
 

The Bangladesh Development Studies 
Vol. XXXIII, March-June 2010, Nos. 1 & 2 

The Rights-Based Approach to Education  
in Bangladesh 

MUSTAFA K. MUJERI∗

The study examines Bangladesh’s record in implementing the right to 
education in terms of three dimensions of policy-making, e.g. the process of 
formulation, the contents, and monitoring of implementation. In the context 
of the human rights approach to education, the study reviews the overall 
record of progress in the education sector with emphasis on primary 
education and literacy. The analysis highlights the possible directions that 
the State of Bangladesh can pursue for enhanced implementation of the 
right to education in the country. Analysing the follow-up action plan of the 
Dakar Conference 2000, the study suggests what more needs to be done in 
order to streamline the country’s education process in accordance with 
human rights principles. The study concludes that the rights-based approach 
having well-defined principles of participation, accountability, transparency, 
equality, non-discrimination, universality, and indivisibility can have 
significant value addition in the education sector in Bangladesh. 

I. INTRODUCTION 
Bangladesh has committed itself to the consensus of the global community that 

the right to development is a fundamental human right of all citizens of the country. 
Bangladesh’s commitment to human rights requires explicit focus on human 
development such that empowerment and participation of the poor and 
disadvantaged groups are ensured for promoting an equitable process of 
development. While all components of human development are necessary to ensure 
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human rights in a comprehensive manner, the lack of education has an especially 
significant negative impact on people’s ability to exercise all forms of human right. 
In Bangladesh, an approach under which the right to education can be ensured will 
create a unique regime that will be more favourable to protecting other human rights. 
A foundation of basic education and literacy expands an individual’s economic and 
social opportunities, helping to acquire better job with higher and more dependable 
income. Education can also be a powerful vehicle for improving awareness on other 
social issues, such as healthcare and the uptake of preventive health services.  

Over the last decade, most educational indicators have shown positive trends in 
Bangladesh. In particular, marked progress is seen in enrolment in primary 
education. The progress has also been largely pro-poor, with enrolment (and 
completion) rising faster amongst the poor than the non-poor, faster amongst girls 
than boys, and faster in rural areas than in urban areas. But still inequalities in 
education are significant and a policy of ensuring the right to education is essential 
to promoting a rights-based approach to development. This would guarantee equity 
in access to resources and in sharing of benefits along with effective participation of 
individuals in decision making and in executing a transparent and accountable 
process of development. A focus on education, as an element of human rights, has, 
therefore, an inherent commitment to broadening and deepening the right to 
development in Bangladesh. 

The present study makes an assessment of Bangladesh’s record in implementing 
the right to education in the light of the commitments made by the State. In 
particular, the study examines the educational policies and programmes in terms of 
three major dimensions, e.g. the process of formulation, the contents, and 
monitoring of implementation. In order to be consistent with the rights-based 
approach, each of these dimensions is required to display certain characteristics, 
such as participation of the stakeholders in the process of policy formulation and 
setting of priorities and targets, and adoption of the principles of equity, non-
discrimination, and accountability. In addition to outcomes, the analysis also 
stresses the process itself which is an equally important feature of the rights-based 
approach.   

The study is organised in six sections. After the brief introduction of this section, 
Section II spells out the human rights approach to education policy along with a 
review of Bangladesh’s commitments and major requirements of the rights-based 
approach to education. The section also identifies the obligations of the State and 
their implications for the country’s education sector. Section III provides a review 
of the overall record of progress in the education sector in Bangladesh with 
emphasis on primary education and literacy. This provides a picture of the present 
situation in relation to the commitments made by the State. 
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Section IV examines, using the perspective of the rights-based approach, the 
country’s education policies and some projects involving the right to education. In 
particular, the section examines the National Plan of Action (2003-2015), prepared 
as a follow-up of the Dakar Conference 2000, in terms of its potential to address the 
human rights concerns in education. This serves as a background to the assessment 
undertaken in Section V of the achievements in the education sector from the 
human rights perspective and identifying the gaps that need to be addressed to fulfil 
the State’s commitments with regard to the right to education. Finally, Section VI 
provides some concluding observations. 

II. THE HUMAN RIGHTS APPROACH TO EDUCATION 
The human rights approach to education, as defined in international and 

national human rights laws and declarations, provides clear and specific human 
rights standards in recognising, promoting and protecting the right to education at 
all levels.1 The approach affirms the need to put into practice a comprehensive 
strategy that conceptualises education as covering all aspects of (a) the right to 
education, (b) human rights in education, and (c) human rights education, in order to 
enhance the enjoyment of all forms of human rights and freedoms through 
education. This section examines Bangladesh’s human rights commitments in 
education as well as the rights-based approach to education and its implications for 
the education sector in the country. 

The rights-based approach to education provides the broad guidelines for 
achieving the educational goals in an efficient and equitable manner. Three 
elements of the policy regime are important for ensuring that the human rights 
requirements are met and the State’s obligations are fulfilled. These are: (i) the 
policy formulation process; (ii) contents of policies; and (iii) monitoring of 
implementation. 2  The process of policy formulation in education needs to be 
participatory especially to reflect the voices of the population groups who are 
affected, directly or indirectly, by such policies. It needs to be recognised, moreover, 
that effective participation requires empowerment of citizens, particularly the poor 
and the deprived sections, which can come through building awareness and 
fulfilling other civil and political rights. The policy contents of the rights-based 
approach to education―e.g. goals and targets, allocation of resources, and methods 
for realising the targets―also must be guided by the human right norms. Such 
norms involve several requirements like the principles of equity and non-
discrimination, conformity with human right instruments, and an integrated 
                                                 
1 See, ECOSOC (2001b), ASK (2000), Tomasevski (2000a, 2000b, 2000c, 2000d).  
2 See Osmani (2005) and also Osmani’s contribution in this volume. 
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approach such that the complementarities among various rights can be realised. 
Finally, the process of monitoring and evaluation of the educational outcomes needs 
to possess, apart from its traditional elements, some mechanisms that can ensure 
that the State, as the duty-bearer, can be made accountable for its performance. The 
process of ensuring accountability must be participatory in nature involving 
procedures to hold the State accountable for each element of its duties. Along with 
mechanisms to ensure both internal and external accountability, it is also important 
for the rights-based monitoring to assess the culpability of the State in case of 
failure to adopt and implement appropriate policies. 

The State has the principal responsibility for the direct provision of education as 
exemplified in Article 13 (2) (e) of the International Covenant on Economic,Social 
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) (“development of a system of schools at all levels 
shall be actively pursued”), but the extent of this obligation is not uniform for all 
levels of education. The provision of free primary education for all is the immediate 
duty of the State of Bangladesh, but the State is also required to adopt and 
implement a national educational strategy which includes the provision of 
secondary, higher and basic education consistent with the requirement of the 
Covenant. The minimum responsibility of the State is to ensure the most basic 
forms of education in the country. In Bangladesh, such responsibility obligates the 
State to: 

(i) Ensure the right of access to public educational institutions and 
programmes on a non-discriminatory basis; 

(ii) Ensure that education conforms to the human rights requirements; 
(iii) Provide compulsory primary education which is available free to all; 
(iv) Adopt and implement a national educational strategy which includes 

provision for secondary, higher, and fundamental education; and 
(v) Ensure free choice of education, subject to conformity with minimum 

educational standards, without interference from the State or Third Parties. 

It is important to recognise several implications of these obligations. First, the 
right to education is comprehensive and precise. While the provision of free and 
compulsory primary education to all children is the priority, the State’s obligation is 
also to progressively ensure free and equal secondary education (including 
vocational education and training) for all and provide equal access to free higher 
education based on capacity. In addition, the State is required to take concrete steps 
to promote fundamental (basic) education to eliminate illiteracy and satisfy the 
basic learning needs of the adults.  
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Second, the right to education incorporates the basic principles of equality and 
non-discrimination such that the State’s priority is to ensure equal access for all 
including the girl child and other vulnerable groups, such as children with 
disabilities and from minority and ethnic populations.   

Third, the quality of education is an important concern of the human rights 
approach. Moreover, quality is conceived within a broad framework such that the 
education system contributes to developing the child’s personality, talents, and 
abilities to the fullest potential; prepares the child to lead a responsible life in 
society along with a spirit of tolerance and respect for human rights, and equip the 
child to inculcate social behaviour consistent with his/her own socio-cultural 
identity and civilisations. It is also necessary to ensure school discipline and norms 
that are consistent with the child’s human dignity. 

Fourth, the provision of these rights by the State can, in principle, be ensured 
through both public and private provisioning of education. The important obligation 
of the State is, however, to guarantee the availability of adequate number of public 
schools with qualified teachers that can provide quality education to all those 
students who would like to access education through public schools. This obligation 
is particularly relevant for primary education since private schools do not generally 
provide free education to all children.   

Fifth, the State has also an obligation to respect the rights of parents to establish 
their own educational institutions (in conformity with standards and norms) if they 
wish to do so, choose private institutions for schooling of their children, and impart 
religious and moral education that conforms to their own convictions. 

It is important to stress that the obligations of the State in relation to different 
levels of education are not identical. While the right to educational freedom, non-
discrimination and equal treatment, academic and institutional autonomy, and 
similar other requirements have applicability across all levels of education, the 
priority of the State is to introduce compulsory, free primary education. Article 14 
of the ICESCR provides five important characteristics which should form the pillars 
of the primary education programme. These are: 

Compulsory: The important feature of this requirement is that the decision that 
the child should have access to primary education is obligatory and not negotiable 
on the part of the parents, guardians and the State. Moreover, it permits no gender 
discrimination in access to education. It also requires that the education that is 
offered must be adequate in quality, relevant to the child, and must promote the 
realisation of child’s other rights. 

Free of charge: The availability of primary education must be ensured without 
charge to the child, parents or guardians. Any fees imposed constitute disincentives 
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to the enjoyment of the right. Similarly, any indirect costs (e.g. levies or 
requirement to wear a relatively expensive school uniform) may also jeopardize the 
realisation of the right and need to be eliminated. 

Adoption of a detailed plan of action: The State must adopt a detailed plan of 
action covering all actions necessary to secure each of the requisites and ensure 
comprehensive realisation of the right. Participation of all sections of civil society in 
drawing up the plan is necessary along with mechanisms for periodic review of 
progress and to ensure accountability. 

Obligations: The State has the unequivocal obligation to adopt the plan of 
action, if necessary, with international assistance and cooperation. 

Progressive realisation: The plan of action must aim at securing the progressive 
implementation of the right to compulsory primary education within a time-frame 
fixed in the plan. For this, the plan is required to set out a series of targeted 
implementation dates for each stage of its progressive implementation. 

In the light of the preceding discussion, the obligations of the State of 
Bangladesh in the human rights approach to education can be detailed as follows: 

Access to education 

• The State must ensure the right to education and guarantee that the right is 
recognised and exercised without any kind of discrimination; 

• The State must take adequate measures to eliminate obstacles limiting the 
access to education notably for girls, indigenous children, children with 
disabilities, and children from poor and disadvantaged families; and 

• The State must ensure elements of availability, accessibility, acceptability, 
and adaptability to education in all its forms and at all levels. 

Primary education 

• The State must ensure that primary education is compulsory, accessible, and 
available free to all; 

• The State must take measures to encourage improved enrolment and 
retention rates and regular attendance at schools, close the gap between 
school leaving age and the minimum age for employment, ensure quality 
education, eliminate gender discrimination and gender stereotypes in 
educational curricula, materials, and education process; and 

• The State must ensure that the primary education, as the most important 
component of basic education, satisfies the basic learning needs of all 
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children with due account to the culture, needs, and opportunities of 
specific communities. 

Secondary and higher education 
• The State must ensure that secondary education includes completion of basic 

education which consolidates the foundations for life-long learning and 
human development along with preparing the students for vocational and 
higher educational opportunities; 

• The State must ensure that technical and vocational education (TVE) 
provides a wider role as a part of both the right to education and the right to 
work.  For the purpose, the State should view TVE as an integral element of 
all levels of education; and 

• The State must ensure that higher education is available in different forms to 
respond to the needs of the students in different settings and equally 
accessible to all on the basis of capacity. 

Basic education 
• The State must ensure that the right to education extends to all those who are 

yet to satisfy their basic learning needs and which is not limited by age or 
gender. Basic education must be treated as an integral component of adult 
education and life-long learning and is a right of all age groups so that the 
curricula and delivery systems should be devised to suit such requirements. 

In addition, the State has the responsibility to perform a few other duties, which 
include: (i) install mechanisms, such as indicators and benchmarks on the right to 
education, by which progress can be monitored; (ii) ensure an educational 
fellowship system to assist disadvantaged groups; (iii) establish minimum 
educational standards to which all educational institutions would conform along 
with transparent and effective systems to monitor such standards; (iv) ensure that 
communities and families are not dependent on child labour; and (v) remove gender 
and other stereotyping which impedes the educational access of girls, women and 
other disadvantaged groups. As a first step, however, the primary responsibility of 
the State of Bangladesh is to work out and adopt a detailed plan of action for the 
progressive implementation of the principle of providing compulsory primary 
education free of charge for all within two years of the ratification of the Covenant. 
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III. RIGHT TO EDUCATION IN BANGLADESH: A PROGRESS REPORT 
The Constitution of Bangladesh recognises education as a basic right of all 

citizens and obligates the State to adopt effective measures to ensure access to 
education as a goal in its own right and as a means to improving the quality of life 
and human welfare. Article 17 of the Constitution mentions that it is the 
responsibility of the State “to provide uniform, mass-oriented and universal 
education and to extend free compulsory primary education to all children to such 
stage as may be determined by the law.”   

In addition to such national imperatives, the State of Bangladesh is committed 
to international goals in education as set out in various declarations. Bangladesh has 
re-affirmed its commitment to basic education through the two world conferences 
on “Education for All” (EFA) in 1990 and 2000; and is a signatory to the World 
Declaration on “Education for All” adopted in the Dakar Conference 2000. 
Following the Framework of Action adopted in the Conference, a post-Dakar 
National Plan of Action (2003-2015) has been formulated. Bangladesh also aims to 
achieve the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) covering universal primary 
enrolment, adult literacy rate of 90 per cent and secondary enrolment rate of 95 per 
cent by the year 2015.3 Prior to the Dakar Conference, the government signed the 
Jomtien Declaration (1990) and adopted “Education for All by 2000” under which 
the priority agendas included eradication of illiteracy and ensuring universal 
primary education.  

Since independence in 1971, the primary focus of education policies and 
programmes has been to deal with the problems of access, equity and quality. 
Despite the priority accorded to education in the country’s development strategy, 
the progress towards realising these goals has been slow. As a result, Bangladesh  
remains a poorly educated country.   

This section uses selected indicators to assess the overall record of progress in 
the country’s education sector. Despite significant quantitative expansion, the 

                                                 
3 The UN General Assembly has proclaimed the decade of 2003-2012 as the Literacy 
Decade recognising the view that creating literate environments is essential to eradicating 
poverty, achieving gender equality, and ensuring sustainable development. The Decade is 
about giving a voice to the voiceless and its objectives include: reducing the absolute 
number of the illiterate people, especially women and those living in places where illiteracy 
rates are high notably in Africa and South Asia; and creating dynamic literate environments 
and making a demonstrable improvement in the quality of life of those who participate in 
literacy programmes. By failing to become literate, these people remain deprived of the key 
to open the door towards empowerment, a better livelihood, smaller and healthier families, 
and participation in the development process. 
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record of progress suggests that the past success in rapid expansion of enrolment 
has been achieved at the cost of quality, indicating the increasing importance of 
quality-enhancing measures in promoting human rights to education in Bangladesh. 

