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Dedication

Education Watch Report 2021 is dedicated to the People of Bangladesh
including teachers, parents and education rights campaigners
who lost their lives due to COVID-19.






1. Background and Objectives

Schools have now re-opened, and at the end of the Ramadan
holidays, regular school hours are expected to resume. The
excellent progress made in vaccinating post-primary age children
makes it possible to re-start schools in relative safety. However,
measures for health and safety still have to be maintained. The
critical question is when the schools are fully open. What exactly
has to be done in school — go back to the regular pre-Coved
routine of giving lessons by the syllabus and follow the exam
routine? Or there is a need to assess where the students stand
regarding their learning level and readiness and what should be
done to help them recover the losses through remedial action
before ‘normal’ instruction can begin? In other words, should the
focus now be on a time-bound learning recovery and remedial plan?

The APSC data for 2021 shows that compared to 2020, there has
been a decrease of 1.5 million children and a reduction of over
14,000 non-government primary schools, which are mostly
privately managed kindergarten schools. However, the statistics
for the latest situation at the beginning of 2022 are yet to be
available for primary, secondary, and tertiary levels, gauging the
impact of the pandemic.

The objectives of Education Watch 2021 are to:

a) Provide an update on the situation of the students, their
families and their teachers;

b) Look at how the learning was proceeding after the schools
re-opened and how students and teachers were doing in
terms of teaching-learning and mental and physical
well-being;

c) Examine the longer-term change that may be initiated in the
system in respect of addressing disparities and quality of
instruction as well as enhancing student and school resilience
in the face of emergencies.
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2. Methodology, Sampling, Significance and Limitations

A purposive sample of sufficient size representing 8 Divisions of
the country of students, teachers, parents/school committees,
education officials, and local NGO personnel were the sources of
primary data. The sample of respondents comprised students
from primary and secondary levels at grades 4/5 and grades 8/9
respectively equally divided by gender. Other respondents were
teachers, parents, SMCs, education officials at the Upazila and
District levels, local NGO personnel involved in education and
instructors/teacher of Technical and Vocational Education Institutions.

The total respondent number was 3,557. Among them, 1,748
were students from primary and secondary schools; 606 teachers,
712 parents, 64 Education Officials, 25 NGO officials involved in
implementing education projects, 55 TVET Instructors, and 202
other respondents including Health  Officials, Local
Administration, Local Government Representatives, Religious
Leaders, and retired officials interested in their community’s
education as FGD participants.

Significance of the study and its audience

The study examines the nature and effects of the prolonged
cessation of learning for children: the current status of learning
and well-being of children as well as the well-being of their
families and teachers; safe re-opening of schools; recovering
learning loss; and lessons for the future from the current
experience to tackle pre-existing problems aggravated by the
pandemic. The potential users of the study are expected to be
wide-ranging including government officials, students, teachers,
parents, academics, NGOs and development partners.

Limitations of the Study

The study is subject to several limitations in respect of its scope,
coverage and methodology

a) ltis limited to formal public-school education;

b) The research questions focused on the current pandemic-
related issues rather than the overall operations of the public-
school system;
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c) The research methodology relied on a phone-based survey
with its limitations; and

d) The time frame of the study was dictated by the urgency of
the research problem.

The layout of the Volume

The report is divided into three parts in addition to the front
matter and a summary overview. Following the introductory
chapter, chapter 2 presents the findings from the stakeholder
survey. Chapter 3 provides conclusions and recommendations.

3. Main Findings from the stakeholder survey

The survey of stakeholders collected information and reports the
findings on chapter two on:

a) School re-opening status and health and safety measures in place,
b) Learning recovery measures as understood and practised in schools;
c) Support for teachers and problems they perceive;

d) lIdeas and suggestions for medium and longer-term actions,
especially in respect of pre-existing deficits have been
aggravated further by the pandemic; and

e) TVET Challenges.

A. School Re-opening and health and safety measures
Return to school

According to responses from parents and students in the sample,
97 to 99% of the students have returned to school in rural, urban
and peri-urban areas, except in city slums, where the return rate
was 90%. Parents mentioned that they knew in their
neighbourhoods of children who did not return to school - 3 to 5%
of parents overall, except about 14% in city slums, mentioned
knowing such cases. Also, 7 to 20 percent of the respondents
mentioned that they knew of friends or relatives who moved to
Quawmi madrasa during the pandemic closure and remained there.
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Hygiene and safety in school

The survey indicates that a high proportion of stakeholders
responded positively and expressed satisfaction with measures
taken for protecting the health and safety of students and
teachers. Ninety-six and 97% of teachers respectively from
primary school and secondary schools were satisfied with the
health and safety management at school. The level of satisfaction
was lower in city slums with a 91% positive response (figure al).

Figure al. Satisfaction level about the health care management at school
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Students responded that 16% at the primary level and 17% at the
secondary level felt anxiety and fear about the pandemic and how
this might affect their health, well-being and study.

