all learners at the same time. What happens now in the classroom is that the 
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literacy teacher will adopt a single teaching style for one category of learners in the hope that 
the other learners will adapt and fit in. The “one-size-fits-all” approach has caused many 
literacy projects to fail or achieve limited results. 

The general inadequacy of specific training for literacy “facilitators” is  compounded by the 
absence of knowledge about processes involved in adult learning and behavior and adapting 
teaching to the different learning motivations and needs. This mismatch leads to rapidly 
decreasing motivation among adult students, followed by early drop-out, from initial high 
motivation.   Teachers without training do not master modern teaching techniques that can 
facilitate imparting literacy skills in a short span of time. Compared to school children, adults 
generally possess a better mastery of language in terms of words and syntax. Some of them 
also may have been exposed to some basic schooling or else have already some 
understanding of letters/symbols. Valuable time could be gained, had the teachers been 
trained on precise adult learning techniques to be applied when progress needs to be fast, but 
sustainable.

Time is indeed an important factor for adult learners,  usually poor people who have  many 
other vital matters to attend to. The daily life of a woman learner is burdened with essential 
chores like looking after children, preparing food, collecting cooking fuel and water, 
working in the field and so on, which cannot be neglected. Due to these constraints and 
conditions, learners need to see early results, even if committed to spending daily hours for 
learning. Compacted literacy/skills courses covering a minimum of time are likely to 
maintain the initial motivation. Only a well trained and skilled teacher is likely to respond 
adequately to the very specific requirements imposed by the life conditions of the learners. 

While a primary education teacher may consider ‘time’ as not so critical, when several years 
are available to impart basic literacy knowledge, the literacy teacher is confronted with a 
very different ask. The literacy teacher hase to use a method of teaching that allows a rapid 
cycle of learning, so as not to waste the valuable time of adults who need to turn to other 
urgent tasks every day. This requires teachers who have been exposed to modern teaching 
methods for adults, respectful of the motivations and the life rhythm of adult learners.

It has been pointed out that prevailing literacy techniques give more importance to reading 
and not enough on writing. Wray (Literacy; vol.III, 2004) states that “writing has received 
much less …attention than the parallel process of reading. There have been many  fewer 
studies of the process of writing and…a mere handful of studies exploring teaching 
procedures… Until fairly recently there was a lack of well-grounded pedagogies for the 
second “R”.” Wray’s observation  points to the need for teachers in literacy to pay equal 
attention to the three Rs; which is another reason to require proper and well-balanced 
training of literacy teachers.

V. A literate Environment
Sustainability of literacy requires that 3 Rs have to be acquired, but have to be used and 
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consolidated in the post-literacy stages. This is when reading and writing skills need to be 
further developed, if possible on a daily basis. Post-literacy has become a standard 
component of any literacy project, and effective strategies have been tested and confirmed. 
In all cases, the role of a competent leader or facilitator has been found to be indispensable.  It 
has been found that the literacy teacher is best placed to develop and drive the entire post-
literacy phase, given his/her previous involvement with the learners. The local knowledge of 
constraints, circumstances of learners, needs of further learning and simply the personal ties 
that the teacher already has developed previously make him/her the best placed person in this 
respect.

In a rural and isolated environment, a normal condition in Bangladesh, Nepal, India or 
Pakistan,  in the absence of a literate environment, the task for the teacher would be to initiate 
and help create this environment. This  may mean organizing voluntary reading and writing 
sessions, reading competitions, bringing in new and attractive reading materials, developing 
materials together with advanced learners, and acting  in  a way that the skills become a 
firmly acquired habit. As is often the case, other literacy classes may be in progress in the 
same community or near-by, allowing the teacher to run simultaneously post-literacy classes 
with neo-literates on the one hand, and literacy classes for beginners elsewhere, on the other. 
By looking at various levels of learning, the literacy teacher would become the focal point 
and driving force for any kind of adult learning and empowerment in any given rural 
community.

In the post-literacy phase, the teacher would act as a guide and facilitator, transcending 
significantly the traditional concept of a teacher. Seen form this perspective, the entire 
process of i) acquiring practical skills, ii) learning the 3Rs and iii) establishing a firm literate 
environment, may well require the presence of a literacy teacher for more than two years in 
the community. The early and intensive learning phase could be relatively short, while the 
consolidation of skills would require time, something the teacher has to plan for. Literacy 
teachers, therefore, need specific training on how to plan and organize their work, which will 
determine the ultimate success of a literacy project.

The post-literacy task is unique compared to primary education teachers, who usually are not 
asked to intervene once the students have completed the cycle of learning. By contrast, when 
dealing with adults at the level of post-literacy, the literacy teacher is entering the realm of 
community work and empowerment, distinguishing his/her job from the traditional teaching 
task. This has important implications concerning their training and job description. The 
extended job requirements for literacy teachers, covering post-literacy, add a new and 
challenging dimension to their preparation and training and their role in the community. 
Literacy organizers, NGOs and the  Government, cannot consider the acquisition of literacy 
as a short-term, one-shot, job for three to five months. It has to be seen as a full-time 
commitment to learning, extending to  two to three years for a group of learners. For the 
teacher, it should be, as much as possible, a life-time commitment. 
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VI. Training of Literacy Teachers 
The training agenda of aspiring literacy teachers indeed need to be rich, commensurate with 
their responsibilities - starting with basic knowledge (human body and health, biology, etc) 
to skills training (together with specialised technicians with relevant experience), and then 
the three Rs, to be finally followed by the creation of a locally relevant literate environment.

In the light of the tasks for which the literacy teacher has to be responsible, the purpose and 
process of training of literacy teachers need to be reconsidered. The pre-service and in-
service phases of training have to be envisioned and the motivation and incentives that will 
permit proper use of the training have to be considered.

• Pre-service trainin
Pre-service training should include the following areas of knowledge and competencies:

1 Basic principles of adult learning, with special attention being given to gender;

Basic knowledge (health, law, environment, gender);

The process of acquisition of the 3Rs, theory and practice;

Imparting 3Rs in relation to professional skills training;

Organization of learning in a classroom;

Working in a community;

Working with an NGO/Government body;

Planning and reporting;

Aspects of illiteracy in rural and urban environs;

Learning about at least two vocational skills; Use of ICT software for literacy and skills.

2 The principles of post-literacy:

Reading materials, reading circles, reading competitions;

Writing as communication;

       Creating a literate environment in a community.

3 Planning and management of work:

 Managing literacy, skills and post-literacy activities in a parallel fashion.

The above items show that considerably more time would have to be devoted to pre-service 
training than the time often allowed for a casual and cursory approach to training . Taking 
into consideration the entire range of knowledge and competencies to be acquired, at least a 
year would be needed to complete a training course of this nature. The training should lead to 
a Certificate in Education and /or Literacy. Teachers would thus gain not only professional 
training, but also a new and socially accepted status through academic certification. For 
many a literacy teacher, this has always been a major demand.

The training needs and its modalities can be addressed by existing teacher training 
institutions, where special courses for literacy teachers could be organized, in co-operation 
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with and inputs from those NGOs running literacy projects. The respective curriculum for 
training would have to be developed collaboratively and approved by appropriate authorities 
in Government.

Institutionalized training will ultimately enhance the status and professional efficiency of 
literacy teachers, providing them with relevant and well-focused training. Likewise the 
academic certification of such teachers is likely to strengthen the status of adult literacy and 
learning as a serious and respectable social task, demanding attention over a long period of 
time. 