The Structure of the Education System 
The structure of the education system in Bangladesh is diverse and complex. 

The government institutions are dominant at the primary, technical, and tertiary 
levels while private institutions are pre-dominant at the secondary level. A 
significant recent development, moreover, is the rapid expansion of the NGO-run 
non-formal primary schooling and private tertiary institutions. 4  The traditional 
religion-based system (madrasah), both at primary and secondary levels, is also 
prevalent. The structure of the diverse system has several characteristics: 

(i) The system normally starts with one or two years of pre-primary education 
offered by various institutions (e.g. private schools, kindergartens, and 
religious schools like maktabs); 

(ii) The primary education system covers a five-year period for children of 6-
10 years age group; 

(iii) The secondary education offers five years of schooling (grades 6 to 10) at 
the end of which the students are screened through a public examination 
(Secondary School Certificate). For the religious schools, a separate public 
examination is conducted; 

(iv) The students, with demonstrated competence at the Secondary School 
Certificate (SSC) examination, can enter into two-year higher secondary 
(or vocational/technical) institutions. At the end of the period, the students 
appear at the Higher Secondary Certificate (HSC) examination for 
screening and successful students become eligible to pursue higher 
education; 

(v) A mix of degree, certificate and diploma education of various durations is 
available at colleges, universities, and other specialised institutions for 
higher education. It may be mentioned here that successful completion of 
a degree (or equivalent) education is a requirement for entry into white 
collar jobs; 

(vi) The post-graduate education (1-2 years) is usually provided in the 
universities and affiliated institutions. 

                                                 
4 The latest National Education Policy adopted in 2010 proposes a new tier of pre-primary 
education for one year. 
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Overall Record of Progress 
Bangladesh’s success in achieving rapid human development at a relatively low 

level of income is manifested in educational outcomes.5 In particular, the account of 
progress shows rapid improvements in many quantitative indicators. 

Literacy 
Great strides have been made in improving literacy rates since Independence of 

the country in 1971. Yet, with a huge backlog of illiterate population, the literacy 
rate in Bangladesh is still low by international standards (Table 1). Despite the fact 
that literacy rate has more than doubled since 1970, as many as 40 per cent of the 
adult population were still illiterate in 2008. Moreover, nearly a third of the youth 
population (15-24 years) was illiterate in 2008, implying that a large majority of the 
young entrants into the labour force have no education and skills to pursue 
productive and remunerative income earning opportunities. A significant gender 
disparity in literacy among the adult population also remains, although it must be 
acknowledged that the gender gap has narrowed considerably over the years, 
especially in respect of youth literacy where the gender gap has all but disappeared. 

TABLE I 
ADULT AND YOUTH LITERACY RATES IN BANGLADESH 

(per cent) 
 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2008 
Adult literacy rate 
(15 years and 
above) 

24 27 29 32 35 38 41 54 59 

 Female 11 14 17 20 23 26 29 49 55 
 Male 35 38 41 43 46 49 52 59 63 
Youth literacy 
rate (15-24 years) 

31 34 37 40 44 47 50 n.a. n.a 

 Female 18 22 26 29 32 36 39 n.a 72 
 Male 43 46 48 51 55 58 60 n.a 73 

Source: World Bank (2001), BBS (2006, 2008, 2009b). 
Note: In the final column, the data on youth literacy relates to 2009. 

Primary education 
The government “nationalised” the primary education sector in 1973. Between 1975 
and 2008, the number of primary schools increased by 106 per cent and the number 
                                                 
5 The Human Poverty Index (HPI) which stood at 61 per cent in the early 1980s declined to 35 per cent 
in the late 1990s. Similarly, the Human Development Index (HDI) value increased from 0.20 in 1970 
to 0.52 in 2003. See BIDS (2001), Mujeri and Sen( 2003), UNDP (2005). 
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of teachers rose by 122 per cent, both of which exceeded the rate at which the 
number of students increased during the same period (92 per cent). As a result, both 
the average number of students per school and the student-teacher ratio show 
declining trends (Table II). It is important to note, however, that the declining trend 
in these ratios is a relatively recent phenomenon. The number of students per school 
started to decline since 1990 and the student-teacher ratio only since 1995, which 
shows that the last couple of decades have witnessed a sharp acceleration in the 
availability of schools and teachers at the primary level. 

TABLE II 
EXPANSION OF PRIMARY EDUCATION IN BANGLADESH 

 
 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2008 
No. of 
schools 

39,914 42,588 43,588 45,783 62,617 76,809 80,397 82,218 

No. of 
teachers 
(thousand) 

164.62 174.16 183.86 200.06 248.78 309.34 n.a 365.93 

No. of 
students 
(million) 

8.35 8.03 10.08 12.35 16.43 15.77 16.23 16.00 

Ratios:         
No. of 
students 
per school 

209 189 231 270 262 205 202 195 

No. of 
students 
per teacher 

51 46 55 62 66 51 n.a 44 

Source:  GOB (2001, 2005), BANBEIS website. 
Note:  This table needs careful interpretation. The figures for 2000 onward include various 

miscellaneous schools, where the number of students per school is quite low, 
making comparison with earlier years difficult.  

Disaggregation by type of institutions indicates that the growth in primary 
schooling came mostly from the expansion of private schools (Table III). Between 
1980 and 2008, the number of private schools rose by nearly nine times, and the 
number of  while teachers and students in non-government primary schools 
increased seven-fold and six-fold respectively, while corresponding increases were 
0.2 per cent, 23 per cent and 37 per cent for government primary schools. This 
shows that the non-government primary schools have played the key role in 
expansion of the system over the last two decades. 

 149



The Bangladesh Development Studies 150

TABLE III 
EXPANSION OF PRIMARY SCHOOLING BY TYPE 

 
 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2008 

No. of schools 
      Government 

37,609 36,689 37,760 37,717 37,677 37,672 37,672 

 Non-government 4,979 6,899 8,023 24,900 39,132 42,725 44,546 
No. of teachers 
(thousand) 

       

 Government 149.15 153.61 162.24 161.25 n.a. n.a 182.90 
 Non-government   25.01   30.25   37.82   87.53 n.a n.a 183.03 
No. of students 
(million) 

       

 Government 6.94 8.77 10.49 11.83 n.a n.a 9.5 
 Non-government  1.09 1.31 1.85 4.60 n.a n.a 6.5 
  Ratio of non-government in total (%)   
 No. of schools 12 16 18 40 51 53 54 
 No. of teachers 14 17 19 35 n.a n.a 50 
 No. of students 14 13 15 28 n.a n.a 41 

Source:  BBS (2009a), CAMPE (2009), GOB (2009), BANBEIS website. 
Note: Data do not include non-formal primary schools which numbered 35,314 in 2007. 

The pluralist and heterogeneous structure of the primary schooling system is 
apparent from Table IV. In 2008, 46 per cent of the total number of primary schools 
was operated directly by the government with about 60 per cent of the students. 
Besides, there were registered and non-registered non-government primary schools, 
community schools, satellite schools, kindergartens, madrasahs, and other types of 
schools. 

Most of the non-government schools receive subsidy from the government 
including teacher salaries and text books for the students. The curriculum also 
adheres to the national competency-based curriculum developed by the National 
Curriculum and Textbook Board (NCTB). In addition, about 2 million children (10 
per cent of total primary enrolment) received primary schooling through the NGO-
run schools. Since the late 1990s, the government initiated a programme to provide 
grants to NGOs, CBOs and PVOs (private voluntary organisations) to set up 
primary schools in villages having no schools. The number of satellite schools 
increased to 3,884 in 2000 from only 200 in 1996 (DPE 2001). 
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TABLE IV 
STRUCTURE OF PRIMARY SCHOOLING: 2008 

 

School Teacher Student 
Type Number Per 

cent 
Number Per 

cent 
Per 

cent of 
female 

Number 
(million) 

Per 
cent 

Per 
cent of 
female 

Government 
primary 
schools 

37,672 45.8 182,899 50.0 52.7 9.54 59.6 51.3 

Non-government  
primary school 

       

 Registered 20,083 24.4 76,875 21.0 32.9 3.47 21.7 50.1 

 Non-
registered 

966 1.2 2,460 0.7 64.2 0.10 0.7 49.3 

 Others 23,497 28.6 103,691 28.3 28.6 2.89 18.0 47.9 

Total 82,218 100.0 365,925 100.0 41.8 16.00 100.0 50.1 

Source:  BANBEIS website. 
Note: “Others” include community schools, satellite schools, kindergarten, primary 

(ebtedayee) sections attached to high madrasahs, experimental schools, primary 
sections attached to high schools and primary schools run by NGOs. 

The government also supports non-formal education (NFE) which is supervised 
by the Directorate of Non-Formal Education in the Ministry of Education. The NFE 
aims at providing literacy and basic functional education to those who remain out-
of-school or to the drop-outs before completing primary education. During 1996-
2001, 34.4 million learners (covering age groups 8 to 45 and hard-to-reach target 
groups) were covered under these programmes. In adult literacy, about 330 NGOs 
are directly involved in the non-formal education programmes of the government 
aiming to cover nearly 30 million adult learners. 

At the output level, there has been a rapid progress in quantitative expansion of 
primary education. The gross and net enrolment rates increased to 98 per cent and 
91 per cent respectively by 2009 (Table V). Another significant achievement is the 
gender parity in primary education.6 An important factor that contributed to the 

                                                 
6 As we shall see later on, the success in ensuring wide coverage and access to primary education and 
achieving gender (as well as urban-rural) parity was made possible by interventions on both supply 
and demand sides including targeted programmes to address specific constraints. Along with the 
enactment of the compulsory Primary Education Act in 1990, the combined impact of various 
programmes like the Food for Education programme, and special programmes for increasing social 
motivation and physical facilities in schools, and for enhancing school attractiveness and education 
quality through both the government and NGO efforts contributed to higher enrolments and better 
achievements. 
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rapid progress in primary schooling is the policy emphasis on appointing female 
teachers in primary schools. Currently, almost half the teachers at the primary level 
are female (Table IV). 

TABLE V 
SELECTED INDICATORS OF PRIMARY SCHOOLING 

 (per cent) 
 1970 1980 1985 1990 1998 2000 2009 
Gross enrolment rate    54    61    62    72    97    97 98 
 Female    35    46    52    66    95    97 103 
 Male    73    75    72    77    98    97 93 
Net enrolment rate    50    60    56    64    83    n.a. 91 
 Female    33    45    47    60    82    n.a 94 
 Male    66    74    65    68    84    n.a 88 
Student-teacher ratio    46    54    47    63    n.a    57 44 
Repetition rate    n.a..    18    n.a      7      8    n.a 12 
Share of pupils 
reaching grade five 

   n.a    21    n.a    47    65    n.a 80 

Source: GOB (2001), World Bank (2001), BBS (2008), and BANBEIS website. 

Recent evidence shows that the proportion of out-of-school children decreased 
over time––from 23 per cent in 1998 to 13.6 per cent in 2008; nearly one per 
centage point per year (CAMPE 2009). Decrease in out-of-school children was 
observed in all groups of children categorised by age, gender, area of residence, 
parental education, household food security status, religious beliefs and ethnicity. 
Major improvement was noticed in the poorest households (defined in terms of the 
level of food insecurity). Whereas the proportion of out-of-school children 
decreased 3.1 percentage points in the food surplus households, it decreased 21.8 
percentage points in the always in food deficit households between the two periods. 

The country, however, is yet to achieve complete enrolment at the primary level 
and reduce the dropout rate which remains extremely high. Although net enrolment 
rate has gone up from 64 per cent in 1990 to 91 per cent in 2009 (Table V), district-
wise analysis showed a gap of about 25 percentage points between the lowest and 
the highest performing districts (DPE 2008). More significantly, official estimates 
show that, as of 2007, as many as half of the enrolled students dropped out before 
completing primary education (DPE 2008). This marks a sharp reversal of earlier 
trend, as the completion rate in primary education had gone up earlier from 43 per 
cent in 1990 and 70 per cent in 1998 (BBS and UNICEF 2000). The official trend is 
confirmed by an independent study, which shows that the completion rate has fallen 
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from 70 per cent in 2000 to 50 per cent in 2008 (CAMPE 2009). This has happened 
in both urban and rural areas―the urban completion rate has declined from 79 per 
cent in 2000 to 69 per cent in 2008 while the rural rate has declined even more 
sharply―from 74 to 48 per cent during the same period. The increasing trend of 
dropout from primary education is thus primarily, though not exclusively, a rural 
phenomenon. 

School participation is strongly associated with the socioeconomic charac- 
teristics of the children such as age of children, parental education, household food 
security status, religion, and ethnicity. A study conducted in 2008 shows that 86.4 
per cent of the children aged 6-10 years were enrolled in school. Of the remaining 
13.6 per cent who were out-of-school, 12.1 per cent were never enrolled in school, 
and 1.5 per cent were enrolled but dropped out after some time (CAMPE 2009). The 
rate of out-of-school children is higher among the boys than the girls and in rural 
areas than in urban areas. The same survey also reveals that primary education 
provision has become less efficient than in the past and the coefficient of efficiency 
varies by school type/streams, residence, and gender. Primary-attached high schools 
are the most efficient and the ebtedayee madrashas are the least efficient primary 
provision in the country.   

Secondary education 
In Bangladesh, the secondary education system consists of two 

levels―secondary education (grades 6-10) and higher secondary education (grades 
11-12). In 1971, there were 6,126 secondary schools and the number increased to 
18,435 in 2008. In addition, 3,458 junior secondary (grades 6-8) and 638 higher 
secondary institutions catered to the needs of secondary education in 2008. 

The significant increase in enrolments and higher completion rates at the 
primary level since the 1980s led to higher enrolments at the secondary level in the 
1990s. The enrolment in secondary schools more than doubled between 1990 and 
2008--from 3.0 million to 6.4 million. At the higher secondary level, total enrolment 
increased from 0.19 million in 1995 to 0.82 million in 2008. The structure of the 
secondary education system shows the dominance of the non-government 
institutions (Table VI). For secondary and higher secondary education as a whole, 
more than 97 per cent of the institutions belong to the non-government category 
which provide enrolment to 89 per cent of the students.7

                                                 
7 Although these institutions are privately managed, a substantial part of their expenses is covered by 
government salary subvention payments for teachers and staff and block grants for construction and 
maintenance. The government also provides support to the religious secondary schools e.g. dakhil 
(grades 6-10) and alim (grade 11-12) madrasahs. 
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TABLE VI 
STRUCTURE OF SECONDARY EDUCATION: 2008 

 

Schools/Colleges Teachers Students  
Number Per cent 

of total 
Number Per cent 

of total 
Number 
(million) 

Per cent 
of total 

Per cent 
of 

female 
A.  Secondary education (grades 6-10) 
 Government 317 1.7 7,120 3.5 0.21 3.3 48.0 
 Non-

government 
18,118 98.3 199,448 96.5 6.18 96.7 54.0 

 Total 18,435 100 206,568 100 6.39 100 53.8 
B. Higher secondary education (grades 11-12) 
 Government 252 7.7 10,937 12.4 0.72 38.9 41.1 
 Non-

government 
3,025 92.3 77,038 87.6 1.13 61.1 46.1 

 Total 3,277 100 87,975 100 1.85 100 44.2 
C. Secondary and higher secondary education 
 Government 569 2.6 18,057 6.1 0.93 11.3 43.0 
 Non-

government 
21,143 97.4 276,486 93.9 7.31 88.7 51.0 

 Total 21,712 100.0 294,543 100.0 8.24 100.0 50.1 
Source:  BANBEIS website. 
Note: Within the system, there exist different types of educational institutions. The 

government schools/colleges cover secondary schools and intermediate/degree 
colleges. There also exist religious schools known as dakhil (grades 6-10) and alim 
(grades 11-12) madrasahs. Similar varieties of institutions also exist in the non-
government category. 