There is a degree of ambivalence about the situation regarding
health and safety measures in schools as preventive and
protective actions. Instruction and guidelines were provided by
authorities, which schools attempted to follow. When asked
about the situation the response was that it was satisfactory (i.e.,
the instructions were being followed and they tried to do a good
job). But when the resource availability for carrying out the
guidelines was probed, many were of the view that funding was
insufficient. In the same vein, when asked about how the
situation could be improved, many ideas and suggestions
emerged, which suggest that the prevailing state of affairs had
much room for improvement (noted below).
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Suggestions for health and safety improvement

A range of ideas was offered by teachers, education officials and
school committee members about improving the management of
health and safety measures at school. Ensuring and enforcing the

safety rules such as mask-wearing and hand-washing were
emphasized by teachers. Officials proposed raising health
awareness and increased monitoring and supervision. More of
the School Committee Members proposed budget provisions and
enforcement of rules. It is interesting that almost two-thirds of
teachers and a similar proportion of SMC members were not
willing to offer any suggestions (Table al). Working together and
coordination between education and health authorities and
involvement of NGOs and community organizations were not mentioned.

Table: al. Sugegstions about school-level health and safety management

Types of opinions
Level

1 2 3 4 5 6
Teacher (Primary) 6.5 14.4 4.5 7.3 65 12.3
Teacher (Secondary) 7 8.2 8.5 114 65 8.9
Upazila Primary Education Officer 10.3 17.2 27.6 26.8 10.3 14.3
Upazila Secondary Education Officer 15.8 10.5 9.3 36.8 26.3 9.5
District Primary Education Officers 10 0 30 10 60 0
District Secondary Education Officers 20 20 80 0 0 0
SMC - Primary 221 16.2 11.8 5.9 38.2 11.8
SMC — Secondary 8.2 6.8 12.3 8.2 64.4 3.8

1. Increase budget allocation for health and safety

2. Ensure wearing mask, washing hand and using sanitizer

3. Increase health-awareness among teachers, students and guardians
4. Increase health management monitoring and supervision

5. No comments

6. Others

B. Learning Recovery Plan and Implementation

Questions were asked about students’ study practices at home,
help received by students in study, how lessons began when
school re-opened after the long closure, assessment of students’
learning level and learning readiness, students’ device use
patterns and duration of ‘screen-time’, and the burden on families
to assist their children on learning loss.
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Study at home and help received

41.8% of the students from primary schools said that parents
helped them most, for 20.6% older siblings provided the help,
and 17.5% studied on their own. Almost 16% went to private
tutors and 2.4% received neighbours’ help.

About 19% of secondary students received help from parents,
a similar proportion was helped by siblings, almost 24 percent
went to private tutors and the largest proportion, almost 36%
said they studied on their own.

Overall, according to parent’s perception, the largest
proportion of students (primary and secondary combined)
received private tutoring at 28.5%, the next category was
those receiving help from parents, and almost a quarter
studied on their own (figure b1)
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Figure: b1. Who help students most in study at home?
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It can be seen that there is some discrepancy between parents’
perceptions about help received by their children and the latter’s
own views. The pattern, however, was similar. These results
suggest that the numbers derived from opinion surveys of
different stakeholders on the same question have to be taken as
indicative of the pattern rather than as precise measures.

How school lessons began after re-opening

The study found that about half of the respondents, consisting of
primary and secondary students and teachers, confirmed that, as
school re-opened, lessons began from the first chapter of the
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textbook for the grade and the subject, although schools opened
in September, the last quarter of the academic year. More than a
quarter (28%) mentioned that they followed government
instructions (it was not clear exactly what instructions were there

or followed). About 11% of teachers or schools exercised their
discretion and started lessons from somewhere in the middle
when the schools opened in the third quarter of the school year.
Over 10 % mentioned that they started lessons from the end of
distance learning lessons for the grade and the subject. Overall,
according to parent respondents, about 28% mentioned that
there was an effort to review last year’s lessons before starting
lessons for the grade (figure b2.a and b2.b).

Figure: b2.a Where did lessons begin at re-opening of schools? Student views
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Figure: b2.b Where did lessons begin at re-opening of schools? Teacher views
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It appears that in the absence of specific guidelines and
orientation, teachers and schools used their discretion about how
to begin lessons when school re-opened.

Assessing students’ grade level preparedness for lessons

The

About 40% of students from the primary school said that
some subjects were tested after the re-opening of the
schools, and 9% said that all subjects have been tested. More
then 4% of students indicated that teachers formed groups in
class according to the test results.

44% of the students from the secondary school said that some
subjects were tested, whereas 2% reported teachers'
formation of groups in class according to the tested results.

On the other hand, 62 % of teachers from primary school and
70% of secondary teachers said some subjects were tested,
while 4 to 5% reported the formation of ability groups in class.

varying responses of teachers and students suggest that there

was no specific guidance or tools for assessing students’ grade
preparedness for lessons. Mention was made of the grouping of
students for instruction by ability level only by a small proportion
of respondents ranging from 2 to 5% (figure b3).

80

Figure:b3. Assessment of students’ grade level preparedness
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Children’s ‘screentime’ addiction

The lives of many children and adolescents today are influenced
by new technological devices, including smartphones, tablets and
laptops. The COVID-19 pandemic is likely to have exacerbated this

trend. Overall 12% of the parents said that their school-going
children had been addicted to smartphones or computer games,
spending up to 8-9 hours on screen, since the school closed due
to the COVID-19 pandemic.

e Nineteen percent of parent respondents from the secondary
school said that their school-going child was addicted to
smartphones or computer games, whereas it was 6% for
primary students.

e However, 28% of parent respondents from city slum areas
mentioned their children were addicted to games, compared
to 12% for urban areas, 10% for rural areas and 9% for
peri-urban areas (figure b4).