• In-service training
In-service training will be required as an answer to changes in local conditions, and up-
dating of acquired knowledge. New skills may require new knowledge and learners may be 
facing new challenges in their local environments. In contrast to pre-service training, the in-
service modules can be developed and implemented with a key role for literacy service 
providers themselves, such as NGOs or similar structures devoted to continuing education. 
The well-organized and regular training focusing on new developments and facts related to 
adult learning and literacy is a must for literacy teachers, operating in isolated environments. 
In this respect weekly or monthly refreshers  can provide teachers the time and the 
opportunity to report and share their own experiences and needs. Periodic seminars or 
workshops can help establish the much needed vital link of literacy with the larger context of 
the community and the world. The personal and professional isolation of teachers, when they 
have to work  in a rural community, can be overcome through regular in-service training of 
this type. 

• Salaries and benefits
In addition to new responsibilities of the literacy teachers, and the importnace of pre-service 
training, the question of incentives and recognition  calls for attention. Policy makers and 
planners often consider literacy work as something of short duration, which do not require 
specific qualifications. As we have seen form the above, such policies have contributed to the 
failure of many a project. What is needed now is to reconsider not only the training and job 
description but also salaries consistent with the educational and social responsibilities of 
literacy teachers. Literacy teachers if trained, in the best of cases, could receive a salary 
equivalent to that of a primary school teacher. 

Although literacy teachers would constitute a distinctive teaching corps, they should also be 
given the possibility of switching to teaching in primary schools, provided relevant in-
service training can be given. Likewise primary education teachers, having received relevant 
training for teaching literacy to adults, should be able to qualify for teaching literacy classes 
and thus switch temporarily to a different branch of teaching. It is appropriate to recall 
Wray's words on improving quality of literacy learning (2004, p.3): “one major factor in 
raising standards must be the quality of the teaching of literacy which children 
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VI. Training of Literacy Teachers 
The training agenda of aspiring literacy teachers indeed need to be rich, commensurate with 
their responsibilities - starting with basic knowledge (human body and health, biology, etc) 
to skills training (together with specialised technicians with relevant experience), and then 
the three Rs, to be finally followed by the creation of a locally relevant literate environment.
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Working in a community;

Working with an NGO/Government body;
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Aspects of illiteracy in rural and urban environs;

Learning about at least two vocational skills; Use of ICT software for literacy and skills.

2 The principles of post-literacy:

Reading materials, reading circles, reading competitions;

Writing as communication;

       Creating a literate environment in a community.

3 Planning and management of work:

 Managing literacy, skills and post-literacy activities in a parallel fashion.

The above items show that considerably more time would have to be devoted to pre-service 
training than the time often allowed for a casual and cursory approach to training . Taking 
into consideration the entire range of knowledge and competencies to be acquired, at least a 
year would be needed to complete a training course of this nature. The training should lead to 
a Certificate in Education and /or Literacy. Teachers would thus gain not only professional 
training, but also a new and socially accepted status through academic certification. For 
many a literacy teacher, this has always been a major demand.

The training needs and its modalities can be addressed by existing teacher training 
institutions, where special courses for literacy teachers could be organized, in co-operation 
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with and inputs from those NGOs running literacy projects. The respective curriculum for 
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experience…High-quality literacy teaching demands high-quality literacy teachers and any 
education system must attempt to maximize the expertise of teachers in teaching literacy.” 
Obviously the same could be said about literacy teaching for adults !

Relevant project experiences in South-Asia show us that literacy teachers should be able to 
look forward to a widely accepted and serious professional development perspective,  in the 
form of recognition of their larger responsibilities in the classroom and the community and 
appropriate  preparation and training corresponding to those responsibilities.

VII. Conclusion
There is an urgent task in South Asia to increase rapidly and in a sustainable manner literacy 
levels of the people. The national authorities and NGOs providing literacy services  have to 
recognize the central role of  literacy teachers and take all necessary steps to enhance their 
training and social status. It also has to be recognised that these  teachers will be called upon 
to play a key role in not only in developing literacy and vocational skills, but also  a  role in 
community empowerment and post literacy strategies. Currently in South-Asia too many 
literacy projects are failing to reach the expected objectives, because of lack of due 
consideration given to the quality and role of teachers. 

By looking at the problem of ALL in  a holistic manner, and putting teachers  at the top of the 
pyramid of priorities, four  promising strategies as argued above may be well suited to 
improve rapidly literacy rates among the deprived people in the rural areas and urban slums 
of South Asia :

1 The need to link literacy with professional skills training;
2 To pay full attention to literacy sustainability and develop relevant post-literacy 

strategies, involving the literacy teachers as facilitators;
3 To train professionally a required number  of literacy teachers with competencies in post 

literacy and community work; and,
4 Integrate such literacy teachers, with full qualifications, into the national teaching 

profession.
The sheer magnitude of the illiteracy problem in South-Asia, with 450 million illiterates, 
warrants dramatically new approaches. The core of such an approach has to be the 
recruitment and training of a corps of  professional literacy teachers and their integration 
progressively into the national structure of teaching and earning; considering  them as key 
agents for change at the community level. As reminded by Lind (2008, p.137): “without 
sustained investment in the human resources necessary for implementing literacy-
promoting strategies, it will not be possible to address the literacy challenge at…national and 
local levels seriously.” 

South Asian countries, to a lesser extent India,  have limited education research capacities, 
especially in the field of literacy. National capacities have to be  mobilized to undertake 
research on policy and operational aspects of literacy and post-literacy in the context of adult 
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and continuing education and with a perspective of lifelong learning.
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Abstract

This study explores the introduction of Skill-based Structured Questions (SQ) in the 
Secondary School Certificate (SSC) examination to enhance its validity and reliability. This 
is an empirical and descriptive  study that was conducted through an extensive analysis of 
relevant documents and reports. An evaluation study on prevailing SSC examination 
revealed that as an assessment tool it did not mach the objectives of the competency-based 
curriculum at the SSC level. Despite the major change introduced in the objectives of the 
curriculum, the SSC examination did not change correspondingly. Student assessment, and 
hence student learning, remained dominated by recall, the straight regurgitation of facts or 
statements from the textbooks. The SSC examinationa,, therefore, was inadequate for 
developing the requisite skills or contributing to the holistic development of secondary 
students. The introduction of creative questions into SSC examination was intended to test a 
range of cognitive skills including knowledge, comprehension, application, and higher 
order thinking (analysis, synthesis and evaluation). The model answer and the marking 
guide were expected to make script marking reliable.

I. Introduction
Major advances have been made in the provision of access to secondary education in 
Bangladesh. Almost four million students are now enrolled in the secondary schools -more 
than three times the number enrolled two decades ago. This quantitative expansion in the 
provision of secondary education in Bangladesh has perhaps inevitably been attained at the 
expense of the quality of education. High student dropout and low pass rates have meant lack 
of success for the majority of those who have entered secondary education, leading to a high 
wastage of  national resources.

Students sit for a first public examination, the SSC examination, at the end of ten years of 
schooling, which determines whether students receive the secondary school certificate and 
can have opportunities for further education. The examination is thus of great importance to 
students, guardians and teachers. Secondary education represents the final stage of 
education for many students in Bangladesh. The public examination marking the end of 
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secondary education, and the two years of preparation preceding the examination, are 
critical for young people as they prepare to leave school and commence adult life. 