Despite its growing nature, enrolment rates at the secondary level are still low 
(Table VII). Between 1980 and 2005, gross enrolment rate rose from 18 per cent to 
43 per cent along with significant increase in female enrolment rate. A survey in 
2005 reports that secondary education participation has reached 45 per cent on a net 
basis for the 11-15 years age children from 33 per cent in 1998, while enrolment of 
girls (50.6 per cent) far exceeded that of boys (39.6 per cent) on a net basis 
(CAMPE 2005). The major function of secondary schooling is the screening of 
students to pursue higher education and, in this respect, the system is extremely 
inefficient, and the situation has become worse over time. In 1999, for every 100 
students who entered the system at grade six, only six survived through passing the 
final examination at the higher secondary level which is a pre-condition to continue 
higher education (Table VIII). More recent data on survival up to the higher 
secondary level is not available, but comparable data exist for survival up to 
secondary certificate examination. In 1999, of those who entered the 6th grade some 
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31 per cent the survived the examination in grade 10 (Table VIII), but in 2008 only 
20 per cent did so (CAMPE 2009). Thus, as in the case of primary education, in 
secondary education too one finds a decreasing trend of completion rate. 
Considering that only about half of those who enter school complete the primary 
circle, and 20 per cent of those who enter secondary school complete the secondary 
cycle, one can infer that no more than one in ten of the children who ever go to 
school complete the 10-year schooling cycle. This is a terrible indictment of the 
educational system in Bangladesh. The fact that an already low completion rate has 
become even worse over the last decade indicates a serious reversal in the progress 
towards achieving the right to education, despite increasing enrolment rates at all 
levels of schooling.  

TABLE VII 
SELECTED SECONDARY SCHOOLING INDICATORS 

 (per cent) 
 1980 1985 1990      1997 2005         
Gross enrolment rate 18 19 19         19 42.7 
 Female 9 11 13         n.a 47.2 
 Male 26 27 25         n.a 38.6 
Net enrolment rate 18 21 22         22 n.a 
 Female 10 13 15         16 n.a 
 Male 25 29 28         27 n.a 
Student-teacher ratio 24 28 28         29 31 
Private sector share in 
enrolment 

- 93 90         82 97 

Source:  World Bank (2001) and BANBEIS website 
 

TABLE VIII 
SURVIVAL RATES IN SECONDARY EDUCATION 

 

Per cent of: Co-efficient 
Efficiency 

(%) 

Cumulative 
survival rate 

(%) 
Students entering grade 6 100 100 
Students completing grade 10 60 60 
Students passing Secondary School Certificate (SSC) 52 31 
Students entering grade 11 81 25 
Students completing grade 12 60 15 
Students passing Higher Secondary Certificate (HSC) 40 6 

Source:  CAMPE (1999). 
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Moreover, the rapid expansion of the system has aggravated quality problems. 
High rates of dropout and failure in public examinations indicate serious 
deficiencies in quality of education. Dropout rates averaged over 50 per cent 
between grades 6 and 10 in recent years. On an average, half of the candidates, even 
after they survived the gauntlet from class six to ten and the “test” examination in 
class ten passed the SSC examination (CAMPE 2005). Poor achievement of 
students and low quality in secondary education can be attributed to well-known 
causes, such as deficiencies in teachers’ skills and capability, inadequate facilities 
and learning materials, poor enforcement of rules and criteria for approval of 
government subvention, inadequate resources reflected in low per student 
expenditure, and poor governance and management of schools.  

Higher education 

The access to higher education is limited with very low enrolment rates (Table 
IX). Two separate systems exist: the universities and the degree colleges. Enrolment 
in the universities is selective which accounts for about 15 per cent of the total 
enrolment and mostly serves the urban elites (Table X). Due to lack of employment 
opportunities at the lower levels, nearly three out of four students who pass the 
higher secondary level examination continue with some form of higher education.8

TABLE IX 
GROSS ENROLMENT RATES IN TERTIARY EDUCATION 

 (per cent) 
 1980 1985 1990     1995               

Total 3 5 4          6 
Female 1 2 1          2 
Male 5 7 7        10 

Source:  World Bank (2001). 

 

                                                 
8  At present, along with 27 government universities, there are more than 50 private 
universities which were permitted first time in the 1990s. The private universities are not 
subsidized by the government, tuition fees are high and hence these provide education to the 
children from the richer segment of the population. In order to make university education 
more accessible, the Bangladesh Open University was established in 1992 which enrolled 
0.27 million students in 2009. 
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TABLE X 
STRUCTURE OF HIGHER EDUCATION, 2007 

 
Institutions Teachers Students  

Number Per cent 
of total 

Number Per 
cent of 
total 

Number 
(million) 

Per cent 
of total 

Per cent of 
female 

A.  Universities        
  Public 27 40.7 8,068 49.7 1.4 87.5 37.8 
  Private 54 59.3 8,168 50.3 0.2     12.5 23.6 
  Total 81 100.0 16,236 100.0 1.6 100.0 36.3 
B. Degree colleges        
  Government 262 22.2 10,300 22.7 0.5 41.1  
  Non-government 917 77.8     35,001 77.3 0.7 58.9  
  Total 1,179 100.0 45,301 100.0 1.2 100.0  
C. Universities and  

degree  colleges 
       

  Government 289 22.9 18,368 29.8 1.9 67.9  
  Non-government 971 77.1 43,169 70.2 0.9 32.1  
  Total 1,260 100.0 61537 100.0 2.8 100.0        

Source:  BBS (2009a), UGC website. 

Status of Vulnerable Groups 
The progress in Bangladesh’s education sector, as shown above, highlights 

several features e.g. commitment to primary education and expansion of girls’ 
enrolment rates. Despite the progress achieved so far, significant disparity in basic 
education remains. 

Spatial  disparity 
Significant disparity exists in literacy rate between urban and rural areas,, 

between females and males, and among different administrative divisions of the 
country (Table XI). Similarly, geographical disparity exists in access to and 
participation in primary education. A survey conducted in 2000 shows relatively 
low net and gross enrolment and cycle completion rates in Barisal and Sylhet 
divisions (CAMPE 2002). The survey also indicates wide disparity among different 
villages in access to primary education. Of the villages surveyed, the net enrolment 
rate was reported at or below 50 per cent in 4.5 per cent of the villages. This means, 
in absolute terms, there exist around 3,800 villages where the enrolment rate is very 
low. As in the case of inequity in child immunization coverage, these low 
performing villages are often small villages located in ecologically-fragile, 
disadvantaged and low-lying areas (Chowdhury,Chowdhury and Nath. 2001). Such 
enrolment differences seem to have persisted in later years (CAMPE 2009). 
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TABLE XI 
DISPARITY IN LITERACY RATE, 2005 

 
Rural Urban Total Division 

Female Male Female Male Female Male 
Barisal 56.5 62.6 71.4 80.6 58.7 65.3 
Chittagong 42.8 50.5 61.7 68.4 47.6 55.0 
Dhaka 40.6 45.2 65.2 74.8 50.0 56.4 
Khulna 46.3 55.2 62.9 68.3 49.8 58.0 
Rajshahi 
Sylhet            

42.7 
31.8 

51.7 
43.3 

57.2 
      61.6 

67.1 
75.6 

45.0 
36.2 

54.1 
47.8 

National 42.9 50.4 63.2 72.0 48.1 55.8 
Source:  BBS (2007). 
Note: The literacy rate (in per cent) refers to persons 7 years and over and uses the 

definition of ability to write a letter in any language. 

Enrolment disparity by household’s poverty status 
The children from poor families are less likely to attend schools. Moreover, 

such disparity has gender and location (rural and urban) dimensions (Table XII). 
Although the disparity is less at the primary level, the gap is much wider at higher 
levels. For every two non-poor children, only one poor child is enrolled at the junior 
secondary level. Similarly, the non-poor to poor ratio is nearly four at the secondary 
level and close to six at the higher secondary level.  

TABLE XII 
GROSS ENROLMENT DISPARITY BY POVERTY STATUS, 2005 

 
               Urban                Rural              National  
Boys Girls Total Boys Girls Total Boys Girls Total 

Children 
aged 6-10 

 

Poor 65.7 74.5 69.9 70.1 75.5 72.7 69.5 75.4 72.4 
Non poor 88.1 87.1 87.6 83.3 83.4 83.3 84.5 84.3 84.4 

Children 
aged 11-15 

 

Poor 53.1 57.5 55.4 47.0 59.8 53.7 48.0 59.5 53.9 
Non poor 71.1 76.0 73.6 71.6 79.8 72.5 71.4 78.8 75.0 

Source:  BBS (2007). 
Note:   Gross enrolment rates are measured as children enrolled in respective grades as 

percentage of all children in target ages. 
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Similarly, a more recent study found that the net enrolment rate of the primary 
aged children significantly increased with the increase in household food security 
status. For instance, 78.1 per cent of the children of always in deficit households, 
84.3 per cent of the children of sometimes in deficit households, 87.9 per cent of the 
children of breakeven households and 91 per cent of the children of surplus 
households were currently enrolled. Similar trends were found when data were 
separately analysed for the girls and the boys. The same study also found that 
between 2005 and 2008 the net rates declined for the upper three of the four 
categories of household food security status while the rate increased for the poorest 
group (CAMPE 2009). 

Children who come from poor families attend schools less frequently, have 
higher dropout rates, and have lower performance in achievement tests. A 
comparison of selected internal efficiency indicators during 1998-2000 indicates 
that the participation of disadvantaged groups remains low with little change in 
socio-economic composition of net enrolment of the primary students (CAMPE 
2009). Moreover, the level of competencies achieved is significantly lower for 
children from poorer households. Controlling for other factors, the average level of 
competencies rises monotonically from 17.7 (out of 27) among the “always in 
deficit” households to 18.1 in “sometimes deficit” households, 18.7 in “breakeven” 
households and 20 in “surplus” households (CAMPE 2009). 

Crucial to improving educational outcomes is the calculation that households 
make when assessing the returns to education against the costs involved. For the 
poor families, the cost of educating their children is a significant deterrent. 
Although the direct costs are low in the early years of education, they increase 
rapidly with each grade. The composition of direct education costs changes with age 
and varies between income groups. Tutoring costs--that is, costs for supplementary 
private teaching outside school hours―become progressively more important at 
higher grades, and is a cost that poorer families can less frequently afford (either in 
monetary terms or in terms of children’s time free of household tasks).  

More important than direct costs for poor households, however, are the indirect 
costs. In Bangladesh, child labour is common and begins at an early age. In both 
rural and urban settings, poor families often rely heavily on their children to help 
with a variety of tasks (generally household-based) essential to the wellbeing of the 
family. These forms of child labour include both income-earning or subsistence-
oriented productive or trading activities, and household reproductive tasks (caring 
for younger siblings, cooking, cleaning, carrying water, etc.) much of which is 
necessitated in order to free up both parents for economic activity. 

For many poor children, work and school attendance are largely substitutes for 
one another, and this trade-off becomes more pronounced as children get older. The 
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burden of housework and productive work is a particular problem for rural children 
of poor families, and girls. In particular, from age 12 onwards, household work is 
significantly more likely to interfere with girls’ education than boys. Such children, 
especially girls, start to fall behind in grade attainment compared with their peers 
who only attend school. The high proportion of children who both attend school and 
work suggests that the household need for child labour contributes to outright 
dropout from school.  

Access to education also has important inter-generational, inter-sectoral and 
societal dimensions. Statistically significant positive relationship between parental 
education and net enrolment is observed: mothers with secondary or more education 
are more likely to send their children to school than those with primary and no 
education. Similar relationship also holds for father’s education. Moreover, it is 
observed that, out of 20 per cent of the eligible children (age 6-10 years) who are 
not enrolled in schools, nearly 18 per cent did never go to school while the rest had 
enrolled but dropped out before reaching the age of 10 years. 

The socio-economic background of the non-enrolled children shows that most 
of them (more than 50 per cent) come from food deficit households, nearly 88 per 
cent live in rural areas, and over three-quarters of the fathers and 85 per cent of the 
mothers of the non-enrolled children have no schooling. Even in the case of enrolled 
students, only about 22 per cent of the eligible students are “in the right grade at the 
right age” and more than 47 per cent are in a class behind their age. The analysis by 
age shows that less than 45 per cent of the children of age six are enrolled in grade 
one and, of the children aged 10, only 15 per cent are in grade six. 

While the overwhelming majority of the non-enrolled, drop-outs and poor 
performers of the basic schooling system belong to the poor families, the “rural-
urban divide” in the education sector is reflected in significant variations in the type 
of primary schools that the students attend (Table XIII).9 Most of the rural students 
(around 92 per cent) are enrolled in government and government subsidized schools 
and madrasahs while  similar  share  in  urban  areas  is  76  per cent and relatively 
more urban students have access to Bangla and English medium private schools (e.g. 
kindergartens). 

                                                 
9 Some evidence suggests that the most disadvantaged in terms of access to education are those in 
urban slums.  Similarly, children of ethnic minorities whose mother tongue is not Bangla and who 
generally fall in the low socio-economic category are also at a distinct disadvantage in respect of 
access to primary education. See CAMPE (2002). 
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TABLE XIII 
ENROLMENT BY TYPE OF PRIMARY SCHOOLS, 2000 

(% of children) 
 

Type of school Rural Urban Total 
Government 75.3 55.7 70.7 
Government subsidized 11.6 19.4 13.4 
Private (Bengali 
medium) 

  2.1 16.3 5.4 

Private (English 
medium) 

  0.7 3.6 1.4 

NGO-managed   5.1 2.3 4.4 
Madrasah   5.0 0.9 4.0 
Others   0.2 1.8 0.7 
Total          100.0         100.0           100.0 

Source:  BBS (2001). 

Since the quality of education in private schools is usually higher than that in 
government schools, which also have better qualified teachers and improved 
facilities in urban areas, urban students tend to get higher quality education than 
their counterparts in the rural areas. Obviously this quality differential has far-
reaching implications on future educational prospects of the children living in rural 
areas compared with those in urban areas. 

In summary, the present review indicates significant progress in the education 
sector particularly in increasing literacy and enrolment rates in primary education 
and in closing the gender gaps at primary and secondary levels in Bangladesh. The 
progress is the outcome of a series of affirmative actions taken by the State, the 
private sector and the NGOs.10 It is equally true, however, that the country needs to 
go a long way in realising the commitments made by the State in the education 
sector. The overall educational status remains low and is marked by pronounced 
rich-poor, gender and geographical disparities. Late entry is also pervasive 

                                                 
10 Several such actions may be noted, such as the enactment of the Primary Education Act in 1990 to 
provide free and compulsory primary education to all children; free education for girls up to grade 
twelve in rural areas; stipends for girls at the secondary level; food for education (recently substituted 
by cash for education) programme for children from poorer families; creation of a space along with 
financial support by the government for the private sector and NGOs to function; and proliferation of 
NGO-run non-formal schools for the children deprived of formal schooling due to poverty, gender or 
other reasons.  It may be argued, however, that most of these actions contributed to improving the 
performance in quantitative terms with inadequate efforts towards addressing the quality aspects of 
education. 
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especially amongst the children from poor families. Over-age enrolment is a 
problem primarily because it is an important factor in explaining high dropout. 
Those students who start school late are highly likely to drop out before they 
complete primary education. One major factor underlying high dropout and low 
completion rates is the importance of child labour to poor households. It is much 
harder to keep children of poor families in primary school beyond initial enrolment, 
and even harder to keep them attending through into secondary education.  

