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Foreword

I am pleased to introduce this Fourth Major Publication by the Centre

for Policy Research. The Centre is continuing its commitment to support research into public 

policy problems in Bangladesh, with wide dissemination – both by internet and by print – of all 

monographs.

Quality is a major concern in education in Bangladesh, be it at the primary, secondary or tertiary 

level. With this monograph, the Centre is launching a series focusing on education at different 

levels. The first in this series concerns school quality at the primary level. The study authored 

by Sandra Nikolic and John Richards deals with parental concern for quality in different types of 

schools in suburban Uttara, the community in which IUBAT is located. The study points to major 

concern of parents and suggests strategies for improving quality of education. Both the authors 

have spent considerable time in Bangladesh to study an issue of major concern in our society. I 

thank them for their contribution.

IUBAT—International University of Business Agriculture and Technology was the first non-

government university established in Bangladesh. Since its founding in 1991, IUBAT has grown in 

stature and it has become a valuable source of intellectual activity in our country. This monograph 

is another step forward for IUBAT. I hope that, in the years to come, the Centre will serve both 

IUBAT and our country as a forum for serious, nonpartisan research into economic and social 

dilemma facing Bangladesh.

I appreciate our cooperation with Simon Fraser University over the decades in developing 

IUBAT as a quality educational and research institution in Bangladesh. The most vital aspect of 

this cooperation is the intellectual stimulation provided by the visiting faculty and students from 

Canada. Under the active stewardship of Professor John Richards, who also serves on the IUBAT 

Overseas Advisory Council, our Canadian visitors are covering diverse subjects from business to 

nursing.
Dr. M. Alimullah Miyan
Vice-Chancellor and Founder, IUBAT
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Foreword

Simon Fraser University (SFU) has since 1998 maintained an agreement with

IUBAT – International University of Business Agriculture and Technology. This agreement encour-

ages faculty and students at SFU to undertake policy research in Bangladesh in conjunction with 

Bangladesh scholars, and to publish their results via the Centre for Policy Research.

It is with great pleasure that I introduce the fourth publication of the Centre – a report on the 

challenges of providing quality education in Bangladesh. The authors of the study are Sandra 

Nikolic, a graduate of our Masters in Public Policy program, and Professor John Richards. A novel 

feature of the study is that Ms. Nikolic, with the help of students at IUBAT, surveyed parents of 

primary school children to find out what type of school they send their children to and what they 

look for in a good school. Analysis of the data revealed a number of valuable insights into the 

problems of delivering quality education in Bangladesh. Strategies to improve school quality are 

identified and put through a rigorous assessment of their impact and viability.

The cooperation between IUBAT and Simon Fraser University has produced an insightful study 

that I hope provides “food for thought” and directions for action.

Professor Nancy Olewiler
Director, Public Policy Program
Simon Fraser University
Vancouver, Canada
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participated in the survey, conducted in sum-
mer 2005.1 The survey affords interesting, if 
tentative, insights.

Following are the highlight of the survey 
results:

BRAC nonformal schools (that target dis-
advantaged girls and poor populations) are 
utilized by families of all socio-economic 
backgrounds. Two thirds of parents mak-
ing this school choice have below-median 
economic status, as defined. However, 
one third, a sizeable minority, have above-
median economic status. This finding is 
consistent with that of others: the relatively 
high quality of BRAC schools attracts many 
parents beyond the targeted groups.

•

Executive Summary

The Government of Bangladesh (GoB) has committed to realize international

and national education targets, and over the last decade, Bangladesh has made impressive gains 

in the quantity of education available. As of 2004, there were 18 million children enrolled in 

110,000 primary schools, an enrolment increase of one third since 1991. Still, many parents 

choose to enrol their children in private schools where parents pay, in nonformal schools run by 

NGOs such as BRAC, and in madrasas. The popularity of school types other than government-run 

schools suggests that parents have concerns about school quality – as well as the availability of 

school spaces.

This study briefly reviews the significant 
challenges to providing quality primary 
education in Bangladesh. Common problems 
within the primary education sector include 
management and administration deficien-
cies, inadequately trained teachers, excessive 
distance between schools and homes, and 
lack of access to quality primary schools for 
hard-to-reach and poor families.

In an attempt to assess parental attitudes to 
problems of school quality, student research-
ers from IUBAT—International University of 
Business Agriculture and Technology con-
ducted street interviews in Uttara, a suburb 
in northern Dhaka. A total of 349 parents 
(or guardians) of primary-aged children 
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Relatively few parents claim to withdraw 
children from school in order that the 
children earn income. In the case of those 
sending their children to either a private 
school or madrasa, virtually none do. How-
ever, about one quarter of parents sending 
their children to either a government or 
nonformal school do withdraw children 
for this reason.

An encouraging result is that over four out 
of five parents believe equally in educating 
girls and boys. This result holds regardless 
of the parents’ choice of school type.

Poor quality of teachers is a concern among 
only a minority of parents sending their 
children to a private school or madrasa. 
However, it is a concern among roughly 
half the parents using government and 
nonformal schools.

When asked a more specific question, is 
teacher quality a problem in the school their 
children attend, the percentage saying yes 
varies across school types. Three parents in 
five say yes if their child is in a government 
school; slightly less than half with children 
in nonformal schools say yes. Among par-
ents with children in private schools, about 
a quarter believe that poor teacher quality is 
a problem in their children’s school; among 
parents sending their children to madrasas, 
only one in six do.

Poor school management and administra-
tion is most likely to be considered a 
problem among parents whose children 

•

•

•

•

•

attend government public primary schools. 
Among these parents, well over half perceive 
problems. Among parents sending their 
children to any of the other three school 
types, management and administration is 
problematic for only small minorities.