The SSC examination is currently receiving considerable scrutiny.  The government and the 
public at large want to be sure that the Secondary School Certificate awarding bodies are 
doing their job properly and effectively. The examination boards want to ensure that the 
examinations are valid and reliable. It is also essential that each examiner is applying the 
same standard from one script to the next, as they mark the scripts. 

II. Background of the Study
Assessment should reflect the curriculum. A review of the prevailing SSC examination 
revealed that the examination did not change in keeping with the intention of curriculum. 
Despite the curriculum objectives of developing higher order cognitive skills, secondary 
education was still dominated by rote learning and the SSC examination did not match  the 
curriculum objectives. 

Most questions on most papers in the SSC examination tested little more than factual recall 
and the ability of students to write down what is in the textbook. A survey of all BISE papers 
over the last five years showed that more than 80 percent of the total marks were for straight 
recall of facts. An inevitable result of this was that teaching and learning in the classrooms 
remained dominated by rote learning entirely based on the textbook. For all but the most 
able, in the best schools, education was largely reduced to a process of committing to 
memory a huge amount of often useless, frequently outdated and sometimes entirely 
inaccurate facts.

Ministry of Education (MoE) took the decision to reform the prevailing SSC examination 
system in order to match it with curriculum objectives. Examination reform was  taken to 
mean changes in any or all aspects of the examination system that would enhance validity 
and reliability of the examination. It particularly referred to the technical tasks of question 
design, preparation of question papers, making of scripts, analysis of results and feedback to 
schools as important elements of reform.

Objectives  and Methodology
The general objectives of this study were to explore:

• the baseline for the introduction of skill-based assessment into Secondary Schools
• the major changes that occurred in the skill-based assessment system.
The findings of this study, it is expected, would inform education policy makers, curriculum 
developers, educationists, education researchers and teachers about a) the status of the 
prevailing SSC examination system, and b) the major changes that the reform would 
introduce  in SSC examination.

This is an empirical and analytical study. It draws on extensive analysis of documents, 
research reports, government directives, and papers presented in seminars and workshops. 

These documents included 1995 junior secondary and secondary curriculum documents, the 
curriculum evaluation and needs assessment study report, reports of stakeholders’ 
workshops, government orders, directives issued by MOE, the piloting study report, SESIP 
newsletter and educational journals.

Reform of the Assessment
System Expansion and qualitative improvements of education have been emphasized among 
the sector objectives in the national development plans of the government. One of the main 
objectives for the secondary education sector in the Fifth Five Year Plan (FFYP: 1997-2002) 
was to review the present student assessment and SSC  examination system and introduce 
necessary reform in the school-based assessment system and  SSC examination. 

The government of Bangladesh, in collaboration with Asian Development Bank, undertook                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
the Secondary Education Sector Improvement Project (SESIP1999-June2007) in 
accordance with the FFYP objectives and targets of the sector. The SSC examination reform 
was a part of the sector improvement project. 

The Validity of SSC Examinations
A test is said to be valid if it appears to measure what it claims to measure. The examination is 
required to be designed to match the stated objectives of the curriculum as closely as 
possible, and thus ensure that the students are tested and taught in terms of these objectives. 
For this reason it is standard practice in most countries for government and curriculum or 
examination authorities to stipulate examination criteria that are based on the agreed or 
prescribed curriculum objectives.

NCTB emphasized that the curriculum revision of 1995-96  would make the new curriculum 
equivalent to those of the developed world in respect of quality. This would be done by 
setting teaching/learning objectives for each subject which focused on intellectual skills. But 
the failure to change examinations to match these new objectives meant that student 
assessment, and hence student learning, remained dominated by recall of facts or statements 
from the textbooks. 

At present each examination board sets its own examination questions, using its own set of 
question setters for each subject tested. The only check on the standard of the questions in the 
examination papers is carried out by a group of moderators, who read through the papers and 
make comments, usually on matters of content. There is no real attempt to compare and 
equate the separate question papers, created for each subject, so that they can be said to be of 
an equivalent standard. There is no attempt to equate standards of examination papers across 
subjects and across examination boards. The current system thus penalizes some students 
and rewards others. The system is biased. It is therefore unfair, even without considering the 
unreliability of marking by thousands of markers.

Fair and Reliable Examinations
A test is said to be reliable if it yields the same score for the examinee on retesting or when 
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marked by different scorers.  A prime cause of unreliability in tests is marker unreliability; 
that is, the differences between scores by the same scorers on two occasions as well as 
differences in scores for the scripts when marked by different scorers. International practice 
to avoid these problems is to use a common measure which is applicable to all examination 
questions and papers, across all boards, across years and across subjects. The usual solution 
is “norm referenced testing” - the use of statistical standard (“standardized score”) based on 
the distribution of the marks of the candidates taking the examination.

SSC examination results continue to show very considerable variation between boards and 
between years. There are also variations between subjects and examination papers. No 
marking schemes are produced by the question setters or moderators and hence no 
systematic check is made on the weighting of marks allocated against the questions asked. 
The mark weighting is left to the markers' judgments. There is no post-examination analysis, 
no report on the examination process, and no system for technical review of the quality of 
assessment.

Outcomes of the Prevailing SSC Examination

The present SSC examinations undermine the government’s effort to improve the quality 
of education. The consequences of the present system are: ? examination focused 
instruction and education,
• dependency on rote learning,
• limited student engagement in classroom,
• partial coverage of  national curriculum in assessment ,
• Inadequate and limited  assessment of skills, and
• performance of duties by teachers without sufficient accountability.

Importance of Examination Reform
Examination reform is seen as important because it is recognized that:

i. the quality of examination questions can raise standards in instruction and learning and 
lower the potential for cheating;

ii. more accurate marking can lead to a more reliable examination;
iii. analyzing results and reporting to schools can guide teachers to improve their teaching;
iv. standardizing of marking can help examinations to indicate a level of achievement of 

students rather than  competition among students.

III. The Focus of Examination Reform
The Ministry of Education issued a directive in Aug 2003 to National Curriculum and 
Textbook Board (NCTB) and Secondary Education Sector Development Project (SESIP) to 
take joint initiatives to reform prevailing SSC examination system. The focus of reforms was 
on the following issues.

1. How do better quality questions lead to raising standards of instruction and student 
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performance?

Teachers prepare their students for examinations. If the examination achieves greater 
validity because of efforts to measure the intended knowledge and skills in the curriculum, 
the teacher will follow suit. Non-recall questions lead to less rote memory learning. More 
analytical questions lead to more analytical teaching and more emphasis on a range of 
communication skills. Teachers are encouraged to use a range of teaching approaches. The 
powerful influence of examination on teaching in school cannot be overlooked.

2. How does more accurate marking lead to a more reliable examination?

Examinees should expect to get the same total marks irrespective of the examiner marking 
their paper. If this is not the case, the examinee is not treated fairly and the system is 
unreliable. Accurate marking is the result of all examiners applying the same standard. This 
cannot be totally guaranteed, but a number of steps can be taken to minimize differences in 
marking standards between examiners.

3. How do analyzing the results and reporting to schools improve teaching?

Information on examinee performance on each question, each skill or each curriculum area 
guides the teacher to make an effort to raise their students’ performance in these areas. At 
present, teachers do not receive such information and thus are unaware of student 
performance in aspects of the curriculum. Teachers don’t know whether they can help 
students to obtain higher marks by better guidance. An analysis of the results can lead to 
development of a professional report to better guide teachers and thus aid the improvement 
of teaching in schools.