Along with protecting the budget for the primary education, this requires more 
attention to secondary education where direct and indirect costs for households act 
as a significant barrier to the continued attendance of children from poor families. 
For the poor families, pulling children out of school to work solves a short-term 
problem of income flow at a high long-term cost.  

In the interests of both equity and macroeconomic efficiency, there is a strong 
case for public investments in promoting access to education for poor children. 
International experience suggests that pre-school or early childhood education 
merits more significant investment as a way to tackle late entry and the problems 
that follow. There is also a good case for scholarships for pupils from poor families, 
especially girls, as a mechanism to compensate poor families for lost income from 
child labour and so increase the probability that their children will remain in school.  

IV. APPROACHING THE RIGHT TO EDUCATION IN BANGLADESH 

Bangladesh’s development strategy considers education more as a precondition 
for sustained economic growth which leaves little space for its human rights 
dimension. The existing inadequacy in educational attainments is seen as a 
manifestation of poverty, resulting in low labour productivity and inadequate living 
conditions, but it is not explicitly recognised as violation of people’s right to 
education. Nonetheless, the role that the government plays in the education sector 
has an impact on the fulfilment of this right, even though the government does not 
adopt an explicitly rights-based approach. 

Government policy recognises that inadequacies in educational investments are 
caused in part by poverty, which in turn contributes to its perpetuation. The poor 
households, with limited resources, face a difficult trade-off in meeting educational 
expense of their children which has a future pay-off at the cost of current 
consumption that is urgently needed for survival. As a result, education, particularly 
for the poor in Bangladesh, acquires the characteristics of public goods with 
positive externalities and the government is, therefore, required to spend more on 
education. This is necessary to ensure that the poor do not become the victims of 
both market and government failures. In view of such strong arguments, the case for 
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rapid growth in public expenditure has been generally accepted. The government 
has also followed active policies for expanding the delivery of educational services 
along with creating the institutional capacity to reach the poor.  

A noteworthy feature of government policy is the pursuit of different 
approaches to the expansion of primary and secondary education. The strategic 
thrust for expanding primary education is through public provisioning and 
expanding the net of non-government schools. Since the 1990s, the approach also 
covered efforts at expanding the role of community schools organised by NGOs and 
communities with government support. The advantage of non-government and 
community schools lies in their lower cost of teacher salaries, higher number of 
students per class and higher student-teacher ratios, resulting in lower per-pupil 
costs compared with the government schools. The strategy for expanding secondary 
education, on the other hand, emphasises more on partnership with private providers. 
The policy of wider partnership with the private sector contributes to lower per-
pupil cost through lower teacher-student ratios and lower teacher salaries (since the 
government pays 90 per cent of the base teacher salary in non-government 
secondary schools).11

Public Expenditure Policy 
Three sources of educational financing are available in the country: the 

government, the households, and community financing including NGOs. Survey 
evidence shows that the household sector is the most important source of education 
financing in the country. Although the publicly provided primary education is 
tuition-free, the non-government schools collect fees and contributions (even some 
government schools are reported to practise the collection of “informal 
contribution” using some pretexts). Moreover, the households pay for 
supplementary educational materials, private tutoring, and other education-related 
expenditures. One survey indicates that the average annual education expenditure 
by the households is almost similar to government expenditures at the primary and 
tertiary levels (Table XIV). The level of private expenditure is, however, more than 
two-and-a-half times that of public expenditure at the secondary level. 

Although primary education is “free” in the country, in the sense that tuition fee 
does not have to be paid, households do need to incur a variety of other expenses. 
For instance, a survey conducted in 2005 reports that more than 80 per cent of the 
students of primary classes even in government schools had to pay “other fees”; 

                                                 
11 The unit cost per student is estimated at US$ 16 in non-government schools compared with US$ 68 
in government secondary schools (including all recurrent costs incurred by the schools irrespective of 
their financing). See World Bank (2002). 
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nearly 70 per cent had to pay for school dress and almost 60 per cent had to pay for 
school bags. Furthermore, over 40 per cent of students paid for private tuition 
(CAMPE 2007). On an average, households had to pay Tk. 2,359 for a primary 
level student—Tk. 2,120 for a rural student and Tk. 2,930 for an urban student. By 
contrast, public expenditure per primary student was only Tk. 1,728 for the country 
as a whole—Tk. 1,765 for a rural student and Tk. 1,618 for an urban student. 
Private expenditure per primary student thus exceeded public expenditure. Out of 
total private expenditure, just over a quarter is accounted for by private tuition; even 
if this part is left out and only the directly school-related items are considered 
private expenditure still matches public expenditure.12 Thus, the so-called “free” 
education is far from free, with households having to pay more per student than 
does the government. 

TABLE XIV 
PUBLIC AND PRIVATE EXPENDITURES IN EDUCATION: 2001 

 

US $ per student per year 
Level  Public Households 
Primary 13 13 
Secondary 27 73 
Tertiary 155 151 

Source:  World Bank (2002). 

The share of private expenditure is even higher for secondary education. The 
same 2005 survey showed that private expenditure per secondary student was Tk. 
11,204 as against public expenditure of Tk. 5,232 (CAMPE 2007). Thus, over two-
thirds of expenditure for secondary education is borne by the households themselves. 
Part of the reason for high private expenditure in secondary education is the 
relatively high expenditure in urban schooling, where private tuition, in particular, 
plays a much larger role. But even in rural areas private expenditure far exceeds 
public expenditure—Tk. 8,464 for private versus Tk. 5,094 for public expenditure 
per secondary student. 

Moreover, there are also significant inequalities in private expenditure in 
education. In 2005, per student expenditure on primary students of the richest 
quintile of households was 2.4 times that of the poorest quintile in rural areas; the 
corresponding figure in urban areas was 3.1. Very similar ratios are observed for 
secondary education as well (CAMPE 2007). Such differences in expenditure 

                                                 
12 It should be noted that the average private expenditure was calculated for all households, 
regardless of whether they had any primary school student or not. If only those who had 
primary students were considered, the average would be much higher. 
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among various income groups as well as between rural and urban areas and over 
different types of schools indicate the differential capacity and access of students to 
a wide variety of primary schooling that exists in the country. This creates 
significant quality differentials and polarisation in access to educational 
opportunities on the basis of household’s economic capacity. 

Over the years, Bangladesh’s public policy has increasingly emphasized the 
importance of education. Correspondingly, public resources devoted to education have 
increased in both absolute and relative terms (Table XV). Still, despite devoting around 
15 per cent of total government spending to education, the level of government 
spending is low and constitutes only 2.2 per cent of GDP.13 Bangladesh spends less per 
student in primary education relative to other developing countries with similar per 
capita income. One important point to note, however, is that the government has been 
devoting more of its own resources in development expenditure on education (through 
the annual development programmes) compared with project aid received from external 
donors. The share of project aid in total education development expenditure was about 
63 per cent in the late-1980s which declined to 28 per cent during the late-1990s. Over 
the same period, the yearly aid-financed development expenditure at constant 1995/96 
prices increased from Tk. 1.8 billion to Tk. 3.9 billion, while similar expenditure from 
the government’s own resources increased from Tk. 1.1 billion to more than Tk. 10 
billion. 

 TABLE XV  
GOVERNMENT EXPENDITURE ON EDUCATION 

 

 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2008 
Government Education 
Expenditure 

       

 % of total government 
expenditure 

  6.7 11.7 11.3 16.7  14.8 14.2 14.6 

 % of education development 
expenditure in total 
development expenditure 

  2.1    2.4    5.2 14.2  13.3 13.8 13.6 

 % of GDP   0.8    0.9    1.4   2.3    2.2 2.1 2.2 
 At constant 1995/96 prices   
Total government expenditure in 
education (billion Tk.) 

  7.8  10.2 18.1 37.5 42.7 55.1 69.1 

Per capita education expenditure 
(Tk.) 

   89   105  166  313  325 402 485 

Source: Mujeri (2000), GOB (2001, 2005), BBS (2009a). 
                                                 
13 During the mid-1990s, the ratio of educational expenditure to GDP was estimated at around 3.7 per 
cent in India, 3.4 per cent in Sri Lanka, 2.9 per cent in Nepal and between 4 and 6 per cent in East 
Asian countries. 
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The distribution of government education expenditure shows that the share of 
primary education has declined from more than 51 per cent in 1992 to around 40 per 
cent in 2009, whereas the share of secondary education increased, representing a 
shift of resources from the primary to the secondary level (Table XVI). Along with 
the need to accommodate the increasing demand for continuing education for the 
cohort that completed the primary education, the trend reflects a policy shift 
towards expanding the provision of secondary education, especially for girls. 

TABLE XVI 
PUBLIC EXPENDITURE BY LEVEL OF EDUCATION 

% share  Total 
expenditure 
(billion Tk. 
at 1995/96 

prices) 

Primary Secondary Technical University Others Total 

1992 19.9 51.3 32.0 2.6 8.8 5.3 100.0 
1996 35.7 50.3 39.5 1.5 6.0 2.7 100.0 
2000 42.7 44.6 43.5 2.6 7.4 1.9 100.0 
2009 56.1    40.1             42.0               2.6                  6.2             9.1         100.0 

Source:  GOB (2001), BBS (2009a). 
 

Nevertheless, if we consider primary and secondary education as components of 
basic education, the share of public resources devoted to basic education shows 
overall stagnation at just over 80 per cent. A feature of public education expenditure 
which reflects its unbalanced nature, however, is the very high share of resources 
that is devoted to teachers’ salaries in government schools and salary-related 
subsidies to non-government institutions. At the primary level, the revenue 
expenditure is almost entirely devoted to meeting expenses on pay and allowances. 
It is estimated that nearly 97 per cent of expenditure is accounted for by salary and 
salary-related expenditures. 

At the secondary level, the share of pay and allowances is estimated at around 
80 per cent when grants to non-government institutions are added since these are 
spent on salaries of teachers (Mujeri 2000). As a result, very little resources can be 
made available to meet other educational needs, such as teaching materials, 
essential supplies, in-service training and maintenance, and text book related 
expenditures which contribute towards improving the quality of basic education. In 
effect, the present expenditure pattern indicates low priority to complementary 
expenses needed for the delivery of quality education services, indicating an 
imbalance between labour and non-labour teaching inputs. 

Despite these deficiencies, it is important to acknowledge the rising trend in the 
share of education in government expenditure. The increasing importance attached 
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to education is part of the overall shift in public spending to social sectors resulting 
from increasing prominence of social models in development. Public resources 
devoted to social sectors increased to more than a quarter of the total in recent years 
compared with around 16 per cent during the first-half of the 1990s.This shows that 
Bangladesh has met one of the key commitments of the 1995 World Summit for 
Social Development in Copenhagen.14

Education Policies and Strategies 
The government’s education policies and strategies have attempted to bring 

about reforms in the education sector for expanding enrolment and improving its 
quality and governance.  

Primary education 
The government’s objectives for the primary sub-sector are to: (i) improve 

school quality and system efficiency; (ii) establish a sustainable, cost-effective and 
better-managed education system; and (iii) ensure universal coverage and equitable 
access to quality primary schooling. The Primary Education Development 
Programme (PEDP), 1998-2003, delineated policies and strategies to improve 
access, quality and management of the system with specific targets and objectives 
for the period. These included: (a) increase the net enrolment ratio from 85 per cent 
to 95 per cent; (b) increase primary school completion rate from 60 per cent to 75 
per cent; and (c) raise learning achievements, reduce grade repetition, and improve 
school management, academic supervision and institutional capabilities in 
management, planning, implementation, monitoring and information analysis.  For 
this purpose, the strategic thrusts under PEDP aimed to increase the relevance and 
usefulness of teaching content, improve the quality of learning achievements, and 
strengthen institutional and management capabilities through decentralisation and 
increased community ownership of schools. For increasing equitable access, several 
strategies were adopted, such as: 

(i) Establish new schools in underserved areas; 
(ii) Establish early childhood education programmes targeted to children from 

the poorest families; 
(iii) Undertake school nutrition programmes; 

                                                 
14 The 20/20 initiative calls for the allocation of, on average, 20 per cent of the budget in developing 
countries and 20 per cent of ODA to basic health, education, nutrition and low-cost water and 
sanitation. It was officially endorsed at the 1995 World Summit for Social Development in 
Copenhagen. 
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(iv) Conduct motivational, awareness and other training programmes for the 
School Management Committees (SMCs); 

(v) Develop gender sensitive pedagogical techniques relevant to girl’s 
education; 

(vi) Provide safe water and sanitary latrines in schools; 
(vii) Provide free textbooks to all children attending any kind of primary school; 
(viii) Provide additional incentives to the poor families such as free stationery 

and uniforms. 

Many of the targets, however, remained unfulfilled and the second phase of 
PEDP (PEDP II) has now been undertaken covering similar strategies and policies 
with emphasis on increasing quality. In common with many developing countries, 
Bangladesh does not systematically conduct learning achievement tests that are 
nationally representative of primary school students. Nevertheless, available data 
generally point to low levels of learning achievements, poor literacy and numeracy 
skills acquired during the primary school cycle and a gender gap in test scores in 
favour of boys (see for example, Asadullah,Chowdhury and Nath. 2006). One effort 
targeted to the poor is the establishment of the Ananda Schools formed under the 
Reaching Out-of-School Children (ROSC) project, which gives disadvantaged 
children a second chance to continue their education. In 60 of the poorest upazilas 
of Bangladesh, some 500,000 children who had been forced to drop out of formal 
schooling have now enrolled at these alternative learning centres. These include 
children from ultra-poor families who cannot afford their education, children who 
had to drop out of school and start working to support their family and 
disadvantaged children living in remote areas of the country with limited access to 
education and opportunities. Through the ROSC Project, Ananda Schools provide 
education stipends to these children and distribute free books, stationeries and 
school uniforms. Still, the overall benefit incidence of public spending is regressive 
in nature as the poor are less likely to go to school (World Bank 2008). 

Secondary education 
The government’s Secondary Education Sector Development Plan (SESDP) 

covering the period 2000-2010 sets out the long term vision and framework for the 
development of secondary education with two major objectives: (i) extension of 
basic education to eight years; and (ii) restructuring and improving the outcome of 
secondary education. Along with facilities expansion and quality improvement (e.g. 
teacher training, curriculum and examination reform, and strengthened supervision), 
the measures for restructuring and improving the secondary education under the 
SESDP aim to undertake several interventions like strengthened capacity for policy 
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and planning, improved monitoring and evaluation, and efforts to reach the 
underserved populations. 