Associated with schools are school man-
agement committees and in some, school 
parent-teacher associations. Variously 
composed of teachers, parents, guardians, 
and community leaders, their purpose is 
to involve parents and community in local 
school activities. Survey results indicate 
that of ten respondents sending children 
to government primary schools, only three 
are aware of the roles and responsibilities 
of PTAs and SMCs; another three are 
unaware of either group, and four are 
unsure. These figures are in sharp contrast 
to those for private primary schools, where 
of ten respondents over six are aware of the 
roles and responsibilities of the PTAs and 
SMCs, less than one is unaware, and three 
are unsure.

The study concludes with discussion 
of three broad strategies for overcoming 
education problems. The first is to replace 
the current government stipend programme 
with a selective school voucher programme. 
The second strategy is to transfer meaningful 
power over education policy from central au-
thority and Members of Parliament to elected 
regional or local councils. The third strategy 
is to reform teacher training to stress “active” 
teaching techniques.

•
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Uttara, sector 10: How many of these children will learn to read and write? Primary school enrolment has risen by 
over one third since the early 1990s. Nation-wide, about four of five children now enrol in primary school and enrolment 
of girls now equals that for boys. Only about three quarters of those who enrol complete all primary grades however, 
and among those who do complete, a significant minority do not achieve effective literacy.
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Children are the future of a nation. And 
deciding how to achieve reasonable education 
levels for a nation’s children is perhaps the 
most important political discussion for 
citizens to undertake. Reasonable education 
goals differ across countries, depending 
on their stage of development. For a low-
income country like Bangladesh, the highest 
education priority is for all children to have 
access to a primary school of good quality. 
This is not to ignore secondary and tertiary 
education: Bangladesh has need for people 
educated to these higher levels. Nevertheless, 
the first questions Bangladeshis should ask 
are: Are all children realizing the education 
goals of primary schooling? Are all children 
able to read and write Bangla? Are they able 
to undertake basic arithmetic? Are they 
familiar with simple scientific ideas? Without 
a better education foundation, Bangladesh 
will inevitably remain poor; its economy will 

not realize its potential. Realizing reasonable 
education goals is certainly not a sufficient 
condition for economic prosperity, but it is 
definitely the necessary foundation.

Those without good quality primary 
education cannot read and write, and must 
rely on knowledge that passes orally from 
one generation to the next. Such traditional 
knowledge may be of great practical use; 
it may also be of great historical and 
cultural value, but children without quality 
primary education cannot perform jobs 
requiring literacy and other formally learned 
knowledge. Education is important not 
only for reasons of economic development. 
Mothers who can read and know about 
hygiene make better use of health clinics, 
and are more likely to have healthy children. 
And debating ideas in a free press, accessible 
to a literate population, improves the quality 
of government.

I. Introduction

This study is a modest contribution to the assessment of school quality.

It reports education concerns from a sample of parents and guardians of school-aged children in a 

suburb of metropolitan Dhaka: Sector 4 of Uttara Model Town in Bangladesh (see map in Appendix B). 

The study also discusses broad education policy reforms and their implementation.
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Over the last decade, Bangladesh has made 
impressive gains in the quantity of education 
available. As of 2004, there were 18 million 
children enrolled in 110,000 primary schools, 
an enrolment increase of one third since 1991. 
Table 1 is reproduced from a recent report 
from the Campaign for Popular Education 
(CAMPE 2005). There is now parity in initial 
enrolment: about four of five boys and girls 
enrol in the first year. And there is near parity 
in the percent of boys and girls who complete 
the primary cycle.

However, many doubt whether Bangladesh 
has made gains in the quality of education 

available. Only three in four enrolled children 
are completing the primary cycle. On a typical 
day, only three of five enrolled children are 
in attendance. There are many reasons for 
non-attendance and dropping out. Some are 
on the education “supply side” – such as weak 
teaching techniques, lack of teaching material, 
and overcrowded classrooms. Others are on 
the “demand side” – such as parents’ requir-
ing their children to perform domestic duties 
during school hours.

CAMPE is not the only agency concerned 
with school quality. While acknowledging 
the impressive increase in numbers enrolled, 

Table 1: Key Features of Primary Enrolment, Learning Achievement, and Literacy in Bangladesh

Net enrolment 
rate of children 

aged 6-10 
years (%)

Attendance 
rate (%)

Primary cycle 
completion 

rate (%)

Mean number 
of competencies 
achieved at the 

end of grade 
5 (out of 27)

Literacy rate of 
population 11 

years and above 
– determined 
by a test (%)

Sex

Boys 79.8 60 76.2 16.7 47.6

Girls 79.9 63 73.5 15.3 35.6

Area

Rural 79.6 57 73.8 15.3 37.2

Urban 81.5 65 78.8 19.1 63.6

Family food status

Always in deficit 65.4 n/a n/a 15.4 n/a

Occasional deficit 77.7 n/a n/a 15.7 n/a

Break-even 82.0 n/a n/a 16.4 n/a

Surplus 89.0 n/a n/a 17.7 n/a

Primary school type

Government 61.1 59 76.1 16.1 52.1

Non-government 18.4 56 73.0 15.2 41.8

Non-formal 7.1 46 63.4 17.2 75.3

Ibtyee. Madrasa 7.0 88 82.6 n/a 51.4

Source: CAMPE (2005, 6). Note: The statistics are drawn from CAMPE field surveys conducted between 2000 and 2002.
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authors of the latest Poverty Reduction Strategy 
Paper express serious concerns:

Deprivation from education itself is a 
key element of poverty. The number 
of poor people deprived of education 
is disproportionately high, and lack of 
education in turn limits their capacity to 
overcome income poverty, thus creating 
a vicious and intergenerational cycle. 
Empowering people with knowledge and 
skills is the most vital component of hu-
man development for poverty reduction. 
Education and learning have thus become 
key elements of poverty alleviation. The 
education system in Bangladesh is not 
pro-poor; and the quality and content 
of education do not effectively serve the 
goalsof human development and poverty 
reduction. There is a general agreement 
that the number of institutions and enrol-

ments have grown at all levels, but quality 
of education has deteriorated especially 
in institutions where the children of the 
poor families go (GoB 2005, 129).