4. How do letter grading  and standardizing assist the system?

At present students are tested, but the marks by themselves do not signify much. An 
evaluation of the marks obtained is necessary, but currently this is undertaken solely with 
respect to competition between examinees. Where examinees sit for examinations in 
different subjects, the evaluation becomes unreliable. Grading by assigning letter grades to 
examinees within a range of scores and standardizing the ‘worth’ of a grade across subjects’ 
leads to a more reliable and an achievement-oriented, rather than a competition-oriented 
system.

IV.  Pilot Testing the Reform
In order to test whether the question setters could set questions for SSC against the actual 
curriculum objectives, and whether students would be able to handle such a change, a 
piloting study on SSC exam reform was conducted by the SESIP in 2003.  The main purpose 
of the piloting study was to determine the feasibility of conducting skill-based assessment in 
secondary schools in Bangladesh. The study was designed to: 

• identify teachers’ and head teachers’ attitude towards the implementation of SSC 
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marked by different scorers.  A prime cause of unreliability in tests is marker unreliability; 
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performance?

Teachers prepare their students for examinations. If the examination achieves greater 
validity because of efforts to measure the intended knowledge and skills in the curriculum, 
the teacher will follow suit. Non-recall questions lead to less rote memory learning. More 
analytical questions lead to more analytical teaching and more emphasis on a range of 
communication skills. Teachers are encouraged to use a range of teaching approaches. The 
powerful influence of examination on teaching in school cannot be overlooked.

2. How does more accurate marking lead to a more reliable examination?

Examinees should expect to get the same total marks irrespective of the examiner marking 
their paper. If this is not the case, the examinee is not treated fairly and the system is 
unreliable. Accurate marking is the result of all examiners applying the same standard. This 
cannot be totally guaranteed, but a number of steps can be taken to minimize differences in 
marking standards between examiners.

3. How do analyzing the results and reporting to schools improve teaching?

Information on examinee performance on each question, each skill or each curriculum area 
guides the teacher to make an effort to raise their students’ performance in these areas. At 
present, teachers do not receive such information and thus are unaware of student 
performance in aspects of the curriculum. Teachers don’t know whether they can help 
students to obtain higher marks by better guidance. An analysis of the results can lead to 
development of a professional report to better guide teachers and thus aid the improvement 
of teaching in schools.

4. How do letter grading  and standardizing assist the system?

At present students are tested, but the marks by themselves do not signify much. An 
evaluation of the marks obtained is necessary, but currently this is undertaken solely with 
respect to competition between examinees. Where examinees sit for examinations in 
different subjects, the evaluation becomes unreliable. Grading by assigning letter grades to 
examinees within a range of scores and standardizing the ‘worth’ of a grade across subjects’ 
leads to a more reliable and an achievement-oriented, rather than a competition-oriented 
system.

IV.  Pilot Testing the Reform
In order to test whether the question setters could set questions for SSC against the actual 
curriculum objectives, and whether students would be able to handle such a change, a 
piloting study on SSC exam reform was conducted by the SESIP in 2003.  The main purpose 
of the piloting study was to determine the feasibility of conducting skill-based assessment in 
secondary schools in Bangladesh. The study was designed to: 

• identify teachers’ and head teachers’ attitude towards the implementation of SSC 



38    Bangladesh Education Journal

examination reform; 
• determine the capacity in schools to conduct the skill-based  SSC examination; 
• identify students’ attitude to the acceptance of the reform; and
• if possible, through the teachers and head teachers of the school, to ascertain guardians' 

opinions about the proposed reform. 

Pilot Schools and Subjects

Forty-nine secondary schools were selected from all over the country. In total seventeen 
subjects were tested. These subjects were: Bangla, English, General Mathematics, Biology, 
Chemistry, Physics, General Science, Higher Mathematics, Civics, Economics, History, 
Geography, Social Science, Introduction to Business, Accounting, Commercial Geography, 
and Business Entrepreneurship. Approximately five hundred students were asked to take 
each paper. All testing within the school took place in one day. 

Question Paper Development and Evaluation of Student Answer Scripts

Multiple Choice Question (MCQ) and Structured Question (SQ) items were developed by 
respective trained subject teachers. The questions covered a range of cognitive skills, i. e., 
knowledge, comprehension, application and the group of skills referred to as higher abilities 
(such as analysis, synthesis and evaluation). The question setters developed respective 
model answers and marking schemes. MCQ papers were optically marked through BISE 
computer center and the resulting data processed and analyzed. The structured answer 
scripts were randomized across all schools and the markers marked all answer scripts using 
model answers and a detailed marking scheme. The outcomes were presented to 
Headmasters of the 49 schools.

Outcomes of the Pilot Study

The pilot study showed that 

• Students were well able to cope with the “skill-based” examination papers.
• Weaker students found the questions more difficult, although the failure rates in the 

piloting examination papers, by subject, were similar to those reported in the full SSC 
exams. It was evident that weaker students and weaker teachers would need 
considerable assistance to address the increased challenge of new teaching/learning 
objectives. 

• More capable students coped with new question papers without difficulty; their 
comments indicated that the questions, particularly the new structured questions, were 
seen as more interesting than traditional questions. 

• Analysis of the completed examination scripts showed that a better spread of marks was 
achieved in both MCQ and the SQ items. There was thus improved discrimination 
between students than was evident in the current SSC exams, in which better students 
generally found most papers too easy.

• Many head examiners appeared unfamiliar with ways to make marking more objectives 
and hence more reliable, but rapid improvement took place after sample marking was 
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undertaken  and scripts were reviewed. The head examiners seemed to be well-placed to 
assist in the training of other head examiners in objective marking procedures in the 
future.

•  Comments from teachers and students on ‘new style’ papers were favorable, suggesting 
the questions were interesting and providing opportunities for thinking.

• It was clearly demonstrated to all concerned that the only way in which a standard 
measure can be achieved is to use a criterion which is fixed. And this standard measure 
must be applicable to all examination question papers, across all boards and across 
years. 

On the basis of the outcome of the pilot study, skill-based questions for SSC examination 
were recommended. Two types of questions would be in the SSC examination. One type is 

a) skill-based Multiple Choice Question (MCQ) and another type is) skill-based Structured 
Question (SQ) in replacement of current short and easy type questions.

V.  Anticipated Changes  in SSC Examination

Multiple Choice Questions (MCQ)
Key features 

1. The MCQ items are intended to cover a range of student abilities. They do this by testing 
different skills. There are four cognitive skills that are specifically covered – 
knowledge, comprehension, application and the group of skills referred to as higher 
abilities (such as analysis, synthesis and evaluation).

2. The MCQ items are of three types:

l Simple MCQ - the standard MCQ type with four responses

l Multiple completion items. In these items, students determine, from three given 
statements, the correct response.

l Items forming a situation set. In these items, there is one stem; two or more MCQ’s 
relate to this stem.

3.  In an exam-paper, 40% of the MCQ items would test  knowledge of the subject, 30% 
would test comprehension skill (a total of 70% for knowledge and comprehension), 
20% of items would test application skill and 10% items would be are more demanding, 
testing higher order thinking (a total of 30 % for application and higher abilities).  

4. The specification grid is an important component in setting MCQ items. The grid is 
designed to show the coverage of the curriculum for both content area and skills tested. 
The grid illustrates the content and skill coverage for each MCQ item in the test.