Non-formal education 
Non-formal education (also known as mass education) primarily aims at 

providing literacy and basic functional education for those who have not been able 
to go to school or have dropped out before completing the primary education. The 
government-supported measures for non-formal education include: 

(i)  centre-based literacy and survival skills programmes implemented by the 
government and the NGOs; 

(ii) the Total Literacy Movement (TLM), a campaign managed by the district-
level administration; and  

(iii) distribution of free primers for philanthropic and voluntary organisations 
implementing non-formal education. 

Although the goal of the non-formal education programme is laudable, its 
design and implementation remain largely ineffective. The effectiveness of the 
programmes, especially the campaign approach used in the TLM, is weak and has 
little lasting impact in the absence of effective post-literacy and continuing 
education programmes and opportunity to re-enter the regular school system 
(particularly in the case of the youth).15 While the existing policies highlight the 
intention of the government to provide quality basic education and extend its 
coverage to the entire population, it is important to examine these policies from the 
human rights perspective since their capacity to achieve the desired goals depends 
on the extent to which the adopted approach conforms to the principles of human 
rights. 

Bangladesh’s education outcomes, especially the success in expanding the 
coverage of primary education and reducing gender disparity, were greatly 
influenced by government policies and specific actions on both supply and demand 

                                                 
15 The TLM, launched in 1994, postulated that a six-month campaign would “eradicate” illiteracy in a 
district. The programme is financed by the government and the NGOs are kept out of it by design. 
Under the programme, six districts out of 64 districts of the country were declared free of illiteracy by 
2000. The authenticity of the claim is, however, under doubt. An “Education Watch” survey, 
conducted in 2000, covered 15 clusters of the six districts (Magura, Joypurhat, Gazipur, Lalmonirhat, 
Rajshahi and Chuadanga) which were declared “free from illiteracy” by the government. It is reported 
that the literacy rate of the population aged 7 and above was 39 per cent in these districts—only 2 
percentage points higher than the national average. In the case of adult literacy rate (aged 15 and 
above), no difference was observed between the so-called “illiteracy-free” districts and the remaining 
districts (42 per cent in both cases).  See CAMPE (2000, 2001, 2002). 
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sides. In this respect, the strategies to promote education amongst the poor and 
women through demand side interventions created significant positive results.  

Several such interventions may be mentioned. The Food for Education (FFE) 
programme provides food to disadvantaged families for sending their children to 
primary school.16 The Female Secondary Stipends (FSS) programme provides 
stipends and tuition waivers to girl students attending grades 6-10 in non-municipal 
(rural) areas. These programmes account for a significant share of public 
development expenditure on education (Table XVII).  During 2000, nearly 16 per 
cent was devoted to FSS programme while another 20 per cent was spent on FFE 
and primary stipend programmes.17 As a result, although the enrolment rates of 
boys and girls are quite similar at the primary level, girls’ enrolment rate has 
overtaken that of boys at the junior secondary level in both urban and rural areas.18

TABLE XVII 
PUBLIC EXPENDITURE ON TARGETED EDUCATION PROGRAMMES 

 
Programme 1997 1998 1999 2000 2005 
Food for Education 
(billion Tk.) 

3.3 3.7 4.0 3.9 6.5 

Female Secondary 
Stipends (billion Tk.) 

2.2 2.6 2.8 3.1 4.3 

 As % of public education development expenditure 
Food for Education 22.6 25.2 23.6 19.7 9.1 
Female Secondary 
Stipends 

15.0 17.7 16.5 15.7 6.0 

Source: GOB (2009). 

The primary school stipend programme, however, leaves scope for making it 
more pro-poor. An analysis of the distribution of stipend resources shows that 
Rajshahi and Dhaka divisions receive the largest shares (28 per cent and 26 per cent 
                                                 
16 The programme has been discussed in greater details later in the section. 
17 The government introduced a Primary Education Stipends Programme in 2000 to cover rural poor 
families in non-Food for Education programme areas providing a cash stipend of Tk. 25 per student 
per month. 
18 In order to create the maximum impact, the current approach of providing stipends to all girl 
students at the secondary level may require some adjustments. With the objective of the female 
secondary stipend programme to achieve gender parity and raise secondary school enrolment, it may 
require to concentrate on regions where the largest gender gaps exist and where enrolments are 
lagging. Since gender parity at the present enrolment situation has nearly been achieved, the policy 
emphasis also needs to design appropriate incentives for both girls and boys from poor families to 
attend and continue in schools along with more effective targeting mechanisms. 
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respectively) of total stipend allocation and their corresponding primary enrolment 
shares are 23.6 per cent and 31.1 per cent (World Bank 2008). The study suggests 
that targeting the actual stipend amount to the poorest 40 per cent students instead 
of increasing the size of the programme would be more effective in reaching the 
poor. 

In order to examine how human rights dimensions are being addressed under 
specific projects, the FFE programme and the International Programme on the 
Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC) are discussed below in greater detail.  

Food for education programme 
The Food for Education (FFE) programme provides in-kind stipend to poor 

households with children attending primary schools.19 From a human rights 
perspective, the significance of FFE is that it combines the right to education and 
the right to food in an integrated manner. The programme’s goals are to increase 
school enrolment and attendance, reduce dropout rate, and improve the quality of 
primary education. The programme was introduced in 1993 and, during 2000 nearly 
2.3 million students from 2.2 million poor families attending 17,403 primary 
schools in 1,247 unions of the country were included in the programme.20 During 
2001, 141 thousand tons of rice and 160 tons of wheat were distributed.21

The FFE programme is funded by the government and is implemented by local 
officials with the assistance of School Management Committees (SMCs). The 
targeting is done at two stages. In the first stage, one or two unions that are most 
economically backward and have low literacy rates are selected within each rural 
upazila (thana).  Second, the SMCs draw up the list of participants giving priority to 
female-headed, landless, and low-income families. Within the selected unions, all 
government, registered non-government, satellite and low-cost primary schools as 
                                                 
19 In 2001, the government reformed the FFE programme into a Cash for Education (CFE) programme 
and a poor family now receives Tk. 100 per month with one child attending school and Tk. 125 having 
more than one, on the condition that the children attend at least 85 per cent of their classes. Earlier the 
eligible households used to receive 15 kg. of wheat or 12 kg of rice per month for one child (those with 
more than one used to get 20 kg of wheat or 16 kg of rice). 
20 In order to redress disparities, poor students of the remaining 3,208 unions of the country have been 
covered under a stipend programme. Since April 2000, 40 per cent of the poor students covering a total 
of 3.2 million students receive a stipend of Tk. 25 per month. 
21 Along with coverage, the cost of the programme has increased over the years. During initiation in 
1993, the programme involved Tk. 689 million which increased to Tk. 3,750 million in 1998 making it 
the largest domestically financed programme in the country. As a result, the share of FFE in total 
primary schooling expenditure rose from less than 5 per cent in 1994 to 20 per cent in 1998. In terms 
of coverage, about 27 per cent of all primary schools are covered under the programme with around 
12.5 per cent of the total number of students benefiting from it. 
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well as one madrasah are eligible for inclusion in the programme. In order to 
provide incentives for improving the quality of primary schooling, the selected 
schools are required to meet prescribed minimum standards on attendance, 
examination schedules and success rate of the students. 

At the conceptual level, the FFE programme focuses on human capital 
formation (and, to a certain extent, on ensuring the right to education of the children 
from extremely poor households) and enhances capability of future generations by 
providing incentives to release the poor children from household obligations. 
Moreover, two important concerns from the human rights perspective that the 
programme addresses may be noted: (i) improving household food security of the 
extremely poor households in the short run; and (ii) reducing the incidence of child 
labour. 

Evidence from different surveys suggests that the FFE programme is reasonably 
well-targeted to the poor; with the poorest 20 per cent nearly five times more likely 
to participate in the programme than the richest 20 per cent in the rural income 
distribution. The evidence is also strong that it has succeeded in attracting poorer 
children to primary school (Ravallion and Wodon 2000). The estimates show that 
the participation in FFE increases the probability of attending school by 20 per cent 
on an average. Moreover, these gains are sustained (BBS 2001). Several evaluations 
of the FFE programme indicate that it has favourable impact on efficiency 
indicators at the primary level e.g. enrolment, attendance and dropout rates.22These 
indicators are found significantly higher in FFE schools compared with non-FFE 
schools.23 Four important findings from these evaluations can be highlighted: 

(i) The FFE programme increases enrolment rate in primary schools. In the 
FFE schools, enrolment rates increased for both girls and boys. Total 
enrolment in FFE schools increased by 13-14 per cent after the introduction 
of the programme compared with less than 6 per cent in non-FFE schools. 
In particular, female enrolments increased significantly in FFE schools. 

(ii) The FFE programme increases school attendance rates. Over a period of 
one year after the introduction of the programme, the attendance rate in FFE 
schools increased from 63 per cent to 78 per cent, largely due to higher 
attendance rate of FFE beneficiary students, compared with no statistically 
significant increase in the attendance rate in non-FFE schools. 

                                                 
22 For details, see Chowdhury (2000), Mujeri (1999). 
23 It was, however, noted that the attendance rate of non-beneficiary students in FFE schools was 
significantly higher than that of students in non-FFE schools. Similarly, dropout and repeater rates 
were found better for FFE schools in grade five and worse for grade one compared with those in non-
FFE schools. 
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(iii) The FFE programme reduces drop-out rate among the participants.  
Despite similar initial annual drop-out rates between FFE and non-FFE 
schools, within the FFE schools the rate was much lower for FFE 
beneficiary students than the non-FFE students. As a result, within a year of 
the programme, the average yearly dropout rates in FFE schools declined 
from 19 per cent to 11 per cent, while the non-FFE schools did not 
experience any significant decline in the drop-out rate. 

(iv) A programme like the FFE can be made reasonably well-targeted to the 
poor. It has been observed that nearly 88 per cent of the students under the 
programme belonged to the poor households. Similarly, the poorer groups 
were proportionately more represented in the FFE programme than in the 
overall distribution of school-going children in terms of expenditure groups. 
In terms of quintiles of the population, the estimates suggested that the 
poorest fifth was nearly five times as likely to participate as the richest-fifth 
of the population. Three major factors are identified that underlie the pro-
poor distribution of the programme. First, the targeting criteria adopted 
under the programme significantly narrow down the eligible households 
such that the majority of the target households belong to the poorest groups 
of the population. Second, the targeting criteria are further fine-tuned to 
identify the poorest among the eligible households depending upon the 
efficiency of the local programme administrators. Third, the poor 
households have, on average, more children of primary school-going age 
than the non-poor households. As a result, the share of agricultural casual 
labourers, functionally landless households and other disadvantaged 
households is found higher in the FFE programme than similar share for the 
non-FFE students.24  

                                                 
24 An analysis based on 1995/96 Household Expenditure Survey (HES) data shows that the FFE 
programme is well targeted to the poor. The survey data showed that, among all villages, 12 per cent of 
the poor families received transfers from FFE compared with 8 per cent of the non-poor. The targeting 
differential was calculated at 0.04 for all villages and 0.13 for the participating villages. It may be 
mentioned here that the value of the targeting differential lies between minus one (when the 
programme is perfectly targeted to the non-poor) and plus one (when it is perfectly targeted to the 
poor).  A value of zero indicates that the poor and the non-poor are equally likely to receive assistance 
from the programme. However, the maximum targeting differential (that is, if all resources were to go 
to the poor) was estimated at 20 per cent. So, the actual targeting differential (4 per cent) achieved one-
fifth of the maximum, given that the scale of the programme was insufficient to cover all the poor even 
without leakage to the non-poor. Similarly, the decomposition of the aggregate targeting differential 
into intra-village and inter-village components showed that most of the pro-poor targeting performance 
of the programme was due to pro-poor targeting within the villages. This indicates the importance of 
improved geographic targeting and decentralizing the beneficiary selection process at the local level 
for reaching the poor households.  For further details, see Galasso and Ravallion (2005). 
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The FFE programme is cost-effective and well-targeted although its efficiency 
and targeting can be improved further. It has been able to achieve its immediate 
objectives like increasing enrolment and attendance rates of primary school age 
children from the poor families and reducing dropout rates. The programme can be 
made more effective by reducing the leakages, linking it with capacity building in 
schools, and implementing quality enhancing measures. However, the programme 
would contribute little to equity in the overall education system unless policies and 
institutional measures are adopted for reducing the quality gap among different 
educational streams that contributes to widening the “education divide” between the 
rich and the poor. The need is to ensure that the poor children who are induced to 
enter and remain in schools through the FFE intervention are able to receive quality 
education and build up their human capability commensurate with others in society. 

Education and child labour 
Child labour is an issue of growing concern in Bangladesh. According to the 

1999/2000 Labour Force Survey, child workers constituted 9 to 13 per cent of the 
total labour force of the country.25 This shows the existence of child labour ranging 
between 5 million and around 8 million (depending on alternative definitions of the 
labour force). In other words, more than 21 per cent of the total child population (5-
14 years) is economically active. Another major concern is that around 6 per cent of 
the children aged 5-9 are working which represents about 1.1 million children.26 
More than 82 per cent of child workers live in the rural areas, working mostly in 
agriculture and service sectors. Of the total child workers, only about 3 per cent in 
the age group 5-9 years and 13 per cent in the age group 10-14 years are engaged in 
the manufacturing sector. 

There exists a direct link between education and child labour in the country. In 
addition to the children who are out-of-school and are involved in child labour, 
nearly 50 per cent of the primary school students drop out before completing grade 
five and join the rank of child labourers. While more than 80 per cent of all children 
under 10 years attend school in the country, only 20 per cent of child workers of the 
same age group could go to school. Low quality of primary education, inadequate 
awareness on the value of education, and the cost of education are some of the 
factors that contribute to high drop-out rates at the primary level. As noted in 
section III, although the primary education in government schools is free in terms of 
tuition fee and textbooks, many indirect costs (e.g. transport, uniform, and other 
                                                 
25 The adopted definition considers child labour as those children in the age group of 5-14 years who 
were working during the survey reference period (12 months preceding the day of survey). 
26 The number of child workers aged 10-14 is around 6.8 million of whom around 40 per cent are 
females. Similar share for the 5-9 age group is 42 per cent. 
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school materials) often become too high to bear by the poor families. Moreover, the 
level of awareness on the issue of child labour is low in the country. 

The government has taken several measures to combat the acute and pervasive 
problem of child labour through providing access to education. Along with the 
Compulsory Primary Education Act 1990 and interventions like the FFE and 
stipend programmes, the flexibility and child-centred nature of non-formal 
education is now accepted as a complementary approach to formal education, 
especially for the underprivileged, drop-outs, and out-of school children of the poor 
families. A special programme was launched in 2000 for the working children in 
urban areas to provide them with two years basic literacy courses in six divisional 
headquarters including Dhaka. It needs to be emphasised, however, that evidence 
from other countries shows that, even when compulsory schooling laws cannot be 
fully enforced, the mere availability of “good schools” and quality education can 
succeed in diverting children to schools from the long hours at work place (Basu 
1999). 

Bangladesh, by ratifying the ILO-Convention No. 182 on the Worst Forms of 
Child Labour, has committed itself to the goal of a child labour-free country. 
Despite significant efforts to combat child labour, the country still faces the 
daunting challenge of addressing the problem of a large number of working children 
and younger siblings at risk.27 The International Programme on the Elimination of 
Child Labour (IPEC), sponsored by the ILO, is an innovative programme that 
integrates the right to education with other dimensions of human rights. 