Literacy Statistics

To generate literacy statistics requires choice 
of an instrument to measure literacy and ap-
propriate sampling statistics. Both are open 
to debate, and hence caution is required in 
interpretation. The estimate of overall Ban-
gladesh literacy most readily compared to the 
rates of other countries is that of the United 
Nations. The UN’s latest estimate is that 41 
percent of adult Bangladeshi are literate. This 
is the lowest rate among 11 low-income Asian 
countries included in Figure 1 and Table 2. 
It is lower than estimated literacy for either 

Figure 1: Per Capita GDP for Selected Low-Income Asian Countries, by Adult Literacy Rate

Source:	UNDP (2005). 

Note: 	 Countries displayed have per capita GDP below the middle-income threshold of US$6,000. 



17Centre for Policy Research of IUBAT  •  Summer 2007

India or Pakistan, and less than half that for 
Sri Lanka.

Economic prosperity requires much more 
than a good primary education system. None-
theless, the trend line in Figure 1 is indicative 
of the link between education levels and 
economic develoopoment. The 11 countries 
include most of the low-income Asian coun-
tries with per capita annual GDP below the 
middle-income threshold of $6,000 (measured 
in purchasing power parity 2003 US dollars). 
Cumulatively, the 11 countries account for 
nearly half the world’s population. Among 
them, a ten-percentage point increase in adult 
literacy is associated with an increase of $453 
in per capita GDP. Admitedly, this association 
does not prove the link. However, among the 
five countries with literacy near or above 90 
percent, all but Vietnam had per capita GDP 
above US$3000 in 2003 – and the statistic for 

Vietnam is now about US$3000 given its rapid 
economic growth in recent years. By contrast, 
none of the six countries with literacy below 
80 percent enjoyed per capita GDP above 
US$3,000 in 2003.

To be functionally literate as adults, most 
children need to complete a primary educa-
tion program of five to six years (Brus et al., 
2003, 29ff). As measured by CAMPE field 
tests throughout Bangladesh, students hav-
ing completed five grades could perform, on 
average, fewer than two thirds of the tested 
competencies. After five years of schooling, 
one third of those tested remained either 
illiterate or semi-literate.

If we assume that four of five children enrol 
in primary school, that three of four who 
enrol complete a five-year cycle, and two of 
three who complete the cycle are effectively 
literate, then only two of five among the cur-

Table 2: Literacy Rate and Per Capita GDP, Selected Asian Countries

Adult literacy rate  
(percent)

Per capita GDP   
(2003 US$PPP)

Bangladesh (BGD) 41.1 1770

Cambodia (KHM) 73.6 2078

China (CHI) 90.9 5003

India (IND) 61.0 2892

Indonesia (IDN) 87.9 3361

Laos (LAO) 68.7 1759

Nepal (NEP) 48.6 1420

Pakistan (PAK) 48.7 2097

Philippines (PHP) 92.6 4321

Sri Lanka (SRI) 90.4 3778

Vietnam (VNM) 90.3 2490

Source: UNDP (2005)
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rent generation of Bangladeshi children are 
gaining literacy by the age of primary school 
completion. The implication of CAMPE’s field 
surveys is that Bangladeshi children are cur-
rently achieving literacy rates no higher than 
did their parents’ generation.

A Tiered School System

The majority of children attend government-
run primary schools. But the range of school 
types in Bangladesh is large (CAMPE 2005, 
Box 3.1). For our purposes, schools can be 
grouped into four categories:

a highly centralised system of government-
run Bangla-medium schools;

a diverse group of non-government schools, 
including private fee-charging English- 
medium schools serving the urban elite;

religious schools2 (Ibtyee madrasas) that 
combine general and Islamic religious 
education; and

NGO-facilitated nonformal schools, many 
of which follow a one-room, one-teacher 
model and serve hard-to-reach children 
from very poor families. The most impor-
tant supporter of such schools is BRAC.

1.

2.

3.

4.

Teacher Training

Not surprisingly, some advisers recommend 
improved teacher training as the optimum 
strategy to improve education quality (ADB, 
1997). There are vast differences in teacher 
qualifications, training, and experience across 
the country’s primary schools. In a 2004 
survey, CAMPE found that approximately one 
quarter of all teachers held a Secondary School 
Certificate (SSC) or less; another quarter 
held a Higher School Certificate (HSC), and 
slightly less than one half had received some 
form of university degree. In terms of teacher 
training, five sixths of teachers in government 
schools held a certificate in education (C-in-E), 
whereas less than one quarter of those teach-
ing in other school categories did. The most 
serious problems of teacher training occurred 
in the madrasas where only one teacher in 16 
had formal training (see Table 3).

Formal teacher training does not assure 
good teaching. Some training institutions 
are very weak and are, in effect, “selling” 
certification without adequate content. In 
general, teachers in government schools 
are not encouraged to use active-learning 
techniques, such as visual aids, singing, 

Table 3: Teacher Training by School Category

School type
Number of 
teachers

Type of training (%)

C-in-E BEd Others None

Government 110 84 9 1 6

Non-government 39 59 0 8 33

Madrasa 60 2 2 2 94

Non-formal 17 12 18 29 41

Total 226 53 6 4 37

Source: CAMPE (2005, 51). Note: The statistics are drawn from a CAMPE field survey conducted in 2004.
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dancing, and teacher-student dialogue; rote-
learning practices persist despite their being 
repeatedly criticized (ABD, 1997; Kumar Das, 
2005, interviews). In many cases, limited 
teacher-student contact time contributes to 
low scholastic achievement (ADB, 1997). To 
compensate, two of five parents pay for their 
children to receive out-of-school tutoring, 
often provided by their children’s teachers 
(CAMPE 2005,71).