Figure: b4. Student addiction to digital games and social media
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The penetration of digital technology and devices have spread
widely and far. More than half of students at the secondary level
make use of smartphones connected to the internet and other
digital devices for learning purposes, though it was not clear how
regularly and systematically. A relatively small proportion so far,
possibly more among the affluent families could be considered, in
‘addiction’. At the primary level, the reliance has been greater on
TV and radio broadcasts of lessons (figure b5).
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Mid-day school meal

Ninety-six percent of teachers from primary school and 95% of
secondary teachers supported midday meals for all students.

e Parents were somewhat hesitant about the programme’s
rapid expansion for all, but 78% of parents from secondary
schools and 77% from primary schools supported the idea.

e Ninety-one percent of respondents from secondary school
SMCs and 88% of primary school SMCs were in favour of wider
mid-day school meal coverage to encourage and facilitate
children’s school participation.

There was strong support for continuing and expanding mid-day
meals for all students.

Suggestions regarding learning recovery actions

As noted, instruction, guidance and tools for assessing student
preparedness for their grade level lessons were not provided to
schools and teachers. The survey tried to explore whether specific
actions would be considered useful for assessing and assisting the
recovery of learning losses.

e  90% of respondents from Upazila Primary Education Officers
support the reduction of examinations compared to the past,
while 100% of respondents from Upazila Secondary Education
Officers had the same view.
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e Almost all respondents from Upazila Primary Education
Officer and Upazila Secondary Education Officer proposed
giving home assignments and reviewing these by teachers,
some also proposed indicating to students’ distance learning
materials’ links with school lessons by teachers.

e Ninety-six percent of students from secondary schools and
92% from primary schools supported reduced frequency of
examinations compared to the past, while 82 of students from
secondary school and 78% from primary schools supported
giving home assignments with feedback from teachers.

The views expressed appear to support conventional activities
rather than specific actions such as assessing students’
grade-level preparedness in foundational skills and ability
grouping to help students catch up with the deficits.

Family’s actions

e Eighty four percentage of parents from secondary schools
employed private tutors/teachers for their children, whereas
80% of parents from primary schools did so.

e Fifty-eight percent of students from the primary school said
that their parents or siblings spent more time than before
helping with studying, while this was the case for 36.5% of
secondary students.

e Only a quarter of parents from city-slum areas admitted their
children to a coaching centre, 26% at the primary level and
24% at the secondary level.

Seeking the help of private tutors was the most common
response of families to compensate for learning losses. There was
a difference in perceptions of students and parents about it.
About a fifth of the students, 19% from the secondary school, and
one in eight, 12% at the primary level said their families didn’t
take any initiative to help them to recover from learning loss.
Almost all parents of students at the primary level and 96% at the
secondary level said they tried to help (figure b6).
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Figure: b6. Family actions to compensate for learning loss
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Suggestions for learning loss recovery actions

Parents, teachers and education officials were asked about their
ideas and views on actions that could be taken to help children
cope with the learning losses from the prolonged school closure
after school re-opened. The suggestions offered to the
open-ended question are shown in tables bla, blb and blc.

Table: bla. Parent’s sugegstions on recovery actions

1 2 3 4 5 6
Parents (Primary) 31.6 9.7 5.3 1.9 2.0 54.8
Parents (Secondary) 27.2 16.8 3.4 2.8 3.9 51.7
1. School to be fully open for all classes 4. Increasing home work
2. To provide extra classes 5. Others (more teacher-student contact, etc)
3. Giving more assignments to students 6. No comments

Table: b1b. Teachers’suggestions on recovery actions

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Teacher - Primary 40.3 18.7 1.8 8.6 43 28.4 10.7
Teacher - Secondary 37.2 15.2 3.7 6.1 6.7 29.9 8.5
1. Arrange regular classes 5. Hold regular class test, assessment and assignment
2. Arrange extra classes 6. No comments
3. Arrange training for teachers 7. Others (Syllabus needs to be shorter, Implement

4. Build awareness among teachers and guardians govt. plan, etc.)
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Table: blc. Education Officals’ suggestions on recovery action

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Upazila Primary Education Officers 30.0 133 26.7 3.3 26.7 133 10.0
Upazila Secondary Education Officers 31.6 21.1 47.4 211 21.1 14.3 10.3
District Primary Education Officers 30.0 20.0 10.0 20.0 20.0 10.0 15.0
District Secondary Education Officers 40.0 40.0 20.0 20.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

1. Need to start and continue regular classes 5. Emphasis should be placed on online classes and education

2. Continue regular class tests and home assignment 6. Prepare a short syllabus and

3. Arrange extra classes 7. Others (Increase awareness among all

4. Provide remuneration to teachers for extra classes stakeholders, recruit para teachers)

More than half of the parents of primary and secondary
schools had no suggestions.

About a quarter to one third of parents proposed that the
most important action was to keep school fully open and
operational.

About 10 to 17 percent of parents suggested extra lessons and
classes be arranged from school. Some also emphasized more
assignments and homework (table bla.)