An example of specification grid for MCQ items is given below (for 10 chapters in a 
textbook and and  10 questions only).
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Structured Questions (SQ’s)

Special features of SQ
This type of question is not completely new for Bangladesh, and it is very common 
worldwide. “Structured” means that the question is sub-divided into parts. The suggested 
structure have four parts. The first part of each structured question is intended to be easier to 
answer. The later parts are intended to be more difficult.

SQ allows:
• testing students’ abilities on easier and harder parts of the curriculum (parts easy to 

understand and parts that require higher ability thinking)
•  testing of different skills in one question ( a question tests knowledge, comprehension, 

application and higher ability) 
• questions are expected to be original and not copies of questions from the textbook (all 

questions given as examples are original; they are not given in the textbook. All 
questions relate to the intended curriculum in the subject manual).

SQs count for 60% of the marks of the examination and  replace the current essay type  non-
MCQ questions. The SQs have features designed to make the examination more meaningful 
and closer to the intentions of the curriculum. 

1. Scenario

All SQ’s begin with a scenario (called stem). This scenario is unique to the question and is not 
in the textbook. In most cases it will describe a specific situation and may be given as a 
picture, diagram, table or chart as well as being descriptive. The scenario is not long 
(typically about 6 lines) and students are given time for reading in the examination. The 
answer of the questions will not be in the stem but the stem will help students to answer.

2. Skill-based Questions

SQs have 4 parts and are written to represent a hierarchy of skills. These are labeled (a), (b), 
(c) and (d). All SQs cover 10 marks. Part (a) tests at the factual knowledge level and is 
allotted 1 mark (it is the easiest part); part (b) tests at the comprehension level with 2 marks; 
part (c) is designed to test the application of knowledge to a new situation and hence 
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Specification Grid

Chapter                         C-1 C- 2 C- 3 C- 4 C-5 C-6 C-7 C-8 C-9 C-10 Total

                     Skill

Knowledge 1 8 9 3 04(=40%)

Comprehension 4 7 2 03(=30%)

Application 5 10 02(=20%)

Higher Abilities 6 1(=10%)

Total 01 01 01 01 01 01 01 01 01 01 10

responses are expected beyond what is written in the textbook and is allotted 3 marks; and 
part (d) is intended to test higher ability of thinking and is allotted 4 marks.

Example of a Structured Question

Salam hired a truck to sell the eggs produced in his farm. The packets of eggs were properly 
loaded on the truck. The mass of the truck with eggs is 1.5 ? 105 kg. The truck was running at 
a velocity of 72 kmh-1. On the way the driver lost control of the truck. The driver, seeing that 
the accident was unavoidable, ran the truck into a heap of straw at the side of the road. The 
truck stopped after 1.0 s. As a result, Salam escaped from a great accident. In the collision, 
Salam suffered minor injuries and  almost all his eggs were saved from damage.

a. What is called velocity? 1 mark

b. In the accident though Salam was injured, yet almost all of his eggs 2 marks
were saved.  Explain.

c. Calculate the force experienced by the truck. 3 marks

d. “The driver ran the truck into a heap of straw. Salam was saved from a 4 marks
serious   accident". Justify it by mathematical analysis.

3. Answering SQ

Students are permitted to answer structured questions in any order. They can answer part (a) 
of a question, go on to answer another question and then return to part (b) of the previous 
question. It is thus very essential that students are taught to label their answers very carefully, 
giving both the question number and the sub-part.

4. Marking SQ’s

Marks are awarded for answers against a marking scheme. This is carefully written for SQ to 
make the marking as objective as possible. A major rationale of SQ is that the marking is 
designed to be more reliable than the subjective marking of essay-type questions.

Marking schemes as well as full answers will be provided alongside the skill intended to be 
tested with each question. Partial answers are given less marks. Partial answers will be at a 
lower skill level and hence the marking scheme provides answers for partial marks also. 
Thus students can obtain 1 or 2 marks for part (b), 3, 2, or 1 mark for part (c) and 4, 3, 2, or 1 
mark for part (d). No half marks are included.  Giving no answer, or an answer that is not 
acceptable, is awarded 0 mark. Partial marks are allocated against the skill, not against the 
number of examples. This is a very important difference from the current marking process. It 
is intended to bring the marking closer to the intention of the curriculum and thus make the 
examination a more valid process.

The marking scheme and multiple correct answers for SQ
In many cases, especially with part (d) of a question, many variations of answers are 
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possible. Clearly the model answer cannot cover all cases.  The model response is chosen by 
the question setter (the person creating the question) as the intended answer. This is not 
expected to be the only correct answer at any of the skill levels. It is thus to be regarded as a 
guide. It provides an indication of the depth of treatment of the question by the student.

In the SSC examination, head examiners, after seeing responses from candidates, will be 
able to add variations to the answers marked correct. This will lead to a more comprehensive 
marking scheme. However, the head examiners will be working from a marking scheme with 
“full answers” as in the examples given. The full marking scheme will help examiners 
(markers) to mark more objectively (all examiners marking to the same standard). Teachers 
within a school can modify the marking scheme which is given to suit their situation.

How does standardization work?

After the papers are marked and the marks entered into computer, the examination marks 
(referred to as untreated or raw marks) will be converted into “standard grades,” based on the 
principle of a standard distribution curve. This assumes that, if the examination questions 
were all of similar standard, irrespective of subject, then the percentage of students obtaining 
A+ grades in each subject, irrespective of the examination board, or the year of the 
examination was taken, would be the same. 

VI. Conclusion
 It is important that Bangladesh moves to a “standard” system of determining examination 
grades and abandons the use of “untreated” or “raw marks” as the standard. These new style 
questions are more difficult to write, and demand careful preparation if they are to be marked 
reliably. Marking schemes and model answers need to be developed when the questions are 
written, and questions markers need to be trained, carefully supervised and the marking cross 
checked.

The Ministry of Education has taken decision to implement the new style questions from 
2010 SSC examination starting with Bangla 1st paper and religious subjects only. The name 
was changed from Structured Questions to Creative Questions keeping all the features the 
same. The rest of the subjects (18 subjects) in SSC examination will use creative questions 
from 2011. MoE has issued directives to all concerned authorities to implement creative 
questions method in all examinations from grade VI.
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Abstract

Video technology is being  used increasingly as an  instructional tool in teacher training 
programmes for inclusive education. Video Interaction Guidance (VIG) is one of the 
innovative approaches that originated in the Netherlands. It uses videos for guidance and 
behavioural interventions to support teachers and parents taking care of children with 
special needs. Essentially, it involves participants in viewing and discussing very short 
recordings of their successful interactions with a Video Interaction Guide. VIG has the 
potential to enhance the interactive learning style individually and collectively through its 
reflective and collaborative learning features. The present article analyses how good 
practices of VIG strategy can fit into the in-school teacher training programmes in 
Bangladesh. VIG can help develop self-supported teacher guidance facilities to respond 
effectively to pupils’ different educational needs. The  article also discusses measures that 
are cost–effective for incorporation into existing training programmes. It is argued that  
existing regional resource centres and  cluster training programme in primary education 
can use VIG to support teachers  to serve children with special needs  and help make  
schools  inclusive learning centres

Key Words: Video Interaction Guidance (VIG), Inclusive Education, Special Education 
Needs (SEN), Teacher training, Reflecting learning

I. Introduction
Videos have come to be recognised as effective instructional tools in teacher education 
programmes across the world. A key reason is its potential to capture many aspects of 
classroom practices through its capability to record visual and aural richness and details 
(Fevre, 2004). The complexity of teaching and its multi-contextual situation is difficult to 
capture through conventional conversation or lecture methods. Videos could provide a rich 
representation of practice that leaves distinctive mental images in the mind of the viewer.  
Teaching practices cannot be reproduced in the same way as physical science experiments in 
the laboratory. Video recording gives the opportunity of revisiting the moments of teaching 
practices.
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General use of video showing and analysis in teacher training often does not reach its full 
potential. A video on good practices may give the impression of a good instructional strategy 
to the trainee, but may not establish a link between good practices and the needs and 
perceptions of the teacher trainee. VIG provides the opportunity to engage in 
problem–focused interactive self-analysis leading to “self-modelling” in respect of good 
practices.

