
Mushtaque R. Chowdhury, Rasheda K. Choudhury, Samir R. Nath 

Jomtien, EFA goals and lessons from Bangladesh 
Dieser Aufsatz ist eine Zusammenjassung eines liingeren Beitrages, in dem die Autoren die Ergebnisse einer von ihnen 
durchgefiihrten Studie uber die Situation der Grundbildung in Bangladesh vorstellen. So tauchen in der Zusammen[as­
sung hierdie von den Autoren ermiltelten Zahlen auf, ohne dass die Erliiuterung der angewandten Methodik hiilte Platz 
ftnden konnen. 1m Blickpunkt der Analyse steht das Leistungsbild der in Bangladesh existierenden Schulformen. 

Bangladesh ranks among the bottom 20 countries in the 
literacy-league table. Between 1980 and 1995, the literacy 
rate in the adults rose marginally from 32% to 38%; the 
rate for females remaining at only about half of males. Re­
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schools is approximately 82% (=62+20). When this is con­
sidered in association with the net enrolment rate of 73%, 
the effective enrolment turns out to be about 60%. 

cent statistics provided by the government indicate that Among the children aged 11-12 years only 29.6% satis-
the literacy rate has now reached 56% in 1999, a figure fied the minimum levels in all four areas of competency 
which needs to be confirmed by independent sources. including reading, writing, numeracy and life skillsl kno-
Over the past several years the country has seen increased w1edge. Boys did better than girls and the children of ur-
commitment and actions of the government, non-govern- ban areas did much better than their rural peers. The level 
mental organisations (NGOs), and donors to the cause of / ofbasic education varied according to the type of school 
primary education. According to government statistics/ the children were attending at the time of survey. For ob­
over 37,000 primary schools owned and managed by thd vious reason, the children currently enrolled in secondary 
government with an enrolment of 12 million students con- schools showed the best performance. Students attending 
stitute the core of the national system of primary educati- ' government and non-government primary schools perf or­
on. Approximately 23,000 similar primary schools with an med very poorly. The Performance of students attending 
enrolment of 4.5 mio. students, set-up with local private other schools NOO, Madrassa and English medium was 
initiative, are'managed with limited government subven- also only moderate. 
tion. The Ebtedayee madrassas, which are also estimated 
to be over 7,000, provide education with a religious focus 
to about 0.5 mio. children. Several NOOs have given spe­
cial attention to primary education; the number of students 
served by them is estimated to be 1.4 mio. The last in the 
category of primary level institutions are the English me­
dium schools, whose number remains unknown. 

Low attendancy rates 

It has been found that 33% of the enrolled students were 
from outside the primary age group and 27% were over­
aged!. Of the students enrolled at primary level, the go­
vernment-run schools has the highest number of them, 
with two-thirds of all students enrolled in such schools. A 
far-second in enrolment is the non-government registra­
ted (i.e. formal) schools with 12% of all students. The non­
formal schools, which are run by NGOs in most cases, are 
the third with 8.5% of enrolment. The Madrassas, have 6% 
of students; of these Ebtedayee, which is equivalent to the 
primary level, has 1.3% share. 

Others such as English-medium schools are much less sig­
nificant. In our ~ample, 73% completed the cycle over a 
period of 6.6 years (instead of 5), and 27% dropped out. 
The girls did slightly better than boys - the proportion of 
girls who actually complete the full cycle in five years 
without repetition are 48.6% for government primary, 
34.% for Madrassas and 87.9% for English medium 
schools. The highest rate of attendance was reported for 

. non-formal schools (81 %) closely followed by the English 
medium schools (79%). The lowest was 47.4% for 
Madrassas. If one assumes that 20% of absenteeism is ran­
dom, then the proportion of children who are regular in 

The government-run primary schools, which is the domi­
nant type, has 4.4 teachers per school on an average, whe­
reby the urban-rural-disparity is 7:4. The ratio is not very 
different for non-government schools. The NGO non-for­
mal schools have generally only one teacher per school. The 
government primary schools have the highest teacher-pu­
pil-ration 1 :73 followed by non-government schools 1 :55. 
NOO-Schools and Ebtedayee madrassas have more favor­
able ratios. In English medium schools the ratio is 1: 18. 