Thirty percent of teachers from secondary schools and 28% of
teachers from primary schools had no recommendations or
suggestions for learning loss recovery.

Of those who made suggestions, 40% of teachers from
primary schools recommended continuing regular physical
classes, 19% suggested arranging extra classes and 9 % spoke
about building awareness among the teachers, guardians, and
students.

At the secondary level, 37% of teachers recommended
continuing regular physical classes, 15% suggested arranging
extra classes and 7% endorsed regular class tests,
assessments and assignments.

Interestingly, almost one third of teachers did not offer any
suggestions about recouping the learning losses of students.
Those who spoke suggested continuing regular activities. A small
proportion suggested extra effort in the form of extra lessons to
be arranged at school.
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All education officials were willing to give their suggestions on
learning recovery actions. The majority again emphasized
continuing and operating regular school activities well including
the lessons, exams and home assignment routine. A small
proportion suggested extra remedial classes and extra
remuneration for teachers for the extra work.

e Over a quarter, 27%, officials suggested providing
remuneration to teachers for extra classes and 27%
emphasized continuing online classes for learning loss recovery.

e Almost half, 47% of Upazila Secondary Education Officers
recommended arranging extra classes for learning loss
recovery, whereas 32% endorsed operating physical classes
well and 21% recommended ensuring regular class tests and
home assessments. 20% of them suggested providing
remuneration to teachers for extra classes.

e Twenty percent of District Primary Education suggested
ensuring regular class tests and home assignments, and 20%
suggested arranging extra classes.

Family Burden

About a quarter of parents said that they found it to be an extra
burden for their family to help children recover from the learning
loss. When asked to be specific about the nature of the burden,
almost half mentioned either financial strain or mental stress and
anxiety. However, the feeling of extra burden was mentioned by
40% of parents in city slums.

Views about the new curriculum reform work

The survey sought the views of teachers and education officials
about the curriculum reform initiative. The premise was that the
learning recovery activities and their lessons may have
implications for curriculum reform, especially, its effective
implementation.

A significant proportion of teachers (32% from secondary schools
and 25.5% from primary schools) had positive views about the
initiative and expected it to be helpful for students. However,
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about two-thirds (65% of teachers from primary schools and 61
percent from secondary schools) had no comments about it. A
reason may be that they did not have much information so far
about the new initiative.

About 5% of teachers from primary schools said that the new
curriculum is not a good initiative in view of the implementation
difficulties, especially under the current circumstances. At the
secondary level, 2.4% of teachers had a similar view.

e Fifty-seven percent of Upazila Secondary Education Officers
and 40% of Upazila Primary Education Officers said that they
had no idea or comments about the curriculum reform
initiative.

e Fifty-three percent of Upazila Primary Educations officers and
47% of Upazila Secondary Education Officers had a positive
view and thought it is beneficial for learners. A small
proportion mentioned implementation difficulties (table b2).

Table: b2 Upazila Education Officers’ views on the curriculum initiative

1 2 3
Upazila Primary Education Officer 53.3 6.3 40
Upazila Secondary Education Officer 47.4 5.8 47.4
1. Good initiative 3. No comments

2. Difficult to implement the new curriculum

C. Support for Teachers

COVID-19 pandemic and related economic crisis have impacted as
much the teachers and their families as the students and the
society as a whole. Questions were asked about subject-wise
guidelines for teachers to recover from learning loss, physical and
mental stress faced by teachers, challenges, devices available at
school, and teachers’ suggestions about necessary actions.

e Eighty-eight percent of teachers from secondary schools and
85% from primary schools said that there have been no
specific subject-wise guidelines for teachers regarding
assessing learning loss and overcoming the crisis.
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e An overwhelming proportion of Upazila Primary Education
Officers and Upazila Secondary Education Officers (63% to
90%) said that there have been no specific subject-wise
guidelines for teachers regarding assessing and overcoming
the learning loss of students (table c1).

Table: c1. Subject-wise guidelines for teachers and schools to assess the learning loss

Level Yes No Not know
Teacher (Primary) 85.3 133 14
Teacher (Secondary) 88.1 8.2 3.7
Upazila Primary Education Officer 90 10 0
Upazila Secondary Education Officer 63.2 36.8 0
District Primary Education Officer 90 10 0
District Secondary Education Officer 80 20 0

Asked about orientation or online training teachers may have
received for helping students with learning recovery, 57% to 62%
at the primary level said there were orientation and instruction
and online dissemination of what teachers might do. At the same
time, about 30% of teachers and 60% of secondary education
officers said that there was no specific orientation or instructions.
In the case of Primary Education Officers, 80 to 90% said there
were instructions and orientations. With varying and
contradictory responses, it appears reasonable to conclude that
there was no specific plan for orientation and guidance of
teachers or whatever was done was not effective (table c2). In
fact, as noted earlier, there was no specific plan for assessing
learning loss and implementing a recovery or remedial plan.