The IPEC-Bangladesh was designed as a three-stage process. The first stage 
(1995-1999) involved the building up of a strong knowledge base and a network of 
partners, consisting of ILO’s traditional tripartite partners and the NGOs, through 
small and pilot-based innovative interventions. The overall objective of the 
programme in this stage was to identify appropriate strategies and workable models 
to combat child labour and build capacity of the stakeholders (the government, 
employers, trade union organisations, NGOs and other social partners) to deal with 
the problems of child labour and its gradual elimination. Within the programme, 75 
action programmes were implemented through government departments, NGOs, 
employers and trade unions. It is estimated that about 50,000 children benefited, 
directly or indirectly, from these programmes. The sectoral approach was tested in 
                                                 
27 Bangladesh has promulgated several Acts for the welfare and protection of children ranging from 
prohibition of forced labour to the welfare of the child. Some of the relevant ones are: the Children 
(Pleading of Labour) Act 1933, the Employment of Children Act 1938, the Minimum Wages Ordinance 
1961, the Shops and Establishment Act 1965 and the Factories Act 1965. The Employment of Children 
Rules 1965 of ILO is also applicable in Bangladesh. These laws, however, do not cover the informal 
sector, of which domestic work is a part. 
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the readymade garments (RMG) industry which was successful in creating 
awareness against the use of children in hazardous occupations. The efforts also 
generated moral pressure on the employers for removing and subsequently adopting 
welfare measures for the children in the RMG industry. 

In the second stage (2000-2005), the focus was broadened from small scale pilot 
interventions to larger projects covering an entire sector, a particular geographical 
region, or a combination of several sectors in a region. A new country programme 
with 15 action programmes and three large projects were launched in 2000 with 
more focused action in addressing the worst forms of child labour in various 
hazardous sectors. The activities in this stage concentrated on (i) designing best 
practices into all IPEC programmes in an integrated manner; and (ii) initiating a 
Time Bound Programme (TBP) that would provide an overall framework and policy 
commitments. This involved the broadening of focus from small scale interventions 
to larger projects that would concentrate on removing children from work as 
appropriate or on changing the conditions of work for the better so that they would 
not be involved in the worst forms of child labour. The activities also aimed to 
integrate child labour action into all major ministries and partner programmes. The 
third stage (2006-2010) concentrates on phasing out of IPEC and supporting the 
strategies of the government and other partners to create a child labour-free 
Bangladesh. 

Although the government prepared a National Plan of Action for Children 
covering 1997-2002, a national policy on child labour has not yet been 
formulated.28 In order to be effective, such a policy should reflect both a consensus 
and a commitment of all stakeholders to combat child labour. Similarly, consistent 
with the broader framework of ILO Convention 182, a strategic national plan of 
action should be devised to specify the criteria for hazardous work for children in 
major sectors of the economy. 

Since the overwhelming majority (more than 82 per cent) of the child labour is 
concentrated in rural areas, the focus of attention on the urban areas and the formal 
(e.g. manufacturing) sector needs to be extended to cover agriculture and rural 
activities. The dropout children from schools in rural areas require coverage under 
vocational education/training and further schooling, if necessary. Moreover, IPEC 
action against child labour needs to be linked with poverty reduction and efforts to 
provide quality education if sustainable impact is to be generated.   

                                                 
28 The government developed a National Plan of Action on Child Labour in 1997 but without 
endorsing it into a formal document. A specific policy on child labour is needed that should ideally be 
the framework on which an action plan could be based. 
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National Action Plan II 
As a follow-up of the Dakar Conference 2000, Bangladesh is now 

implementing the National Action Plan II (NPA II), 2003-2015. The Primary and 
Mass Education Division (PMED), as the lead agency, is entrusted with the 
responsibility of addressing the specific goals of the Dakar Framework. A major 
concern of the Framework is the issue of quality of education. The Framework 
maintains that ensuring equity of access through addressing socio-cultural, financial 
and structural impediments to the children’s full and equal participation is not 
enough. If the overall system of education suffers from poor quality, even equitable 
access will contribute little to the process of empowerment, a vital ingredient of the 
right to education. 

Following the Dakar Framework, NPA II identifies five major operational goals 
to be reached by the year 2015: 

(i) Expanded and improved early childhood care and education for survival, 
growth, learning and development; 

(ii) Universal and free access to basic education for all children with special 
emphasis on excluded groups; 

(iii) Universal access to basic learning opportunities and skills programmes for 
all young people and adults; 

(iv) Achievement by all learners of nationally defined objectively measured 
levels in literacy, numeracy and life skills; and 

(v) Elimination of gender disparity in primary and lower level by 2005 and full 
and equal access to and effective participation in basic education of women 
and girls. 

In addition, NPA II has set several strategic objectives in support of the goals, 
such as increased educational investments and coordinated support from private, 
local and international spheres; ensuring enlarged space for civil society in planning, 
implementation and monitoring of basic education; integrating basic education with 
broader social development and anti-poverty programmes; harnessing the new 
technologies into basic education services in an equitable manner; and developing 
rights-based, learner-friendly, and inclusive educational environment. 

From the human rights perspective, the NPA II goals are laudable but their 
successful achievement would be contingent on addressing several critical issues in 
the education sector, especially relating to quality and equity in the access to 
education. The present review highlighted several such issues.  
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Moreover, the process of formulating NPA II itself lacks a vital requirement 
that relates to the participation of all sections of civil society which is essential to 
arrive at a social consensus on educational goals. The NPA II also falls short in 
specifying a series of detailed implementation dates for each stage of its progressive 
implementation. This is important since the existing inadequate and ad hoc 
mechanism for measuring progress makes the system unsuitable for monitoring, 
policy making, and resource allocation.  

Furthermore, the principle of non-discrimination needs to be adhered to in NPA 
II.  In this respect, two observations are relevant. First, the programme components 
proposed under NPA II would promote segregation and discrimination of the poor 
and disadvantaged children from the beginning since these groups would be 
targeted through the non-formal channels of ECCE programmes while the formal 
channels would cater to the needs of the relatively better-off children. Second, the 
formal primary education system does not allow for flexibility and diversity. As a 
result, the system will have the capacity to retain only “standard” children who have 
the ability to “fit” and “survive” within the largely inflexible system while the rest 
would be placed under the segregated non-formal system.   

Such exclusionary and discriminating practices would run contrary to the 
overarching strategy of inclusive education covering all children―irrespective of 
their socio-economic background, gender, ability, ethnicity, or other 
differences―into a compulsory and free mainstream primary education system. In 
this respect, an important strategy of NPA II should be to address the barriers to 
formal education system in access and practice, that is, to eliminate the factors that 
make the mainstream education system inaccessible and inflexible for different 
groups of learners and factors that lead to irregular attendance, high repetition and 
drop-out rates, and poor learning achievements. The system must be able to respond 
to the needs of all children who are diverse and different in their needs and abilities. 

Similarly, implementation strategies are crucial to achieving the success of NPA 
II.The mechanisms for monitoring the implementation process, along with its 
component programmes, and periodic evaluation of the success and failure are 
important elements that need to be specified in collaboration and coordination with 
relevant ministries/agencies, NGOs, and other civil society and international 
organisations.  

The Role of Civil Society 
In the human rights context, civil society has important roles in education. In 

particular, civil society becomes relevant in two distinct ways. First, civil society 
can play a pro-active role in helping to realise the right to education. Such a role can 
take various forms. For example, civil society (including the NGOs and other 
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grassroots and community-based organisations) can set up schools, expand the 
micro credit model to include non-credit components like education and other social 
development programmes, and undertake targeted and flexible education and 
schooling programmes for the poor and disadvantaged segments of the population. 
Such activities of civil society can significantly complement government efforts in 
realising the right to education. Second, civil society’s effective participation in the 
decision-making processes and activities of the government can promote the 
realisation of the right to education.  In this section, we shall concentrate on the first 
type of role while the participatory role of civil society will be examined in Section 
V. 

As mentioned earlier, the NGOs have emerged as important providers of 
primary and non-formal education in Bangladesh since the late-1980s and 
accounted for more than 10 per cent of the total primary school enrolments in 2000. 
Over the years, the evolution of different models of providing basic education 
within a flexible framework by different NGOs like BRAC, Proshika and Dhaka 
Ahsania Mission has made successful contributions to bringing the children, 
especially from the poor and disadvantaged families, to schools.29 Most of these 
NGOs provide full primary education.  For example, 34,000 schools run by BRAC 
provide the five-year cycle of primary education in four years.  As an illustration of 
the NGO efforts, we shall mention here some of the education programmes of 
BRAC, a leading NGO of the country. 

The education programme of BRAC consists of two models of primary 
schooling. The Non Formal Primary Education (NFPE) model started as a three-
year programme for children of 8-10 years age group who had never enrolled in any 
school or dropped out from the formal schools. In 1998, the model was expanded to 
a four-year programme covering the primary school curriculum (grades 1-5) to 
facilitate the continuation of education of interested students to the secondary level.   

The other model, which consists of the Basic Education for Older Children 
(BEOC) schools, runs for three years catering to the basic educational needs of 11-
14 years old children. Both NFPE and BEOC schools are provided with books and 
other materials free of charge. The programmes specifically target girls for 
enrolments and, as a result, about 70 per cent of the children in these schools are 
females. Similarly, around 97 per cent of the teachers are women who have at least 
nine years of schooling. The teachers are provided with a 15-day initial training 

                                                 
29 The education programmes of the NGOs are targeted to the children from poor families who had 
never enrolled in any school or dropped out from the formal schools due to poverty and other 
constraints. During 2000, nearly 2 million children were enrolled in NGO-run primary schools, 
belonging mostly to the poorer families. 
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which is followed by regular in-service training.30 The curriculum incorporates 
competencies set out by the government for formal primary schools and the design 
encourages a learner-centred participatory approach. In addition, BRAC’s 
Education Support Programme (ESP) aims to reach out to a larger population by 
partnering with local NGOs. Similarly, the Continuing Education Programme (CEP) 
focuses on post-literacy activities through establishing Union Libraries and Reading 
Centres and developing organised network to develop reading habits of both rural 
and urban people. 

Several other initiatives of BRAC in the field of primary education are worth 
mentioning, such as the establishment of pre-primary class for young learners aged 
5-6 years. The students are charged Tk. 10 per month as school fees and Tk. 40 in 
the beginning of the school year for material costs. The duration of each class is 12 
months and the students are provided with specially designed work books on Bangla, 
Science and Mathematics. During 1999, BRAC opened 11 formal schools to 
illustrate how the good practice of the non-formal schools can work in a formal 
school setting and to pursue innovative ideas for supplementary materials and 
teaching methods. The teaching programme in these schools consists of a six-year 
schooling cycle ranging from pre-primary to grade five. 

A significant development, in this respect, is the increased co-operation 
between government and BRAC (and other NGOs) in promoting primary and 
continuing education. Several instances of such cooperation may be cited. The Hard 
to Reach (HTR) programme has been initiated by UNICEF and the government’s 
Directorate of Non-Formal Education in collaboration with the NGOs to set up 
schools for the disadvantaged urban children aged 8-14 years, particularly those 
involved in hazardous occupations. Similarly, the Garments Child Labour (GCL) 
schools, set up by the NGOs with the co-operation of the Bangladesh Garments 
Manufacturers and Exporters Association (BGMEA), UNICEF and ILO, provide 
basic education to garment child labourers.  These children also receive Tk. 300 as 
monthly stipend for attending school. The NGOs are also involved in the operation 
of community schools which are low-cost social education institutions set up by the 
government. 

A pilot scheme has also been undertaken in partnership with Helen Keller 
International (HKI) for inclusion of children with disabilities in the formal 
schooling system. Similarly, cultural integration of ethnic minority groups is 
specifically focused in BRAC education programme through efforts to better 

                                                 
30 In general, the NGO-run schools have lower teacher salaries and tend to employ individuals with 
lower level of formal education and relatively insecure tenure compared with government and non-
government formal primary schools. 
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understand different ethnic cultures and developing effective methods of interacting 
and socializing with students from different ethnic groups. In addition, the NGOs 
and other civil society organisations, as we have noted in the previous section, have 
also been playing important roles in the elimination of child labour through their 
involvement in IPEC-Bangladesh and other targeted education programmes. 

In short, the activities of BRAC and other NGOs involved in the education 
sector provide complementary support to the government’s efforts in its 
commitment to ‘Education for All’ and in bringing disadvantaged children into the 
mainstream education system (Ahmed et al. 1993). While these are examples of 
innovative and commendable efforts, a large majority of the poor and disadvantaged 
children remain outside the purview of the schooling system in view of the limited 
outreach of these programmes. Moreover, there seems to exist some hesitation on 
the part of the government in recognizing the current and the potential role of the 
NGO-run schooling system.31

V. AN ASSESSMENT OF EDUCATIONAL POLICIES IN BANGLADESH 
FROM THE HUMAN RIGHTS PERSPECTIVE 

Along with the Constitutional guarantees, Bangladesh’s adoption of the 
international human rights instruments marks the formal commitment of the State to 
the right to education. In addition, the role of education is acknowledged as an 
indispensable means of realising other human rights including civil and political 
rights as well as economic, social and cultural rights. Education is also emphasised 
as the primary vehicle for reducing poverty; facilitating empowerment and 
participation of the poor, women and disadvantaged groups in the society; 
safeguarding children’s exploitation; promoting democratic norms; and protecting 
the environment. 

In assessing the role of the State in ensuring human rights to education, it is 
important to examine three elements relating to its duty, viz.,: (i) respect for the 
rights to education; (ii) protection of such rights; and (iii) fulfilment (promotion and 
provision) of these rights. The obligation “to respect” binds the State not to take any 
action that violates the rights to education of the people. This implies that the State 
must not deliberately block the participation of any segment of society in 

                                                 
31 Although some endorsement of the system as an important strategy to achieve educational goals can 
be found in government policy documents (e.g. GOB 2001), the contribution of the system remains 
under-recognised.  For example, government documents tend to acknowledge the existence of only a 
few NGO-run full primary schools, such as only 92 by the Directorate of Primary Education in 2001 
(DPE 2001). It is difficult to rationalise such an attitude although these schools often provide ‘good 
quality’ education compared with other schools. See Chowdhury et. al. (2001) and CAMPE (1999). 
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participating in the education process or accessing education. The obligation “to 
protect” relates to the duty of the State to take appropriate measures such that the 
right to education of anyone or any group is not violated or threatened by third 
parties. The obligation “to fulfil” the right to education is conceived in two parts—
“to facilitate” and “to provide.” This obligation requires the State to (i) undertake 
pro-active actions to strengthen the ability of individuals to attain the right to 
education; and (ii) ensure adequate resources for the provision of required quantity 
and quality of education.   

Despite the recognition of the right to education, several factors which underlie 
the educational policies and processes constrain the State of Bangladesh in 
performing the above-mentioned duties in a satisfactory manner. While the factors 
are complex and interrelated, we shall examine them by focusing on three central 
elements of the human rights approach to education, viz., (i) the right to education, 
(ii) human rights in education, and (iii) human rights education. We shall discuss 
each of these issues in turn, noting that the first two issues can be broken down 
further into several components. Thus, the right to education has four components―  
namely, availability; accessibility; acceptability, and adaptability―the so-called 
four A’s of the right to education. The second issue comprises three elements of the 
rights-based approach to educational policy―namely, the process of policy 
formulation, the content of policies, and monitoring and accountability procedures – 
as well as specific concerns with equity and gender aspects of education. 