Training for teachers in other types of 
schools may also be weak, but in some cases 
is more effective. For example, BRAC’s nonfor-
mal school teachers receive a short sequence 
of practical pre-service training, constant 
hands-on supervision, and refresher courses. 
Their training focuses on teaching practices 
rather than theory. Table 4 summarizes some 
key differences between teacher training in 
government and in BRAC schools.

The differences noted in Table 4 may help 
explain why BRAC students are experiencing 
lower dropout rates and why their primary 

school graduates are earning a growing share 
of high school entrance scholarships (White, 
2005, interview; Haiplik, 2003; Kumar Das, 
2005, interview).

Conclusion

The large number of primary-aged children 
not enrolled (approximately 2.5 million in 
2001) is disturbing; so too the large number 
of children dropping out of school prior to 
completion of all five primary-level grades, 
and the low achievement among those who do 
complete the full primary cycle of schooling. 
On average, children who complete grade five 
usually do so at a grade three achievement level 
(CAMPE, 2001). As well, attendance rates are 
alarmingly low.

Before Bangladesh’s parents can confidently 
provide their children a good educational start 
in life, clearly, there is much to be done.

Table 4: Comparison of BRAC and GoB Teacher-Training Expectations

BRAC-trained teachers Government-trained teachers

Teachers must have SSC or HSC formal education
Teachers should have an advanced (BA) degree, 
post secondary level formal education

Teachers must visit/observe a BRAC school 
in their area for at least 3 days before 
attending BRAC basic training course

Teachers are expected to begin teaching as soon 
as they are hired without any pre-service training 

Teachers attend an intensive 12 day 
pre-service training course

Within the first year of service, teachers should 
have attended a one year C-in-E in-service 
course at a Primary Teacher Training Institute

Teachers have constant supervision (minimum 2 
days out of 6 day weekly visits from BRAC officials)

Teachers have limited and sporadic supervision 

Participatory refresher course 
(monthly, needs-based training)

Refresher courses offered after every 3 
months (not necessarily needs-based)

Training is based heavily on practice, 
and is light on theory

Training is based heavily on theory, 
and is light on practice

Source: Haiplik (2003)
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Uttara, sector 10: Will 
either of these girls enrol and 
complete secondary school?

Uttara, sector 6: Girls en 
route to their secondary 

school. Unfortunately, among 
girls who do reach secondary 

school, too many drop out 
before completion.
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Economic Status

The economic status of respondents was based 
on questions regarding weekly expenditure on 
essential household items (such as food and 
clothing) and how many people live in the 
respondent’s household (excluding domestic 
employees).4 The median value among 
survey respondents was approximately 
Tk.1100.

Nonformal schools (such as those organized 
by BRAC) are well known as a free schooling 
option for poor and hard-to-reach families. 
Hence, it is not surprising that nearly two 
thirds of parents making this school choice 
have below-median economic status, as 

defined (see Figure 2).5 The finding that a size-
able minority have above-median economic 
status is consistent with that of others: the 
relatively high quality of BRAC schools attracts 
many parents beyond the targeted groups. 
Some of the parents entrusting their children 
to BRAC schools could presumably afford to 
send their children to private schools, but find 
this option superior. According to one study, 
about half of all children enrolled in BRAC 
schools do not belong within the target group 
of poor and disadvantaged children, dropouts, 
and girls (Sunkotomarn 2003).

Relatively few parents claim to withdraw 
children from school in order that the children 
earn income. In the case of those sending their 

II. Surveying Parents

In summer 2005, a total of 349 residents of Uttara, a suburb in northern

Dhaka, participated in a survey to assess attitudes on issues of school quality. Due to oversampling 

of the better-educated, the survey cannot unfortunately be considered a random sample of parents 

(guardians) in Uttara.3 Furthermore, Uttara is a relatively prosperous far-from-typical community. 

Nonetheless, the survey affords interesting, if tentative, insights to the problem of school quality. 

Table 5 summarizes the sample in terms of parental school choice and various parental charac-

teristics (gender, education level, employment, economic status, and age).
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Table 5: Characteristics of the Study Sample

Totals 

Parents/guardians whose children attend … Parents who 
do not send 

children 
to school

Government 
primary 
school

Nonformal 
(e.g., BRAC) 

school

Private 
primary 
school

Madrasa

Count (in parentheses, percent of parents within each school category, except as indicated)

Respondents 349 (100) 123 (35) 39 (11) 126 (36) 17 (5) 44 (13)

Parent’s Gender

Female 150 (43) 52 (42) 16 (41) 63 (50) 2 (12) 17 (39)

Male 199 (57) 71 (58) 23 (59) 63 (50) 15 (88) 27 (61)

Parent/guardian age

18-24 14 (4) 6 (5) 1 (3) 2 (2) 0 (0) 5 (11)

25-34 102 (29) 34 (28) 10 (26) 42 (33) 4 (24) 12 (27)

35-44 155 (44) 51 (42) 17 (44) 65 (52) 4 (24) 18 (41)

45-54 60 (17) 23 (19) 8 (21) 13 (10) 9 (53) 7 (16)

55-64 18 (5) 9 (7) 3 (8) 4 (3) 0 (0) 2 (5)

Parent’s highest education levela

Primary 63 (18) 26 (21) 6 (15) 22 (18) 1 (6) 8 (18)

Secondary 92 (25) 28 (23) 6 (15) 43 (34) 10 (59) 5 (11)

College/university degree 151 (43) 55 (45) 24 (61) 55 (43) 6 (36) 11 (25)

Trades certificate 6 (2) 1 (0) 0 (0) 2 (2) 0 (0) 3 (7)

Not available 37 (11) 13 (11) 3 (8) 4 (3) 0 (0) 17 (39)