It was also noted earlier that in the absence of specific guidelines
for pedagogy approach and action for learning loss recovery,
teachers and schools exercised their discretion. Usually, they
began lessons from the beginning of the textbook when schools
re-opened, irrespective of the preparedness and level of
readiness of students to follow lessons.
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Table: c2. Status of orientation /online training for teachers to recover the learning loss

Level Yes No Not know
Teacher (Primary) 62.2 29.5 8.3
Teacher (Secondary) 57 31.1 11.9
Upazila Primary Education Officer 90 10 0
Upazila Secondary Education Officer 63.2 36.8 0
District Primary Education Officer 80 20 0
District Secondary Education Officer 40 60 0

Teachers’ physical or mental distress

The survey showed that overall about 30% of teachers from
primary and secondary schools had physical or mental distress
since the school was closed due to the COVID-19 pandemic. In
respect of geography, one-third from urban areas, 31% from
peri-urban areas and a quarter of the teachers living in the rural
areas were affected by physical or mental distress since the school
was closed due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Challenges faced by teachers after school re-opening

Teachers generally were happy with school re-opening and the
majority (63%) said they did not face any special challenge.
However, a significant proportion on the whole about one-third,
saw challenges in the form of difficulties in bringing back all
students to school, motivating students to pay attention to school
work, and helping students to recover from learning loss (figure c1).

Figure: c1. Challenges faced by teachers on school re-opening
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Teacher’s suggestions for overcoming their challenges

Overall, about half of the teachers suggested continuing and
operating regular classes and assessments/exams — 50% from
secondary schools and 39% from primary schools.

e Eighteen percent recommended arranging extra classes and
tests, 12% suggested increasing awareness among the
guardians, teachers, students and other stakeholders and 9%
emphasized attention to teaching quality and diligent teaching.

e In the rural areas, 52% of teachers recommended continuing
regular schooling and assessment/exam, while 7% suggested
increasing awareness among the guardians, teachers,
students and other stakeholders.

e In urban areas, 43% of teachers recommended continuing
regular schooling and assessment, and 24% suggested
increasing awareness among guardians, teachers and students.

e In city slum areas, 54% of teachers, in contrast to teachers in
other locations, recommended arranging extra classes and
tests, while 15% recommended attention to holding classes
and exams regularly (figure c2).

Figure: c2. Teachers’ suggestions for overcoming the challenges
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Availability of devices in schools for distance learning.

The survey findings show that overall 14% of teachers reported
that they do not have computer/laptop in their schools,
substantially more so in rural schools and city slums (25%).
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e Seventy-three percent of teachers from the primary school
confirmed that there were 1-3 computers/laptops in school,
while 3% of schools had 4-6 and another 3% had 7-10
computers/laptops for teachers and students.

e Forty-four percent of teachers from secondary schools
reported 1-3 computers/laptops for teachers/students in
school, while 36% reported 10+ computers/laptops in their school.

e There was a marked disparity between rural and urban
schools. City slum schools, mostly at the primary level, were
also at a disadvantage.

D. Medium and longer-term policy lessons

As schools re-opened, we look to the future with anticipation and
expectations for returning not just to the old routine, which was
characterized by disparity and many quality challenges, but to a
‘new normal’ that would help overcome pre-existing problems.
The survey posed some questions about overcoming current
challenges and building a better system.

What a recovery plan should look like and what should be its duration?

The critical question at this juncture is what should constitute a
recovery and remedial plan and what should be the time frame
for the recovery phase. In the context of the need for an
assessment of students’ level of preparedness for gardewise
lessons, and remedial activities to improve students’ readiness,
the question was asked about the duration of a
recovery/remedial plan.

e About half of the teachers (53% from the primary level and
44% from the secondary level) recommended thinking of
extending the recovery period to 2-3 years beyond the current
year. Similar proportions respectively for both levels have
suggested even a longer recovery phase of 3 to 4 years.

e Among parents, more than a third of parents of primary and
secondary level students also suggested a recovery phase of 2
to 3 years.
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e Almost two-thirds of Upazila Education Officers and District
Education Officers at both levels of education endorsed the
idea of a recovery phase of 3 to 4 years.

The overwhelming support among teachers and education
officers for the idea of a recovery and remedial phase of 2-3 years
or even longer to help students cope with learning losses is
somewhat surprising, especially in view of the fact that no such
idea has been discussed or known to be considered by the
education authorities and decision-makers. However, this idea
has been raised by civil society and by the Education Watch
community.

The stakeholders were divided in their views about shifting the
school calendar as part of the recovery plan to the
September-June cycle and making it permanent, with a slight
edge in its favour. Teachers and NGO officials were about evenly
divided on the question, parents and SMC were strongly in favour
of the idea. Among education officials, secondary level officers
were strongly in favour, but the primary level officials at the
district and Upazila levels were more hesitant.

If the idea of recovery and remedial plan to bring students to
acceptable grade-level competency is taken seriously, more time
has to be allowed at the current grade level than permitted in the
current school year (barely half a year when school started after
Ramadan). An extension of the school year to next June may be a
reasonable and necessary option.

Attracting and keeping talent in the education profession

Attracting young talents to the teaching profession is a major
challenge around the world. Teaching is mostly not the first
occupational choice for graduates. The pandemic, aggravating
further the pre-existing educational deficits, draws attention to
the need for rethinking teachers and education workers to bring
about transformative change in the education system.

In this survey, most of the respondents in all categories (88% -
100%) endorsed the need for measures to attract and keep
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talented people in teaching professions (such as a four-year
degree program for teacher preparation and creating a national
school teaching service corps).

