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Editor’s Note

The three articles in this first number of 2010 are about different aspects of primary 
education. With five years remaining before the MDG and EFA deadline of 2015 for 
fulfilling children’s right to primary education, it is certain that at the present pace of 
progress, the goal will not be reached in Bangladesh and much of South Asia. 
Sadequl Islam of Luarentian University in Canada presents the status and trend in primary 
education in Bangladesh, looking at quantitative expansion and quality deficits. He 
emphasizes the need for a “synergistic relationship” among the concerned orgnisational 
actors, especially at the local level, to escape what may be regarded as an impasse in quality 
improvement. Islam argues forcefully for a government- school-community synergy which 
would help create and maintain a database of students and human resources and establish a 
“knowledge-oriented social network”  in the local community and thus contribute to quality 
improvement in education.

Nobel Laureate Amartya Sen, in writing an introduction to surveys of primary education 
conducted at an interval of a decade in six districts in the Indian State of West Bengal, offers 
insightful observations. Sen draws attention, among other things, to the striking “differential 
reach” of primary education services among the population bound up in class and caste 
divisions, and the inter-connected problems of unnecessary curricular burden in primary 
education and dependence on private tutoring.

The situation of child labour, including children in hazardous work, and its interaction with 
children’s participation in primary education, is reviewed in the article “Child Labour and 
Education in Bangladesh” by Manzoor Ahmed, Layli Uddin and Altaf Hossain of the 
Institute of Educational Development, Brac University. The writers  conclude their review 
by recommending actions by key stakeholders including the government and various non-
governmental actors.

Manzoor Ahmed, Advisory Editor
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*
Sadequl Islam

Abstract

During the last two decades, Bangladesh has made significant progress in improving access 
to primary education, especially for girls and poor children. In recent years, there is a 
growing awareness among various stakeholders that Bangladesh should  focus not only on 
quantitative expansions of primary education, but also on improvement in the quality  of 
education. This paper examines three main  issues: 1) the performance of Bangladesh in 
primary education based on selected quantitative indicators; 2) the state of the quality of 
primary education in Bangladesh; and 3) development of inter-organizational synergy 
involving government and other organizations to promote quality education. The paper 
highlights the fact that the performance of Bangladesh has been impressive in gender parity 
compared to other South Asian countries. However, based on several criteria, Bangladesh 
appears to be lagging behind other countries in the quality of primary education. The paper 
explores causes of poor perfarmance in the quality of primary education.  Finally, the paper 
suggests how synergistic relations involving various organizations can be developed at the 
local level.

I. INTRODUCTION
Primary education is the foundation of education in a country.  In principle, education can 
provide solutions to virtually all economic, social, and political problems. Accordingly, 
there is now a consensus that basic or primary education is a fundamental right. In recent 
years, Bangladesh has made significant progress in promoting enrolment at the primary level 
of education, especially enrolment of girls and poor children. Bangladesh is a signatory to 
the World Declaration on Education for All (EFA), held in Thailand in 1990. Bangladesh also 

1participated in the World Education Forum held in Dakar, Senegal in 2000.  The Government 
enacted Compulsory Education Act in 1990, introduced compulsory education program in 
68 Upazilas in 1992 and extended this program to all over the country in 1993 for primary 
education ( Grade 1 through 5). Bangladesh has  already achieved  goal 3 of Millennium 
Development Goals (MDG) concerning gender parity in primary education. However it is 
not on track to achieve goal 2  of MDG concerning universal primary education by 2015.  

* Professor, Department of Economics, Laurentian University, Sudbury, Ontario, Canada
P3E 2C6.  Email: sislam@laurentian.ca

1 Goal 6 of  Dakar Framework calls for improving all aspects of the quality of education.
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Progress in the quality of primary education in Bangladesh has been far from impressive. For 
instance,  according to  the Global Competitiveness Report, 2009-10, out of 133 countries, 
Bangladesh ranks 103 in primary enrolment, 122 in expenditure on primary education, and  
128 in the quality of primary education. Furthermore, while Bangladesh outperforms 
Pakistan and Nepal in primary enrolment, it lags behind other South Asian countries in the 
quality of primary education (World Economic Forum, 2009).

Following the nationalization of community-based  primary schools in 1973, the hyper-
centralized  government of Bangladesh  now runs more than 37 thousand primary schools 
and supports thousands of other non-government schools. Four characteristics dominate the 
primary education system in Bangladesh : 1) Segmentation into  government schools 
serving  “average “ or regular children; NGO schools serving marginalized groups; 
Madrasah schools serving families seeking Islamic education, and English-medium schools 
for the upper class; 2) substantial inter-school disparity in the quality of education and  
resources; 3) student performance largely determined by the socio-economic status ; and 4)  

2little synergy  involving  the government, NGOs,  and  local communities in promoting the 
quality of  primary schools. 

There is a growing literature on the quality of primary education in Bangladesh. For instance, 
the Campaign for Popular Education (CAMPE, 2009) in its Education Watch 2008, explores 
trends in selected quality indicators for primary education. This study uses a well-known 
analytical framework involving three broad components: inputs, processes, and outputs.  
The study  observes that while there has been some improvements in school inputs and 
resources, the quality of primary education based on output indicators remains far from 
satisfactory.  A study  by  the Directorate of Primary Education (2009) has  focused on the 
high drop-out rate in primary schools and investigated the probable causes.  The Directorate 
of Primary Education (2009) in its Annual Sector Performance Report provides data on key 
performance indicators  consistent with the Second Primary Education Development 
Programme (PEDP-II)  for the 2005-2008 period based on school census data.  The 
Directorate of Primary Education  (2008) reports the results of the School Survey of 2007 
concerning school resources and several performance indicators. The World Bank (2008) 
examines the performance of Bangladesh in achieving the EFA goals. These studies have 
largely focused on various inputs, processes, and outputs involving the primary education 
sector rather than on the efficiency of the existing configurations of institutions and 
organizations which affect the quality of primary education. 

This paper has three main objectives: 1) to provide a “quantitative report card”of primary 
education in Bangladesh; 2) to explore reasons for the  apparent deterioration in the quality 
of primary education; and 3) to suggest the need for institutional innovations involving 

2 Synergy, originating from the Greek language, is the term used to describe a situation where 
different entities with different complementary skills cooperate advantageously for a final 
outcome.
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various stakeholders in the community  to promote the quality of primary education. The 
report card will be based on selected education and related indicators available from 
government agencies in Bangladesh and various international agencies.

The paper elaborates  on the hypothesis that primary education, is a “ multi-dimensional 
public good ”  and its quality can’t be enhanced without reinventing synergistic relationships 
among government agencies, parents, and other community and civic groups .The paper 
elaborates on how such relationships can be built. The paper is organized as follows. The 
second section discusses the theoretical issues and the literature concerning  education in 
general and primary education in particular. The third section presents some data on primary 
education in Bangladesh and selected developing countries. The fourth section concentrates 
on development of synergistic relations among various stakeholders in the community and 
different levels of government to promote the quality of primary education in Bangladesh. A 
final section makes some concluding remarks.

II.  Education: the Nature, Objectives, and Modes of Provision
It is instructive to discuss the nature of education from an economic and social perspective.  
A number of categories of products and services are defined and distinguished in the 
literature, notably, private goods, public goods, and merit goods. Two criteria are used to 
distinguish between a private good and a public good:  the degree of excludability and 
externalities or spill-over effects. For a private good, for example, a kilogram of rice, has a 
high degree of excludability (which implies the extent to which the owner of a product can 
exclude the people who do not pay for it) and low spill-over effects ( consumption of rice by a 
consumer has little spill-over effects on others). For a public good, for example, national  
defense,  the degree of excludability is low and spill-over effects are high. Goods, of course, 
vary in degrees of excludability and externalities and accordingly reflect different positions 
in the private-public continuum. Furthermore, public goods may take different forms: 
village or community goods, regional goods, national goods or international goods 
depending on the degree of spill-over across geographical boundaries.  

A merit good is a product which an individual or society, on grounds of moral values and 
social philosophy, should have on the basis of need, rather than ability and willingness to 
pay; for example, food ration to alleviate hunger or child immunization and health care to 
prevent child mortality and morbidity. The characteristics of merit and public goods largely 
overlap. (Musgrave, 1959).

Education embodies a high degree of attributes of a public good and  a merit good. In the case 
of education, especially primary education, it can be argued that those lacking education are 
incapable of making an informed choice about the benefits of education, which may warrant 
compulsion (Musgrave, 1959). For two reasons, merit and public goods are under-consumed 
and under-produced in a free market economy. First,  public goods and merit  goods generate 
positive externalities or spill-over effects, implying a divergence between private benefit 

Bangladesh Education Journal 7



Progress in the quality of primary education in Bangladesh has been far from impressive. For 
instance,  according to  the Global Competitiveness Report, 2009-10, out of 133 countries, 
Bangladesh ranks 103 in primary enrolment, 122 in expenditure on primary education, and  
128 in the quality of primary education. Furthermore, while Bangladesh outperforms 
Pakistan and Nepal in primary enrolment, it lags behind other South Asian countries in the 
quality of primary education (World Economic Forum, 2009).

Following the nationalization of community-based  primary schools in 1973, the hyper-
centralized  government of Bangladesh  now runs more than 37 thousand primary schools 
and supports thousands of other non-government schools. Four characteristics dominate the 
primary education system in Bangladesh : 1) Segmentation into  government schools 
serving  “average “ or regular children; NGO schools serving marginalized groups; 
Madrasah schools serving families seeking Islamic education, and English-medium schools 
for the upper class; 2) substantial inter-school disparity in the quality of education and  
resources; 3) student performance largely determined by the socio-economic status ; and 4)  

2little synergy  involving  the government, NGOs,  and  local communities in promoting the 
quality of  primary schools. 

There is a growing literature on the quality of primary education in Bangladesh. For instance, 
the Campaign for Popular Education (CAMPE, 2009) in its Education Watch 2008, explores 
trends in selected quality indicators for primary education. This study uses a well-known 
analytical framework involving three broad components: inputs, processes, and outputs.  
The study  observes that while there has been some improvements in school inputs and 
resources, the quality of primary education based on output indicators remains far from 
satisfactory.  A study  by  the Directorate of Primary Education (2009) has  focused on the 
high drop-out rate in primary schools and investigated the probable causes.  The Directorate 
of Primary Education (2009) in its Annual Sector Performance Report provides data on key 
performance indicators  consistent with the Second Primary Education Development 
Programme (PEDP-II)  for the 2005-2008 period based on school census data.  The 
Directorate of Primary Education  (2008) reports the results of the School Survey of 2007 
concerning school resources and several performance indicators. The World Bank (2008) 
examines the performance of Bangladesh in achieving the EFA goals. These studies have 
largely focused on various inputs, processes, and outputs involving the primary education 
sector rather than on the efficiency of the existing configurations of institutions and 
organizations which affect the quality of primary education. 

This paper has three main objectives: 1) to provide a “quantitative report card”of primary 
education in Bangladesh; 2) to explore reasons for the  apparent deterioration in the quality 
of primary education; and 3) to suggest the need for institutional innovations involving 

2 Synergy, originating from the Greek language, is the term used to describe a situation where 
different entities with different complementary skills cooperate advantageously for a final 
outcome.

6    Bangladesh Education Journal

various stakeholders in the community  to promote the quality of primary education. The 
report card will be based on selected education and related indicators available from 
government agencies in Bangladesh and various international agencies.

The paper elaborates  on the hypothesis that primary education, is a “ multi-dimensional 
public good ”  and its quality can’t be enhanced without reinventing synergistic relationships 
among government agencies, parents, and other community and civic groups .The paper 
elaborates on how such relationships can be built. The paper is organized as follows. The 
second section discusses the theoretical issues and the literature concerning  education in 
general and primary education in particular. The third section presents some data on primary 
education in Bangladesh and selected developing countries. The fourth section concentrates 
on development of synergistic relations among various stakeholders in the community and 
different levels of government to promote the quality of primary education in Bangladesh. A 
final section makes some concluding remarks.

II.  Education: the Nature, Objectives, and Modes of Provision
It is instructive to discuss the nature of education from an economic and social perspective.  
A number of categories of products and services are defined and distinguished in the 
literature, notably, private goods, public goods, and merit goods. Two criteria are used to 
distinguish between a private good and a public good:  the degree of excludability and 
externalities or spill-over effects. For a private good, for example, a kilogram of rice, has a 
high degree of excludability (which implies the extent to which the owner of a product can 
exclude the people who do not pay for it) and low spill-over effects ( consumption of rice by a 
consumer has little spill-over effects on others). For a public good, for example, national  
defense,  the degree of excludability is low and spill-over effects are high. Goods, of course, 
vary in degrees of excludability and externalities and accordingly reflect different positions 
in the private-public continuum. Furthermore, public goods may take different forms: 
village or community goods, regional goods, national goods or international goods 
depending on the degree of spill-over across geographical boundaries.  

A merit good is a product which an individual or society, on grounds of moral values and 
social philosophy, should have on the basis of need, rather than ability and willingness to 
pay; for example, food ration to alleviate hunger or child immunization and health care to 
prevent child mortality and morbidity. The characteristics of merit and public goods largely 
overlap. (Musgrave, 1959).

Education embodies a high degree of attributes of a public good and  a merit good. In the case 
of education, especially primary education, it can be argued that those lacking education are 
incapable of making an informed choice about the benefits of education, which may warrant 
compulsion (Musgrave, 1959). For two reasons, merit and public goods are under-consumed 
and under-produced in a free market economy. First,  public goods and merit  goods generate 
positive externalities or spill-over effects, implying a divergence between private benefit 

Bangladesh Education Journal 7



and social benefit. As consumers only take into account private benefits when consuming 
public and merit goods, these goods remain under-consumed (under-produced). Second, 
individuals may be myopic and short-term utility maximizers and accordingly do not take 
into account the long term benefits of consuming merit and public goods.

There is  a large literature on private and  social benefits of education. Private benefits are 
reflected in positive correlation between earnings and the level of education of individuals 
found in many studies following Mincer (1974). Social benefits of education include: better 
public health, reduction of population growth, reduction in crime rates, increased  
democratic and civic values and institutions, reduction of poverty and inequality, increased 
awareness about environmental degradation, positive intra-family externalities in the form 
of  spill-over effects  on future generations,  positive attitudinal changes toward 
empowerment of women in all sectors of society, reductions in urban squalor and congestion 
and rural-urban disparity, and knowledge creation and dissemination (among others, 
Lockheed  et al.,1991). 

Not surprisingly, a large number of studies have found a positive relation between education 
or human capital and economic growth (Stevens and Weale, 2004). A large empirical 
literature has also quantified private and social rates of return for different levels of 
education in many countries (Psacharopoulos and Patrinos, 2004 and McMahon, 2004). 
These studies highlight the point that the social rate of return from primary education is 
higher than that from secondary and tertiary levels of education. The public and merit good 
aspects of  education, especially in primary education, call for government  intervention. 

Quality in Education
A large literature has emerged on the concept and measurement of quality of education.  
Quality of education, being multi-dimensional and determined by objectives of education, 
cannot be easily measured with quantifiable indicators. With a minimalist view of objectives 
of primary education, focusing on cognitive skills, one can measure the quality of education 
in terms of student performance in standardized tests in basic language, mathematics and  
science. However, in many countries including Bangladesh nation-wide standardized tests 

3are not carried out at different levels of primary education  .  

Comparisons of the quality of education across countries require internationally comparable 
data on academic performance. Some international comparative studies; for example, the  
TIMSS (Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study), PIRLS (Progress in 
International Reading Literacy Study), and  PISA (Program for International Student 
Assessment) cover mainly developed countries with only a few middle-income developing 
countries.  Thus far, none of the South Asian countries have participated in these studies. 
Ideally, quality of education  should  encompass many other elements and indicators beyond 
test scores of students in core subjects. 

3 Since 2009, the Ministry of Primary Education in Bangladesh has introduced a terminal  
examination for Grade 5.
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Participants at the Dakar World Education Forum in 2000  identified several elements as 
necessary for progress towards EFA goals: well-nourished, motivated students; well-trained 
teachers using active learning techniques; adequate facilities and materials; a relevant, local 
language curriculum that builds on teachers’ and learners’ knowledge and experience; a 
welcoming gender-sensitive, healthy, safe environment that encourages learning; and a clear 
definition  and accurate assessment of learning outcomes (UNESCO, 2008). Some 
researchers on education have broadened the concept of quality in education by  covering all 
aspects of education and placing these into three categories: 1) inputs, 2) processes, and 3) 
outcomes (Adams,1993). Inputs include all human, physical, and financial resources 
available for students. Processes involve methods used by school teachers, administrators, 
and parents in the provision of education. Educational outcomes should cover not only 
student performance in standardized tests but also student performance  in real-world 
situations as problem-solvers in the community and  society  later in life.  This broader 
perspective  emphasizing the quality of  inputs, processes, and outcomes is consistent with 
the Total Quality Management (TQM) approach to education (Jenkins, 2003).