Parent’s employment

Full-time 68 (20) 20 (16) 7 (18) 32 (25) 5 (29.4) 4 (9)

Unemployedb 86 (25) 24 (20) 13 (33) 39 (31) 1 (6) 9 (21)

Self-employed 89 (25) 38 (31) 8 (21) 28 (22) 6 (35.3) 9 (21)

Part-time 62 (178) 20 (16) 6 (15) 23 (18) 5 (29.4) 8 (18)

Seasonal 27 (8) 18 (15) 3 (8) 3 (2) 0 (0) 3 (7)

Rickshaw puller 15 (4) 3 (0.2) 2 (5) 0 (0) 0 (0) 10 (23)

Other 2 (1) 0 (0) 0 (0) 1 (0) 0 (0) 1 (2)

Distribution by economic status (intervals defined relative to sample median)

Below 50% 88 (25.2) 33 (27)) 14 (36) 11 (9) 3 (18) 27 (61)

50% - 100% 82 (23.5) 33 (27) 10 (26) 27 (21) 4 (24) 8 (18)

100% - 150% 90 (25.8) 32 (26) 7 (18) 40 (32) 6 (35) 5 (11)

Over 150% 89 (25.5) 25 (20) 8 (21) 48 (38) 4 (24) 4 (9)

Notes: 	 a. The education levels of survey respondents are much higher than the general education level of the total population 
of Bangladesh. This is due to two reasons: over-sampling of highly educated individuals who disproportionately attend 
private schools, and the prosperous status of the case study area.	  
b. Figures include stay-at-home mothers who were conservatively classified as unemployed.
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Figure 2: School Choice, by Economic Status of Parents

Figure 3: Does your child need to miss school in order to work?

Figure 4: Do financial difficulties cause your child to miss school?

Note: In this and subsequent 
figures of this section, the 
illustrated percentages show 
distributions within the relevant 
sample subsets. For example, 62 
percent of all parents with children 
attending nonformal schools have 
below-median economic status, 
against 38 percent with above-
median status.
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SCHOOL MATERIALS: Too many schools lack 
adequate books, supplies and teaching aids.
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children to either a private school or madrasa, 
virtually none do. However, about one quarter 
of parents sending their children to either a 
government or nonformal school do withdraw 
children for this reason (see Figure 3). Similar 
results emerge from the question as to whether 
family financial difficulties lead parents to 
withdraw children from school (see Figure 4). 
Among parents not sending their children to 
school, nearly all cite this as a reason.

In the case of government schools, the 
imposition of various fees likely adds to 
absenteeism. In the case of BRAC schools, 
results concur with elite interview data (White, 
2005, interview).

Girls’ Education

An encouraging survey result is the high 
percentage of parents who believe equally in 
educating girls and boys (see Figure 5). Note 
that parents who choose madrasas, who are 
presumably more devout than average, are 
somewhat more likely to believe in educating 
girls than parents who choose government 
schools.

Over the last decade, various incentives 
have been employed to encourage parents to 
send girls to school, both at the primary and 
secondary level. If the results from this survey 
are generally valid, the question needs to be 
posed: could money spent on such incen-
tives be better spent elsewhere? We return 
to this question in the final section on policy 
considerations.

Teacher Quality and 
School Management

Teacher quality is a concern among only a 
minority of parents sending their children to 
a private school or madrasa. However, it is a 
concern among roughly half the parents using 
government and nonformal schools (see Figure 
6). There is no evidence here that BRAC school 
teachers are superior to that of government 
teachers. Finally, over two thirds of parents 
who currently do not send their children to 
school responded that better teachers would 
influence them to enrol their child in school.

When asked a more specific question, is 
teacher quality a problem in the school their 

Figure 5: Is educating girls as important as educating boys?
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Figure 6: Would better teachers encourage you to send your children to school more often?

Figure 7: Is teacher quality a problem in your child’s school?

Figure 8: Do poor school management and administration cause problems in your child’s school?
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children attend, the percentage saying yes 
declines as we move across school types (see 
Figure 7). Three parents in five say yes if their 
child is in a government school; slightly less 
than half with children in nonformal schools 
say yes. Among parents with children in pri-
vate schools, about a quarter believe that poor 
teacher quality is a problem in their children’s 
school; among parents sending their children 
to madrasas, only one in six do. Finally, one 
can imply from answers to this question that, 
among those who do not send their children 
to school, seven in ten consider poor teacher 
quality a factor in their decision.

Among parents sending their children to 
three of the four school types, management 
and administration is problematic for only 
small minorities. However, among parents 

using a government primary school, well over 
half perceive problems (see Figure 8).

 Associated with schools in Bangladesh are 
school management committees and in some, 
schools parent-teacher associations. Variously 
composed of teachers, parents, guardians, and 
community leaders, their purpose is to involve 
parents and the community in local school 
activities. Survey results indicate that of ten 
respondents sending children to government 
primary schools, only three are aware of the 
roles and responsibilities of PTAs and SMCs; 
another three are unaware of either group, and 
four are unsure. These figures contrast with 
those for private primary schools, where of 
10 respondents over six are aware of the roles 
and responsibilities of the PTAs and SMCs, less 
than one is unaware, and three are unsure.

Madrasa students: Ibtyee madrasass combine general and Islamic religious educaton. Few madrasas accept girls 
as students.
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The government of Bangladesh has com-
mitted itself to realizing the goal of universal 
primary education by 2015. This is among the 
Millennium Development Goals established 
by the United Nations. If present trends 
continue, however, there is general consensus 
that Bangladesh will not meet the target. To 
have a reasonable probability of success, 
concludes CAMPE (2005, xxxvii), “[t]here 
has to be a much greater sense of urgency, 
greater determination to cut through inertia 
and bureaucratic obstacles on both national 
and external donor fronts, and a stronger will 
to resist extraneous vested interests than has 
been seen so far.”