The overwhelming endorsement for new thinking and strategies
about attracting and keeping the ‘best and the brightest to school
teaching suggests a general concern about the teachers’ role and
performance, and how society and state look upon teaching as a
profession. It is also an opportunity to think afresh and act in this
respect by policy-makers.

Governance issues

Designing and implementing a medium-term recovery plan
affecting the whole education system have important implications
for governance and management of the system. These include
educational resources and their use, local and school level
authority and accountability, and involvement of NGOs,
community organisations and civil society

The survey findings revealed that almost all (86% - 100%)
respondents from different categories supported much greater
decentralization and devolution of authority to local and
institutional levels.

e Ninety-two percent of teachers from secondary schools and 90%
from primary schools support the idea of decentralized planning,
management and financing of school education.

e Ninety-seven percent of Upazila Primary Education Officers and
95% of Upazila Secondary Education Officers endorsed the
introduction of decentralized planning, management and financing
of school education.

e Ninety-seven percent of SMC members from primary schools and
86% from secondary schools supported decentralized planning,
management and financing of school education.

Education Policy 2010 anticipated decentralized planning and
management of education with greater responsibility and
accountability at the institution level. Articles 59 and 60 of the
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Constitution provide for such decentralization with responsibility
vested in local elected representatives. What the implications of
such a transformative change in education governance would
entail and how progress can be made in this direction deserve
consideration at the policy-making level of the state. The need to
develop and implement an education recovery and remedial plan
brings to the fore the pertinence of the issue.

E. TVET Challenges

The sampling design of Education Watch Study 2021 did not
generate a sufficient sample of students, teachers, and parents to
provide analysis for Technical and Vocational Education and
Training (TVET) as part of the overall study. Because of the
importance of TVET as part of secondary level educational reform
and the government’s priority on improving and expanding TVET,
the study attempted to look at the effects of the pandemic on
TVET learners by identifying TVET teachers in the 24 Upazilas and
seeking their views on the situation. Fifty-five TVET
teachers/instructors were selected for telephone interviews with
a similar questionnaire for general secondary education teachers.

TVET students have faced similar challenges and problems as the
general student population at the secondary level. A learning
recovery and remedial plan are as relevant and essential for TVET
learners as for the other students. The conclusions and
recommendations proposed in the next chapter will apply to
TVET. Given the specific characteristics of the TVET subsector —
particular attention would be appropriate, within the framework
of the overall conclusions and recommendations, to particular
aspects of TVET. These include:

- Given the importance and growth of the private sector in
TVET, it is necessary to look at the financial and other
difficulties faced by the private institutions and ways to
support them with government initiatives.

- Reforms in the approach and methods for recruiting
talented and qualified instructors and trainers in TVET for all
institutions — government, government-assisted and private



Overview | 27

ones — should include regulatory provisions and incentive
structures for all would-be teachers and trainers.

- To develop a strong relationship between the TVET
institutions and industry, especially in economic sectors
with high growth and export potential, to carry forward the
sector-wide approach agenda of technical education and
skills development of the government;

- Support the SMEs to continue their operations to regain the
losses and involve them in skills development initiatives.

- Introducing the TVET diplomacy for acceptability of skills
certification beyond Bangladesh mutual agreement.

There are other policies and strategy issues for TVET, including
skills development for the informal economy, where the
overwhelming proportion of employment is generated, that have
to be considered, which are beyond the scope of this study.

4. Conclusions and Recommendations

A. Conclusions

Based on the findings presented above, a review of government
initiatives, and drawing on ongoing education discourse on the
pandemic impact of current and longer-term impact on
education, three key conclusions are offered. These serve as the
backdrop for the recommendations given below.

1. Government initiatives and the need for collaboration of stakeholders

The first rapid response of the government when the pandemic
hit the country was to close the schools and shift to the distance
learning mode, despite many limitations. Lessons were prepared
and broadcast through television learning activities. Four working
groups were established to develop remote learning content and
roll out lessons through four platforms: Electronic Media
Platform, Mobile Platform, Radio Platform and Internet Platform.
Government, Development Partners, and NGO entities were
working together in each working group to produce and facilitate
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remote learning content to reach a maximum number of
students. These were important and necessary responses, though
there are debates about the results of these efforts.

The government has taken many other initiatives to respond to
the COVID-19 and education recovery. The government designed a
project titled ‘Bangladesh COVID-19 School Sector Response,
Tackling the Learning Challenges Posed by the Pandemic’
supported by the World Bank Group with the involvement of the
Local Education Group (LEG). The Directorate of Primary Education
(DPE) under the Ministry of Primary and Mass Education (MoPME)
is designated to implement the project in collaboration with the
Secondary and Higher Education Division (SHED) of the Ministry of
Education (MoE).

To what extent the above responses are under implementation,
what implementation steps and measures have been taken, what
progress has been made, what is foreseen in the near future and
the medium-term for primary and secondary education, madrasa
education at these levels, and technical-vocational education at
the pre-tertiary level are not quite known, because all
stakeholders have not been sufficiently involved that could have
generated public discourse on the actions. The information is not
fully available in an updated form on the official websites. The
APSC 2021, for example, has been reported about in the media,
but not officially published yet. It does provide valuable
information at the beginning of the 2021 academic year as noted
in this study. An update of it on the recent situation at the
beginning of the academic year 2022 would be very useful.
Similar information is needed for secondary level schooling and
tertiary education.