Difficulties in quantifying multiple dimensions of the quality of education have led  
researchers and practitioners to rely on  several proxy indicators such as: the student-teacher 
ratio, the repetition rate, the survival rate, the dropout rate, the completion rate, internal 
efficiency rate,  the number of contact hours involving teachers and students, and  the 
Gender-Parity  Index. 

In Bangladesh, the Second Primary Education Development Programme (PEDP II) was 
launched in 2004  for the period 2003/04 to 2008/09 with support from donor partners.  The 
program has four components: 1) Quality improvement through organizational development 
and capacity building at the central and field levels; 2) Quality improvement in schools and 
classrooms; 3) Quality improvement through infrastructure development; and 4) Improving 
and supporting equitable access to quality schooling paying attention to children with 
special needs. According to this programme, the Government of Bangladesh has committed  
itself to providing all necessary inputs as per the Primary School Quality Levels (PSQLs). 
The list of PSQLs includes 20 indicators, covering such matters as attendance of students, 
quantity and quality of classrooms, school contact hours, school facilities, textbook 
availability, teaching materials, training of teachers, and   school management committees. 

In 1993, the Government of Bangladesh introduced “ competency-based” curriculum and 
teaching in primary education.  Currently, quality is defined in terms of 50 terminal 
competencies of the curriculum termed as Essential Learning Continuum(ELC) which 
students should acquire by the time they complete the primary stage. The terminal 
competencies are disaggregated into subject-wise and grade-wise competencies related to 
the age, physical ability, mental maturity of children, resources and facilities in schools.  
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In order to improve the performance of all primary schools in Bangladesh, a system of 
grading school quality based on ten criteria was introduced. Assistant Upazila Education 
Officers assign four grades to schools , from A to D, with A-graded schools being regarded as 
meeting acceptable standards. The ten criteria are: 1) enrolment relative to the school-age 
children in the school catchment area, 2) student attendance, 3) the dropout rate, 4) The 
success rate in the scholarship examination, 5) attendance and dutifulness of teachers, 6) 
effectiveness of the School Management Committee, 7) number of Parent-Teacher 
Association meetings, 8) attractiveness and cleanliness of school premises, 9) co-curricular 
activities, and 10) record keeping.

III.  Performance of Bangladesh in Primary Education
This section of the paper examines the performance of Bangladesh in not only “quantity” but 
also quality of primary education with the help of several indicators. Before presenting the 
data on these indicators, it is useful to consider some basic statistics on primary education. 

During the 1970-2008 period, the number of all primary schools jumped from about 29 
thousand to over 82 thousand.  During the same period, the number of students increased  
from about 5.25 million to over 16 million.  Two other elements which have changed the 
image of a primary school in Bangladesh deserve to be mentioned : First, the percentage of 
female teachers has increased from only 2.2% in 1970 to 41.2 % in 2008. Second, the 
percentage of girls among students has increased from 31.8% in 1970 to 50.5% in 2008.  

Table 1  presents a disaggregated picture of primary schools in 2008 in terms of school type. 
Currently ten types of primary schools exist in Bangladesh. Government school  is the 
dominant category accounting for about 46 % schools, 50 % of teachers, and 60% of students 
in Bangladesh. The next important category is Registered-Non-Government Primary School 
(RNGPS) with a student population of 3.5 million. Madrasahs and Primary School attached 
to High Madrasahs (PSHM) constitute the next category providing general and religious 
education. It should be noted that the primary education  authority in Bangladesh has 
effective control mainly over Government Primary School (GPS) and RNGPS. The diversity 
of schools has led in practice to increased dispersion of the quality of primary education in 
Bangladesh.
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Note: GPS= Government Primary School, RNGPS= Registered  Non-Government Primary School, 
NRNGPS= Non-Registered Non-Government Primary School, EPS= Experimental school, CPS= 
Community Primary School, KG = Kindergarten school, NGOS= Non-Government Organization 
School,  PSHM = Primary School Attached to High Madrasah, PSHS = Primary Schools attached to 
High School.
Source: Directorate of Primary Education, Government of Bangladesh, 2009.

Table 2 presents some statistics concerning the quantity as well as quality of primary 
education in Bangladesh and a few selected countries: India, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka. 
Several points can be highlighted. First, for Bangladesh, figures of the  Gross Enrolment 

4Rate (GER) , and Net Enrolment (NER) of female exceed those of male students.  Second, 
with a Gender-Parity Index (GPI) of 1.08 in Net Enrolment (NER), Bangladesh  is ahead of 
other countries in gender-parity in primary education. Third,  the student-teacher ratio is 45 
in Bangladesh, higher than that in other selected countries. Fourth, The percentage of 
repeaters and drop-out rates is much higher in Bangladesh than in India, Pakistan, and Sri 
Lanka. Fifth, the Survival Rate to Grade 5 (SRG5)  and the Primary Cohort Completion Rate 
(PCCR) appear to be lower in Bangladesh compared to these three countries. The survival 
rate is calculated using the constructed cohort method and predicts the likelihood that a 
student will survive to grade 5 assuming the current pattern of dropouts and repetition. The 
completion rate measures the historic path already taken by the cohort ( See Appendix B for 
the definitions).  Fifth, percentages of female teachers and trained teachers are lower in 
Bangladesh than in other countries. Finally, Table 2 shows that Bangladesh lags behind India 
but outperforms Nepal and Pakistan in  the Education for All Development Index (EDI) . 

Table 1: Teachers and Students by  Primary School Type, 2008

Type of No. of  No. of  Teachers Female No. of Students  Girls
School Schools Total Female Teachers Total Girls (%)

(%)

GPS 37,672 182,899 96,543 52.7 9,537,571 4,893,215 51.3

RNGPS 20,083 76,875 25,299 32.9 3,472,799 1,753,551 50.5

NRNGPS 966 2,460 1,579 64.2 99,564 49,046 49.3

EPS 54 221 91 41.2 10,346 5,168 50.0

CPS 3,263 8,772 6,513 74.3 388,051 197,788 51.0

KG 2,987 16,980 9.937 58.5 226,187 97,551 43.1

NGOS 408 763 503 65.9 25,872 13,176 50.9

Madrasahs 6,726 28,227 2,987 10.6 919,065 447,403 48.7

PSHM 8,920 35,707 3,734 10.5 1,051,360 482,763 45.9

PSHS 1,139 13,021 5,855 45.0 270,790 142,107 52.5

Total 82,218 365,925 153,041 41.8 16,001,605 8,081,768 50.5

4  Gross enrolment figures are higher than net enrolment figures because the former include “over-
age” children in a given grade level  and students who repeat  a given grade. The GER may exceed  
100% but not the NER.
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This index is based on four components: the primary adjusted net enrolment ratio, the adult   
(15 and above) literacy rate, gender parity, and the survival rate to grade 5.

Notes:  GER= Gross Enrolment Rate, NER = Net Enrolment Rate, SRG5= Survival Rate to Grade 5, 
PCCR= Primary Cohort Completion Rate, GPI = Gender Parity Index, 

See   Appendix B  for definitions. 

Sources of Data: 1. UNESCO, The Global Education Digest 2009 and the EFA Global Monitoring 

Report 2010.

Table 2: Primary Education Indicators for Bangladesh and Selected 
Countries, 2007

Indicators Bangladesh India Nepal Pakistan Sri Lanka

GER(Male) 88 114 123 101 108

GER(Female) 95 109 125 83 108

NER(Male) 83 90 81 73 -

NER(Female) 90 87 78 57 -

GPI in NER 1.08 .96 .96 .78 -

% Trained 56 - 66 85 -

Teachers

Student- 45 - 38 40 23

Teacher Ratio

% Repeaters 10.9 3 16.8 5 1 

(All grades)

SRG5(Male) 52 66 60 68 93

SRG5(Female) 58 65 64 72 94

PCCR(male) 63 73 50.9 68 -

PCCR(Female) 67 73 65.2 72 -

Drop-Out rate 15.6 2.6 7.6 9.1 2.3 

(Grade 4) Male

Drop-Out rate  15.2 4.7 5.4 9.4 2.0

(Grade4) Female

% Female 40 - 56 46 84 

Teachers

EDI Index and 718 .775 .704 .651 -

Rank (112)  (105)  (115) (117)
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Tables 3 and 4 provide a more disaggregated picture of the state of primary education in 
Bangladesh.  As evident from Table 3, the Repetition Rate and Dropout Rate are higher in 
Grade 1 through grade 4 compared to Grade 5. These two rates are lower for girls than for 
boys. The promotion rate ranges, on average, from 72.4% in Grade 3 to 93.4% in Grade 5. 
Table 4 reports data on several indicators ( survival rate to Grade 5, internal efficiency, years 
input per graduate, and student absenteeism) which are consistent with data in Table 3. 
Figures on the survival rate and internal efficiency are unacceptably low while figures for  
student absenteeism  and years input per graduate are too high. Table 4 further reveals that 
girls outperform boys in these four indicators.

Tables 2, 3, and 4  present a static picture of the state of primary education in Bangladesh.  
More recent data are available from the Directorate of Primary Education (2009) which 

Table 3: Promotion, Repetition, and Dropout Rates by Grade, 2006

Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 4  Grade 5

Promotion Boys 72.1 77.3 70.8 70.5 92.6

Rate (%) Girls 75.2 80.1 73.9 71.4 94.1

Average 73.6 78.7 72.4 70.9 93.4 

Repetition Boys 12.4 11.5 15.1 14.4 2.4

Rate (%) Girls 11.5 10.9 14.8 14.4 1.9

Average 11.9 11.2 14.9 14.4 2.2

Dropout Boys 15.5 11.2 14.2 15.1 4.9

Rate (%) Girls 13.4 9.0 11.3 14.1 4.0

Average 14.4 10.1 12.7 14.6 4.4

Table 4: Performance Indicators by Gender

Indicator Baseline Survey 2005 School Survey 2007

Boys Girls Average Boys Girls Average

Survival Rate to 51.7 56.1 53.9 48.9 54.9 51.9 

Grade 5(%)

Internal 58.0 63.2 60.6 56.5 61.1 58.8 

Efficiency(%)

Years Input 8.6 7.9 8.2 8.9 8.28.5 

per Graduate

Student 23 22 23 20 19 20

Absenteeism

(%)

Source: Directorate of Primary Education, School Survey, 2007.
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show trends in several indicators. First, for boys, the gross enrolment rate (GER) increased 
from 91.2% in 2005 to 93.4% in 2007 but fell to 92.8 in 2008. For girls the GER increased 
from 96.2% in 2005 to 104. 6% in 2007 but decreased to 102.9% in 2008. Second, for boys, 
the net enrolment rate (NER) increased consistently from  84.6% in 2005  to 87.9 % in 2008. 
For girls the NER increased from 90.1% in 2005 to 94.7% in 2007 but decreased to 94.0% in 
2008. Third, the cohort dropout rate covering grade 1 to grade 5 increased from 47.2% in 
2005 to 50.5 in 2007 and fell to 49.3% in 2008.  The dropout rate remained higher for grade 1 
and  4 compared to other grades during 2005-2008. Furthermore, the dropout rate worsened 
for grade 5. Finally, during 2005-2008, the repetition rates remained higher in grades 3 and 4 
compared to other grades. The repetition rate dropped slowly and steadily in grade 5. 

Data on student performance in tests and examinations are scanty. Table 5 reports data on 
participation and performance of grade 5 students in scholarship examinations. It is evident 
that the participation rate has increased from 21.57% in 2002 to 32.9% in 2007. Furthermore, 
the passing rate shows an upward trend for all students including girls. While these data 
reveal an encouraging trend  for better students, they may hide other relevant facts. Teachers 
at primary schools often provide coaching sessions for extra time  a few  weeks before the 
scholarship examination, neglecting other students in Grade 5.  The nation-wide terminal 
examination for grade 5 held in 2009 reveals substantial variations in student performance 
across schools and regions.

Student performance is likely to be affected by   school resources and effectiveness of  
teachers, which in turn, depends on teacher education and training. The school survey data of 
2007  reveals several elements of progress as well as problems for government primary 
schools and registered non-government primary schools. Availability of textbooks and 
learning materials appear to be adequate. The provision of safe water and toilets appears to 
have improved. However,  the figures for students-per teacher and students per classroom 
are quite high in both  government and registered non-government schools with adverse 
consequences for student performance. Furthermore,  only 13.9% of government schools 
and 2.5% of registered non-government primary schools operated on a single-shift basis 
while vast majority of these schools operated on a double-shift basis because of lack of 
classrooms. According to the data of the Directorate of  Primary Education, in a single-shift 
school, annual contact hours between teachers and students are 861 for Grades 1 and 2 and 
1,470 for Grades 3 to 5. The corresponding figures in a double-shift school are only 595 and 

5
865, with serious negative effects on the quantity and quality of learning  . 

 The school survey 2007 also reports that  in government  primary schools (GPS), 74% of 
male teachers and 61% of female teachers had initial training which is a 10-month Certificate 
in Education provided by Primary Training Institutes. The corresponding figures for 
registered non-government schools (RNGPS) are 78% and 70%. However, in  other 
categories of training, the state of primary schools appears dismal. Only about 30 %  of 

5 In practice,  the actual numbers  of contact hours are substantially lower than the official figures. 
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teachers in government schools received subject-based training while 37 % in  pedagogical 
training. In three other categories of training, namely, Head Teacher training in community 
mobilization and participation, Head Teacher training in teacher supervision, and training 
for the School Management Committee (SMC) members , the situation is worse. Only 28% 
all Head Teachers of Government Primary Schools received training in community 
mobilization and participation in 2007, down from 30% in 2005. Furthermore, only 12 % 
members of SMC in government primary schools and 6% of SMC members of registered  
non-government primary schools received training

Deconstructing Quality in Primary Education
The apparent deficiencies in quality of primary education in Bangladesh is partly inevitable 
because the rapid quantitative expansion of education has strained  financial  and human 
resources responsible for delivery, monitoring and supervision. For instance,   the expansion 
of school enrolment has led to recruitment of teachers  who have little training. However, 
there are several fundamental factors which have adversely affected the quality of primary 
education.

1.  Governance failure
Government failure is reflected in three areas: financial commitment, managenent, and 
political commitment.  The Government of Bangladesh has allocated increasing  amounts of 
money in absolute terms over the last few decades. However, government expenditure in 
primary education as a % of GDP is about 1% in Bangladesh, which is lower than in many 
other developing countries including South Asian countries.  Furthermore, the Government 
of Bangladesh spends little on pre-primary education which prepares  kids for primary 
education. In 2007, government expenditure per primary student as a % of GDP per capita 
was 11.2 % compared to 15.9% for a secondary student and 39.9% for a tertiary student. 

While it is expected that  government expenditure  per student will be higher for higher 
levels of education,  the primary education sector, being the foundation of education, 
deserves increases in allocations so that the quality of primary education is enhanced. 
Government expenditure on primary education as a percentage of total budget, although 
higher since 1990/91, has remained stagnant in recent years. Government revenue 
expenditure on primary  education is allocated overwhelmingly toward salaries of teachers 
with little left for other purposes, for example, learning materials and repair and 
maintenance. However, salaries of primary school teachers are not high compared to many 
other developing countries and compared to those of secondary school teachers in 
Bangladesh.

In 2000, the starting  salary of a primary school teacher with minimum qualifications  and 
maximum qualifications relative to GDP per capita in Bangladesh were 1.52 and 2.28. The 
corresponding figures for ending salary were 2.13 and 3.12. Again the figures for 
Bangladesh are lower compared to many other developing countries. Furthermore, the 
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maintenance. However, salaries of primary school teachers are not high compared to many 
other developing countries and compared to those of secondary school teachers in 
Bangladesh.
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Bangladesh are lower compared to many other developing countries. Furthermore, the 
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starting salary of a secondary school teacher with minimum qualifications  was 63% higher 
than that of a primary school teacher. For ending salary, the corresponding figure was 34%. 
The salary differential between the two levels is quite high compared to many other 
countries, including advanced countries ( UNESCO, 2006). 

