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Background

The Education Watch was set up in 1998 by a group of institutions and individuals aiming to
provide annually an independent assessment of the primary education situation in Bangladesh.
The broad objective of the Education Watch is to inform the people, government and other
stakeholders on the progress made in various indicators relating to education, particularly
primary education, on a regular basis. The focus of the Education Watch is to monitor the
efficiency of the primary education system in Bangladesh.

Campaign for Popular Education (CAMPE), a supra-body of civil society organisations/NGOs,
has been providing the co-ordination and secretarial support, for this initiative. The management
of the research/investigation aspects are entrusted with the Research and Evaluation Division
(RED) of BRAC under the guidance of a Working Group which draws individuals from different
government agencies, non-governmental organisation, and academic institutions with known
professional expertise and experience. The whole initiative is guided by an Advisory Body
drawn from amongst the leaders in the field of education.

The first Watch report on the overall status of primary education was published in 1999. The
second Watch (2000) looks more closely at the quality aspects of primary education. It has two
foci: (1) Assessment of achievement of students in terms of terminal competencies at the end of
the primary cycle; and (ii) Assessment of the state of teacher education at the primary level.

Under the guidance of an Advisory Board and a Working Group, co-ordinated by CAMPE, two
separate research teams worked on the above. The first study (Focus 1) was undertaken by a
group of researchers from BRAC Research and Evaluation Division. The second one (Focus 2)
was jointly done by researchers from Bangladesh Institute of Development Studies (BIDS) and
Institute of Education and Research (IER) of Dhaka University. Under the umbrella of the first
study, primary source materials (viz., textbooks and teachers” guides) were evaluated, two
separate tools were developed, a national survey was conducted, and pedagogical practices in
classrooms were observed. For the second study, documentation of current stock of trained
teachers, curriculum, course content, pedagogy, duration and cost of training courses was done,
and relationship between classroom practices and training was investigated.

As Education Watch 2000 consists of two independent stand-alone studies, these are published
separately (Volumes II and III). The Volume I draws on the two other volumes. It reports on
quality of primary education as it is reflected in the competencies acquired by students and the
factors, including skills and performance of teachers, that affect quality.



Methodology

Since 1992 a curriculum with 53 competencies was introduced at the primary level in
Bangladesh. This study examines achievement of competencies by students at the end of the
primary stage. A technical team which was formed to advise on the methodological issues
included schoolteachers, teacher educators, curriculum experts, education psychologists,
sociologists, statisticians and national level experts in education. The textbooks and teachers’
guides prepared by the National Curriculum and Textbook Board (NCTB) were analysed to
discover how much of the 53 competencies are covered or reflected in these source materials.

Because of the nature of the competencies, two separate tools were developed: one for cognitive
and another for non-cognitive competencies. Of the cognitive competencies, 27 lent themselves
to a paper-pencil test and were thus included in the test instrument. Students of Class V of three
sub-systems, viz., government, private, and non-formal institutions were assessed with this
instrument just before the end of their five-year cycle of primary education. 4 total of 2509
randomly selected students from 186 schools were tested in October—November 2000. For the
non-cognitive competencies, teachers appraised their own students using another tool developed
for the purpose. In addition, in-depth classroom observations were carried out in the above three
types of schools, two schools in each category, to document pedagogical practices.

For the teacher education study, researchers depended on case study, field level discussion, focus
group discussion, and classroom observation. In total, /14 teacher educators at the Primary
Teachers Training Institutes (PTls) and 336 trainees were interviewed, 233 classrooms were
observed in 30 government and non-formal schools. Secondary data were collected from
Bangladesh Bureau of Educational Information and Statistics (BANBEIS), National Academy
for Primary Education (NAPE), Primary and Mass Education Division (PMED) and Centre for
Policy Dialogue (CPD).

Major findings

Overall performance in cognitive competencies

Less than two percent of the students completing five years of primary education acquired all 27
competencies tested. Students did better in those competencies which depended on recall and did
not involve much thinking and reasoning.

On average, the children achieved 16.1 competencies (or 60% of all competencies) which varied
between school type, residence and gender of students. The students of non-formal schools,
urban students, and boys achieved higher averages than their respective counterparts in other
categories.