The pandemic threat appears to have abated and we expect that
it will not return at the scale of a pandemic. Schools have
re-opened after two school years have been largely lost. As the
findings point out, the nature, magnitude and impact of the loss
have to be assessed, most importantly at the level of individual
learners so that each one can be assisted to get back on the
learning track, overcoming the losses each has suffered. It is
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necessary to work out and design recovery and remedial program
which is implementable and the outcome of which can be
monitored and assessed. It is also necessary to strengthen the
hands of all who can contribute to the recovery — especially,
teachers, parents, local communities, schools and the concerned
and active education NGOs.

This study and the related advocacy and awareness work of the
Education Watch Community and CAMPE is a testimony to the
constructive role and potential contribution of the civil society
and NGOs to strengthening the hands of the government
education authorities. Ultimately, the government is vested with
the responsibility to achieve recovery from the loss and build back better.

2. Nature and magnitude of learning loss

The educational crisis induced by the Covid-19 pandemic refers to
the loss of learning students have suffered directly because of the
prolonged closure of schools and indirectly from the health,
emotional, and economic impact of the pandemic on the
students, and their families and their teachers. The assumption is
that, when schools operate normally, students make progress in
learning and with the closure of schools, that progress has been
halted and students have fallen behind. It is also assumed that
mitigating alternatives such as distance learning and direct
contact with teachers have not significantly compensated for the
loss for most students, especially in the resource-poor systems of
education in developing countries.

It is widely recognised that the loss can have longer-term adverse
effects on students unless effective recovery measures can be
taken. Measuring the extent of loss depends on the existence of a
system of learning assessment that may provide data for the
status of students' skills and competencies at least in some
defined core areas such as language and math and the number of
progress students were expected to make during the period
schools remained closed. The assessment system and the data are
often not available in the poorer education systems.
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The World Bank came up with the concept of "learning poverty,"
defined as the percentage of 10-year-old children who cannot
read and understand a simple story in their first language. The
premise is that this ability is a proxy measure of how the
education system is performing and whether the system helps the
child to become a self-reliant learner. In the low- and
middle-income countries, the pre-pandemic learning poverty rate
was 53 percent in 2019, according to the World Bank, calculated
from available national data. For Bangladesh the rate was
estimated to be 56 percent, that is, this proportion of 10-year-olds
could not read without understanding a story in Bangla. This is
roughly consistent with the results of the National Student
Assessment carried out under the auspices of the Ministry of
Primary and Mass Education (but, quite different from the high
pass rates reported for the Primary Education Completion
Examination).

World Bank, UNICEF and UNESCO estimate that the learning
poverty rate may have reached 70 percent in the low- and
middle-income countries, "given the long school closures and the
ineffectiveness of remote learning to ensure full learning
continuity during school closures." World Bank economists have
come up with a calculation of the economic effects of the learning
loss in the form of foregone earnings of the pandemic-affected
students. "This generation of students now risks losing USD 17
trillion in lifetime earnings in present value. This projection far
exceeds the USD 10 trillion estimates released earlier in 2020,"
when it was hoped that the pandemic would end or abate sooner,
according to the World Bank.

The numbers cited for learning loss and economic loss fail to
capture the suffering and trauma of personal and social losses,
mental and emotional health effects, the struggle to overcome
the adversities, and the short and long-term impact on life and
educational performance of the students. The education
responses to the pandemic, how these have been carried out and
what can be surmised about how these measures have worked
can further illuminate the depth of the problems and challenges
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of the education system as much as the quantified estimates of
learning and economic loss.

3. Attention to recovery and the remedial plan is essential to avert
a generational risk

As schools re-open, it can be tempting to resume business as
usual, on the assumption that once children are back in
classrooms their learning will soon get back on track. This is likely
to be a mistake. The consequences for today’s generation of
children and youth will be long-lasting if we do not act quickly.
First, the process of school re-opening must be accelerated.
Schools have to remain open to maintain required safety
measures and adjust them to the evolving status of the pandemic.

As schools re-open and they begin to function fully, it is important
to ask what will be done in school. As noted in the introduction,
the critical question at this time is what happens when schools
are fully open. What exactly has to be done in school — go back to
the normal pre-Covid routine of giving lessons by the syllabus and
follow the exam routine? Or attempt to assess where the students
stand in respect of their learning level and readiness and what
should be done to help them recover the losses through remedial
action before ‘normal’ instruction can begin? In other words,
should the focus now be on a time-bound learning recovery and
remedial plan?

To prevent losses from becoming permanent—or, worse still,
continuing to aggravate further even after schools re-open
because students are not able to follow their lessons— it is
necessary to focus on reversing those losses.

The need to make education systems more equitable, efficient
and resilient has never been clearer than now. With a strong
learning recovery program—one that benefits from practical
measures that work and takes equity seriously. If policy-makers
do not react quickly by providing additional and relevant support
to address students’ learning needs, especially those from
marginalized groups, a ‘generational crisis that UNESCO, UNICEF,
World Bank and Nobel Laureate Abhijit Banerjee has warned
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about could be upon us. This is preventable and must be
prevented, with quick, smart and resolute actions involving all key
stakeholders.