A second type of government failure is reflected in the management of education. A hyper-
centralized bureaucracy  in primary education has failed to supply quality teachers and has 
failed to  monitor,  supervise, and upgrade school quality through Upazila Education 
Offices. Pervasive corruption has been the norm in recruitment, posting, and transfer of 
teachers, in construction of school building, and in allocation of stipends for poor students, 
though steps have been taken and some improvement has been reported recently.   
(Transparency International Bangladesh, 2008). For example, Over 43.4% of the poorest 
children did not receive stipends meant for poor students. On the other hand  24.3 % of 
children from the top 40% received stipends targeted for poor children (World Bank, 2008).

2. Rural-Urban Migration and “community failure”
The quality of primary education in rural areas in Bangladesh continues to be affected by 
rural-migration. Since the Independence of Bangladesh, migration of people from rural 
areas to urban areas has accelerated with profound effects on  the economic and social 
structure in rural areas. Migration from rural to urban areas is dominated by two groups:  a) 
highly educated and wealthy and b) illiterate and  landless people ( Afsar, 2000).

In the past, the village primary school was a community school mainly for the rural elite and 
middle class. The school was largely financed, monitored and supervised by the elite of the 
local community. The prevailing social norms dictated that teachers would carry out their 
functions dutifully. Outside school hours, students also enjoyed a variety of activities 
including sports. Inter-village competition in many sports  was common. Some villages even 
had a library.  Migration of the highly educated to cities, increased population, improved 

6transportation and communication  , and marketisation of the economy disrupted the socio-
economic  structure of rural community. 

The rural community has become more individualistic with adverse consequences for the 
7provision of “ public or community goods” at the local level  . The exit of the relatively 

affluent and educated people led to the loss of “voice”  -  to  use the concepts of Hirschman 
(1970) -of the local community  concerning monitoring and supervision of local primary 
schools. This phenomenon leads to a “ core-periphery” problem in education: children of 
rich families increasingly agglomerate in schools with  a  locational advantage and better 
amenities while the  children of poor families are stuck in low quality schools in peripheral 

6  Improvements in   road, transport communication, electricity, and mobile phones  are to some 
extent counter-acting the negative effects of rural- urban migration. Rural areas are becoming more 
connected economically, socially and politically.   

7 This is often reflected in grabbing of common lands and village and school playgrounds by locally 
influential people.

16    Bangladesh Education Journal

8areas . A relevant question is why countervailing forces may  not emerge to improve the 
quality of primary education in rural areas. The first answer is that poor parents in low-
quality schools have little social and political bargaining power over managers of schools  
(the head teachers, other teachers, and Upazila officers). Furthermore, a poor parent has little 
discretionary time and money to organize an effective  parents association. This is a typical  
“ free-rider problem” in initiating collective actions (Olson, 1965).

3.  Poverty-Health-Education Nexus
In recent years, student enrolment has increased for all income classes including the poor. 
However, the stark reality is that a child without adequate food, shelter, essential school 
supplies, other amenities, and emotional support from the family  is not likely to get quality 
education  no matter how effective the school is.  

Not surprisingly, the evidence for children from poor families shows the following: 1) school 
enrolment is lower; 2) dropout rates are higher ; 3) repetition rates are higher; 4) the 
absenteeism rate is higher; 5) participation in the labour market is higher; and finally, 6) 
performance in tests are lower. For example, according to the Household Income and 
Expenditure Survey, 2005, school enrolment for aged 6-10 years, in rural areas,  was 72.71% 
for the poor group (defined by the lower poverty line) and 83.32 % for the non-poor group. 
For the urban area, the corresponding figures were 69.9% and 87.61%. 

The same survey reveals the following nexus between poverty and illiteracy of household 
heads: the incidence of poverty (the lower poverty line) in rural areas was 15.3 % for the 
literate and 37.5% for the illiterate. The corresponding figures in urban areas were 6.7% and 
29.9%. According to the Child and Mother Nutrition Survey of Bangladesh 2005, published 
by the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (2007), for the least wealthy (bottom 20% of the  
family group), 48.7% of children under five years were  underweight and 54% stunted. The 
corresponding figures for the rich (top 20% of the family group) were 24.9% and 29.8%. 
This survey also indicates that the malnutrition problems  in children  are inversely related to 
the  education level of  mothers. 

Comparatively poor performance by students of poor families can’t be attributed to inherited 
or genetic factors. Numerous studies (Nisbett, 2009 and Gladwell, 2008) now demonstrate 
that the environment under which a child is brought up is the critical factor for achievement, 
especially the support from the  family, community, social networks, and peer groups.

8 Excellent government primary schools in major cities are virtually  closed for  children of the 
urban poor because of  admission tests ( which effectively excludes poor children) and donation 
requirements.
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IV. Inter-Organizational  Synergy and Primary Education
The economic performance of a country depends on the efficiency of its institutions and 
organizations. In the literature on institutional economics, institutions are defined to include 
formal laws, rules, guidelines as well as informal rules and cultural norms (North,1990). 
Organizations include various branches and levels of government and private organizations. 
Institutions set the structures of incentives, opportunities as well as constraints and penalties. 
Organizations act as players in various arenas and also act as agents of institutional changes. 

While a government can easily and frequently change formal rules and guidelines, informal 
rules and cultural norms change slowly through evolutionary processes. The outcomes of an 
educational system similarly depend on efficiency of relevant institutions and organizations. 
There is now a renewed consensus that education, especially primary education, is a “multi-
dimensional good”  and that the quality of education depends on coordinated support of all 
stakeholders and organizations in society. 

This section of the paper elaborates on a model of synergistic relations involving the five 
major entities or organizations in the context of Bangladesh:1) family, 2) school, 3) 
government,  4) the local community, and 5) other organizations and communities. Each 
entity is defined broadly to include several sub-entities or agents. For example, a student’s 
family may include his or her mother, father, siblings, and grand-parents. For a primary 
school, relevant agents are the Head Teacher and  other teachers. Government includes local 
governments (Union Parishad, Upazila, District), relevant central government agencies; for 
example, the National Curriculum and Textbook Board, Primary Training Institutes, 
National Academy for Primary Education, the Ministry of Primary and Mass Education, 
other ministries especially culture, health and local governments, international agencies, and 
foreign governments.

Table 5: Primary Scholarship Results

Year Participation   % Pass 

Number As % of Enrolment All Girls

 in Grade 5

2002 451,033 21.57 44.19 41.19

2003 452,415 21.89 51.94 48.83

2004 487,400 23.53 54.21 51.02

2005 604,359 31.57 67.25 65.05

2006 567,776 32.19 70.43 68.42

2007 568,177 32.90 79.50 78.19

Source; Directorate of Primary Education
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Other organizations and communities include neighbouring  villages, schools, and colleges, 
non-governmental organizations,  mass media  including newspapers, radio and TV 
stations, research institutes, university departments which offer degrees on education and 
Bangladeshi expatriates living abroad.  In principle, all organizations, communities, agents, 
and agencies can and should  contribute to the quality of primary education in Bangladesh. 
However, the current  institutional configuration  involving the “five pillars” is far from 
optimal. It is dominated by a few government agencies such as the Directorate of Primary 
Education, the National Curriculum and Textbook Board, the District and Upazila Education 
Offices operating under a hyper-centralized decision making system with inadequate 
interactions involving other four major pillars. 

Simplistic solutions, for example, decentralization of authority from the Directorate of 
Primary Education toward  Upazila Education Offices is not likely to work. In principle, one 
can visualize primary education being offered through any one of the following : a) a home-
based school where parents and private tutors educate a child as in the old days and allowed 
in many countries ; b) a government school dominated by the national ideology, as existed in 
centralized and authoritarian states; c) a village or community school where community 
rules and norms prevail;  and  d) a school run by religious groups or NGOs serving  particular 
segments of population. However, in the context of a globalized and connected world, none 
of these exclusive  models of primary education is going to be relevant and effective. What is 
needed is a new institutional  configuration where all five types of organizations will 
contribute toward the quality of primary education based on their comparative advantages 
and strength. 

The initiative for such  a configuration can come from the grass-root level in the form of a 
coalition of enlightened and educated people and those who have a stake in the quality of 
primary education.  For instance, an alumnus or a motivated subset of an alumni of a rural 
primary school can form a coalition or an advocacy group and can “adopt” that school and 
start the process of institutional innovations for handling specific problems affecting the 
local school. Possible tasks of this coalition are described below:

1. Creation and maintenance of  a database of profiles of primary school students 
This database should include important household information: education levels of family 
members, and types of occupations, especially of families of poor children.

2. Creation and maintenance of a database of human resources of the local 
community
It should include information about a) students attending nearby high schools, colleges, and 
universities; b) people who are currently working in different sectors; c) educated people 
who are currently  without  work; c) close relatives and friends of people of the local 
community, who  are professional and live outside the local community. From this database, 
a list of volunteers can be prepared. 
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These volunteers should be persuaded and motivated to take responsibility in many activities 
depending on their physical and financial capacities, and relevant skills. In several areas, 
volunteers, with some modest monetary incentives, if necessary, can undertake several 
initiatives in the local community: adult literacy programme, pre-school education   
programmes, tutoring and mentoring programmes for disadvantaged children. Volunteers 

9can work as substitute teachers when some teachers cannot be present for valid reasons  ; can 
take remedial classes for those students who miss classes during some seasonal activities, for 
example, harvest seasons; and  assist school teachers in coaching students for scholarship 
examinations. College graduates from the local community can be appointed as teaching 
assistants who can mark take-home assignments of  primary school students.

3. Upgrading the quality of  human resources of the community
It is likely that the local community may not have enough volunteers with skills and expertise  
relevant to the needs of school kids; for example in art, painting, music, computer skills, and 
co-curricular activities. In this context, the coalition can provide support and incentives to 
potential volunteers (high school and college students) to acquire expertise and skills in a 
particular activity. Furthermore, many villages don’t have a health clinic or a doctor. In that 
case, doctors from other areas can be brought in periodically for basic health check-ups of 
students. With monetary incentives, some educated girls in the community can be persuaded 
to  take necessary medical training so that they can act as part-time school nurses or medical 
practitioners. 

4. Production of learning materials in the local community
While the government provides  some  learning materials  such as maps and globes, many 
rural schools don’t have adequate amounts and necessary types of learning materials. Efforts 
can be taken to produce a variety of learning materials and replicas of objects in the local 
community from local materials. For instance, alphabet of Bengali and English, 2-D and 3-D 
geometrical shapes  and numerous other objects can be made from clay, wood, and other 
materials. Poor people in the community  may be given technical and financial help in 
producing these products which can be sold to students or to the school.

5. Establishment of  knowledge –Oriented  Social Networks
Synergistic relationships  involving the school, community, and families of students can be 
deepened  in a variety of ways that will enhance the social  and knowledge capital at the local 
level (Coleman, 1988,  Putnam, 1993, Mozumder and Halim,2006). A library at the school 
should be established that can act as the hub of knowledge resources not only for primary 
school students, but also for other members of the community including parents, pre-school 
students, educated adults, and adults who are learning literacy skills. During holiday periods, 
the library can hold various orientation sessions for parents and pre-school kids. In the near 
future, if not now, a rural school library should become part of the “connected and high-tech 
world” with computers, projectors, internet connections, and documentary films. 

9 According to a study (Chaudhury et al., 2004),  the average  teacher absenteeism rate in the  
primary schools of Bangladesh is 15.5%.
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The coalition at the local level should gradually build a strong Family-Teacher Association 
(FTA) involving not only parents and teachers but also siblings of students. In the context of 
Bangladesh, a  high school or a college student can be a mentor or role model for his or her 
brother or sister at a primary school. Some educated volunteers can join the FTA as mentors 
for those students who are first generation learners whose parents and siblings are not 
literate. In many villages of Bangladesh, the prevailing social culture, does not facilitate 
active participation of women in public forums. However, in some places mothers’ 
associations  have been formed with notable success. In some schools, prizes have been 
given to those mothers whose children’s school attendance rates are excellent. Female 
teachers and female high school and college students in the community can play an 
important role in activating mothers’ participation.

Effectiveness of schools depends on the density of inter-organizational synergy at the local 
level in many other ways.  For example, a re-configured  school-management committee 
(SMC)  can act as the catalyst for transforming the current  dysfunctional and bureaucratic 
mode of  school governance to a more collaborative and communitarian mode. The current 
institutional sclerosis is caused by the facts that SMCs don’t have any fund and don’t have 
much authority over any important matter relating to schools. 

One solution is that the SMC will take all efforts to raise funds from the community for 
various activities of the school and the government  will match the locally raised funds in the 
form of grants to the SMC. Another solution is to carry out an information  and awareness  
campaign so that activists for qualitative changes in school governance and meritorious 
college students from the community  are elected or appointed in the SMC.  

A school management committee can make a school a welcoming learning place for kids in 
several ways. First, before each school session, it can organize an “ Open House” day where 
SMC members, the Head Teacher and teachers discuss key issues with parents and students  
regarding the school including availability of textbooks, school dresses, school calendar, 
rules regarding stipends for poor students,  and evaluation of students. A SMC can take 
initiatives to make each classroom as child-friendly as possible. With the help of teachers, 
local  volunteers, and students, it can decorate walls of  classrooms with relevant posters, 
artistic works, names of students, and  works of students (poems, drawings, and so on). 
Throughout the year, the SMC can invite persons from the local community and outside the 
community to the school  who can be role models for students.

With the help of volunteers, schools belonging to a Union Parishad can organize various  
academic activities such as competition   in  mathematics, spelling, general knowledge, 
education fairs, youth leadership projects, and co-curricular activities at the Union Parishad 
level. More importantly, volunteers along with SMCs can collaborate to prepare 
supplementary  reading materials which will contain information about local natural 
resources, heritage, and the local environment which will be of interest to students. They can 
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Bangladesh, a  high school or a college student can be a mentor or role model for his or her 
brother or sister at a primary school. Some educated volunteers can join the FTA as mentors 
for those students who are first generation learners whose parents and siblings are not 
literate. In many villages of Bangladesh, the prevailing social culture, does not facilitate 
active participation of women in public forums. However, in some places mothers’ 
associations  have been formed with notable success. In some schools, prizes have been 
given to those mothers whose children’s school attendance rates are excellent. Female 
teachers and female high school and college students in the community can play an 
important role in activating mothers’ participation.

Effectiveness of schools depends on the density of inter-organizational synergy at the local 
level in many other ways.  For example, a re-configured  school-management committee 
(SMC)  can act as the catalyst for transforming the current  dysfunctional and bureaucratic 
mode of  school governance to a more collaborative and communitarian mode. The current 
institutional sclerosis is caused by the facts that SMCs don’t have any fund and don’t have 
much authority over any important matter relating to schools. 

One solution is that the SMC will take all efforts to raise funds from the community for 
various activities of the school and the government  will match the locally raised funds in the 
form of grants to the SMC. Another solution is to carry out an information  and awareness  
campaign so that activists for qualitative changes in school governance and meritorious 
college students from the community  are elected or appointed in the SMC.  

A school management committee can make a school a welcoming learning place for kids in 
several ways. First, before each school session, it can organize an “ Open House” day where 
SMC members, the Head Teacher and teachers discuss key issues with parents and students  
regarding the school including availability of textbooks, school dresses, school calendar, 
rules regarding stipends for poor students,  and evaluation of students. A SMC can take 
initiatives to make each classroom as child-friendly as possible. With the help of teachers, 
local  volunteers, and students, it can decorate walls of  classrooms with relevant posters, 
artistic works, names of students, and  works of students (poems, drawings, and so on). 
Throughout the year, the SMC can invite persons from the local community and outside the 
community to the school  who can be role models for students.

With the help of volunteers, schools belonging to a Union Parishad can organize various  
academic activities such as competition   in  mathematics, spelling, general knowledge, 
education fairs, youth leadership projects, and co-curricular activities at the Union Parishad 
level. More importantly, volunteers along with SMCs can collaborate to prepare 
supplementary  reading materials which will contain information about local natural 
resources, heritage, and the local environment which will be of interest to students. They can 
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also  prepare a quarterly or annual news bulletin which will contain various relevant news 
and information concerning education for local communities. At the end of a school year 
teachers and the SMC can organize a “ volunteers day”  when volunteers  can be invited  and 
their contributions can be recognized. 

V. Government-School-Community Synergy
Promoting inter-organizational synergy at the local level does not imply reduced role for 
government in primary education.  At the present stage of development in Bangladesh, the 
central government should continue to play a dominant role in financing primary education, 
in the provision of textbooks, in designing a national curriculum, in training  primary school 
teachers through primary training institutes, in providing guidelines for monitoring  school 
performance and student performance. 

However, devolution of authority toward the Upazila level over recruitment, transfer, and 
posting of teachers is likely to be more optimal.  For monitoring and supervision of primary 
schools, a Union Parishad rather than an Upazila should be a focal point because as a 
geographical unit, an Upazila is too big. A superintendent of primary schools can be 
appointed at the Union level, with attractive monetary and non-monetary incentives, from 
qualified  teachers with leadership qualities.