VIG is a comparatively new and innovative instructional strategy to support teachers and 
professionals to build action-based self-awareness regarding children with Special 
Education Needs (SEN). VIG could be used in educational setting or at home as a tool to 
work with pupils, teachers or parents to improve positive interaction and communication. 
Participants through analysing short clips of video of themselves in different social 
situations (classrooms, playground, home) can reflect on their behaviour in relation to the 
context (Sked: 2006). A short provocative video could initiate and enhance the development 
of cultural self-awareness in educators and empower them to develop cultural self-
awareness in their young learners (Gallavan & Maria: 2005).

Historical and Theoretical Background
Video interaction analysis was pioneered in the 1980’s in the Netherlands by Dutch 
Psychologist Harrie Biemens and his team to support communication between families with 
children who were in residential care.  Later the method of video interaction became widely 
familiar across Europe and the USA. Hilary Kennedy, a research fellow at Dundee 
University, brought the method to UK in 1992 (Brooks: 2008). Video interaction analysis is 
now a systematic solution-focused tool in research and is used by educational psychologists, 
educators and social workers.

The theoretical underpinning of VIG is derived from psychological and clinical research. 
Though the method of video feedback originated from the research strategy of inter-
subjectivity study by  Trevarthen and Stern, a number of different independent theories also 
buttress VIG including the concept of Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) of Vygotsky 
and the work of Dorwick and Brigs (Simpson:2001).

Objectives, Research Questions and Methodology
The present article discusses how video interaction could be used in the school to support 
teachers and pupils with special needs to enhance inclusive learning environment. The 
following questions are relevant in this regard:

1) What are the currents practices of VIG in the Netherlands and other countries? 

2) How can VIG be used to support the mainstream teachers develop inclusive practices in 
Bangladesh?

3) What are the challenges for using VIG in the schools of Bangladesh?

4) To what extent VIG can have an impact on the inclusion process?
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Document analysis and literature review - secondary sources like research articles, 
published books; VIG training manual and government reports; and conference papers - 
were the main sources of information. Besides, participatory VIG training session in 
Netherlands and interview of Dutch school VIG instructors provided valuable insights 
regarding VIG.

II. Findings Regarding Development and Use of VIG
Video interaction analysis can be used in many different forms in different contexts, from 
school to home to offices of professionals, to develop effective skills in handling and 
supporting children with special needs. Dutch schools are using VIG mostly for improving 
teacher-pupil interaction. The School Special Services Coordinator (SSC) who is an in-
school professional specialist, is responsible for coaching the teachers. After taking 
teacher’s consent and knowing their focus or problems, the SSC designs VIG for the 
teachers. Informed consent is gained through explanation and exploration, building a 
relationship of trust. Nevertheless the respective teacher has to formulate his/her own 
problem focus or research question.

 The SSC records a video clip of the respective teacher’s interaction with students in the class 
or in the field where the teachers identify problems of interaction. The recoded video is 
analysed together with concerned teacher in order to encourage the teacher to reflect on his 
or her own interaction and decide on what should be modified or replaced in future. It is 
important that SSC does not just offer advice, but rather coach the participant teacher how to 
use his/her own reflection and strategy to solve the problem. Generally, with a two-week gap 
between two successive sessions, in total three VIG sessions are conducted in order to give 
the teacher opportunities to reflect on practices in the classroom. It is a collegial consultancy, 
not an administrative measure to change practices. A relationship of trust has to be 
maintained between the specialist and the teacher.

A number of studies have shown the effectiveness of the method. A meta-analysis study by 
Ruben Fukkink (2008) of Kohnstamm Institute of Amsterdam University with 29 studies (n 
= 1844 families) shows a statistically significant positive effects of video feedback 
interventions on parenting behaviour and attitude regarding development of the child. The 
study shows analysed video feedback enabled parents to become more competent in 
interacting with their children and having a positive experience in playing the parental role.

Research also shows self-video analysis helps teachers improve their communication power 
and enable them to assist pupils with special needs to achieve new academic and social skills 
necessary to perform in school. A study (Schunk & Hanson: 1989) shows that through self-
modelling, video analysis helps low achievers to have better mathematical performance and 
gain self-efficacy.

Video analysis improves both teachers’ pedagogical and content knowledge (Santagata, 
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Zannoni, & Stigler: 2007; Chuang & Rosenbusch: 2005). A two year long study conducted at 
the University of Lazio, Italy, for pre-service mathematics teacher training was based on 
video lesson analysis that addressed two questions: what can pre-service teachers learn from 
the analysis of videotaped lessons? And how can pre-service teachers’ analytical ability and 
its improvement be measured? They claimed that both the studies showed significant 
improvement of ability to analyze instruction and develop a model for self-learning 
(Santagata et al: 2007). Chuang and Rosenbusch (2005) study on language education 
presents a case study of the use of digital video technology with a new pedagogical approach 
under a constructivist framework in an elementary lvel foreign language method course. 
This case reports success in integration of technology into learning, combining technology, 
the instructor's pedagogical knowledge, and his or her content expertise.

III. Use of VIG to Support Mainstream Teachers to Develop Inclusive 
Practices in Bangladesh

Although VHS video has been in use for many years in different institutions for teacher 
training, rarely have there  been  instances of its use as a technique of video interaction and 
micro analysis for behavioural change in mainstream schools. Recently, there have been 
some attempts to introduce “Mobile learning” technology with portable, handheld electronic 
devices with wireless communications capabilities. Under a technical assistance project 
financed by the ADB, RTI International carried out a study in Bangladesh to determine 
whether or not mobile phones could be an appropriate and effective method for supporting 
school-based in-service teacher training. The results show that the distance mode can be as 
effective as face-to-face training, and it is a preferred mode to training participants 
(Pouezevara, Parajuli & Khan: 2007). The study at least proved possibilities of acceptance of 
using newer technologies at the school level.

Bangladesh has a centralized education system with a large number of teachers (37 thousand 
government primary schools, out of a total of 78 thousand, employed around 160 thousand 
teachers according to DPE Statistics, 2002). In-service training for the large numbers of 
teachers using a cascade method often ends up with poor outcome. The review of EFA 
National Action Plan (NPA1, 1991-2000) stated that, “expanded facilities produced a large 
number of trained teachers, but the quality of primary education has failed to improve.” 
Therefore, a built–in self upgrading learning environment could be an effective solution for 
this problem.