Reducing the gender gap 

The enrolment-situation is better than what was a few 
years ago. Both gross and net rates have increased over 
the past few years, but one third of all children enrolled in 
primary level institutions are from outside the official age­
group i. e. 6-10. The issue of equity mainly affects sever­
al disadvantaged groups including girls, the poor, ethnic 
minorities, and street and working children. The country 
has made spectacular progress in reducing the gender gap 
in enrolment. This is unique in South Asia. This spectacu­
lar accomplishment can be traced to a number of 'positi­
ve discriminatory actions' that the State and NOOs have 
initiated. A most important contribution to this is the scho­
larships that the State provides to girls attending secon­
dary schools; as of June 1999, the government provided 
4.8 billion Taka (I US $ = 50Taka) to 7.8 mio. girls . The 
schools also simultaneously received a small contribution 
from the State for every girl enrolled. Primary education 
in Bangladesh is free for all , secondary education only for 
girls2. In addition, a favorable school environment has al­
so been created by increasing the number of female tea­
chers, both in public and NGO sectors. 
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Children coming from socio-economically worse-offfami­
lies have been found to enroll in schools less in numbers, 
attend school less frequently, dropout more, and perform 
worse in achievement tests. However, the positive discri­
mination enforced through the food for education pro­
gramme of the government and the NGO focus on the po­
or have had so-

ard and has many types within it. The equivalent of a pri 
mary school is the Ebtedayee madrassa. [n short the re 
suits: Madrassas have the highest rate of drop-outs and rc 
peaters, lowest rate of girls students (t 0%) and femak 
teachers (5%). The achievement of students attending Eb 
tedayee madrassas is also very Ipw (lS% on our achieve· 

ment scale). Howe 
me positive irr. · 
pact. The poorer 
sections have 
shown improve­
ments at a faster 
rate than the bet­
ter-off. 

I'roportion of cllildren 11-12 years old currently en.rolled in 
ver, the majority 01 
the students who at 
tend Madrassas an 
from poorer fami· 
lies. The govern· 
ment spends a sub­
stantial sum of mo· 
ney on Madrassas. 
and so does the 
community. It is ne­
cessary to moderni­
se the Madrassa sy­
stem. 
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The govern­
ment's expendi­
ture on education 
is one of the lo­
west · for the 
South Asia regi­
on, and that too 
is mostly spent in 
meeting salaries 
and allowances. 

Girls Boys Both 

To resume our ana· 
lyses, we see hopes 
for the situation ill 
Bangladesh to im­
prove further: The 
enrolment ratio is 
rising (particularly 

Very little is left 
for improvement 
of the system, 
e.g. to improve 

Source: Household Survey 

supervision, training and curriculum development. The per­
formance of government schools, however, is moderate in 
terms of attendance, dropout and achievement, e.g. if the 
national average is 38% of achievement, the pupils of go­
vernment schools reached only 21 %. Even in the five 
districts which the government has declared to be free of il­
literacy, the situation is only marginally better . . 

The involvement of NGOs in primary education is recent. 
Barring a few who run S-year 'formal' schools, most NGOs 
operate non-fomlal schools of varying duration. BRAC, one 
of the largest NC ()s, with almost 76% of all non-formal 
school-going pup. , for example runs a 3-year system (it is 
now gradually moving to a 5-grade cycle). Even though the · 
number of pupils attending non-formal schools has increa­
sed fourfold since 1990, the NGOs serve still only 8% of 
all primary level-pupils. Our analysis shows that non-for­
mal schools are run efficiently. The attendance is high, dro­
pout is low, girls' enrolment is 20% higher than boys (be­
cause of positive discrimination), achievement in terms of 
achievement scores is one of the highest. They have also in­
troduced many innovations in both pedagogy and manage- '. 
ment and invest relatively more in teacher training and su- , 
pervision. In spite of better performance, there is no. room 
for them to be complacent, c.g., a 1>core of 38% on the 
achievement scale is far too low [or a 'good' system. The 
question of financing remains for the NGOs, who, for good 
reasons, do not want to depend solely on foreign donors for 
too long. The government should consider providing fun­
ding to NGOs to achieve the goal of EFA at the shortest pe­
riod. 

Madrassa education is one of the oldest systems of edu­
cation in Bangladesh. It is quite large with a separate Bo-

['~ 1993 o 1998 1 

for girls), the COI11-

pletion rate is improving, and poorer and less educated pa­
rents are sending their daughters in larger numbers to 
schools. There are despairs too - the progress in terms of 
increase in enrolment is slow and the children are not lear­
ning much in school. The analysis has shown that the ra­
te of progress over the past five years or so has been rat­
her slow - less than one percentage per year. With this ra­
te of progress, it is reckoned that the goal of basic educa­
tion for 80% children can be achieved only in the year 
2093! The challenge is how to achieve EFA at the shortest 
possible time. In this, investment in education in gellen'! 
and its distribution, pluralism in f:nJivery system, app: 
priate curriculum, positive discrh ... nation in favor of dis·· 
advantaged groups, and a supportive monitoring and su­
pervision system will be important ingredients. 
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l11ti5 article pre5ent. latest dal.n from 1i~1d level ,tudie. en the il1te",al emcien· 
ey of primary education in Bnngladesh. The NOO Education Watch colleeted 
dala from households, schools and children, r .. "resenting all 64 districts of the 
country. Quality ",se.sment mc",ures adopted for the study Indicated that the 
dala were reasonably reliable (for details see: /lope not comllceney. edited by 
the authon of the articles - c. r. annex: Uteralur %u,n Therna,. 
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