For monitoring and evaluation, local  education  offices at the Upazila and Union level 
should develop a collaborative relationships with schools, SMCs, and local communities so 
that no school or child is left behind. The current inspection  system of schools is too 
bureaucratic to upgrade the quality of school performance. The government should provide 
guidelines so that teachers and SMC members can  prepare an Annual Education Report for 
the school. The Annual Education Report can also be prepared for each Union Parishad, 
Upazila, and District. The Annual Education  Reports should be forward -looking  and 
should  highlight the efforts taken  by the school to improve the quality of education. The 
Annual Education Report should be presented and discussed at the meetings with families, 
the media, and civil society.

As mentioned before, the government can provide matching grants to  school management 
committees to support various school activities. The image of primary education in 
Bangladesh still is of rote learning of prescribed textbooks. The government should 
encourage schools to move away  from this culture of learning. It can provide  grants to 
schools which can carry out innovative learning projects that have lasting effects on the 
school and community. The government should provide more supplementary reading 
materials including newspapers to primary schools. For instance, each school can hold a 
current affairs session once a week for at least grade 5 students based on national 
newspapers.
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The quality of education  cannot be separated from the equity aspect of education 
(Gustavsson,1990). The current sets of indicators of school performance and school quality 
do not include indicators of equity. The government should design a set of equity indicators 
which will reveal the state of primary education from the perspective of disadvantaged 
children: for example, enrolment, dropout rates, completion rates, and performance in tests 
and scholarship examinations for the poor children. The government  must  handle the 
apparent paradox of deterioration of quality of schools and proliferation of private tutoring 
by teachers of government schools especially in urban areas. The obvious conflicts of 
interest  pose a serious problem for the quality of education  for children, especially the  poor 
children who can’t afford private tutoring.

 Furthermore, in Bangladesh, the quality of school resources  varies enormously across 
schools - even across government schools. The disparity in school resources has generated a  
growing divergence of learning outcomes and student performance. Specifically, schools in 
remote and poor rural communities lack  human and other resources to organize creative 
activities ( drawing, music, and painting) and extra-curricular activities. Accordingly, these 
schools remain unattractive places for young children compared to those in urban areas. The 
ministry of primary education can undertake projects with the ministry of cultural affairs, 
NGOs, and local associations to improve the cultural environment of rural schools. Priority 
can be given to schools in poor rural communities in the appointment of teachers who have 
expertise in creative and extra-curricular activities.

VI. Concluding Remarks
 Over the last two decades, the performance of Bangladesh has been impressive in the 
quantitative expansion of primary education. This paper reports several indicators of this 
expansion: number of schools, teachers, students, and enrolment ratios of students. In 
gender-parity, it appears that -  to use a “highway metaphor” -  Bangladesh is on the “Express 
Lane,” compared to other South Asian countries. However, the performance of Bangladesh 
in the quality of primary education is far from impressive. Indeed, one can say, Bangladesh is 
off track and on the “shoulder” of the “educational highway.” The quality problems in 
primary education are reflected in poor student performance, poor school performance in 
teaching, high dropout rates of poor students, corruption in the educational bureaucracy, and 
a  huge disparity  of resources across schools. 

A central thesis of this paper is that while quantitative  expansions of primary education is 
possible through a centralized top-down approach, continuous improvements of quality in 
primary education cannot be achieved under this approach. Primary education is  a complex 
multi-dimensional  system. Sustained improvements in quality requires inter-organizational 
synergy involving families, school, the local community, government, and other 
organizations in society. In other words, it takes a nation (or even a world) to improve the 
quality of primary education.  
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Appendix  A                                 Abbreviations Used

BANBEIS Bangladesh Bureau of Education Information and Statistics

CAMPE         Campaign for Popular Education

CPS Community Primary School

EDI                             Education for All Development Index

EFA Education for All

ELC Essential Learning Continuum

EPS                 Experimental Primary School

GER Gross Enrolment Rate

GDP Gross Domestic Product

GPI                 Gender Parity Index

GPS Government Primary School

HIES Household Income and Expenditure Survey

KG Kindergarten 

MDG Millennium Development Goal

NER                Net Enrolment Rate

NGOS             Non-Government Organization School

PCCR Primary Cohort Completion Rate

PEDP Primary Education Development Program

PIRLS Progress in International Reading Literacy Study

PISA Program for International Student Assessment

PPP Purchasing Power Parity

PSHM Primary School Attached to High Madrasah

PSHS Primary School attached to High School

PSQL Primary School Quality Level

RNGPS Registered Non-Government Primary School

SMC School Management Committee

SRG5 Survival Rate  to Grade 5
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TIMSS Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study

TQM Total Quality Management

UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific

                        And Cultural Organization

APPENDIX  B

Definitions of Concepts Used
Adult Literacy Rate: The number of literate persons aged 15 and above as a percentage of 
total population in that age group.

Gender Parity Index:  The ratio of female to male values of a given indicator.

Gross Enrolment Rate:  Student enrolment in Grade 1 to 5 of all ages as a percentage of 
primary school age population ( 6 -10 years).

Internal Efficiency:   Ideal number of student years needed by the “ output” of a cohort as a 
percentage of actual number of student years spent by the “output’ of the same cohort.

Net  Enrolment Rate:  Student enrolment of school age  in Grade 1 to 5  as a percentage of 
primary school age population ( 6 -10 years).

Primary Cohort Completion Rate (PCCR): Number of total students regardless of age in the 
last grade of primary school, minus the number of total repeaters in that grade, as a 
percentage of the total number of children of official graduation age.

Repetition Rate:  Number of students repeating in a certain grade in the year Y+1 as a 
percentage of number of students enrolled  in the same grade during the year Y.

Survival to Grade 5:  Number of students in a cohort reaching Grade 5 as a percentage of 
number of students in the same cohort enrolled in Grade 1.

Years Input Per Graduate:   Total number of student years spent to produce X number of 
graduates from a cohort taking into account the wastage due to repetition and dropouts as a 
ratio of number of graduates from the same cohort.
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With his Nobel Prize award money, Amartya Sen set up the Praticihi Trust which carries out 
research, advocacy and experimental projects in basic education, primary health care, and 
women’s development in West Bengal and Bangladesh. Prof Sen himself took active interest in this 
work - helping set the agenda, looking at the evidence from research, and engaging in advocacy. The 
present article is Sen’s introduction to a Pratichi study of primary education in West Bengal, 
released in December 2009, that compares results of surveys conducted at almost a decade’s 
interval. Prof. Sen notes significant findings and offers insightful observations and 
recommendations which have relevance much beyond West Bengal. 

Key words: Class and caste disadvantage, curriculum load, private tuition

Pratichi (India) Trust was established a decade ago, along with its sister across the border, 
1Pratichi (Bangladesh) Trust.  The Bangladesh centre has been concentrating on the social 

progress of girls and young women there (it has worked particularly on supporting and 
training young women journalists reporting from rural Bangladesh), whereas here in India, 
the work of the Trust has been mainly focused on advancing primary education and 
elementary healthcare, along with a few other selected activities (such as providing disaster 
relief).

Even though Pratichi (India) Trust has a programme of establishing new schools (the Pratichi 
School in Orissa is already functioning actively and well), our main work in the field of 
education has been to examine, assess and scrutinize the schooling system in operation in the 
east of India, beginning with West Bengal and a part of Jharkhand. We have surveyed a 
number of schools across the region, and even though the overall picture cannot be called, in 
any rigorous sense, representative of the region, there is enough information in these studies 
to arrive at some general judgments about successes and failures, and, most importantly for 
us, to form an understanding of the principal problems that face primary school education in 

2this region and how they can be addressed in order to attempt remedying the adversities.

EMPIRICAL SURVEYS AND REPEATS
Our first set of surveys of randomly selected primary schools from six districts of West 

3Bengal were done for the year 2001-02.  Recently we have resurveyed the same schools in 
the same districts to check how, and whether, things are moving forward, and where they 
stand seven years later in 2008-09. This report presents our latest findings, along with a 
comparative assessment of the situation today compared with what we had observed seven 
years earlier.

PRIMARY SCHOOLING IN WEST BENGAL

Amartya Sen
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2this region and how they can be addressed in order to attempt remedying the adversities.

EMPIRICAL SURVEYS AND REPEATS
Our first set of surveys of randomly selected primary schools from six districts of West 

3Bengal were done for the year 2001-02.  Recently we have resurveyed the same schools in 
the same districts to check how, and whether, things are moving forward, and where they 
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PRIMARY SCHOOLING IN WEST BENGAL
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The first set of studies led us to offer recommendations about necessary changes for the 
enhancement of primary education in the region. 

The action plans were based, among other issues, on the following diagnoses:

l the critical need for working together with the teachers' unions to advance, the role 
and effectiveness of school teachers (including the reduction of teacher absenteeism 
and helping teachers to pay special attention to children from disadvantaged 
families);

l the importance of regular and constructive use of parent-teacher committees 
(particularly to increase communication of teachers with parents from economically 
and socially disadvantaged families);

l the necessity of serving cooked mid-day meals both for advancing elementary 
education and for improving child nutrition (the reasons for the often-neglected 
complementarily of child nourishment and elementary education were investigated 
in our earlier reports);

l the need to reverse the decay of the inspection system for schools (which is severely 
underused and sometimes almost entirely defunct);

l the importance of providing more educational facilities in some schools and 
particularly in the Sishu Siksha Kendras (SSKs) and making sure of prompt payment 
of salaries and making other administrative improvements;

l the need for discouraging the growing dependence of school children on private 
tuition to supplement educational arrangements in the schools (various means of 
achieving this were suggested).

COOPERATIVE EFFORTS AND COLLABORATIVE UNDERSTANDING
A number of our recommendations - though not all - have, in fact, been carried out in the 
intervening period, and we are grateful for the attention that our work and assessments have 
received from the government, from the media, and from the general public.

While some of our recommendations broke fresh grounds, others provided reasoned support 
for independently developed - but new - efforts by the state and central governments in these 
fields (for example, the provision of cooked mid-day meals and the use of parent-teacher 
meetings). Our approach has been one of collaboration with, as well as mutual critique of the 
work of different agencies dedicated to the improvement of school education, including 
central and state governments, and teachers' unions, and we have been rewarded by the 

4engagement and cooperation of all the parties involved.

Since we have been privileged to work together with the primary teachers' unions (in 
particular with ABPTA and WBPTA), we have had the benefit also of exchanging our views 
and analyses with the union leadership, in pursuit of a fuller understanding of the problems 
and prospects of primary education in this state. The Pratichi Trust has held several joint 
meetings with the Unions in which large numbers of primary school teachers have actively 
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participated. Our understanding of the problems has greatly benefited from the cooperation 
of teachers' unions, and they, in turn, have done a great deal to help implement a number of 
our recommendations.

We have also held every year a fairly large meeting of teachers, parents, educational activists 
and experts. These meetings have generated a number of important suggestions for 
improving school education in West Bengal, on which we have drawn for further enquiry. We 
are particularly grateful to the parents and teachers who have joined us, often involving 
considerable travel, in these regular meetings to present their own analyses and to enrich our 
understanding of the problems involved.

CURRICULAR OVERLOAD
The regular meetings we have had with the different parties (including parents, teachers, 
unions, government servants, and NGOs working in similar or related areas) have also 
helped us to pay special attention to critically important features in the on-going schooling 
arrangements that need re-examination and reform, and to supplement the findings of our 
own surveys and investigation. For example, one of the important issues taken up more fully 
in this report deals with the content of the official curriculum, and the heavy load that very 
young children have to bear in pursuit of elementary education. The official demands 
typically require - and insist on - home-based study of children after school hours, often in 
excessive and unreasonable ways (particularly unreasonable for families in which the 
parents have not, in their own childhood, had the benefit of going to school themselves). As is 
discussed in the report, the apparently unshakable dependence on private tuition of primary 
school children has a strong connection with the unrealism of the overloaded curricular 
content.

CLASS DISADVANTAGES IMPERFECTLY CAPTURED BY CASTE ANALYSIS
A second issue that has repeatedly emerged in our discussions is the importance of 
recognising the class barriers that divide the school age population. Problems of first-time 
school education are enormously larger than those faced by children from families with an 
educated background, at various levels. Also, lack of economic resources as well as low 
social standing in established stratification can make it much harder for children from 
disadvantaged groups to get the facilities and the attention they need for successful pursuit of 
their studies.

Class divisions have a clear connection with caste distinctions but actually go much beyond 
what is caught in conventional caste-based categorization. It is, of course, right that 
Scheduled Castes (SC) and Scheduled Tribes (ST) are seen as being, in general, 
disadvantaged, with very few exceptions (the exceptions come mainly from particular SC 
groups and hardly any from STs). However, to that has to be added the category of the 
Muslim poor, which - for historical reasons - is substantially larger as a proportion of all 
Muslims in West Bengal than in many other states (for example, in Uttar Pradesh and Andhra 
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are particularly grateful to the parents and teachers who have joined us, often involving 
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discussed in the report, the apparently unshakable dependence on private tuition of primary 
school children has a strong connection with the unrealism of the overloaded curricular 
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school education are enormously larger than those faced by children from families with an 
educated background, at various levels. Also, lack of economic resources as well as low 
social standing in established stratification can make it much harder for children from 
disadvantaged groups to get the facilities and the attention they need for successful pursuit of 
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Class divisions have a clear connection with caste distinctions but actually go much beyond 
what is caught in conventional caste-based categorization. It is, of course, right that 
Scheduled Castes (SC) and Scheduled Tribes (ST) are seen as being, in general, 
disadvantaged, with very few exceptions (the exceptions come mainly from particular SC 
groups and hardly any from STs). However, to that has to be added the category of the 
Muslim poor, which - for historical reasons - is substantially larger as a proportion of all 
Muslims in West Bengal than in many other states (for example, in Uttar Pradesh and Andhra 
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Pradesh). So, even though Muslims as a category cannot be seen as being a disadvantaged 
group (indeed a lack of adequate class analysis has been responsible for some very 
misleading recent statements on the subject), a very large proportion of Muslims in West 
Bengal do indeed fall in the category of being economically and socially disadvantaged in 
terms of their class background. Any detailed investigation of the empirical situation brings 
out the need to go well beyond the SC-ST characterization of social disadvantage to taking 
note of the historically conditioned economic and social disadvantages from which most 
Muslim families as well as SC and ST populations historically suffer in this region.

These disadvantages make children from those families particularly in need of greater 
attention and support. Even in interpreting the findings of our surveys, the broader issue of 
class disadvantage has to be kept firmly in view, as we have tried to do in arriving at our 
conclusions and recommendations¬

REPEAT SURVEYS AND OUR FINDINGS
The recent resurveys give us an opportunity (i) to assess the present state of affairs in primary 
schooling in West Bengal, (ii) to see whether there have been advances or not, and what 
remains to be done, and (iii) to examine the effectiveness of the reforms that have been 
carried out and the changes that have occurred. It gives us particular pleasure to share our 
findings with the public as well as the media and the authorities responsible for schooling, 
including the government as well as the teachers' unions.

SIGNIFICANT IMPROVEMENTS
The main findings in terms of the comparative picture between 2001-02 and 2008-09 are: (1) 
there have been significant improvements in the performance as well as coverage of primary 
education in West Bengal over these seven years, and (2) there still remain defects and 
infelicities that must be overcome.

There is certainly no case for despondence, and it is particularly important to recognise this 
fact, both because despondence can lead to despair and resignation, and because there are 
good reasons to see, on the basis of the empirical data, that reasoned efforts, when properly 
executed, do lead to the achievements at which the efforts cogently aim. However, there is no 
room for smugness either. Things have moved considerably forward (often related to the 
reforms that have been carried out by the governments involved, and the cooperation of the 
unions, which have often substantially supplemented official efforts). However, much more 
needs to be done.

To note the improvements first, there is not only a higher rate of student enrolment, but also a 
significantly larger average attendance of enrolled students (75 per cent both for primary 
schools and SSKs -Shishu shiksha kendra- up from 58 and 64 per cent respectively).

Second, even though the problem of absentee teachers remains, there is, in fact, a noticeable 
fall in the percentage of absentee teachers on the randomly chosen day of our visit (14 per 
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cent in primary schools, down from 20 per cent, and 8 per cent in SSKs, down from 15 per 
cent). There is also some increase in the number of teachers per school.