The students did better in items, which can be described as acquisition of knowledge rather than
gaining understanding and applying knowledge and skills in specific situations. School level
analysis showed a wide intra-school variation in performance. Highest variation was observed in
rural non-formal institutions and lowest in urban government schools.

With nearly 80 percent enrolment, 72.7 percent completing the primary cycle, as the first
Education Watch (1999) has indicated, and 1.6 percent attaining the competencies, less
than one percent of the children leave their primary school age with the nationally



determined competency. In 2001-02 budget terms, Bangladesh will be spending Tk. 14.3
billion (US$250 million) in primary and mass education sector. If the above statistics hold
true, 99 percent of this resource may be going nowhere.

Classroom observations

The case study of pedagogical practices in classrooms reveal that poor physical facilities,
inadequate teaching materials (including textbooks and copybooks), memory-based teaching
style and lack of remedial measures in the classroom for slow learners are the reasons for poor
performance in the primary schools. Such inadequacies are more prevalent in private schools and
least in non-formal institutions. An outcome-oriented effort by teachers focusing on acquisition
of competencies by students is in general absent in classroom transactions and pupil assessment.

Performance in non-cognitive competencies

Assessment of non-cognitive competencies of students relating to attitudes and values was
undertaken only in government schools. The methodology followed was to have teachers rate
their own students on the basis of a structured questionnaire. The degree of subjectivity of this
method is an weakness of this assessment. Sixteen percent of the students satisfactorily achieved
all the non-cognitive competencies -- 15.8 percent girls and 16.1 percent for boys; and 16.3
percent for rural and 14.6 percent for urban students. On average, the students achieved 68
percent of the competencies; this was 67 percent for rural and 73 percent for urban students. The
average achievement was 67 percent for girls and 69 percent for boys.

Background characteristics and learning achievement

How far the socio-economic and educational characteristics of the students affect their learning
achievement was examined. A negative relationship between age and learning achievement was
observed. On the other hand, performance of students increased with the increase in parental
education, self-perceived food security status and access to mass media.

Access to private tutor contributed in learning achievement. Students whose guardians discussed
academic matters with their teachers, whose parents provided tutoring at home and whose
guardians participated in school meeting achieved more competencies compared to those who
did not do such things. However, unexpectedly, students’ participation in co-curricular activities
had a negative relationship with their learning achievement.

Schools with 40 or fewer students per teacher showed better performance than those with higher
student-teacher ratio. The performance of students increased with the increase in the educational
qualification of the teachers, but it decreased with the increase in the length of their service.
Schools with more teachers having professional training did better than those with a lesser
proportion of the teachers having such training. Distance between school and the local education
authority had negative relationship with the achievement of the students. The performance of
students increased with the increase of visits made by such authority. Multivariate regression
analyses confirmed relationship of various socio-economic and educational variables on
competency-based learning achievement of students. Except for a very few cases, statistically
significant correlation of these variables were noticed on the achievement of students in all types
of institutions. This indicates that their learning achievement is influenced to a considerable
extent by their family background, the support they receive from their families and the school
environment.
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Teacher education

Two types of teacher education are commonly found for primary school teachers in Bangladesh.
The most common is the 10-month Certificate-in-Education (C-in-Ed) course offered by Primary
Teacher Training Institutes (PTI). The other is the foundation training offered by different non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) for non-formal school teachers, the duration of which is
usually 15 days. An overwhelming majority of the teachers in the government and the non-
formal schools received basic professional training; however, very few teachers of the English
medium schools got such training. Majority of the educators in PTls had professional training
like M. Ed or B. Ed.; but, none had any practical experience of primary school teaching or even
received training on primary education. Physical facility in the PTIs is largely unsatisfactory.
PTI instructors considered themselves overburdened and class sizes were large. Classroom
observations linking teachers’ training and pedagogy practices revealed that interactive
classroom practices were more prevalent in government schools than in the private ones.
However, the non-formal classes were more interactive than the classes of above two sub-
systems. The degree of interactivity apparently made some difference in student achievement as
revealed in the competency scores, but overall performance of students remained low in all
categories of institutions. There is a need for a systematic review of the relevance of PTI training
and develop workable models for teacher’s professional preparation and their effective
performance in the classroom.