While resolving them is painfully difficult, 
the key problems within the primary educa-
tion system can be readily identified:

Overcentralised control of schools from 
Dhaka (for example, excessive rigidity of 
school curriculum);

Weak local school management and inad-
equate role for parent participation, exac-
erbated by political interference;

Poor quality of teaching;

Inadequate school infrastructure and learn-
ing material;

Severe poverty among some families, which 
serves as a barrier to accessing education.

Below is a brief discussion of several broad 
strategies for overcoming these problems.

•

•

•

•

•

III. Policy Implications  
and Conclusion

It would be foolish to draw policy recommendations from any one survey

such as that conducted in Uttara. However, the survey does illustrate themes emerging among 

those who have studied the country’s education problems in detail.
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Strategy 1: Replace Government School Stipend 
with Selective School Voucher Programme

The current government stipend programme 
is intended to increase enrolment among chil-
dren of poor, landless families. However, the 
programme has been subject to abuse. A recent 
survey found very little targeting of the stipend 
to the poor. Among those below the median 
value for the economic index employed in 
the survey, slightly over one-third received 
the stipend; among those above the median, 
slightly over one quarter did (CAMPE 2005, 
78). Since gender parity has been achieved, 
and primary enrolment rates have been 
continuously improving, the current stipend 

programme should be rethought.
Instead of using stipend funds to target the 

poor, something the CAMPE survey suggests 
is not occurring; the government might define 
the program as a voucher system available to 
most or all parents. The objective of voucher 
programmes is to “provide families with 
maximum choice within a decentralised and 
competitive system of public and private 
schools” (West 1996, para. 14). Rather than 
transfer revenue to schools directly, the 
government or donor provides vouchers to 
parents who spend them to pay tuition at the 
school of their choice. The school redeems the 
vouchers from the government or donor.

Uttara, section 10, outside IUBAT campus: Better primary schools will mean that more of these children will 
complete primary and secondary education, and have the chance to attend university.
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Currently, one third of families are receiving 
about Tk.1000 annually per child attend-
ing school. The parents receive the stipend 
whether their child attends a government 
or some other registered school. Hence, the 
stipend has already become a modest voucher 
system. Were schools to receive all revenues 
via tuition or vouchers, it would require a 
massive expansion of the stipend allocation. 
The majority of the government and donor 
primary school budgets would be required 
to finance such a scheme. That in turn would 
impose complex implementation problems. 
Would schools try to attract students based 
on superficial advertising campaigns or bribes 
to parents? In addition to potential abuse by 
schools, a voucher scheme would face acute 
opposition from interest groups, such as 
teachers unions, fearful that the system disrupt 
present funding allocations.

Despite obvious and severe implementa-
tion problems, vouchers are of interest. In 
a recent survey of NGOs in Bangladesh, the 
World Bank (2006, x-xi) recommends voucher 
pilot projects in communities where both 
government and nonformal schools co-exist. 
Vouchers have the potential to force schools 
to be accountable to the consumers of primary 
education, namely parents and their children, 
and they may promote competition among 
schools based on quality (UNICEF 2006).

Strategy 2: Transfer meaningful power 
over education policy from central 
authority and Members of Parliament 
to elected regional or local councils

In many countries, local or regional communi-
ties elect “school boards” with the power to 
raise taxes and exercise considerable authority 

over school management and policy. Such 
boards are subject to central review, but play a 
valuable role in enabling parental influence.

In an analysis of South Indian schools, 
Banagiri (1999) argues that “central control 
saps local initiative, restrains interaction 
between school and community, excludes 
teachers from curriculum development and 
text book preparation, and prevents teach-
ers from developing a broader role in and 
accountability to the community” (para. 14). 
Further, a bureaucratic culture often disregards 
teachers’ commitment and promotes a theory-
based, rather than skills-building curriculum 
(Gottlieb, 1999).

Recently, Bangladesh has experienced del-
egated decentralization in the area of primary 
education inasmuch as many administrative 
decisions and actions are now made at the 
upazila level. Yet the regional officials making 
decisions are appointed, directly or indi-
rectly, from Dhaka. There is no effective means 
whereby regional communities (at the upazila 
level) or local communities (at the union level) 
can significantly influence school management 
and policy. Elected upazila councils do not ex-
ist, and elected local union parishads exercise 
no authority over local schools.

School management committees and parent 
teacher associations are intended to afford 
some community influence on local schools. 
But these are appointed bodies and there 
are consistent reports to the effect that local 
Members of Parliament interfere actively in ap-
pointments in pursuit of partisan patronage.

In discussing education administration, 
the latest Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper 
concludes, “It is necessary to shift operational 
decisions to Division, Zila and Upazila levels” 
(GoB 2005,133). Creation of effective regional 
and local councils has long been debated in 
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Bangladesh – with little result. Bangladesh 
remains one of the most administratively 
centralized of populous countries.

Here is an ideal case for pilot projects: 
create elected councils within one or more dis-
tricts and evaluate the results. Unfortunately, 
given the entrenched power of interest groups 
based in Dhaka, no immediate change here 
is likely. A recent study of local government 
in Bangladesh came to the following sober 
conclusion:

If decentralization is to make any 
headway against a jealous central 
bureaucracy and rapacious MPs intent 
on diverting its meager resources to 
themselves, local governments – urban 
and rural – need “a friend at court” in 
the form of advocacy organizations that 
can argue their case at the macro-level 
with the GOB, the media, the think tanks 
and the donor community. This is not a 
short-term initiative, however, and will 
have to be carried over into a follow-on 
activity if it is to gain enough traction 
to reach self-sustainability (Blair et al. 
2004, viii-ix).