Third, the level of parent satisfaction with the performance of teachers has also gone up 
(from 52 per cent to 64 per cent for primary schools and from 70 per cent to 75 per cent for 
SSKs), even though it is still far from perfect. Parents' satisfaction with the progress of 
children is up significantly (from 42 per cent to 71 per cent for primary schools, and from 
49per cent to 73 per cent for SSKs).

Fourth, we were really depressed with the 2001-02 results of independent testing of students' 
achievements, for example, the fact that 30 per cent of the students in Classes III and IV 
could not even write their own names. There has been considerable improvement in this area, 
and the proportion of students who could not write their names is now down from 30 per cent 
to just 5 per cent (that proportion should of course be zero per cent, but it would be silly not to 
see the progress that is observed).

Fifth, mid-day meals are now being served in most primary schools and SSKs, and there are 
clear indications of the benefits of that initiative both in educational and nutritional terms. 
Indeed, even the increased attendance of students in schools partly reflects the attraction of 
the school meals, even though the efforts of the teachers' unions, particularly in reducing 
teacher absenteeism, have also greatly helped in many regions.

Sixth, parent-teacher meetings are now much more in use, mostly in the form of mother-
teacher committees.

THINGS THAT REMAIN TO BE DONE
Significant as the progress has been, there are still big gaps to meet. Even in those fields, 
already mentioned, in which there have been significant advance, the absolute numbers of 
the performance indicators bring out the fact that there is still quite a distance to go for the 
primary school system to be considered really satisfactory.

While some reforms have been carried out, for example, in having arrangements for mid-day 
meals (even-though they can be- and must be- further extended), in other areas (such as 
having a functioning inspection system, and remedying the dependence on private tuition), 
the achievements have been very little, if any at all. The need for going further forward is 
strong and urgent.

PRIVATE TUITION AND CURRICULAR LOAD
There has been a real regression, as opposed to progress, on the dependence on private 
tuition. The proportion of children relying on private tuition has gone up quite a bit (64 per 
cent from 57 per cent for the students of standard primary schools, and 58 per cent from 24 
per cent for SSK children). Underlying this rise is not only some increase in incomes and the 
affordability of having private tuition, but also an intensification of the general conviction 
among the parents that private tuition is "unavoidable" if it can be at all afforded (78 per cent 
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reforms that have been carried out by the governments involved, and the cooperation of the 
unions, which have often substantially supplemented official efforts). However, much more 
needs to be done.

To note the improvements first, there is not only a higher rate of student enrolment, but also a 
significantly larger average attendance of enrolled students (75 per cent both for primary 
schools and SSKs -Shishu shiksha kendra- up from 58 and 64 per cent respectively).

Second, even though the problem of absentee teachers remains, there is, in fact, a noticeable 
fall in the percentage of absentee teachers on the randomly chosen day of our visit (14 per 

32    Bangladesh Education Journal

cent in primary schools, down from 20 per cent, and 8 per cent in SSKs, down from 15 per 
cent). There is also some increase in the number of teachers per school.

Third, the level of parent satisfaction with the performance of teachers has also gone up 
(from 52 per cent to 64 per cent for primary schools and from 70 per cent to 75 per cent for 
SSKs), even though it is still far from perfect. Parents' satisfaction with the progress of 
children is up significantly (from 42 per cent to 71 per cent for primary schools, and from 
49per cent to 73 per cent for SSKs).

Fourth, we were really depressed with the 2001-02 results of independent testing of students' 
achievements, for example, the fact that 30 per cent of the students in Classes III and IV 
could not even write their own names. There has been considerable improvement in this area, 
and the proportion of students who could not write their names is now down from 30 per cent 
to just 5 per cent (that proportion should of course be zero per cent, but it would be silly not to 
see the progress that is observed).

Fifth, mid-day meals are now being served in most primary schools and SSKs, and there are 
clear indications of the benefits of that initiative both in educational and nutritional terms. 
Indeed, even the increased attendance of students in schools partly reflects the attraction of 
the school meals, even though the efforts of the teachers' unions, particularly in reducing 
teacher absenteeism, have also greatly helped in many regions.

Sixth, parent-teacher meetings are now much more in use, mostly in the form of mother-
teacher committees.

THINGS THAT REMAIN TO BE DONE
Significant as the progress has been, there are still big gaps to meet. Even in those fields, 
already mentioned, in which there have been significant advance, the absolute numbers of 
the performance indicators bring out the fact that there is still quite a distance to go for the 
primary school system to be considered really satisfactory.

While some reforms have been carried out, for example, in having arrangements for mid-day 
meals (even-though they can be- and must be- further extended), in other areas (such as 
having a functioning inspection system, and remedying the dependence on private tuition), 
the achievements have been very little, if any at all. The need for going further forward is 
strong and urgent.

PRIVATE TUITION AND CURRICULAR LOAD
There has been a real regression, as opposed to progress, on the dependence on private 
tuition. The proportion of children relying on private tuition has gone up quite a bit (64 per 
cent from 57 per cent for the students of standard primary schools, and 58 per cent from 24 
per cent for SSK children). Underlying this rise is not only some increase in incomes and the 
affordability of having private tuition, but also an intensification of the general conviction 
among the parents that private tuition is "unavoidable" if it can be at all afforded (78 per cent 

Bangladesh Education Journal 33



of the parents now believe it is indeed "unavoidable" - up from 62 per cent). For those who do 
not have arrangements for private tuition, 54 per cent indicate that they do not go for it 
mainly - or only - because they cannot afford the costs.

India is one of the very few countries in the world in which private tuition is thought to be 
necessary even at the earliest stages of primary education. Reliance on private tuition for 
very young children is unknown not only in Europe and America, but also in many 
developing countries as well. I had some difficulty in explaining to students at Peking 
University in Beijing what exactly I was talking about in referring to private tuition for the 
youngest primary school students, since the phenomenon appeared mysterious and 
incomprehensible to the listeners.

However, in a number of economies in Asia and North Africa, including Japan, Republic of 
Korea and Taiwan, there has been, in recent years, an increased use of private tuition even at 
the primary stage - though typically not for the youngest children. This development is seen 
as having resulted from the pursuit of the perceived competitive benefits of privately tutored 
children over others.

Even in those cases in which private tuition operates only to supplement and advance good 
primary teaching (rather than acting almost as a substitute for organized schooling, as in 
many in cases in India), it can be shown that it has a significant adverse impact on the 
educational system. The harm, however, is much greater when private tutoring becomes 
"essential" (rather than merely competitively advantageous for the fortunate), especially - as 
in India - when most families of first-generation school-goers are not able to afford this 
artificially generated "essentiality." The advent of private tuition in school education may 
not be harmless even for Japan and Korea, but it is radically more harmful in India, when it 
eliminates, in effect, the right to basic education for all children (since the primary schools 

5come to depend on such supplementation even for the basic education to be imparted).

The question must, thus, be asked with some urgency why this problem remains so strong 
and takes this form in primary education in India, and in the context of this study, in West 
Bengal, and why, rather than weakening, the evil has actually strengthened over the last 
decade, despite all efforts to eliminate the system. Why has dependence on private tuition 
come to take the place of what can be easily done in the class, and for which the schools are 
actually devised?

Our judgment based on extensive discussions with teachers, the unions, the parents, 
educational administrators and the general public is that one important reason for this is the 
heavy load of the imposed curriculum regarding what has to be taught at the primary level. 
Indeed, the load is so heavy and ambitious for primary schools that (1) students need 
supplementation even at the end of the school day, and (2) teachers have to spend a lot of their 
energy and efforts in imparting specialized knowledge even when basic literary and 
accounting skills (such as reading, writing and simple arithmetic) remain underdeveloped 
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and insufficiently engaged. The proportion of primary educated students in Classes III and 
IV who cannot read is still 17 per cent, those who cannot write is 19 per cent, and the 
proportion who cannot do simple arithmetic is 26 per cent, despite their schooling.

Indeed, many of those who do have proficiency in these simple and basic skills have often 
6acquired them with the help of private tutors, rather than just from regular schooling.  The 

limited reach of teaching during the school hours may not come as a surprise, since the 
necessity of "home tasks" for even very young children is routinely accepted in India, 
including in West Bengal, whereas giving "home tasks" for very young children is typically 
not the practice in the rest of the world (that is, at least not before the end of the first few years 
of school education). Something, we would submit, has gone fundamentally wrong in the 
way we think about the discipline of primary education for young children, in our country, 
including in this state.

Dependence on private tuition for school education in general, and for early primary 
education in particular, is, of course, a terrible affliction for reasons that have been 
extensively discussed in our previous reports. In particular, private tuition divides the 
student population into haves and have-nots; it makes teachers less responsible and it 
diminishes their central role in education; it makes improvements in schooling arrangements 
more difficult since the more influential and better placed families have less at stake in the 
quality of what is done in the schools (thanks to the supplementation outside school hours); it 
effectively negates the basic right of all children to receive elementary education and 
replaces it by seeing effective education as a privilege, reserved for the better placed in 
society.

Indeed, the necessity of stopping the dependence on private tuition has been the subject not 
only of our reports, but also of public pronouncements, governmental instructions, and 
general moral lecturing, along with various organizational proposals for improving the 
quality of what is offered in the schools to make private tuition redundant. These are not 
useless attempts, and we strongly support and encourage efforts in these directions.

The point that is being made here is that no matter how strongly we pursue these remedial 
courses of action, the dependence on private tuition would be hard to eliminate unless basic 
curricular reforms are undertaken. That is something we do stress in this report, without in 
any way undermining what we have recommended in the past to reduce this debilitating 
dependence, and without trying to undermine what is being done through other means to 
fight this dependence. '

We are very aware that streamlining and simplifying the curricular demands at the primary 
stage of education would worry some people who see ambitious attempts, even if not 
successful, as good ways of performing better. We are not against anyone trying to do more 
than what is required from compulsory school curriculum. If intelligently planned, a 
reduction of curricular load could still leave open the opportunity for better performing 
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students to try more, particularly at home, perhaps with guidance from teachers. What is 
being argued here is that for normal primary education, "home tasks" should be completely 
unnecessary (but supplementary study at home would not, of course, be "banned" for those 
who would want to do more), and in particular, the primary students' success at examinations 
and school tests should not have to rely on what the children have to do at home, outside the 
school. This is the way Europe and America have educated their children in primary schools 
when they were at the same stage of educational development as India is today. This is how 
they still do it across the world right now to make basic school education accessible to all, 
even though the ability of the families themselves to help young children with home work 
have grown as the overall population have become more and more literate.

Home tasks for school children begin at various ages across the world, but hardly ever at the 
very basic stages of early primary education, where the concentration has to be on reading, 
writing and simple arithmetic. This is where the particular issue of curricular overload in 
early primary education in India is critically important.

The report discusses some issues of overload that are particularly worth addressing. 
However, for effective planning and implementation, it would be necessary to investigate 
carefully the issue of syllabus reform for early primary education bearing in mind the major 
goal of making children able to learn the elementary skills of the three R's on which 
everything else depends. There should be no room here for dependence on - and demand for - 
home tasks for very young children, for which parental help may be necessary (which many 
parents cannot give), or assistance from private tutors (which most parents cannot afford).

There is a great deal of expertise on the subject among teachers and educational experts - and 
indeed among many parents - and it should not be too difficult a job to rise to the challenge of 
reasoned curricular reform, with a view to altering fundamentally the dysfunctional system 
of primary education we have in operation at this time.

No one should expect that the practice of private tuition would go away with proper 
curricular reform (the attraction of competitive advantage of the privately tutored would be 
hard to eradicate), but the basic dependence on private tuition for elementary education - for 
what could easily be done in the class - has to be eliminated through a variety of means, in 
which curricular reform has to be included. This is a crucial issue that has not been discussed 
adequately - or at all - in critically appraising what has gone wrong in the delivery of primary 
education in India in general and in West Bengal in particular.

TAKING NOTE OF CLASS DIVISIONS

The differential reach of primary education emerges quite strikingly in our studies.
As discussed earlier, belonging to Scheduled Castes or Scheduled Tribes, and coming from 
Muslim families, is not merely an indicator of caste or community background, but also, 
statistically, something of a proxy for class-related handicap. Bearing this in mind, we can 
use the differences in educational performance of these groups, vis-a-vis others, as partly a 
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reflection of class handicap. It is, thus, important to note that while 13 per cent of Scheduled 
Caste children in Classes III and IV could not read, and 25 per cent of Muslim children and 29 
per cent of Scheduled Tribe children could not either. For the rest of the population this 
proportion was merely 8 per cent. Similarly, compared with 8 per cent of the group of 
"others" in Classes III and IV who could not write, 13 per cent of SC children, 27 per cent of 
Muslim children and 43 per cent of ST children could not manage any writing. While there is 
nothing to celebrate in the fact that 8 per cent of children other than from SC, ST and Muslim 
families could not read or write, the much higher proportions of educational failure of 
deprived groups demand concentrated and urgent attention.

This general picture of class-related disadvantage (along with its correlates) calls for a 
variety of remedial measures. We have stressed in our past reports the importance of having 
greater facilities in schools and SSKs in which the proportion of class-disadvantaged 
children is high and which are often neglected in terms of amenities. The SSKs in particular 
demand special attention, and would need to be upgraded at some stage to regular primary 
schools, both for general enhancement of facilities, but also because SC, ST and Muslim 
children depend on them disproportionately. Schooling can be a major force in breaking 
down class barriers, and we have to be especially careful that instead of that, the educational 
system with differential facilities does not end up perpetuating the rigidity of class 
boundaries. It is also very important to establish minimal norms, such as having at least one 
teacher per classroom.

The issue of home tasks and private tuition also relates to the question of class divisions. The 
need for "home tasks" is particularly difficult to meet for parents from disadvantaged classes 
- these children may be the first generation to receive school education. Parents with the 
disadvantage of having received little education find it especially difficult to do anything for 
their children in helping them with their assigned home tasks. It is not surprising that they 
long for the ability to engage private tutors for their children, but, of course, very often they 
cannot, in fact, afford to help their kids in this way. The result is not only frustration and 
despair, but also continued transmission of education backwardness from one generation to 
the next.

The necessity of "home tasks" for early primary education has to be comprehensively 
challenged for young children engaged in learning basic reading, writing and arithmetic, in 
primary schools and SSKs. If the case against home tasks for young children in primary 
schooling is strong on grounds of educational effectiveness (as has already been discussed), 
the case becomes even stronger when the impact of the divisiveness of class is taken into 
account in planning elementary education for all children as a basic human right.

A CONCLUDING REMARK
There is no magic bullet to solve the manifold problems faced by primary education in West 
Bengal (and, for that matter, in India in general). We need a multi-pronged approach to deal 
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with the diverse sources of educational underachievement. There is nothing defeatist in this 
recognition. Indeed, the significant improvements that have already happened in West 
Bengal over the last seven years between the surveys of 2001-02 and the resurveys of 2008-
09 give strong indication that informed diagnoses and determined policies can bring about a 
substantial change quite rapidly.

Even though the new focus of this report has stressed the need for a radical reform of primary 
school curriculum to make home tasks redundant for very young children and to eradicate 
the necessity of dependence on private tuition, and has also emphasized the importance of 
taking explicit note of class divisions, the older policy recommendations, presented in our 
earlier reports, have continuing relevance. Even in those areas in which much success has 
been achieved, for example, in instituting regular arrangements for serving cooked mid-day 
meals, and in making greater use of parent-teacher meetings, still more can be fruitfully done 
- to expand their reach and quality. Similarly, the success of SSKs show the positive force of 
participation of the wider community in the enterprise of schooling, and that constructive 
force has to be consolidated, even as the SSKs are ultimately upgraded to regular schools.

We present, with all humility, a variety of recommendations in this report, some of which 
carry forward what were discussed in earlier reports, and we have tried to spell out the 
reasoning behind them explicitly. We hope they will get attention from the government, the 
unions, the public and the media - as indeed we have been fortunate to receive in the past.

I will, however, end by emphasizing the special plea for urgent consideration of two central 
issues that we have particularly stressed in this report, drawing both on our surveys and 
resurveys, and on extensive consultation with teachers, parents, administrators, educational 
experts, and the public at large. There is, first, a particular need to recognise the fierce 
urgency of curricular reform at the primary level to make home tasks redundant and private 
tuition unnecessary. The importance of recognising explicitly the role of class barriers in 
educational underachievement - a second point of focus - also stands as being in pressing 
need of recognition.

These two issues, it has also been argued here, are closely interrelated. More generally, there 
is, in fact, a basic complementarity between the different components of the kind of multi-
pronged approach for which we are arguing.

The complementarity gives us further reason to believe that multi-pronged action based on 
clear diagnoses will bring major results - and bring them fairly quickly. There is indeed need 
for some urgency here, since the problems are serious and involve long-standing injustice to 
millions of young children that call for rectification. Patience can be, alas, another name for 
continuing injustice.