Policy Implications

The findings about overall low pupil achievement and consequent wastage of scarce resources;
the differences in achievement between urban and rural children, between boys and girls, among
different types of schools and among domains of learning; teachers’ skills and performance; and
school-related and social factors affecting children’s learning do point to policy issues which
must be addressed to improve the quality of teaching and learning in primary education.

A focus on quality: The deplorably low achievement in terms of competencies acquired by
students in primary education clearly points to the need for the highest priority to quality
improvement in primary education development efforts. The progress made in enrolment and
closing of gender gap in enrolment are liable to be totally negated if rapid and substantial
improvement cannot be made in quality reflected in learning outcomes of students. The priority
to quality needs to be focused on specific ways of overcoming obstacles to quality improvement,
many of which has been identified in this study. Current primary education development
activities supported by external assistance (such as the multi-faceted Primary Education
Development Project or PEDP and various quality-related projects) appear not to have much of
an impact on quality. The plethora of projects and to what extent they address the root causes
need to be critically reviewed as a starting point for developing a comprehensive and effective
quality improvement strategy. Important elements of such a strategy are indicated by the findings
of the study as noted below.

Urban-rural difference: With the overwhelming majority of primary school age children living
in rural areas, educational policies and programmes need to give special attention to specific
conditions in rural areas causing lower achievement of rural children. The focus of attention
should include per capita resource allocation, distribution of school facilities, direct and indirect
costs of schooling to poor households, enforcing performance standards of schools and teachers
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through stronger supervision and accountability to the community, and introducing an objective
system of monitoring and assessing learning achievement of children.

Gender gap: The trend towards narrowing the gender gap in participation in education and
learning achievement has to be maintained. It has to be kept in view that the overall achievement
remain very low for all children and the effort to improve total achievement has to continue
along with combating traditional attitudes about gender roles and expectations reflected in
classroom practices, teachers’ behaviour and attitudes and the content of learning material.

The formal and non-formal education divide: The policy question is how the advantages of the
non-formal schools can be incorporated into formal schools, even when the differences in the
circumstances of the two are recognised. There are no simple answers, but establishing a stronger
performance accountability of teachers and schools specifically focusing on learning outcome,
re-examining the effectiveness of teacher training and supervision, ensuring that learning
materials and textbooks are available on time to all children, meaningful involvement of parents
in school and better communication between parents and teachers of their children have to be
important items on any quality improvement agenda. Another important move would be to
promote local-level comprehensive planning (at the village, union and upazila level) for
educational services of acceptable quality for all children, involving in the process all
stakeholders including NGOs, government and government-assisted institutions, community
leaders and the local government structure. The aim would be to identify and implement
essential quality improvement measures in all primary education institutions in the area.

Achievement in different domains: 1t is essential that the curriculum, definition of competencies
and learning objectives, preparation of learning materials and textbooks, teacher training
(especially in respect of teaching language and mathematics to young children) and supervision,
and assessment of learning outcome accord a high priority to equipping children with the basic
tools of literacy and numeracy. It is necessary to reconsider the list of competencies and the
relative emphases on them in order to ensure that necessary time and effort are directed to
acquiring the core literacy and numeracy competencies by students.

Teachers’ skills and performance: Mere tinkering with the curriculum of the existing model of
formal teacher training and its expansion will not help improve the quality of primary education.
The premises and assumptions of the current programme regarding training objectives, training
methods and conditions for use of training in classroom — in other words, why training is not
making the expected contribution to better learning outcome — have to be probed rigorously,
followed by a fundamental rethinking about effective teacher training and creating the conditions
for use of the training in classroom. The non-formal teacher training method is not necessarily
the model to be replicated for all schools, if only because the better student performance of non-
formal primary education still falls short of an acceptable national norm for achievement in
primary education competencies. However, a serious rethinking of teacher training will have to
take into account many relevant lessons from the approach followed by NGOs in training their
teachers.