The Four A’s of the Right to Education 
Availability 

Bangladesh is obliged to make schooling available and to sustain such 
availability to ensure the right to education. Also, appropriate policies are needed to 
address several specific concerns, viz., (i) undue closure of educational institutions 
(e.g. hartals due to political and other reasons) and academic freedom of staff and 
students; (ii) general principles for the interpretation and application of human 
rights law in view of the availability of primary schooling through different streams; 
(iii) equitable policies for free primary education (conceptualised in terms of access 
to government schools only) in relation to fee-paying private schools;32 and (iv) 

                                                 
32 Although such co-existence is generally considered reasonable and based on objective criteria, the 
issue is much deeper since the system results in segregation and education-divide. The system, in 
practice, is inherently unequal and goes against the basic principles of the right to education. Some 
innovative policies are needed to at least reduce the degree of inequality. See UNESCO (1998). 
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adequate education budget to support reasonable teacher salaries and providing for 
other necessary requisites for ensuring quality of education.33

Accessibility 
Two issues are especially important for accessibility. First, the prevalent 

definition of basic education for all confines schooling to the 6-10 age group. A 
desirable definition of basic education should prolong it beyond primary to lower 
secondary level (e.g. up to grade eight) so that the children remain at school till they 
reach the minimum age of employment. Although this may not be achievable at one 
shot due to financial and institutional constraints, a time-bound plan should be 
formulated. Secondly, in order to ensure primary education free for all, the State 
must do more than making it free of charge (tuition-free).The government needs to 
eliminate financial obstacles that may constrain any children (e.g. from poor 
families) to complete primary schooling.  

The 2000 HIES data on activity status of children show that about 30 per cent of 
the 10-14 years old children in the poorest income decile neither work nor go to 
school. This indicates that an extremely high share of the children of the poor 
families is not attending school even though they are not in the labour force. While 
understanding the causes of their non-enrolment is an urgent priority, one proximate 
factor is the high private costs of attending schools. As noted in section III, the 
average annual education expenditure by the households at the primary level was 
estimated at US$ 13 per student per year in 2000, which was equal to the 
government expenditure at the primary level. This constitutes a significant burden 
for the poor households. Unless the problem is effectively resolved, compulsory 
primary education will not become a reality particularly for those children whose 
parents cannot afford the cost of education. For the extreme poor households, the 
opportunity cost of children’s schooling (e.g. in terms of foregone income or 

                                                 
33 A concern is often voiced in Bangladesh relating to high proportion of the education budget that is 
allocated for teacher salaries. It needs, however, to be emphasized that teaching is a labour-intensive 
profession and, for a country like Bangladesh with a relatively large population, the sheer size of 
teaching profession would necessarily be large.  For example, with about 18 million children 
belonging to the primary school age, a ratio of one teacher to every 50 children would require nearly 
0.4 million teachers at the primary level alone. Moreover, salary levels of teachers are low, and there is 
a compelling need to raise it. Globally, IFA benchmark recommends that low income countries pay 
teachers around 3.5 times the average national income (as measured by per capita GDP) in order to 
ensure quality and equitable education. The salary levels in Bangladesh are far below this standard. 
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assistance in household activities) is an issue which needs to be taken into account 
in education planning with human rights in view.34

Acceptability and Adaptability 
The acceptability of the school discipline to all (especially girls) and its 

adaptability in forging links between schooling and working are important issues 
that need explicit consideration in Bangladesh. At present, the general orientation of 
education is male-centric, which puts little emphasis on enhancing women’s ability 
to make informed choices (this, for example, is widely reflected in incidence of 
forcing girls into early marriages, particularly in the rural areas). It is true that such 
unjust but deep-rooted societal norms are unlikely to change only through ensuring 
equal rights to education for girls since women have little voice in the existing 
decision making processes in the society. But these measures, along with 
complementary support through enactment and enforcement of laws, can make a 
good beginning in realising women’s educational rights.   

Three other issues of acceptability and adaptability also need priority attention. 
First, there is a lack of correspondence between the duration of compulsory primary 
education and the school-leaving age on the one hand and the minimum age of 
employment on the other.35 Similarly, conceiving child’s work as access to 
employment in the formal sector is not realistic, since most of the child labourers 
work in the informal sector and live in the rural areas. Second, adaptability of the 
education system is hampered by the present focus of primary education on leading 
the students to secondary (and to higher) education. The curriculum is inflexible and 
inadequate with the central aim of preparing the children for the next level of 
education to which most of the children are unable to proceed. Third, practical and 

                                                 
34 The Food for Education (FFE) programme introduced in the 1990s (discussed in Section IV) 
partially compensates the extreme poor families for the opportunity cost of schooling children and 
partly redresses their inability to dispense with the children’s contribution to survival of the family. 
But not all extreme poor households in the country are covered under the programme. 
35 This is related to the issue of elimination of child labour which is an important concern of the human 
right to education in Bangladesh (see Section IV). The ILO Convention No. 182 reinforced the 
definition of a child as a person up to the age of 18 and re-emphasized the State’s obligation to ensure 
the access to free basic education for all children and mandated vocational training for children 
removed from labouring. Earlier, the ILO Convention No. 10 in 1921 set the age at 14 for prohibition 
of employment to ensure the children’s school attendance. The ILO Convention No. 138 strengthened 
the correspondence between the school-leaving age and the minimum age for employment by raising it 
to 15 years. 
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innovative approaches are necessary for the children from poor households to 
enable them to exercise their right to education.36

Elements of the Rights-based Approach to Education Policy  
Process of Policy Formulation 

One of the basic requirements of the rights-based approach is that every person 
has a right to participate in the process of policy making in addition to enjoying the 
outcomes. The process is as important as the outcomes and the right to participate is 
an integral part of the right to development. Moreover, in the context of Bangladesh 
where the human factor is the instrument as well as the ultimate objective of 
development, the participation in and the ownership of development activities by 
the people are essential in order to create built-in mechanisms for equitable growth. 

Participation of civil society in the policy formulation process in education is 
necessary not only as an essential component of the human rights approach but also 
to ensure effective implementation of the education programmes. In contrast, the 
existing system of education management is highly centralised and the working 
mechanisms are hierarchical in nature having vertical communication systems. The 
system’s major concern is to implement programmes/projects with little space to 
accommodate issues like accountability and participation in the implementation 
process. 

As a result, the interventions fall short of providing the social basis for creating 
sustained impact on education. The existing mode of operation hardly reflects the 
fact that the efficiency and effectiveness of the education system depend on its 
capability to cater to the realities and specific conditions governing social and 
economic relationships. This has added significance in Bangladesh where poverty is 
a major contributory factor leading to the violation of the right to education. In such 
situations, although educational needs can be strategically spelled out at the expert 
                                                 
36 In addition to strengthening the existing programmes, other programmes should be devised to suit 
specific contexts. One approach, for example, could be to design a learn-and-earn methodology (in 
non-hazardous occupations) for those students of appropriate ages to whom full-time education as a 
basic right is difficult due to extreme poverty. There should, however, be a mandated reduction of 
daily working hour to accommodate education for the children (at the expense of the employers). 
Similarly, other approaches may be considered e.g. ensuring work for an adult member of the family in 
lieu of the child, or provision of minimum income to the family to compensate for the child’s income 
loss and enable the child to attend school. It is also important to recognise that increasing levels of 
education improve the likelihood of having paid employment rather than unpaid work. Within the 
category of paid employment, secondary education significantly increases the probability of getting a 
waged (rather than self-employed) paid job in a way that primary schooling does not. Schooling also 
has a significant impact in terms of stability of income, as measured by being in permanent rather than 
temporary (seasonal or short-term) employment. 
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level, the process (e.g. detailed design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation) 
needs to be contextual, for which decentralisation, participation and clear 
delineation of accountability are essential. 

In the existing system, the central ministry performs multiple functions in the 
education sector including regulation, supervision, and implementation of policies. 
With a centrally managed education budget, the bias is to adopt “expansion and 
construction” as a solution to educational problems to the neglect of the “software” 
dimensions of the education process. This contradicts the fundamental rationale of 
the role of the State in basic education and brings out the urgent need for effective 
decentralised management of primary and secondary education.37

Likewise little delegation of authority has so far taken place to the School 
Management Committees (SMCs) or to the local government institutions. The 
existing SMCs are dominated by male elites with marginal involvement of parents, 
females, and concerned community members.38 A survey indicates that, with an 
average size of 10.7 persons of the SMCs, only 14.3 per cent of the members are 
females (CAMPE 2002).  Similarly, only 15 per cent of the SMCs are active 
(PSPMP 2001, TIB 2001). In contrast, an important factor in the success of BRAC’s 
non-formal primary education programme has been the active participation of 
parents in school affairs (Ahmed et al. 1993).  

As a result, the system lacks accountability, which is essential for better 
educational outcomes. In order to shift the locus of management control closer to 
the communities and adjust available resources to local needs and priorities, it is 
necessary to introduce changes in the existing methods to (i) transfer the real 
authority of school management to the SMCs or local school boards; and (ii) ensure 
that such units are representative of the local communities in a ‘genuine’ sense with 
real participation of the parents, women, the poor and disadvantaged groups, and 
other stakeholders. 

In the context of the right to education, such participation is also important in 
view of the availability of limited resources that does not permit the realisation of 
all educational goals simultaneously. This necessitates an approach that ensures the 
                                                 
37 For example, upazilas/districts which are found to have acquired the required capacity to manage 
schools effectively can be given the responsibility along with well-managed capacity building efforts 
at the local level. 
38 The process of formation of SMCs needs to be based on clearly established and transparent rules. 
Any requirement such as seeking the advice of local political leaders and consulting with local 
Member of Parliament and the Minister in charge of the district leads to institutionalisation of 
extraneous political influence on management of educational institutions. Such a process cannot 
promote good management and effective policy implementation. 
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progressive realisation of rights. The issue of providing primary education of the 
existing five-year cycle to all children and the need to introduce basic education 
(with an eight-year cycle) is a case in point. This requires some degree of priority 
setting in terms of various goals and adoption of the principle of achieving the rights 
in a phased manner. It may be argued, for instance, that the proposed extension of 
the duration of primary education from five to eight years is a less urgent objective 
than improving the quality of the existing five-year cycle of primary education.39  

From a human right perspective, these choices should be made in full 
participation and consultation with the citizens. Moreover, such decisions need to 
uphold the principle of indivisibility of the right to education, so that decision with 
respect to one component does not result in reduced provision (in absolute terms) of 
any other component of education. The progressive realisation of the right also 
requires that policies and programmes are framed with time-bound targets based on 
a participatory mechanism of decision making and monitoring. Such a participatory 
nature of the process is a significant human rights concern since this enables the 
State to minimize the “moral hazard” problem and embody the best judgments of 
the citizens in educational decisions. 

While the participation of civil society is a pre-requisite for both achieving 
educational goals and ensuring the rights to education, the process of educational 
planning is highly bureaucratic in the country which reflects significant class and 
gender biases. As a result, primary education, in common with other levels of 
education, is characterised by a lack of opportunity for effective participation of 
civil society (including the stakeholders who are directly affected by such decisions) 
in all aspects of planning and administration of the system. In short, monolithic 
control over knowledge, absence of proper accountability, weak supervision, and 
ineffective monitoring and assessment remain as formidable stumbling blocks in 
promoting a democratic and human rights centred primary education system in the 
country.40

The existing nature of planning and policy making in the education sector also 
does not provide the necessary scope for exercising the right to participate in a 

                                                 
39 There does not seem to exist any debate over the desirability of extending the duration of the present 
five-year compulsory primary education. The issue is: how quickly this is feasible and how the 
extended primary education can be made universal and its quality improved. Similarly, whether the 
present junior secondary stage (up to grade eight) should be managed as a part of primary education or 
not is an issue of implementation. In many cases, universally recognised pedagogic principles and 
good management practices are likely to be consistent with human rights principles and laws and rules 
of existing policies. 
40 The presence of a strong centralised structure has made ineffective all attempts taken so far at 
encouraging local participation and decentralisation. 
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transparent and accountable manner. We mention here two examples which show 
the marginal involvement of civil society in shaping the education process in the 
country. The government has formulated the post-Dakar NPA II (2003-2015) and 
adopted national education policies at various times. The underlying process, 
however, is dominated by centralised planning and administrative practices. The 
NPA II was prepared by a technical sub-committee with eighteen members; of 
whom only five were civil society representatives.41  

Similarly, the national education policies are finalised by small committees with 
limited participation of others.42 Obviously, such ineffective participation of civil 
society is inconsistent with the basic thrust of the human rights approach and 
democratic norms.  Moreover, the existing system precludes the recognition of the 
voices and needs of citizens especially of the poor, women and other marginalised 
groups. Thus although the present system may have the capability to provide access 
to education to a large majority, it fails to generate a sense of ownership of the 
education system by the people. 

Contents of Policies 
The contents of policies are reflected in a wide range of outcomes starting from 

perceived role of education in society to quality and equity dimensions of the 
education system. To begin with, the perceived role of education in the development 
process has significant implications on its human right contents. In Bangladesh, the 
place of education in development shows wide variations in terms of its potential 
role e.g., as prime ingredient of human resource development, as a means of social 
development providing the foundation of a knowledge-based society, as a facilitator 
of empowering the poor and women, and so on. In addition, the policies often 
subsume education under the wider umbrella of meeting the basic human needs. 

No doubt in a developing country with low human development such as 
Bangladesh education will have to play diverse roles. However, it is important to 
explicitly identify the priority of educational objectives and pursue efforts to 
achieve the desired targets in a phased manner. Since the varied expectations have 
different implications on the contents of education, a singular emphasis on the 
human capital approach at the expense of human rights commitments has adverse 
consequences on the perceived goal itself.   
                                                 
41 The Dakar Framework of Action adopted at the World Education Forum 2000 clearly articulated 
that the national plan of action should be formulated on the basis of the broadest consultation with all 
stakeholders. 
42 These are also not disseminated widely. A study based on interviews with different stakeholders 
reports that almost 95 per cent of the respondents had no clear idea on these documents.  See ASK 
(2000). 
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Past experience indicates that if the human rights perspective is not explicitly 
taken into account even the achievement of “traditional” goals such as universal 
primary enrolment and ensuring education of adequate quality becomes difficult. 
Without effective participation of the stakeholders and civil society, even 
nationalisation of the primary education in the early 1970s could not produce the 
desired results. Such participation, however, would have been a natural outcome of 
the rights-based approach. This shows that bringing the human rights dimension 
explicitly into the policy making process, in addition to meeting the human rights 
requirements, has significant value-additions since this enables the implementers to 
pursue the goals in a transparent and accountable manner, thereby significantly 
increasing the chances of success. 