A self-upgrading learning programme needs self-awareness. VIG could be an effective tool 
for initiating learning from ones own experience. In fact in the existing sub-cluster training 
(a cluster of schools arranging training for themselves), VIG technique can be introduced. A 
conventional training programme can hardly develop the complex skills needed for handling 
pupil with special needs. VIG is based on solution focused learning and involves teachers in 
real-time inclusion practices. Teachers, therefore, get a hands-on experience to work with 
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children with special needs. Thus VIG has a greater potential of bringing changes in 
teacher’s behaviour, attitude and belief about the inclusion process. This training tool can 
help teachers see themselves and their potentiality as well as create scope to reflect on self-
action. An analysis of four Dutch research studies (Korthagen & Wubbels: 2000) shows that 
reflective teachers have better interpersonal relationship with pupil, a higher level of job 
satisfaction and also possesses a sense of strong personal security and self–efficacy. The 
study also shows reflective teachers also encourage their students to reflect. 

Challenges to adopt VIG technique in schools of Bangladesh
Technology is pervasive now from city to small village - in living rooms and video game 
booths. Unfortunately, it is not equally pervasive in places of learning. As Van Horn (2000) 
remarks, ‘if you search the Internet for video, you'll soon discover that the porn industry has 
embraced the technology...Second, just about every sector of the economy makes abundant 
use of digital and streaming video except education’. VIG requires a computer and a digital 
video camera which are now available in any local market. If it is not affordable for schools 
to buy VIG instruments, Upazila  Resources Centres (URC), which already have desktop 
computers, can add a laptop, a digital video camera, and preferably a multimedia projector. 
The VIG guide can edit and bring the materials to the respective schools during the cluster 
training sessions or other special training sessions. Initially Upazila Resource Centre officer 
could be trained as VIG guide who is already working as an academic facilitator and has 
some training on inclusive education. As schools become familiar with VIG, they can 
gradually obtain their own VIG equipment and one of the assistant teachers or the 
headmaster can take over the position of the guide.

There is sometimes fear about use of technology and there are concerns whether teachers are 
capable of using these technologies. Van Horn (2001) turns the question the other way 
around: Technology is being used widely in homes by parents who make videos of their 
youngsters, it appears on all kinds of commercial sites, and even children in grade school 
make videos. Where are the educators, and why have they not embraced this marvellous 
technology?

Relevant scientific innovations are emerging everyday and many of them are being used in 
our daily life, but these are not used in the school system. One of the key reasons is that 
specifically and explicitly the systemic issues of usability, scalability and sustainability; are 
not addressed (Fishman, Marx, Blumenfeld, Krajcik & Soloway: 2004). Teacher training 
institutions need to experiment with innovations like VIG on a small scale in their own 
training programme. Limitation to using technology can be overcome, if operational 
research is conducted to address the challenges confronting technology innovations in real-
world school contexts. (Fishman et al: 2004).

To what extent can VIG impact the inclusion process?
Video Interaction Guidance can provide intensive support to teacher in understanding and 
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developing inclusion practices in Bangladesh. VIG can produce changes in the teacher 
education paradigm for inclusive education and bring about a shift from traditional 
pedagogical practices of knowledge transfer to knowledge construction in classrooms. VIG 
can impact at least on three aspects of the inclusive learning process - developing teachers’ 
self-awareness, enhancing collaborative learning skills and reinforcing existing school-
based training for children with special needs.

The present conventional lecture method in teacher training programmes hardly can connect 
theories to classroom practices. It has little scope to address individual learning needs of 
children. VIG emphasizes recognizing individual strengths, rather than finding individual 
problems. VIG promotes tailor-made teaching learning processes. The teacher himself 
decides what aspects of his practices need to be improved and asks the guide for video 
analysis to explore particular problems. It creates a spontaneous learning attitude. 
Furthermore, VIG, through a second by second guided self-video analyses, helps teachers 
understand how pupils react to each of their behavioural stimuli and how their behavioural 
consequences create effective communication in the classroom. The process of seeing 
themselves communicating effectively is empowering to teachers and changes their self 
perception (Deuchars & Strathie: 2008).

Secondly, through a more empowering ‘coaching’ relationship based on collaboration rather 
than prescription (Kennedy: 2007), the VIG process helps teachers change and develop self-
awareness and self-modelling. This change takes place through  viewing themselves, 
together with the support of guide - all these contribute to positive changes in 
communication and relationship with others (Deuchars & Strathie: 2008). Thus the whole 
school turns into a knowledge sharing environment.

Thirdly, as discussed before, the demand of training for huge numbers of teacher is one of the 
main concerns for the country’s teacher education system. Dove (1983) in his study in the 
1980s recognized this problem in Bangladesh and remarked, “without organising school-
based in-service training and supervision, quality of teaching and learning in the schools 
may not improve.” School based training has been introduced through sub-cluster training 
all over the country. But no visible improvement through in-service sub-cluster training of 
teachers has been observed (NPA1, 2000). Another study (Anderson: 2006) reveals that 
video analysis not only helps teachers but also supports staff to be more actively involved in 
interactions and teaching and learning opportunities. Furthermore, once the teachers 
develop skills in basic use of technology and an understanding of the theory, they can use the 
technology for the individual SEN pupil in the class to improve their academic performance. 
A study (Woltersdorf: 1992, Schunk & Hanson: 1989, Dowrick, Kim-Rupnow & Power: 
2006) provides evidence that video self-modelling increases academic and behavioural 
skills of the pupils with special needs, and thus helps them to remain in the mainstream 
schools.
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IV. Conclusion
Higher education institutions in Bangladesh are not easily accessible for teachers living in 
the remote areas. Institutional in-service teacher training is not always affordable. 
Furthermore, the inclusive educational approach needs intensive and continuous theoretical 
support as well as practice-based training. The cascade training model also has its limitations 
and cannot always provide necessary content and ensure quality, before it reaches out  to 
teachers in schools. 

At least for teachers who have basic initial training, a self-reflective mode could be an 
effective strategy for continuous professional development. VIG has the potential, first, to 
develop teacher’s self-awareness and encourage self-learning for professionally handling 
the SEN child; and secondly, to develop the school as a centre of knowledge- sharing and 
collaboration for promoting and practising the inclusive approach. Therefore, VIG can be an 
excellent technique for making teachers and institutional leaders dynamic and self-learning 
individuals who would help make schools centers for knowledge-sharing social inclusion.
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IV. Conclusion
Higher education institutions in Bangladesh are not easily accessible for teachers living in 
the remote areas. Institutional in-service teacher training is not always affordable. 
Furthermore, the inclusive educational approach needs intensive and continuous theoretical 
support as well as practice-based training. The cascade training model also has its limitations 
and cannot always provide necessary content and ensure quality, before it reaches out  to 
teachers in schools. 

At least for teachers who have basic initial training, a self-reflective mode could be an 
effective strategy for continuous professional development. VIG has the potential, first, to 
develop teacher’s self-awareness and encourage self-learning for professionally handling 
the SEN child; and secondly, to develop the school as a centre of knowledge- sharing and 
collaboration for promoting and practising the inclusive approach. Therefore, VIG can be an 
excellent technique for making teachers and institutional leaders dynamic and self-learning 
individuals who would help make schools centers for knowledge-sharing social inclusion.
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Report from CONFINTEA VI

Facing the Truth about Literacy

*Manzoor Ahmed

Marina Silva, Brazilian Senator and former Environment Minister, illiterate until age 16, 
worked as a housemaid to support herself through adult education course and university.