December 2009
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NOTES

1 Pratichi (Bangladesh)Trust has been working under the leadership of Professor Rehman 
Sobhan, with help from others sharing our objectives, particularly BRAC, led by Fazle 
Hasan Abed. Both the Trusts were set up with the help of the Nobel money that came my 
way in December 1998.

2 The research work, including empirical investigation and analysis, for this project has 
been very ably led by Kumar Rana, the Project Director, who has also largely authored 
this report. His initiative and stewardship have been important at every stage of this 
work. 

3 The 2001-02 surveys were conducted in two installments, beginning first with Birbhum, 
Puruliya and West Medinipur, and going on later to cover Barddhaman, Murshidabad 
and Darjeeling in the second instalment. The findings from the first instalment were 
published in The Pratichi Education Report I, with an Introduction by Amartya Sen, 
(Delhi, TLM Books in association with the Pratichi Trust, 2002), and the combined 
results of the two sets of surveys were included in a Bengali publication Pratichi Siksha 
Pratibedan, (Kolkata, Dey's Publishing, 2004). In the comparisons presented in this 
report with the later 2008-09 surveys, the two instalments of the first round of surveys in 
2001-02 have been aggregated together.,

4 I should particularly mention here the exemplary cooperation we have received from the 
District Primary School Council of Birbhum, led by Gautam Ghosh, who has also given 
us valuable advice on the analysis of our findings and recommendations.

5 On this see Mark Bray, Adverse Effects of Private Supplementary Tutoring: 
Dimensions, Implications and Government Responses (Paris: International Institute for 
Educational Planning, UNESCO, 2003)

6 However, private tuition holds more promise for anxious parents than they, in fact, 
manage to deliver. Some children obviously benefit from this extra help to learn what 
the schools were devised to teach them, but our recent survey also shows that a 
significant proportion of those who could not read or write have in fact had the alleged 
benefit of private tutoring.
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[This paper is based on research conducted and a report prepared by the authors for  ILO, 
UNESCO, and UNICEF. The full report, Child Labour and Education in Bangladesh: 

Current Practices and Policy Recommendations, published in 2009, has been posted on 
the website www.ilo.org/dhaka. ]

I. Introduction
Child labour is a multi-dimensional and complex issue. It is a symptom of economic 
vulnerability of people, inadequate legal system and labour laws, cultural and social 
inequities, as well as a result of an inaccessible and low-quality educational system.

However, child labour is not indispensable or necessary for poverty alleviation. A ‘Baseline 
Survey for Determining Hazardous Child Labour Sectors’ (Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, 
2005) states that only 8.1% of families whose children are engaged in hazardous child labour 
would slide into poverty, if there was a loss of child labour income. On the other hand, 
evidence does show that child labour hinders future economic growth and the accumulation 
of human capital. Children are deprived of future income generating capacities and their 
lifetime earning ability is reduced by 13-20% because of entering into the workforce at a 
young age (Ilahi, Orazem, Sedlacek, 2005). Child labour reduces the bargaining capacity of 
adult workers, depresses adult wages, creates adult unemployment and underemployment 
and reduces the economic competitiveness of the country - thereby, perpetuating the 
intergenerational transmission of poverty. 

Child labour should be eliminated and replaced by universal education, because this is the 
way to protect and promote the rights of children, which is the recognized obligation of states 
and societies. A part of the obligation of societies and governments, and all who have a role in 
protecting and nurturing children, is also to enable children and create the conditions for 
children to develop their individual capabilities and realize their full potential. 

A triangulation of fulfillment of rights, promotion of the capabilities and potentials of 
children and the formation of  human capital for national development strengthens the 
possibility to work on a wider range of policy interventions. It allows close collaboration and 
coordination among major stakeholders to achieve the twin goals of eliminating child labour 
and achieving education for all. This overall perspective has guided the work of this paper to 
synthesize the information and examine policy and action recommendations about the 
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situation of child labour and how child labour and children’s opportunities for education 
interact. 

II. Incidence and Magnitude of  Child Labour in Bangladesh
The total child population aged between 5-17 was 42.3 million in 2003. Approximately 19.7 
million of the child population was female whilst 22.7 million was male. Approximately 
77.8% percent of the child population was from the rural area of Bangladesh (BBS, 2003). 

Fig. 1 

Economically active children (EAC) 
Of the total child population aged 5-17 years, 17.5% or 7.4 million children are engaged in 
economic activities. Out of the 7.4 million, approximately 4.8 million children are aged 
between 5-14 year olds. Over 81% of the economically active children (EAC) are from the 
rural areas. Approximately 73% of the children aged 5-17 engaged in economic activities are 
male (BBS, 2003).

Child Labour (CL) 
Of the total child population aged 5-17 years, 7.5%   or 3.2 million children are engaged in 
child labour, defined as paid or unpaid work that prevented or adversely aftected a child’s 
schooling. Approximately 58% of child labourers are aged 5-14. 2.4 million or 
approximately 77% of the child labour population are from the rural areas. The male to 
female ratio of child labour is 3:1 (BBS, 2003).
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Hazardous Child Work (HCW). 

Of the total child population aged 5-17 years, 1.29 million or 3% are involved in hazardous 
child labour. Approximately 42.9% of those involved in hazardous child labour are in the 
age-range 5-14 years. Over 90.7% of the children involved in hazardous work are male 
(BBS, 2003)

Agriculture engages 4.5 million children (56.4%), while the Services Sector engages 2 
million (25.9%) and Industry engages 1.4 million (17.7%). As many as 93.3% of all working 
children in the age group of 5-17 years work in the informal sector. The informal sector is 
outside the legal framework and therefore unregulated. Children in the informal economy 
are often found to be working in marginal activities, for long hours and in hazardous 
conditions. 

In a ‘Baseline Survey on Child Domestic Labour in Bangladesh’ (ILO, 2006b), the total 
estimate of child domestic workers (CDW) in 2006 was placed at 421,426. Out of these, 78% 
were female; the minimum age of CDW was recorded at 6 and 21% were found to be under 
11 years.  On average they work 9 hours a day and 99% of them work for 7 days a week. Child 
Domestic Workers were reported as being vulnerable to exploitation, abuse and having very 
little recourse to help, as they were isolated from their families. 

Furthermore, in another survey on hazardous child labour, it was found that out of 521,641 
children, over 100,000 worked for 43 hours or more; were abused by employer; worked 
under extreme temperature; worked with risk of being hurt, cut or burnt and worked under 
direct sunlight for long hours (BBS, 2005). 

Among economically active children,  56.7%  were unpaid workers - receiving 
remuneration in kind in the form of food, shelter and clothing. This proportion was 76.7% for 
girls.  Only 7.1% of economically active children were found working as regular employees. 
A total of 1.3 million children are estimated to be working 43 hours or more per week. The 
average weekly income for child workers of age 5-17 receiving wages was 288 taka and the 
average monthly income  was 977 taka (BBS 2003).

The formal sectors of the economy are subject to national laws and regulations and can be 
subject to penalty, if they are found to be in violation of child labour and safety laws. 
However, there are problems in the enforcement of law, especially in respect of children 
working in the smaller cottage industry type factories, such as, those  producing bidi,  
matches, cigarettes, candles, glassware, etc. Although the informal economic activities are, 
in principle, subject to the same laws, it is even more difficult to apply and enforce the laws 
in these enterprises.

Socio-economic profile of child labourer
In Bangladesh, 58.3% of households  (41.1%  urban and 63.7% rural) had an average 
monthly income of 3,000 taka or less (BBS, 2003).
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Hazardous Child Work (HCW). 
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Fig. 2 Children Activity Status By Household Income Level

The ILO Country Brief on Bangladesh (2008) states that 9.3 % of children coming from the 
poorest households (quintile 1) are exclusively working compared to 4.1 percent from the 
richest (quintile 5) households. Furthermore, 72.8% of children from the poorest households 
attended school without working compared to 84.7% in the richest households. Children 
who live in rural areas are more likely to be engaged in work than study (14%  compared to 
11.1% in urban areas). Two-thirds of working children have no education. Of working 
children who have an education, 41.3% reported education up to primary level, 41.7% 
mentioned education up to junior high school, and only 4.2% reported education at 
SSC/HSC level (BBS, 2003).

Children in school, out-of-school and work
In 2002-03, 33.3 million (or 78.7 %)  out of the 42.3 million total child population aged 5-17 
were  attending school. Approximately 86% of children at school were aged between 5-14, a 
12% increase since 1995-96. 

Out of the 33.3 million children attending school, 30.9 million were attending school and not 
working and 2.4 million were attending school and working as well. Approximately 9 
million were not in school; among them 4.9 million were working and 4 million were neither 
at school or work. Out of the non-school going population, 63% were male.

From 1996-2004, improvements have been made in raising gross enrollment ratio (GER) at 
the primary level. In 2004, GER was at 101.6%, which was an increase of 6% from 1996. In 
2004, NER was 89.7%, an increase of 9% since 1996. The growth in enrollment rates for 
females was three times higher than males.
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Around 11 types of educational institutions deliver primary education. However the main 
providers are Government Primary Schools (GPS) and Registered Non-Government 
Primary schools (RNGPS), which are attended by 80% of the primary school-going 
population. About 1.5 million children are enrolled in non-formal primary education (NFPE) 
institutions or centres run by NGOs (Ahmed et al, 2007). 

The dropout rate at the primary education level is extremely high. In 2004, almost half of the 
students in primary education dropped out. On a positive note, dropout rates have decreased 
by 20% from 1991-2004, when over two-thirds of students were dropping out. Transition 
rates from primary to secondary education have improved but 17% of children failed to 
move on to grade 6 from grade 5.

An Education Watch Survey in 2001 testing a nationwide sample  of students for their 
achievement of competency levels as set in the primary education curriculum found that only 
1.6% of children in formal educational institutions acquired all 27 competencies tested, with 
a higher rate for NGO run NFE institutions (6%). More disturbingly, a later survey in 2002 
also revealed that after completing five years of formal primary schooling, one-third of 
children remained non-literate or semi-literate (Ahmed et al, 2005)

GER at Secondary level continue to be fairly low, at 65% in 2004. The regional variation in 
GER was marked, with Khulna at 70% and Sylhet at 43%. Dropout rate at Secondary 
Education level was extremely high at 83% in 2003. As a corollary, completion rates stood at 
16%. Approximately 55.4% of dropouts at secondary level occur in Class 10.
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Primary schools (RNGPS), which are attended by 80% of the primary school-going 
population. About 1.5 million children are enrolled in non-formal primary education (NFPE) 
institutions or centres run by NGOs (Ahmed et al, 2007). 

The dropout rate at the primary education level is extremely high. In 2004, almost half of the 
students in primary education dropped out. On a positive note, dropout rates have decreased 
by 20% from 1991-2004, when over two-thirds of students were dropping out. Transition 
rates from primary to secondary education have improved but 17% of children failed to 
move on to grade 6 from grade 5.

An Education Watch Survey in 2001 testing a nationwide sample  of students for their 
achievement of competency levels as set in the primary education curriculum found that only 
1.6% of children in formal educational institutions acquired all 27 competencies tested, with 
a higher rate for NGO run NFE institutions (6%). More disturbingly, a later survey in 2002 
also revealed that after completing five years of formal primary schooling, one-third of 
children remained non-literate or semi-literate (Ahmed et al, 2005)

GER at Secondary level continue to be fairly low, at 65% in 2004. The regional variation in 
GER was marked, with Khulna at 70% and Sylhet at 43%. Dropout rate at Secondary 
Education level was extremely high at 83% in 2003. As a corollary, completion rates stood at 
16%. Approximately 55.4% of dropouts at secondary level occur in Class 10.
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III. How Child Labour and Education Interact
It is difficult to draw direct causality between child labour and education because of the 
interplay and inter-dependency of multiple factors. However, evidence does suggest a strong 
relationship between child labour and education. For example, nearly 50% of children drop 
out of primary education before completion, who then become candidates for the labour 
market (ILO, 2004b). The impact of child labour is seen in the enrollment rates, attendance, 
school performance and dropout and transition from primary to secondary.

As noted earlier 4.9 million economically active children were not attending school, 72% of 
whom were male. Around 2.4 million children were working and attending school. 

Of 3.2 million child labourers, 837,000 were attending school and working. This would 
indicate that 73% of child labourers who should be at school were not enrolled or attending 
school. The statistics do not indicate whether those who are not attending have never been 
enrolled at school, but it does indicate that children who should be at school are otherwise 
being engaged in child labour.  

According to the NCLS 2002-03, the main reason given by children aged 5-17 for not going 
to school is that education is too expensive (17.8%). Other reasons given are that they are 
engaged with household economic activities (16.3%); have to work for wages (9.6%); are 
weak in education (8.2%); and that they are unable to follow lessons or have been 
unsuccessful in exams (7.2%). Whilst it is quite clear that the affordability of education and 
the economic poverty of the household are critical obstacles in children attending school, we 
also see that students are not going to school because they see themselves as being weak in 
education or they have been unsuccessful in exams. This points to problems in school - how 

Fig. 4 Boys and Girls aged 5-17, by enrollment Status and work status
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schools assist students and how inclusive and effective they are in responding  to students 
with different abilities.

1. Attendance, school performance and drop out
Research shows that in countries where child labour is common, working children face an 
attendance disadvantage in comparison to non-working children in their ability to go to 
school (Guarcello, Lyon & Rosati, 2005).  Attendance rates at the primary and secondary 
levels in Bangladesh are low, averaging 60-62% at the primary level and 50% at the 
secondary level (Ahmed et al, 2005). It is reasonable to assume that one of the groups of 
irregular attendees in primary school are child labourers, because they have to work for long 
hours, work during harvesting seasons and need to do household chores. 

 Approximately 63% working children who were attending school were working for at least 
5-19 hours in a week and 20% worked for 20-29 hours per week.  Irregular attendance of the 
working children impacts on their school performance because they are falling behind on 
their lessons and most do not have a private tutor to help them at home; they, therefore, find 
themselves  ‘silently excluded’ as they do not understand what is happening in the classroom 
(Ahmed et al, 2007). Over 68.3% of child labourers attending school said that their work 
affected their regular attendance or studies (BBS, 2003). 

There is evidence to show that child labour is associated with a high proportion of children 
leaving the schooling system prematurely. In a study of children who had dropped out and 
were currently engaged in the worst forms of child labour (WFCL), it was found that 56% of 

Fig. 5 Hours worked per week by child labourers attending school, 2002-03
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the respondents had dropped out at the primary level (Sodev Consult, 2006a).  Most of the 
dropouts occur at Class IV at primary level and Class X at secondary level, respectively, an 
average of 16.1% and 55%. 

Child labour is a vicious cycle as it prevents students from attending regularly and takes 
away  their time and energy from study and school work; therefore, children are not able to 
perform well and fall behind in class. Consequently, even after repeating grades, many  tend 
to leave the school system early for being unsuccessful in examinations.

2. Educational determinants of child labour: access and quality issues
If the economic vulnerability of the parent is coupled with an inaccessible and low-quality 
education system, then the opportunity cost of sending the child to school will be higher to 
that of sending the child to work. 

Direct and indirect (‘hidden’) costs of education prevent poor parents or guardians from 
sending their child to school or it leads them to withdraw their child from education. Whilst 
the Primary Education (Compulsory) Act of 1990 rendered education free and provided 
textbooks, the main reason indicated by parents for not sending their children to school was 
that families still could not afford educational expenses (BBS, 2003). Public funding of 
primary and secondary education in Bangladesh per student is low. The government 
expenditure in the education sector was only 2.2% of GDP (Ahmed et al, 2007).

Private expenditure at the primary and secondary level is so high that it places the poor at a 
serious disadvantage. Some of the major educational costs at Government Primary Schools 
are books, stationary, uniforms and lunch. Private expenditure at the primary level for GPS 
constitutes about 59% of the total estimated expenditure per student and at the secondary 
level, it was  67% of the total per student expenditure (Ahmad et al, 2007). 

Fig. 6 Average annual per student private expenditure at primary and secondary level 
by socio-economic status, by location 2005

Note: P-Primary; S-Secondary 
Source: Ahmed et al (2007)
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Research conducted by Ahmed et al (2007) reveal, not unexpectedly, that private 
expenditure at primary and secondary level increases with higher levels of socio-economic 
status. Expenditure at primary and secondary level is the lowest for those in the poorest 
quintile and the highest for those in the richest quintile. The point, however, is that the poor 
families are not able to afford the necessary costs that they have to incur for their children’s 
education, which leads to these children’s poor performance and eventual dropping out from 
school.