Strategy 3: Reform teacher training  
to stress “active” teaching techniques

Most primary schools in Bangladesh rely on 
a one-way transmission of knowledge from 
teacher to student. Although the National 
School Board has recommended that teachers 
learn at the training stage how to employ an 

“active” environment of student participation, 
and evidence shows that this will improve 
outcomes, most teachers in most schools con-
tinue to use rote learning techniques. There are 
few examples of dynamic classroom activities 
– student physical exercise, singing, drawing 
and dancing – at the primary level.

Many education administrators believe that 
only professional, full-time teachers, holding 
both a Bachelor’s Degree as well as a C–in-E 
should be hired as primary school teachers. 
On the other hand, survey results show that 
teachers trained in “active” techniques (such as 
those in BRAC and other nonformal schools) 
are as successful as – if not more successful 
than – the more formally trained teachers in 
government schools.

Adapting the more “active” techniques 
used by nonformal schools to the government 
milieu will require cooperation at all levels, in-
cluding coordination between NGOs, donors, 
and GoB education officials.

Conclusion

Education is a key factor in the development 
of Bangladesh. Success has been realised 
in improving the quantity of and access to 
primary education, yet the policy question 
remains, how best to improve the quality 
of primary education. There are no simple 
answers, but establishing a school system 
that is accountable and schools that focus on 
learning outcomes is imperative.
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1) What is your child’s age group?

___ under 3	 ___ 8-10 years

___ 3-5 years	 ___ 11-13 years

___ 5-7 years	 other ______

2) Is your child employed?

___ yes	 ___ no

3) Does your child attend primary school?

___ yes	 ___ no

4) What type of school does your child 
attend?

___ government formal primary school

___ BRAC run school

___ Private Primary School

___ madrasa

other _______________________

5a) Do you pay your child’s teacher for extra 
lessons (outside of the classroom) or pay 
for a private tutor?

___ extra lessons from teacher

___ tutor	 ___ neither

5b) If yes, how much is the teacher/tutor 
paid per month? ______________ taka.

6) When/if your child misses school, what is 
the primary reason? (check all that apply)

___ child needs to help at home with 
household chores or other personal/
family matters

___ child needs to help with seasonal 
farm work

___ child needs to help earn money for 
family (out of home paid work)

___ poor health of child

Appendix A: Survey, English Version

PARENT/GUARDIAN OF PRIMARY AGED STUDENT SURVEY (5 MINUTES)

This survey is being conducted by a visiting professor at the IUBAT—International University of 
Business Agriculture and Technology. Your participation in this survey is voluntary and you may 
stop at any time. Your responses will be confidential and will not be distributed to others. If you 
have any questions or complaints, you may contact Sandra Nikolic or Dr. Allimulah Miyan at: 
891 1209

PLEASE ANSWER THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS AS THEY APPLY TO YOUR CHILD
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___ poor health of parent

___ family financial difficulties

___ reside too far from the nearest 
primary school (difficult to travel to 
school)

___ child has a mental or physical 
disability

other__________________________

7a) Have any of your children ever stopped 
going to school completely? (dropped out 
of school)

___ yes	 ___ no

7b) If yes, why? ______________________
_________________________________
_________________________________
_________________________________

8) What factors would influence you to send 
your child to school (more often)?

___ free textbooks/school supplies

___ more teachers

___ better teachers

___ government stipend (food or 
money given by the government for 
enrolment of your child)

___ None. My child always attends school

___ other _________________________
_____________________________

9) Would you like your child to complete:

___ primary school

___ secondary education

___ college/university education

other ________________________

10) Is it important to you that girls have as 
much schooling as boys?

___ yes	 ___ no

11) If you receive a government stipend 
(money or food) for enrolling your child 
in school, how much do you receive 
monthly?

___ <100 taka

___ 100-150 taka	

___ 151-200 taka	

___ 201-250 taka

less ________ taka

more _______ taka

12) If your child is enrolled in primary 
schooling, are you aware of the roles 
and policies of the School Management 
Committee and the Parent Teacher 
Associations?

___ yes	  ___ no

___ I don’t know

13) How would you rate the physical 
structure of your child’s school? 
(cleanliness, safety, hygiene, access to 
sunlight, air circulation)

___ excellent

___ good

___ fair

___  poor

___ I don’t know
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14) Which of the following is a problem in 
your child’s school?

___ lack of space	

___ too few desks for children

___ not enough books	

___ lack of cleanliness

___ too many students	

___ class sizes too big

___ poor teacher quality 	

___ poor management/administration

___ I don’t know	

___ none

15) Is there opportunity in your child’s 
school for you to have a relationship with 
the teachers?

___ yes	 ___ no

___ I don’t know

16a) Does your child’s school facilitate and 
encourage parent-teacher interaction?

___ yes	 ___ no

___ I don’t know

16b) If yes, how?

___ parent-teacher interviews	

___ involvement in curriculum design

___ volunteering	

other _____________________________

DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION

17) Are you: ___ male	 ___ female

18) Age:

___ 18-24	 ___ 45-54

___ 25-34	 ___ 55-64

___ 35-44	 ___ 65+

19) What is your current employment 
status?

___ full-time employed

___ part-time employed

___ unemployed

___ seasonal worker

___ self-employed

other _____________________________

20) What is the highest level of education 
you have obtained?

___ secondary	 ___ trades certificate

___ college degree	 ___ PhD degree

___ masters degree	

21) On average, how much does your family 
spend on household food per week? 
___________ taka.

22) How many people live in your 
household? _____________



35Centre for Policy Research of IUBAT  •  Summer 2007

Appendix B: Dhaka City Map
showing Uttara suburb
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Notes

1. The education levels of survey respondents 
are much higher than the general education 
level of the total population of Bangladesh. 
This is due to two reasons: over-sampling 
of highly educated individuals who 
disproportionately attend private schools, 
and the prosperous status of the case study 
area.