Family-related factors: The policy implication, from the point of view of national and state
obligation to provide quality basic education to all children, is that the school programme needs
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to be designed and other ancillary measures taken to compensate for serious family-related
deficiencies impeding children’s learning. NGOs, targeting specifically disadvantaged groups,
have applied this approach with positive results. Among the measures that can be contemplated
are: providing learning materials to students and eliminating direct and indirect, official and
informal, costs to poor parents; eliminating the need for paid private tutoring; flexibility in
school programme and routine to suit seasonal agricultural workload for families and situations
of working children and so on. A pertinent policy issue is whether the substantial government
spending on ‘food-for-education’ and the stipend programme, which consume over a third of the
recurring budget of primary education, would not be better spent directly on improving teaching-
learning condition, such as providing learning materials to poor children and supporting
volunteer tutors for children who need extra help in their lessons.

School-related factors: The important policy message here is the need for establishing a system
of accountability of school and teachers’ performance to parents and the community. The
community, in turn, needs to be encouraged to be involved in creating the condition for the
school and the teachers to function properly.

Decentralisation of educational management: Autonomous district education authorities should
become the pivotal entity for overall planning and management of primary and secondary
education. The district authorities should manage educational resources provided by the
government and other resources derived from other sources and support community and school-
based plans and programmes for quality basic education for all. The decentralization process and
district-based management should be initiated on a trial basis in a few districts to help capacity-
building and to learn how the decentralized system can be protected from corruption and
politicization, two major problems in the education system, which have crippled various reform
efforts.

Resources: More than doubling of the share of GNP to education in the next five years to 5
percent from the present level of over 2 percent will be an essential measure for quality
improvement in primary education. Even this increase, if achieved, will bring Bangladesh to the
average level among developing countries’ spending for education in GNP share. However, the
distributional aspect of this increased allocation will be important. This must be diverted to
activities that enhance quality of education.

Recommendations
Short-term measures
= Undertake an independent review of the quality improvement aspects of the major
primary education development projects including various separate quality improvement
projects in order to develop a comprehensive and coordinated quality improvement
strategy and programme, addressing root causes of poor quality.
= Begin increasing public budget for primary education (within the framework of a goal
of doubling the share of education expenditure in GNP), targeting the new resources to
quality improvement measures.
= Revisit the list of the 53 competencies, retain those which are competencies in real sense
of the term, and redefine these, as necessary, in terms of measurable pedagogic outcomes.



For the new list of competencies, design fresh orientation programmes for teachers and
their supervisors in terms of both teaching-learning and assessment processes. Devise
and introduce measurement indicators and standards for the competencies.

Raise awareness among teachers and their supervisors about the existing state of the
quality of primary education in terms of the attainment of the terminal competencies, and
the need to improve it.

Consider deferring the introduction of English (which is a foreign language) until Class
IV.

Introduce new materials and books to engage students in creative and problem solving
exercises in various subject areas. Also train teachers to handle this new demand on
them.

Re-examine existing and required capacities in the supervisory system from a perspective
of improving learning outcome of students; and monitor the performance of teachers,
their supervisors and schools from this perspective; consider instituting incentive and
reward systems for better performing schools.

Supply textbooks on time and Khata (copybook) and pencils free of cost to students,
particularly those who are disadvantaged. If resource is a constraint (which we believe is
a matter of priorities and choice rather than scarcity), divert resources from the Food-for-
Education and stipend programmes.

Support and encourage more interaction between the formal and non-formal systems and
institutions including those for teacher training in order to build on and make best use of
the strengths of each other.

Medium and Long-term measures

Hold implementation of the proposed eight-year primary cycle until the existing system is
more responsive to the need of the students; priority should be to improve quality and
performance standards in existing institutions rather than engage in a major institutional
restructuring venture with consequent strain on resources and management capacity .
Create autonomous district education authorities for overall planning, management and
accountability of primary education; begin with a trial in a number of districts to ensure
success and learn lessons.

Improve the reach and outcome performance of secondary school system to create
aspirations among primary students and their parents.

Double the GNP share of public resource allocation for education to five percent in the
next five to seven years. Distribute this increased resource to quality enhancing measures.
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