2. Recommendations

The following recommendation is proposed to minimize and
mitigate the learning loss of students and put them back on the
learning track:

1.

2.

Strategies to open schools and keep them open: Considering
the educational, economic, social, and mental health costs of
school closures and the inadequacy of remote learning
strategies as substitutes for in-person learning, it is clear that
closing schools should be the last resort. Evidence suggests
that with strategies to minimize transmission in place, schools
are not a driver of community transmission, nor are they a
high-risk environment for staff. Evidence also proves that
vaccination controls the transmission of infection,
hospitalization and death rate due to COVID. It should be a
government priority to fully implement and complete targets
for the vaccination of teachers, staff, and students. Besides, a
combined set of mitigating actions, such as using the
availability of quality masks, and maintaining a proper hygiene
protocol and ventilation, should be given priority.

A Learning recovery plan and reconsideration of school
calendar: a recovery and remedial plan must be undertaken
urgently. A two-year learning recovery plan beyond the
current year should be developed and started to be
implemented urgently -- as an educational emergency
measure. The key elements of the learning recovery plan
should include:

e A grade-wise core skills assessment (Bangla and maths) at
the primary level and (Bangla, English, Maths and Science at
the secondary level);

e Grouping students by three levels based on an assessment
to bring them up to minimum grade-level competency in a year;
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e Developing simple assessment tools to be used in each
school as well as teaching guides and content for remedial
lessons by groups.

e Supporting teachers and schools to carry out the
assessment and remedial learning activities;

e Ensuring adequate support to help children learn.
Interventions that support teachers with carefully
structured and simple pedagogy tools can enhance
cost-effectively foundational skills of literacy and numeracy.
Their implementation has to be based on accountability,
feedback, and monitoring.

As part of the learning recovery plan, the extension of the current
school ear to next June and a permanent shift of the school
calendar to a September-June cycle should be given serious
consideration.

3. Meeting learning needs by focusing on foundational skills: It
is critical to assess students’ learning levels as schools
re-open. Targeting instruction tailored to a child’s learning
level is cost-effective at helping students catch up, including
grouping children by level to assist them. The focus has to be
on foundational skills — Bangla and Maths at the primary level
and Bangla, Maths, English and Science at the secondary level.

4. Assisting students by ability groups: It is critical to assess
students’ learning levels as schools re-open. Special recovery
classes and adjusting lesson plans and assessments to prevent
loss of the academic year are essential. Group-wise learning
lag assessment and special lesson plans should be developed
and delivered. Remedial lessons and materials should be
available for teachers to help students make up for their losses.

5. Deploying financial and other resources and expanding
school feeding: To bring students back from disadvantaged
and low-income households and prevent early marriage and
child labour, a program combining financial support and
awareness-raising should be designed. Local government and
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NGOs should be closely involved on it. This program will help
ease the stress on families and allow vulnerable learners to
continue learning (including remote learning), thus mitigating
the risk of dropout. Expansion of the school feeding program
should be an essential component of this effort.

6. Urgent actions to introduce widely the blended learning
approach: Low-tech modalities such as interactive radio, SMS,
interactive voice response, offline apps which run on simple
phones, as well as adaptive technologies should be elements
of a blended approach that combines and links classroom
instruction and remote learning. After the exposure to
distance learning during the long school closure, the country
is now ready for a launch and expansion of a blended
approach for all students and teachers. A major initiative is
needed for connectivity, devices, ‘hotspots’ and servicing
support to keep the technology functioning to cover all
educational students and all students and teachers with a
time-bound plan is necessary. Activities now underway can be
integrated into this initiative.

7. Financing for the recovery plan: The new FY22/23 budget
should provide for recovery and remedial plan
implementation. Support should be available to government
and non-government schools, based on local assessment of
needs through local primary and secondary education
working for groups at Upazila and union levels. Support
should include teachers’ incentives, school budget support,
working with NGOs, especially on recruiting voluntary
para-teachers. A reasonable formula should be devised to
support non-government schools outside the MPO net,
working with the local working groups.

8. Going slow and putting on hold aspects of longer-term
reform activities not connected with the learning recovery
plan: NCTB, NAPE, NAEM, the Directorates and Education
Boards need to give full attention to the recovery and
remedial plan. The other initiatives, including the curriculum
reformation, might be on the back-burner if not designed and
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implemented separately. It has to be recognised that the
critical issue in curriculum reform is not just designing it well
but its implementation in classrooms. Students, teachers,
classes and schools must be prepared for the revised
curriculum and its pedagogic approach through the learning
recovery program. So, it should be implemented carefully and
be inbuilt with the learning recovery plan in the pedagogic
approach.

Decentralized and participatory implementation of recovery
and remedial plan: Working groups should be formed in each
Upazila and Union, as noted above, for primary and secondary
education, involving education personnel, local government,
education NGOs, and teachers’ organizations to carry out the
recovery and remedial plan.

Partnership with NGOs and the civil society to forge a social
compact for building education better: As noted, various
initiatives of the government are not known and understood
by the public, or even by parents and teachers, which is
essential for the initiatives to be successfully implemented.
Civil society bodies, especially CAMPE as the citizen’s platform
on education, can contribute to awareness-raising, mobilizing
public support and building a social compact for education.
The policymakers need to recognize this need and support it
and participate in it.
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