2.	 There exist several categories of madrasas. 
The category described here is affiliated 
with the Bangladesh Madrasa Education 
Board (BMEB). These madrasas combine 
general and Islamic religious education.

Their students can advance through 
the education system. They sit BMEB-
conducted Dhakil (SSC equivalent) and 
Alim (HSC equivalent) examinations. They 
also qualify to enter tertiary educational 
institutions. The other category of 
madrasa known as Quami, provide only 
Islamic religious education. There exists 
a private Quami Education Board, run 
by orthodox religious leaders. They are 
seeking recognition by the government for 
their madrasas, but do not currently have 

it. It is their view that introducing general 
education will be at the cost of religious 
education and is not desirable. 

3.	S tudent researchers from the IUBAT—
International University of Business 
Agriculture and Technology, a non-
government university located in Uttara, 
conducted street interviews in the sample 
area. Surveys and responses were originally 
composed and transcribed in Bangla, and 
later translated into English for research 
purposes. See Appendix A for the translated 
survey questionnaire. Only respondents 
who resided within the selected case study 
area were asked to complete the survey. 

4.	 The per capita status statistics reported 
entailed division of reported expenditure 
by the square root of the family size. This is 
an approximate means of allowing for scale 
economies in satisfying family essentials.

5.	 The majority of parents with children in a 
nonformal school claim to hold a college 
or university degree (see Table 5). This 
presumably reflects oversampling among 
the better educated.
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Abbreviations/Glossary

ADB	A sian Development Bank

BMEB	 Bangladesh Madrasa Education Board

BRAC	 Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee (a major NGO in Bangladesh)

CAMPE	C ampaign for Popular Education

C-in-E	C ertificate in Education

CPR	C entre for Policy Research

GoB	G overnment of Bangladesh

HSC	H igher Secondary Certificate

IUBAT	I nternational University of Business Agriculture and Technology

Madrasa	I slamic School

NGO	N ongovernmental organisation

PTA	 Parent Teacher Association

PSQL	 Primary School Quality Level

SMC	S chool Management Committee

SSC	S econdary School Certificate

Upazila	G eographical and political region
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CPR Commentary No. 1

Natural Gas Options 
for Bangladesh

The very low level of available commercial energy 
is a serious constraint on economic development in 
Bangladesh. Fortunately, there is one bright prospect 
– sizeable discoveries of natural gas.

This report explores three options for how Bangla-

desh might use its natural gas endowment: exporting 

gas to provide public revenues that could be directed 

to many other development needs; expanding the many 

possible end-uses for gas in domestic industry, agricul-

ture and households; or concentrating natural gas use 

on accelerated electrification. After assessing the three 

options, the authors conclude that rapid electrification 

should have the highest priority.

In addition, the report discusses institutional 
reforms to foster private investment and to improve 
the transparency, efficiency and consistency of 
government corporations, ministries and agencies. 
There is an important case to be made for integrated 
resource planning that includes environmental and 
social objectives.

by Mark Jaccard, Director, Energy Research Group, 

School of Resource and Environmental Management 

at Simon Fraser University, Mujibur Rahman Khan, 

Professor, College of Engineering and Technology at 

IUBAT, and John Richards, Professor, Master of Public 

Policy Program at Simon Fraser University
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CPR Commentary No. 2

Electricity for All

by ROSE Murphy, Research Associate with the Energy and 

Materials Research Group at the School of Resource and 

Environmental Management at Simon Fraser University, 

nuruddin kamal, Senior Research Fellow for the Centre for 

Policy Research at IUBAT, and john richards, Professor, Master 

of Public Policy Program at Simon Fraser University

Only one in five Bangladeshis has access to power; among those in rural areas the ratio is about one in 

seven. What can be done to improve access? This report assesses the barriers to accelerated electrification 

– rural electrification in particular – and offers practical recommendations.

The Rural Electrification Board (REB) and its network of cooperatives – Palli Biddyut Samitees – now 

distribute nearly a quarter of electricity consumed in the country. Despite this impressive accomplishment, 

they need to do more.

The authors recommend that the REB place a high priority on power generation independent of the 

national transmission grid. This expansion will require private investment and higher average tariffs 

for REB customers. Securing major new investment and revising tariffs will not be easy, but the goal of 

increased electrification is sufficiently important to justify the required reforms.
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CPR Commentary No. 3

Energy Policy  
for Bangladesh

by Dr. M. Alimullah Miyan, Vice Chancellor and Founder, IUBAT, 

and  John Richards, Professor, Master of Public Policy Program 

at Simon Fraser University

It is hard to exaggerate the importance of adequate supplies of commercial energy for the future 

development of Bangladesh. In May 2004, the Government of Bangladesh released a draft National Energy 

Policy, and invited public commentary. The government report acknowledges the serious shortcomings 

of present policy and the dilemmas in designing new policy.

In this third report of the Centre for Policy Research, Dr. Alimullah Miyan, Vice-Chancellor and Founder 

of IUBAT – International University of Business Agriculture and Technology, and Dr. John Richards, 

Professor at Simon Fraser University in Canada and Visiting Professor at IUBAT, respond to the draft 

National Energy Policy and offer a series of recommendations. The recommendations cover major issues 

from export of natural gas to improvements in the utilisation of biomass fuels.
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Over the last decade, Bangladesh has made impressive gains in the quantity 
of education available. As of 2004, there were 18 million children enrolled in 
110,000 primary schools. Still, many parents choose to enrol their children in 
private schools where parents pay, in nonformal schools run by NGOs such as 
BRAC, and in madrasas. The popularity of school types other than government-
run schools suggests that parents have concerns about school quality – as well 
as the availability of school spaces.

To assess parental attitudes to problems of school quality, student researchers 
from IUBAT—International University of Business Agriculture and Technology 
surveyed residents in Uttara, a suburb in northern Dhaka. This study reports 
their findings. The study also assesses broad strategies for improving education 
outcomes.
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