There is a vast difference in education expenditure at primary and secondary level for those 
living within urban areas. Statistics shows that the urban richest are likely to spend three 
times higher than the urban poorest. Educational expenditures indicate a qualitative 
difference in the education received by the poor and the rich. The rich are able to expend 
more money on additional educational inputs such as private tutors and books, which will 
raise the quality of schooling received by their children. Poor households suffer a ‘double 
disadvantage’ of having to spend a substantial amount of their household budget on 
educational services, and yet being able to afford a very basic level of service where quality 
is not assured.

Research shows that the overall expenditure for students gets higher with grade progression. 
At the primary level, the expenditure at Grade 5 in comparison to Grade 1 is 5.9 times higher 
in GPS and 6 times higher in Community Schools. Hence, it is reasonable to assume that as it 
gets more expensive for poor parents to keep their child in education, they are likely to 
withdraw them from school.

Fig. 7 Grade-wise average annual per student overall expenditure by type of 
institutions, 2005
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3. Distance, time spent going to school and time spent at school
Parents take into consideration the opportunity costs (foregone benefits of child labour) that 
are incurred, which include time spent going to and coming back from school and time spent 
at school, time that could otherwise be used on child labour. There ia an insufficient number 
of primary schools according to the demand for education. According to Ahmed et al (2007) 
there is a deficit of 50-60% of schools, classrooms and teachers, even if  modest criteria for 
adequate provisions for schooling are applied. In 2003, the National Education Commission 
recommended establishing a school for every 1500 population. This would mean adding 
another 10-12,000 school to the existing 80,000. At present, the average distance between 
two schools is approximately 2 km; in specific sparsely populated terrains the distance is 
greater, particularly in some rural and remote areas. Hence, parents often decide to withdraw 
their child, particularly girls, if the distance and time spent going to and coming back from 
school is too great.  In particular seasons when the roads are in poor condition and unsafe, 
parents are reluctant to send their children to school. A survey of reasons for not enrolling in 
school indicated that 5.2% of girls aged 6-14 had never enrolled because school was too far 
from their homes and 6.4% of the never enrolled children said that the road to school was too 
insecure (Ahmed et al, 2005)

Most primary and secondary schools have an inflexible and centralised timetable which 
makes it difficult for parents to send their children to school during particular seasons, such 
as the harvesting period, when parents need extra help.

4. Rigidity and inadequacy of formal curriculum, lack of resources and school 
management issues
A successful educational model is defined by its inputs, the process and the learning outcome 
of the student engaged in school (Reimers, 2000). For poor households who often invest a 
disproportionate amount of money and forego income for the education of their child, it is 
p
ertinent that the education system is seen to create better opportunities for their children. 

Parents or guardians will often withdraw the child if they fail to see any future benefits from 
schooling the child. 

In a study on the perception of parents towards the education system in Bangladesh and why 
they would look at early employment for the child, 41% of the parents said that educational 
curriculum failed to provide vocational skill,  19% of the parents said schools failed to 
develop technical, income-earning and agriculture-oriented skills, for 11% of the parents 
schools failed to generate moral values and for 10% of the parents schools created inequality 
in society (Svenska Consultants Ltd, 2006). The major limitations as reported by the parents 
were the lack of qualified teachers (22%), inadequate number of schools (22%), absence of 
practical education (11%) and inadequate technical education in rural areas (11%). The 
curriculum was perceived as being inflexible and unresponsive to the needs of poor 
households.

Bangladesh Education Journal 51

Research confirms the perception of parents that technical and vocational education(TVE) 
in Bangladesh is inadequate (Ahmed, Ali and Khan, 2005). Enrollment for TVE is very low, 
constituting only about 3% of post-primary formal education enrollment. The curriculum for 
TVE is highly circumscribed; not well aligned to needs of the labour market and provides 
only basic skills, which hinder the possibility of poor children being able to progress into 
jobs requiring higher skills jobs with better income. 

The 11 formal Technical Training Institutes (TTI) in existence lack sufficient capacity, and 
adequate training and expertise of trainers (Khair, 2005). Formal TVE excludes children 
who did not complete education up to Grade 8, thereby largely excluding the poor who are 
most in need of skills development to improve life chances.  A lot of vocational and skills 
training takes place in NFE and private sector, but have no links with the formal training 
system and therefore may not be recognized or be seen by employers as equivalent to formal 
TVE training (Ahmed, Ali and Khan, 2005).

Learning provisions and facilities at both primary and secondary educational level is 
inadequate. There is an insufficient number of classrooms and teachers at primary levels, 
which in turn creates high pupil-teacher ratio (PTR). Government Primary Schools on 
average have a pupil-teacher ratio (PTR) of 65:1 (Ahmed et al, 2007). High PTR makes it 
difficult to make classrooms inclusive and responsive to the different abilities of students. 
Schools at secondary levels are insufficiently equipped, have poorly resourced libraries, 
science laboratories and computers. According to Ahmed et al (2007), about half of the 
schools had science laboratories of varying qualities, only 15% of institutions had libraries 
that could be judged as adequate and less than 40% of institutions had 15 or less computers, 
the majority of them had only two to four.  In a highly-skilled and technologically advanced 
modern global economy, poor households are left far behind as their children are unable to 
develop even the most basic of skills in the formal educational system. 

The strength and success of a school lies in the management of schools. Schools in 
Bangladesh are as poorly managed as poorly resourced. Hence, schools are often too 
inefficient and slow in responding to the needs of the children and their parents. Research 
into school management shows that Assistant Upazila Educational Officers, who are the 
frontline supervisors of schools and teachers, had inadequate training and preparation for 
their job and  did little more than paperwork. The heads of schools also failed to provide 
leadership and annual work planning in schools were inadequate (Ahmed et al, 2005).

5. Teachers, pedagogy and equity in the classroom
Teachers are integral to delivering quality education in the classrooms. Good teachers are 
able to develop, harness and nurture the skills of students and encourage students to learn 
more and do better. However, teachers often fall short of the mark because they lack the 
necessary qualifications, pedagogical training and motivation to teach well (Ahmed et al, 
2005).
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In a focus group discussion on why some children never enroll or drop-out, parents reported 
that teachers had advised them that their children did not have the “brain” to continue study 
and recommended discontinuation. Parents from poor households also reported that teachers 
favored well-off children (Ahmed et al, 2007). The lack of child labour training means that 
teachers are not sensitized to the issue or need of poor children who have to engage in 
economic activities (Associate for Development Services, 2006a). Teachers at primary and 
secondary levels were reported to be using the stick and the ‘chalk and talk’ method to 
manage classrooms (Ahmed et al, 2005). The behaviour and pedagogy of teachers is usually 
the result of a lack of training in pedagogy or classroom management.

In classroom observations of teachers in GPS and RNGPS, it was found that teachers often 
lacked subject knowledge and made serious errors in teaching the core subjects of 
Mathematics, English and Bangla in terms of their explanation, examples and pronunciation. 
Whilst there are enough female primary teachers, less than a fifth of teachers at the secondary 
level were female (17.9%). Male teachers may not be sensitive to the needs of their female 
students and some parents may perceive this as inappropriate from cultural and religious 
point of view (Ahmed et al, 2005).

One of the reasons often cited by children who dropped out for doing so  was that they ‘did 
not like school’ (Ahmed et al, 2007). Children gravitate towards work because education 
does not appear to be a better alternative.

6. Household income and size
Poverty reflected in household income often force children to undertake child labour in order 
to meet the short-term financial needs of the family. A research study on the links between 
formal education system and the worst forms of child labour (Sodev Consult, 2006b) 
revealed that for parents with an income of 5,000 taka or less per month poverty was the 
reason for their child dropping out from school and engaging in WFCL. A companion study 
(Sodev Consult, 2006a) showed that the main two reasons given by child dropouts for 
engaging in WFCL was the need to supplement their family income (61.2%) and to help with 
the running of the household enterprise (11.4%).

The majority of working children engaged in WFCL used their income on essential family 
expenditures, only 8.1% used the earning for themselves  and 1.1% used their earnings for 
their educational expenses. Approximately 97.4% or 7.2 million of the 7.4 million 
economically active children were contributing all or part of their income to the household 
(BBS, 2003).

 Among the child labourers,  57% (2.4 million) lived in households with a family size of 5-7 
(BBS, 2003). Of child labourers engaged in WFCL, 49.1%  said that their living condition 
would deteriorate and 24.1% said that their family livelihood would be threatened if their 
work were to be discontinued (Sodev Consult, 2006a). The pressure of low household 
income coupled with a large family without the guarantee of immediate returns from 
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education may mean that children are forced to engage in labour to feed the many mouths in 
their households. 

7. Mother’s and father’s education
There is research evidence to show strong inter-generational transfer of human capital from 
parents to children, which means that in households with educated parents, particularly 
mothers, the child is more likely to go to school and less likely to work (Assad, Levison and 
Zibani, 2001). Economic status and parental education are closely correlated with education 
participation in Bangladesh (Ahmed et al, 2007). Children of households with “surplus” 
food available are twice as likely to be at school than children in “deficit” households. Of 
children whose mothers’ had secondary education, 75% were in secondary school, 
compared to 31% of children whose mother had no formal education.

Fathers with children engaged in WFCL were found to be working in low-income and low-
skilled profession such as agricultural work, day labourers and rickshaw-pulling, indicating 
that they were largely uneducated. Among mothers of children in WCFL, 72.5%  were 
looking after their own home; and a small percentage were domestic workers and non-
agricultural day labourers (Associate for Development Services, 2006b).

However, for parents whose children re-entered school after dropping out, the main reason 
given was an increase of awareness among parents (Sodev Consult, 2006a). As lack of 
education of both parents is clearly associated with child labor, evidence also shows that 
work in raising awareness amongst parents on the consequences of child labour and the 
importance of education has a positive effect.

8. Age and sex composition and birth order of child
The age and sex composition and age distribution of siblings are important variables in 
influencing incidence of child labour. The incidence of child labour is usually higher for the 
older children than the younger children and the presence of older siblings creates space for 
younger siblings to be involved in education (Canagarajah and Nielsen, 1999). There is no 
systematic research done on the impact of age and age distribution in determining child 
labour in Bangladesh. However, it would stand to reason that in the large families of 5-7, the 
older children would work, especially if parents are taking into account as to which children 
of theirs would be most able in maximizing earning.

Research reveals that female workers are often underestimated because statistics do not 
reflect household activities or the work that female child domestic workers do as productive 
activities (Fares and Raju, 2007). Hence, female workers are part of a hidden economy and 
thereby largely invisible in the eyes of people drawing up statistics or formulating laws on 
child labour. Among never enrolled female children 2.6% and of female drop-outs 8.3%  
were reported to be working at their own home or at home other than their own (Ahmed et al, 
2007). 

Parents may have higher expectations for their daughter, but have even higher expectations 
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for their son, when it comes to education, because the son will carry the patrilineal lineage 
(Khair, 2005). Hence, educating their daughter could be seen to be an opportunity cost that 
they cannot afford. Furthermore, parents, particularly from rural areas are more likely to 
remove their daughter after she has reached puberty, because they feel that it may be unsafe 
for her to travel to school alone or that she is needed at home more to help in household 
chores. (Ahmed et al, 2005). 

IV. Perceptions and Expectations

1. Parental perceptions and expectations of education and child labour
Parental engagement is necessary to tackle child labour and encourage education. If parents 
are unable to perceive the value or worth of education, then it is almost impossible to 
withdraw children from the labour market.

Table 1: Opinion of parents on reasons for sending child to work, by locality, 2003

Reasons for sending child to work Bangladesh Urban Rural
(%) (%) (%)

Supplement family income 69.4 69.7 69.3

Help operate the family business 4.1 3.5 4.3

Help needed at home 2.5 2.7 2.5

No suitable school in the area 0.3 0.3 0.3

Prepare child for an occupation 3.2 4.7 2.8

Unable to bear educational expenses 3.7 3.9 3.7

Child unsuccessful in school/unwilling to go 4.8 5.2 4.7

Others 11.9 9.9 22.4

Source: BBS, 2003

The main reason given by parents for sending children to work was that of needing help to 
increase family income, rather than education being too expensive (BBS, 2003). Hence, 
either the parents are making short-term financial decisions based on income needs or they 
do not think that there is much economic utility of sending their child to school. Khair (2005) 
states that poor parents in Bangladesh perceive children in terms of their economic utility. 
Hence, they are more inclined to use children to earn cash than in educating them, as the 
skills they will need will be taught whilst working in farming, factory or shops rather than in 
an education system which is far too removed from practical skills.

A research on ‘Non-Formal Education and its contribution to the elimination of the Worst 
Forms of Child Labour’ (Associate for Development Services, 2006b), indicated that the 
main reason that the parents stated for their childs’ engagement in WFCL was poverty (56%). 
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The study indicated that the degree of importance given by parents on the education of their 
boy and girl child is slightly different. Among parents, 86% thought it was important for boys 
to have an education and 81% thought it was important for girls to have an education. The 
expectation of the parents on the minimum level of education that they wanted their children 
to attain was quite high; 35% of the fathers wanted their son to achieve Masters and 24% 
wanted their son to have Bachelors. For girls expectations were lower; 30% wanted their 
daughters to get an S.S.C and 23% wanted their daughter to get an H.S.C. However, the  
parents  realistically did not expect their children to fulfill these expectations. 

It seems that very few parents are aware of the illegality of child labour (11.1%) and most did 
not know much about the right working age per international standards. The pressing 
financial need of parents coupled with a lack of awareness of international or national norms 
on child labour and their belief that the educational system does not serve their needs appear 
to drive parents to choose labour over education for their children.  

2. Child labourer’s perspective on child labour and education
The perspective of the child labourer is essential to understand what determines the decision 
to leave or never to enroll in school and to enter the labour force.

In a study on the perspectives of dropout children who then became engaged in WFCL, the 
majority (41.4%) said that they wanted to continue the work they were doing. Whilst the 
majority (57.75%) stated that education would be useful, a substantial proportion, 33.2% 
said education would not be useful for their future life. Among children involved in WFCL,  
42.2% were unable to identify any benefits from education (Sodev Consult, 2006a). 
According to the National Children Labour Survey 2002-3 (BBS, 2003), 54.1% of working 
children identified, as part of their future plan, full-time work for higher income compared to 
the minority of 43.9% of children who identified going to school as their future plan. More 
female child workers (47.4%) compared to their male counterparts (42.7%) identified going 
to school rather than working full time as their preferred uture plan. 

It is reasonable to assume that child labourers did not think that school was the medium to 
achieve higher income or for developing skills and competencies that would be sought after 
in the labour market. Of children who are engaged in WFCL, 41.3%did not have any general 
or pre-vocational training before entering child labour.  Hence, it is possible that households 
send their children to work because they believe that the child is more likely to learn the skills 
they need on the job rather than in school. A high quality, focused and relevant education is 
needed to convince child labourers to withdraw from labour and engage in education.

3.  Employers perspective on child labour and education
It is critical to identify the role played by employers in respect of the prevalence of child 
labour and understand why and how employers should be involved in tackling child labour 
and in encouraging children to re-enter education. There have been some major initiatives to 
withdraw child labour from industries with the support of employers, such as the 

Bangladesh Education Journal 55



for their son, when it comes to education, because the son will carry the patrilineal lineage 
(Khair, 2005). Hence, educating their daughter could be seen to be an opportunity cost that 
they cannot afford. Furthermore, parents, particularly from rural areas are more likely to 
remove their daughter after she has reached puberty, because they feel that it may be unsafe 
for her to travel to school alone or that she is needed at home more to help in household 
chores. (Ahmed et al, 2005). 

IV. Perceptions and Expectations

1. Parental perceptions and expectations of education and child labour
Parental engagement is necessary to tackle child labour and encourage education. If parents 
are unable to perceive the value or worth of education, then it is almost impossible to 
withdraw children from the labour market.

Table 1: Opinion of parents on reasons for sending child to work, by locality, 2003

Reasons for sending child to work Bangladesh Urban Rural
(%) (%) (%)

Supplement family income 69.4 69.7 69.3

Help operate the family business 4.1 3.5 4.3

Help needed at home 2.5 2.7 2.5

No suitable school in the area 0.3 0.3 0.3

Prepare child for an occupation 3.2 4.7 2.8

Unable to bear educational expenses 3.7 3.9 3.7

Child unsuccessful in school/unwilling to go 4.8 5.2 4.7

Others 11.9 9.9 22.4

Source: BBS, 2003

The main reason given by parents for sending children to work was that of needing help to 
increase family income, rather than education being too expensive (BBS, 2003). Hence, 
either the parents are making short-term financial decisions based on income needs or they 
do not think that there is much economic utility of sending their child to school. Khair (2005) 
states that poor parents in Bangladesh perceive children in terms of their economic utility. 
Hence, they are more inclined to use children to earn cash than in educating them, as the 
skills they will need will be taught whilst working in farming, factory or shops rather than in 
an education system which is far too removed from practical skills.