Belem, Brazil. This provincial capital on the Amazon in the north-eastern state of Para was 
the host to the Sixth World Conference on Adult Education (CONFINTEA VI), 1-4 
December 2009.

At the opening of the conference, Senator Maria Marina Silva, an indigenous Brazilian from 
the western state of Acre, one of 11 children in a family of rubber tappers, and illiterate until 
16, told the emblematic and moving story of her struggle to overcome the curse of illiteracy 
and poverty. 

Having lost her mother at 14, trapped in a life of deep poverty and a frequent victim of 
malaria and hepatitis, Marina decided that the only way to escape from a life of endless 

Photo:  Ueslei Marcelino/AP

* Dr. Manzoor Ahmed is Senior Adviser at the Institute of Educational Development, Brac University.
He was at Belem as a UNESCO resource person.
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misery and despair was to become a Catholic nun. But she found she could not be a nun 
unless she was literate.

Marina traveled to the provincial capital of Rio Branco and enrolled in a course of Mobral, 
the national adult education programme. With fierce determination, working as a housemaid 
to support herself, Marina completed secondary education equivalency. She went on to the 
Federal University of Acre, and at 26, graduated with a degree in history. 

Marina became an organizer of rubber plantation workers and an activist in supporting the 
rights of the indigenous people and conserving the fast disappearing Amazon rain forests – 
the target of national and multi-national industrial farmers and loggers. She was elected a 
state deputy in 1992 and later in 1995, she became the youngest senator in Brazil at age 37.

With President Lula’s victory in Brazil, Marina became the Minister of Environment in 
2002. Even in an era of blossoming democracy, Marina’s stand on the protection of the rain 
forests and the rights of the people of the Amazon was too much for the business and farming 
interests of Brazil. Marina Silva resigned form the Cabinet in 2008. She remains a senator 
and an icon among environmental activists.

Tall, trim, and youthful at 51, her voice tinged with a fighting edge, Marina’s story was both 
inspiring and symbolic of the hard struggle of the poor who are also deprived of literacy. It 
also showed the challenges that have to be faced in literacy and adult education programmes. 
Of some 3,000 children contemporary of Marina in Seringal Bagacao, her village with  320 
families of plantation workers, Marina was the only one who persisted in the adult education 
course to go on to the university.  

Every decade or so since the first international conference was held in 1949 in the Danish city 
of Elsinore, government representatives and others committed to promote adult education 
have been meeting to take stock and attempt to chart the course ahead. Prime Minister Sheikh 
Hasina was a keynote speaker in the last one held in Hamburg in 1997. State Minister of 
Primary and Mss Education M. Motahar Hussain came this time.

The world has changed radically in the last six decades; so have the ideas and expectations 
about education, learning and adult literacy. Meeting learning needs of youth and adults, 
complementing formal education provisions, is now recognised as critical for personal 
development and society’s progress and a matter of human right and dignity. International 
agreements such as the Millennium Development Goals and Education for All as well as 
national constitutions support this position.

Brazilian educator Paulo Freire famously said literacy is about reading the “world,” not the 
“word.” Ironically, the prominence given to literacy has led to launching of quick-fix 
campaigns and “movements,” though the proponents argue that it has to be designed as the 
first step to continuing, non-formal and life-long learning. 

The outcome of these campaigns mostly is not much more than mere a passing acquaintance 

with the alphabet or symbolic signing of one’s name. This is very far removed from Freire’s 
concept of reading the world, development of critical consciousness, use of knowledge and 
information to transform one’s life and engagement  in further learning.

During the last Awami League regime a literacy programme known as the Total Literacy 
Movement (TLM) was started in 1997 with the goal of making 18 million people literate in 
five years. In 2000, it was declared that the adult literacy rate had reached 65 percent from an 
estimated 40 percent. The successor BNP regime continued the programme, stood by the 
announced statistics, but did not claim any further progress. Corruption and lack of results 
led to closure of the programme in 2003.

Education Watch, an independent research group, conducted in 2002 a national sample 
assessment of literacy skills, using recognized research techniques. It was found that 41 
percent of the 15+ population had literacy and numeracy at least at a rudimentary level (less 
than functional), and only 20 percent of them had skills that could be regarded as functionally 
useful in their own life.

This state of affairs is not unique to Bangladesh. India’s official literacy rate is 65 percent. 
Brij Kothari, a professor of communication at the Indian Institute of Management in 
Ahmedabad, carried out surveys following a methodology similar to the one used by 
Education Watch. He found, in samples drawn from four Hindi-speaking states, only 26 
percent could read a simple text of 35 words in Hindi. Another 27 percent could be regarded 
as “budding readers,”  who could read haltingly with little comprehension. (International 
Review of Education, November 2008). 

The simplistic, almost meaningless, measurement of literacy skills, based on self reporting 
(typically, the subject responding to the question if he/she can read and write a letter), usually 
as a part of population census every ten years, has encouraged the sloppy approach to literacy 
measurement. 

In fact, it does not make sense to label people as either literate or illiterate, because literacy 
and numeracy have to be regarded as a continuum of skills, from very basic to more 
advanced. Literacy for a learner becomes sustainable (i. e., the learner is not at risk of 
relapsing back into illiteracy), and functionally useful, only when one goes some distance 
beyond the basic level.

UNESCO, the agency responsible for setting standards of assessment and tracking progress 
in literacy, routinely accepts national data reported by governments based on self-reporting. 
The current number of adult illiterates in the world according to UNESCO is 776 million. 
“The number would be at least double of this, if a reasonable measurement method  and 
criteria are applied,” said David Archer of Action-Aid, a well-known adult education 
scholar. Archer also pointed out that several rates based on levels of skill acquired and 
corresponding numbers would be appropriate to represent the continuum of skills. 
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The participants of CONFINTEA VI recognized the conundrum faced in many countries 
with high levels of illiteracy. In the Belem Framework of Action adopted unanimously on 
December 4, they committed themselves to “develop literacy provision that is relevant and 
adapted to learners’ needs and leads to functional and sustainable knowledge, skills and 
competence of participants empowering them to continue as lifelong learners.” 

The Belem Framework also stipulated that all surveys and data collection should “recognize 
literacy as a continuum.” It requires that the achievement of literacy learners would be 
“recognized through appropriate assessment methods and instruments.”

The newly elected government of Bangladesh, in fulfilling its election pledge, has plans to 
launch a literacy programme to “eliminate illiteracy” by 2014. The spirit of the pledge is 
admirable, but it is in danger of being reduced to a populist and meaningless tokenism, for 
reasons noted above. The TLM experience of the past must not be repeated.

It is essential that: a) the goals and targets for 2014 be defined in terms of bringing learners 
into a process of sustainable and relevant learning which will continue beyond 2014; b) an 
institutional structure  for life-long learning be developed in phases in the form of a network 
of multi-purpose and permanent community learning centers through local government and 
in partnership with community and non-governmental organizations; and c) quality and 
relevance of the learning programme be ensured with appropriate content and learning 
materials, motivated and trained teachers, and proper assessment of outcomes.

A credible programme for adult literacy placed in a lifelong learning framework has a good 
chance of attracting the Education for All “Fast Track Initiative” Fund, set up by donors to 
support EFA. 

It is not expected that every participant in an adult education programme will emulate 
Marina and graduate from the university. However, a programme worth its name has to 
ensure that most acquire knowledge and competencies to improve their life chances.
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