A research on ‘Non-Formal Education and its contribution to the elimination of the Worst 
Forms of Child Labour’ (Associate for Development Services, 2006b), indicated that the 
main reason that the parents stated for their childs’ engagement in WFCL was poverty (56%). 

54    Bangladesh Education Journal

The study indicated that the degree of importance given by parents on the education of their 
boy and girl child is slightly different. Among parents, 86% thought it was important for boys 
to have an education and 81% thought it was important for girls to have an education. The 
expectation of the parents on the minimum level of education that they wanted their children 
to attain was quite high; 35% of the fathers wanted their son to achieve Masters and 24% 
wanted their son to have Bachelors. For girls expectations were lower; 30% wanted their 
daughters to get an S.S.C and 23% wanted their daughter to get an H.S.C. However, the  
parents  realistically did not expect their children to fulfill these expectations. 

It seems that very few parents are aware of the illegality of child labour (11.1%) and most did 
not know much about the right working age per international standards. The pressing 
financial need of parents coupled with a lack of awareness of international or national norms 
on child labour and their belief that the educational system does not serve their needs appear 
to drive parents to choose labour over education for their children.  

2. Child labourer’s perspective on child labour and education
The perspective of the child labourer is essential to understand what determines the decision 
to leave or never to enroll in school and to enter the labour force.

In a study on the perspectives of dropout children who then became engaged in WFCL, the 
majority (41.4%) said that they wanted to continue the work they were doing. Whilst the 
majority (57.75%) stated that education would be useful, a substantial proportion, 33.2% 
said education would not be useful for their future life. Among children involved in WFCL,  
42.2% were unable to identify any benefits from education (Sodev Consult, 2006a). 
According to the National Children Labour Survey 2002-3 (BBS, 2003), 54.1% of working 
children identified, as part of their future plan, full-time work for higher income compared to 
the minority of 43.9% of children who identified going to school as their future plan. More 
female child workers (47.4%) compared to their male counterparts (42.7%) identified going 
to school rather than working full time as their preferred uture plan. 

It is reasonable to assume that child labourers did not think that school was the medium to 
achieve higher income or for developing skills and competencies that would be sought after 
in the labour market. Of children who are engaged in WFCL, 41.3%did not have any general 
or pre-vocational training before entering child labour.  Hence, it is possible that households 
send their children to work because they believe that the child is more likely to learn the skills 
they need on the job rather than in school. A high quality, focused and relevant education is 
needed to convince child labourers to withdraw from labour and engage in education.

3.  Employers perspective on child labour and education
It is critical to identify the role played by employers in respect of the prevalence of child 
labour and understand why and how employers should be involved in tackling child labour 
and in encouraging children to re-enter education. There have been some major initiatives to 
withdraw child labour from industries with the support of employers, such as the 
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BGMEA/UNICEF/ILO project in the garments industry in Bangladesh. The BGMEA 
initiative withdrew all child workers below the age of 14 years from 2,000 garment factories, 
provided them with education and a monthly stipend of about US$7. However, initiatives 
like this are not taking place in the informal sector where most child workers are working   
long hours and in hazardous working conditions.

Child labour exists because most employers are willing to exploit children and the cheap, 
docile, unskilled labour that they offer. By employing children on very low wages, 
employers are able to maximize their profits (Majumdar, 2001). Among child workers in 
Bangladesh, 82 % do not get the same wage rate as adults (BBS, 2003). Offering children 
jobs that adults should have creates adult unemployment and underemployment.  There is a 
collusion of interest between employers and parents who are forced to or willing to rely on 
their children to supplement family income. According to the baseline survey produced on 
hazardous child labour sectors (BBS, 2005), some of the major reasons given by employers 
for employing children in hazardous activities was that parents requested them to employ 
their child (39%) and because they could pay the minimum wage (22.5%).

Most of the employers (55%) in the hazardous child labour sectors are aware of the legal 
prohibition to employing child workers. They violate the laws because there is weak  
monitoring of child workers and system of enforcement of laws in both formal and the 
informal sectors.

4. Perception regarding schooling in the community
The construct of childhood varies from one country, culture and context to the other. Khair 
(2005) writes that work is often regarded as a fundamental part of the socialization process 
where family values and traditional skills are often transmitted from one generation to the 
other. This is particularly the case in rural and agricultural areas where sons are expected to 
take ownership of their land and are expected to acquire practical skills in agriculture and 
farming. School is therefore seen to be of little merit especially when it does not teach 
practical subjects such as agricultural science (Sodev Consult, 2006b). The same could also 
be said for girls who are expected to take over household duties or responsibilities once they 
got older or married. Hence, school may not be seen to be the place to prepare children for 
their future roles in adult life.

Social mobility is not a dominant feature in Bangladesh society. The poor are expected to be 
in service of the rich and little is expected from them in terms of skills or knowledge. It is 
normal to employ poor children in work because society has few expectations of them for 
advancing to better opportunities. This mindset becomes internalized by poor people 
themselves, who have seen little progress or mobility in their lives. That is why employing 
Child Domestic Workers is perceived to be ‘normal’ (UNICEF, Undated).  

The perception of social origin being social destiny is a mindset that has become embedded 
in society and is slow to change. The change can come only through increased awareness  
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about child rights, detrimental consequences of child labour and the positive externalities of 
education for all.

5. Perception regarding education for females, indigenous and disabled children
The most vulnerable child populations in Bangladesh are those who are poor and female, 
poor and indigenous and poor and with special needs. They face a  ‘double disadvantage’ of 
being poor as well as being from a marginalize section of the population. These three groups 
face severe disadvantages in education because their needs are often neglected and often 
curriculum, school infrastructure, learning materials and teachers exclude them from the 
educational process. In a study that examined the lives of a sample population of girls with 
disabilities, 64% of girls dropped out of education and 34% reported being unsupported in 
their educational environments (Anam, 2002). Educational programs for children with 
disabilities are fragmented and inadequate (World Bank, 2004; UNICEF, 2003). There are 
only 13 government supported schools for children with visual, auditory and mild to 
moderate intellectual disabilities to serve an approximate total population with such special 
needs numbering 7.7 million (Ackerman, Thormann and Huq, 2005).

Poor parents who are interested in enhancing their earning perceive little economic benefits 
and high opportunity costs in educating children falling in any one of these three groups, 
because school, curriculum and teachers are not sensitized to their needs. Hence, child 
labour becomes a “lesser evil” alternative for these parents to an inaccessible and low quality 
education.

V.  Specific Project Interventions to Address Child Labour
Apart from the overall effort to make the general basic education system more inclusive and 
responsive, a number of specific interventions to address the problem of child labour and 
children in hazardous child labour have been undertaken. 

1. Time-bound programs (TBP) 
Following the ratification by Bangladesh of the ILO Worst Forms of Child Labour 
Convention No.182, ILO-IPEC, UNICEF and Asian Development Bank came forward in 
2004 to assist the government in formulating a ‘Time-Bound Programme’ to address the 
WFCL as a matter of urgency.  TBP would offer Bangladesh a comprehensive framework for 
achieving measurable and timely set of interventions in eliminating WFCL (ILO, 2006).  
The interventions would consist of prevention, withdrawal, rehabilitation and protection 
measures, which can be scaled up.  The preparatory phase of TBP was launched in March 
2004. In line with the aims of the preparatory phase, ILO-IPEC strengthened the knowledge 
base on the WFCL, raised awareness amongst key stakeholders, built consensus and 
commitment for various actions against WFCL and developed the national framework for 
the TBP. The preparatory phase ended in 2006, However, TBP has yet to be implemented by 
Ministry of Labour and Employment (MOLE). MOLE has yet to finalize the National Policy 
on Child Labour, which would be the policy underpinning of the TBP.
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 2. Basic Education for Hard to Reach Urban Working Children (BEHTRUWC)
 UNICEF has partnered with the Bureau of Non-Formal Education on a relatively large NFE 
program for urban working children who are out of school, with the intention of 
mainstreaming the NFE graduates into primary education (UNICEF, undated). The first 
phase was from 1997-2004, in which 346,000 children aged 8-14 were targeted in the six 
divisional cities to undertake a two-year course to reach an equivalency of grade 3, whilst 
they continued to work. 50% of the participants were girls. 1,000 of BEHTRUWC graduates 
of 12-14 years were then provided with livelihood skills such as a trade and the rest were 
helped with self-employment, job placement and follow up for the first six months. 
However, there were criticisms of the first phase in that it was a top-down approach, 
improper selection of NGO took place and there was a focus on numbers rather than quality 
(Associates for Development Sevices Limited, 2006a). Moreover, as noted in the previous 
section, the design did not incorporate the lessons from non-formal primary education  
programs of NGOs,  provided for a two-year basic education course instead of  full 
equivalency of primary education, and did not provide sufficient social and economic 
support to put the highly vulnerable children on a course of self-sufficiency. 

The second phase (2004-2011) of the project provides a 40 months life-skills based basic 
education to 200,000 urban working children aged 10-14 years through 8000 learning 
centres in the six divisional cities. An estimated 20,000 of the 200,000 working children will 
acquire livelihood skills. Whilst mid-term evaluations of the second phase have yet to be 
imdertaken, it is possible that similar criticisms may emerge for Phase II as for Phase I. 
Furthermore, it is unclear as to what efforts are being made on the BEHTRUWC program to 
put the graduates into mainstream primary education and how successful they may be.

3. Other actors/programs in the field
There are a number of actors, including NGOs (local, national, international), private sector, 
and trade unions,  who are undertaking small-scale programs or actions which will help to 
combat child labour and ensure access to good quality NFE programs. However, the lack of 
documentation or knowledge sharing between these different actors makes it difficult to 
assess the impact of these programs. It also may mean that programs are  small scale, and are 
isolated and fragmented interventions. Nonetheless, some of the small-scale programs have 
been very successful in awareness raising, mobilizing their target population and in being 
quite creative in the design of their programs. A few are described  below.

a. ILO Preventing and Eliminating Selected Worst Forms of Child Labour in the 
Urban Informal Economy of Dhaka City launched in 2001 was a four-year 
programme aimed at removing 24,000 children from hazardous work in the urban 
informal sector and preventing children from entering the labour market through 
advocacy and awareness raising; creation of viable alternative for 10,000 families and 
workplace monitoring. These services were delivered through 85 multipurpose centres, 
2 vocational training centres and through strategic partnerships with other public and 
private service providers. 

58    Bangladesh Education Journal

b. Bangladesh Institute of Labour Study or BILS runs a Hazardous Child Labour 
Project funded by the Council of Denmark. The project is running three non-formal 
educational centres and technical training service for child workers aged 12-14, in 
Gazipur, Keranigonj, Mirpur and Tongi. Child workers are provided with basic 
education, vocational training and awareness training on their rights before they enter 
the labour market. The project also runs a Primary Health Care Service for trainees and 
students as well as a Motor Mechanic Workshop for intensive training on the trade to the 
graduates of the centre.

c. Child Labour Elimination Action Network or CLEAN is a regional network of 23 
NGOs funded by Manusher Jonno Foundation which was launched in 2003 to eliminate 
hazardous child work in 8 districts such as the stone field at Tetulia under Panchagarh 
district. CLEAN engage in sharing information, mobilizing local actors and liaising 
with local government in helping to identify and eliminate hazardous child work.

d. Joint Child Labour Working Group or JCLWG formed in 1999 comprised of ILO, 
UNICEF, Bangladesh Shishu Adhikar Forum, Dhaka Ahsania Mission, Save the 
Children Alliance and Centre for Mass Education in Science. The JCLWG aims for 
better co-ordination and synergies amongst different child labour programme through 
knowledge sharing which include lessons learnt from various activities undertaken by 
group members. The JCLWG have also been working closely with government on the 
effective implementation of the national TBP, within the framework of the ILO 
convention.

The initiatives mentioned are not an exhaustive account. They represent the types of efforts 
undertaken to address the problems of child labour including WFCL. They complement and 
supplement the measures needed to expand and improve effective access and participation of 
the vulnerable groups in the main stream basic general education system as well as new and 
expanded opportunities for relevant vocational and occupational education and training.

VI. Conclusions and Recommendations
Child labour and education are inextricably linked. Child labour impacts on the enrollment 
rates, dropout and transition rates at the primary and secondary education level. 
Concomitantly, an inaccessible and low-quality educational system increases the incidence 
of child labour and thereby causes an even poorer quality of life for the most vulnerable in 
society.

The decline in child labour rates and the increase in Gross Enrollment Rates and Net 
Enrollment Rates over the last 10 years or so have been promising. The work that has been  
done by key stakeholders such as the Ministry of Labour and Employment, Ministry of 
Primary and Mass Education and other relevant ministries, ILO-IPEC, UNICEF, UNESCO, 
Schools, NGOS, and Private Sector has shown positive results in awareness-raising, social 
mobilization, strengthening institutional capacity and commitment to moving towards the 
twin goal of eliminating child labour and achieving education for all.
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The issue of child labour and high dropout, low transition to secondary education and low 
competency levels will persist if the conditions and the incentives that favour work over 
education for children cannot be removed. Successful measures will require a large degree of 
partnership, collaboration and co-operation and commitment by key stakeholders. This 
coalition of forces can be solidified through knowledge sharing, mobilizing and utilizing 
technical and financial support and capacity-building of key actors in different areas of work.

Recommendations for key stakeholders
The key stakeholders including the government, employers and trade unions, NGOs and 
civil society and the mass media have to do their share to combat directly and contribute to 
creating the conditions for combating the complex and persistent phenomenon of child 
labour. 

Government actions
Measures that the government needs to take includes  those that falls in the domain of the 
Ministry of Labour and Employment, the two Ministries of Education ( Primary and Mass 
Education and Secondary and Higher Education), and those that are inter-sectoral. 

The Ministry of Labour and Employment needs to approve the National Policy on Child 
Labour under consideration by the government and initiate the implementation  of the TBP 
to eliminate Worst Forms of Child Labour in Bangladesh.

The Minsitry of Laobour and Employment needs to take the lead in the formation of an apex 
body or a national taskforce  on Child Labour and Education which can guide policy 
development, monitoring of policy implementation,  co-ordination among international and 
national partners, and accountability for actions and budgets.

Interministerial co-ordination between MOLE, MoPME and MOWCA should be 
strengthened to avoid incongruous and inconsistent policy-making between different 
ministry. The focus of this coordination should be mainstreaming elimination of child labour 
into sectoral plans, national development plans such as PRSPs, five year plans, and national 
initiatives on Education for All.

Government commitment and actions should be strengthened for strict enforcement of 
labour laws relating to child work in hazardous conditions, including in the informal sector.

The education authorities have to enhance the efforts towards achieving the EFA goals. 
Specific steps that have to be given priority includes: increasing primary and secondary 
education budgets to improve the quality of teaching, facilities and resources; making 
Technical and Vocational Education and Training more effective; and  looking  at income 
transfer/micro-credit programs as well as  skills training for poor parents to offset 
opportunity and direct costs.
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Role of NGOs, private sector, workers’ organisations  and civil society
 NGOs and Community organizations can promote awareness on issues of child labour and 
education within their  communities. They can also build  community monitoring systems to 
verify the incidence of child labour, dropout and never-enrolled children in their areas. They 
can also help directly with elimination of child labour by providing or supporting adult 
literacy schemes, adult skills training, micro-credit programs and transitional educational 
programmes.

Private sector, employer groups and trade unions can play their role by strengthing their 
cooperation to help in the direct elimination of child labour through strict enforcement and 
monitoring of labour regulations, campaign and advocacy work and sector-based projects.

They also have a role in strengthening public-private partnerships between government 
agencies and institutions and  non-government providers and training instututions. The aim 
would be to identify needs of the labour market; help training institutions develop  modular 
competence-based courses and their  accreditation, and develop  job placement 
mechanisms. They also can help in developing safety nets, codes of conduct and 
procurement policies which will protect children from being engaged in hazardous activities

Media and civil society also need to help in raising awareness and mobilizing citizens to 
form public opinion and create a national  movement against child labour. They can help 
form campaign and advocacy group at local level, help in the monitoring and reporting of 
child labour issues, and help in lobbying international and national leaders, bodies and  
groups for popular and political support.
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form campaign and advocacy group at local level, help in the monitoring and reporting of 
child labour issues, and help in lobbying international and national leaders, bodies and  
groups for popular and political support.
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