One of the factors which contribute to the persistence of a lack of vision and 
purpose along with a well-defined role of education is the absence of an education 
policy to guide the educational goals and outcomes. Even after 35 years of 
independence, Bangladesh does not have a socially-accepted broad-based education 
policy to define the goals of education and articulate the processes through which 
these would be achieved. Since the 1970s, six Education Commissions were formed 
by successive governments (1972, 1977, 1984, 1987, 1997 and 2003) but either the 
Commissions failed to submit their reports or the reports were not socially accepted 
and implemented. In keeping with past traditions, the present Awami League 
government (voted into power in 2008) has formed an Education Commission 
which has submitted its report to the government. The Commission has 
recommended some reforms in the administration of primary, secondary and higher 
education; however, the basic issues of educational contents and processes have 
remained largely unaddressed. Moreover, concrete follow up actions are yet to be 
taken to implement the recommendations to change the prevailing perception that 
the preparation of a policy is a substitute for action to address the reality.43

In view of the persistence of high illiteracy, a priority obligation of the 
government is to promote literacy for the entire population. A perplexing conceptual 
problem affecting the contents of policies in this respect is the changing definition 
of literacy. Sometimes, it is taken as the ability to read and write in any language 
while, at other instances, literacy is defined as the ability to write a letter in any 
language. The resulting confusion has produced multiple criteria of success by 

                                                 
43 The reasons behind the decision to formulate a new education policy are not transparent. It is true 
that the opaque process followed in preparing the earlier education policy and its contents and 
priorities have been criticized; along with the lack of direction in respect of implementing the policy. 
The issue, however, is to embark on implementing the policy within a time bound action plan. 
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different agencies claiming exaggerated achievement of targets. This is reflected in 
considerable variations in the available estimates of literacy.44 Nevertheless, even 
the most optimistic estimate of literacy of 64 per cent reported by the Primary and 
Mass Education Division (PMED), as opposed to the rather conservative estimate of 
45 per cent provided by the Household Income and Expenditure Survey (HIES) 
2000 data, must be considered modest against suitable international comparisons. 

In primary education, while the challenge of bringing all eligible children into 
the schooling system still persists, the additional problem of low quality of 
education and learning achievements is also quite serious.45 Evidence shows that 
students’ attendance rates are low, teacher absenteeism is high, the curriculum is of 
limited relevance, and the teacher-student contact time is low (CAMPE 1999, 2009). 
As a result, the learning achievements remain poor with low passing and completion 
rates. An in-depth classroom observation under the government’s Primary School 
Performance Monitoring Project (PSPMP) identified poor physical facilities, 
inadequate teaching materials including text books, memory-based teaching style, 
and lack of remedial measures in the classroom responsible for poor performance of 
the students (CAMPE 1999, PSPMP 2001). 

                                                 
44 The increase in literacy rate to 64 per cent in 2000 has been claimed as a result of the success of the 
TLM programme. Widespread skepticism, however, exists about participation and management of the 
programme and literacy skills acquired through TLM since there has been no independent assessment 
of the programme or the process and methods used in estimating and reporting the literacy rate. A 
similar programme in India, the Total Literacy Campaign (TLC) which has been in operation since 
1988, earned limited success and has lost much of its appeal by now. See Mathew (2002).  The Sample 
Vital Registration System of the BBS reports a literacy rate of 53 per cent in 1998. The Bangladesh 
Demographic and Health Survey 2000 collected data on the proportion of people who never went to 
school and those who never completed primary education. If these two groups are considered illiterate, 
then the literacy rate for the population aged six and above is 42.3 per cent. The officially claimed 
literacy rate is thus more likely to be biased upward.  Clearly, definitive studies are required to 
establish the literacy level of the population based on standardized tests such as those used by the 
International Adult Literacy Survey. See OECD (1997). 
45 The level of competency of primary school leavers was found to be depressingly low in a recent 
survey (CAMPE 2009). Of the 27 competencies under test, the students, on an average, achieved 18.7 
competencies with a range zero to 27. In other words, the students who completed primary education 
in 2008 achieved 69.3 per cent of the competencies under test. The average achievement of the boys 
was significantly higher than that of the girls (19.3 vs. 18.2), and urban students surpassed their rural 
counterparts with a significant margin (20.1 vs. 18.4). The gender difference was higher in rural areas 
than that in urban areas. Overall, the primary school completers achieved 16.1 competencies in 2000, 
which increased to 18.7 competencies in 2008. This means that over a period of eight years, the 
amount of improvement was 2.6 competencies—0.33 competency per year. This indicates very slow 
progress in learning outcomes in terms of competencies attainment. 
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The government’s performance in the education sector is constrained by poor 
governance and characterised by inefficient and inequitable service provision, 
financing and management. The poor results and the low levels of educational skills 
attained by the entrants suggest that the education system provides a poor value. 
The mismatch between the development needs of society and the contents of the 
education system is obvious from the large number of the educated people who 
remain unemployed. The low success rates in the public examination system also 
indicate a colossal ‘system loss’ in the education sector.46

Since the quality of education depends on several factors, such as the status, 
morale and professionalism of teachers, physical facilities and supervision 
mechanism, and management, governance and accountability procedures, any effort 
to improve the quality must deal with all these issues. For an effective system, the 
management of basic education needs decentralisation and community 
participation.47 The existence of parallel streams in primary education contributes to 
quality differences and inequity in a number of ways: (a) the mainstream schools 
use State approved curriculum while private schools (e.g. kindergartens) follow 
different curricula; (b) the English-medium primary schools have a different 
medium of instruction and follow a separate set of textbooks which run contrary to 
equity and the human rights considerations; and (c) the differences in educational 
qualification and training of teachers among various educational streams are wide. 
Most of the teachers in the State-run primary schools hold certificate in education, 
while in the case of private/NGO schools, the teachers usually receive training of a 
short duration. These variations, along with socio-economic differences among the 
parents, fail to inculcate a respect for fundamental human rights, civil liberties, and 
non-discrimination. The divergent streams contribute to widening social divides 
and contradict the premise of introducing a uniform system of primary 

                                                 
46 The success rate in the combined result of all public examinations held in 2000 was 41.6 per cent 
(41.1 per cent in SSC, 39.6 per cent in HSC, and 46 per cent at the tertiary level). This gives a system 
loss of 58 per cent for the education sector as a whole. The real system loss, however, would be higher 
since the weight of students at the primary level is greater and failure to complete the full cycle and 
pass the competency test is quite high.  In effect, the unsatisfactory performance of primary education 
vitiates the whole education system and contributes to high system loss. 
47 It may be mentioned here that the Conference on Universal Primary Education in Bangladesh in 
1996 recommended a ‘significantly greater devolution of responsibility and authority to levels close to 
the learners’ See Jalaluddin and Chowdhury (1997). Unfortunately, no action along these lines has yet 
been taken. Similarly, the people who run the primary education sector have little experience on 
primary schooling as they are mostly drawn from other areas. See Alam and Haque (2001). 
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education as guaranteed in the country’s Constitution and the Dakar 
Declaration.48

Monitoring and Accountability Procedure 
From the human rights perspective, perhaps the weakest link and the major 

concern is the lack of any systematic approach to monitoring the educational 
outcomes and ensuring accountability of the State and other involved stakeholders. 
The problems of accountability and transparency are widespread due to a lack of 
effective stakeholder participation and centralised management. This runs contrary 
to both democratic principles and human rights considerations. Even the NGOs, 
who are involved in the provision of non-formal and basic education, remain mostly 
accountable to their donors rather than to the people and the community. The 
absence of effective mechanisms of interaction, collaboration and coordination 
among the government, private sector/NGOs, and other stakeholders (e.g. 
communities) makes the system compartmentalised, inefficient and insensitive to 
the requirements of the communities and runs contrary to the human rights norms. 

Although the NPA II has been adopted, comprehensive monitoring and 
accountability procedures are yet to be put in place to help the policy makers to 
monitor progress regularly and adjust actions accordingly. Moreover, mechanisms 
of regular and effective dissemination do not exist which is essential for fuller 
participation of civil society in educational processes and decisions. The need for 
socially-differentiated, sex-disaggregated and regionally-differenced educational 
indicators for the sake of informed policy and decision-making, resetting priorities, 
and guiding the implementation of the action plan is yet to be fulfilled. For the 
people and civil society, such information is also essential to help assess how 
effective and accountable the government is in promoting the right to education. 

The preceding review shows that even though the right to education, as 
enshrined in various international declarations and treaties, has been recognised by 

                                                 
48 The existence of parallel streams and the issues relating to the medium of instruction are closely 
related to quality of education. If the government can ensure quality education in the mainstream 
government primary schools, the quality differentials among various streams will be narrowed down.  
This will significantly reduce the trade-off between the right to accessibility and the right to quality 
and enhance the complementarities between public and private provisioning of primary education in a 
more equitable manner. Keeping the human rights perspective in view, the existence of private or even 
English-medium schools does not necessarily run contrary to accepted norms since the parents have a 
right to choose specific types of school and education for children based on their preference ordering. 
The issue, therefore, is to ensure the co-existence of a demand-driven and appropriate mix of schools 
such that the availability, accessibility and quality of primary schooling can be ensured without 
discrimination across different streams. 
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the State of Bangladesh,49 the country’s education system contains several 
deficiencies from the human rights perspective. Although the goals and the targets 
largely conform to the State’s commitment, the education process itself remains 
insensitive to the requirements of the rights-based approach. As a result, the 
education sector continues to provide services that are inadequate both in quantity 
and quality. 

Equity in Education 
The current education system undermines equity in access to quality 

education.50 As noted in section III, despite the fact that primary education is 
considered free, the parents of a primary school student incurs at least as much as is 
provided by the government.  While the bearing of such a high ‘concealed cost’ by 
the poor households is a testimony to the strong desire for children’s education, a 
significant value of the education is eroded due to the poor quality of learning. The 
inequity is further accentuated in secondary education, where the policy focus is 
mostly on rationing the access to higher education rather than on developing 
necessary life skills.   

Public spending in education can play a significant role in improving the equity 
aspect of the education system in Bangladesh as empirical analysis of benefit 
incidence shows that public spending on education has strong redistribution impact 
in society. In particular, primary education expenditure has a strong pro-poor impact 
due to the age composition which more than offsets the lower enrolment rates 
among the poor.51

Although the poor account for about half of the total population, 35 per cent of 
the government subsidies on education accrue to the poor (World Bank 2002). 
Moreover, significant variations exist for different levels of education. For primary 
education, 56 per cent of the government subsidies are enjoyed by the poor 
compared with 24 per cent for secondary education and 17 per cent for tertiary 
                                                 
49 There exists no controversy with respect to the right to education in the country unlike some 
elements of other economic, social and cultural rights. 
50 For example, the burden of out-of-school tutoring fees which has become almost an essential 
element of the system acts against the students from poor families and breeds inequity in the education 
system. 
51 In the methodology, the amount of subsidy accruing to the poor depends on the number of potential 
users, the rate of use among the users, and the level of per-user subsidy. In the case of primary 
education, the demographic composition is such that 3 out of 5 children in the 6-10 years age group 
come from poor households while the remaining 2 from non poor households. As a result, although the 
enrolment rate is lower among the poor, the overall distribution of primary spending turns out to be 
pro-poor, given the roughly comparable per-student subsidies across the income groups. 
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education. This shows that providing priority to primary education, along with 
measures to improve the pro-poor focus of public education spending at all levels, 
would contribute to bringing more equity in the education sector of the country.52

Overall, the broad concerns in the education sector suggest that achieving the 
commitments of the State needs reinforcing measures for improved quality and 
wider coverage of basic education which, in view of the limited capacity of the 
government, requires complementary support by the NGOs and the private sector. 
The desired progress requires a radically improved system of governance which 
ensures decentralisation and community participation along with appropriate 
mechanisms for measuring outcomes and impact (e.g. monitoring and evaluation). 
This would require changes in methods, organisational structure, incentives and 
attitudes in the sector considering that education is a process as well as a system. 

Moreover, the existing system has no specific provision for education of 
children with disabilities.53 Similarly, the issue of access to education for children 
of tribal and small minority groups and providing instruction in indigenous/minority 
languages is a concern that needs to be resolved for ensuring an approach consistent 
with human rights. 

Despite increased allocations of public resources over the years, public 
education expenditure is still low in Bangladesh compared with many low income 
countries. It appears that the government spends too little on education in relation to 
the requirements and does not use the resources efficiently. Moreover, there exist 
imbalances in public education spending over different levels as well as in its nature 
and composition (Mujeri 2000).  With the overriding concern for human resource 
development as an end in itself and a major avenue of poverty reduction, the 
government needs to substantially increase its expenditure on education (from the 

                                                 
52 As the above figures indicate, the broadly pro-poor pattern of public expenditure on education is due 
to the fact that it favours primary education in which the poor are most prominently represented. 
However, as the unit costs per pupil are significantly higher in secondary and post-secondary education 
(in which the children of rich families are over-represented relative to the children of poor families) 
and secondary and tertiary education capture a large share of the education budget in absolute terms, 
the children of the rich receive more, in per pupil terms, than the children of the poor. This shows that 
there is still room to improve the poverty focus of education policies and financing. 
53 Although precise numbers are not available, the overall prevalence of serious disability among 
children is high. According to one survey, it is 16 per 1,000 among children between two and nine 
years of age. See ASK (2000). 
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current level of 2.2 per cent to around 5-6 per cent of GDP within the next decade) 
along with measures for increasing efficiency and equity.54

Gender Issues in Education 
The concerns of gender equality in education are deeply rooted in the gender-

based discriminatory practices that prevail in Bangladesh in the opportunities, 
benefits, and responsibilities of citizenship and development. Although Bangladesh, 
in line with the UN Charter and numerous human rights texts, has reaffirmed its 
faith ‘in the equal rights of men and women’ in all spheres of life, gender issues in 
education became increasingly prominent in the 1990s when gender equality and 
equity emerged as a principal policy concern in promoting women’s advancement.55  

The Constitution of Bangladesh ensures equal rights to all citizens and prohibits 
discrimination and inequality on the basis of sex and strives to promote social and 
economic equity. Specifically, with respect to women, Article 28 of the Constitution 
states that “women shall have equal rights with men in all spheres of state and 
public life.” However, in reality women enjoy fewer rights than men and the gap 
between women and men persists in almost all spheres resulting in continuous 
discrimination against women. 

In the case of education, as the statistics in Section III suggest, Bangladesh 
achieved considerable success in removing enrolment disparity between girls and 
boys at the primary and lower secondary levels. However, significant gender gaps 
still persist in most other educational indicators including literacy rate and 
enrolments at higher levels of education. 

In particular, several aspects of female education need explicit attention. First, 
the enrolment statistics of girls in post-primary education reflect the persistence of 
gender inequity.  For example, the share of female students in general education is 
49 per cent and in madrasah education 40 per cent, while in technical and 
                                                 
54 It is projected that Bangladesh would experience a declining demographic pressure on primary and 
secondary education due to significant decline in fertility. The total fertility rate declined from 6.3 in 
1975 to 3.3 in 1997-1999 resulting in decline in population growth rate from nearly 3 per cent per year 
in the mid-1970s to 1.5 per cent in the late 1990s. As a result, the population in the primary schooling 
age is expected to decline from 16.7 million in 1999 to 14.2 million in 2005 and 13.6 million in 2008. 
The number of secondary school age children would also decline. However, in order to expand 
coverage and improve quality, more resources would be required than spent in the past. 
55 This coincided with the period when a number of international summits and conferences, especially 
the Fourth World Conference on Women (FWCW) in Beijing and the International Conference on 
Population and Development (ICPD) in Cairo, gave Bangladeshi women, along with women from 
other developing countries, a louder voice.  Similarly, the slogan, “women’s rights are human rights” 
became a rallying point at the 1993 World Conference on Human Rights in Vienna.  See Sen (1996) 
and Kabeer (1994). 
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professional education such shares are only 24 per cent and 33 per cent respectively. 
Second, although gender audit has been introduced in primary curriculum and 
materials and has already started in the NFE sub-system, this requires coordination 
and standardisation. Third, micro credit by MFIs and support (e.g. FFE) 
programmes no doubt provide incentives to send girl children to schools; but 
closing the gender gap at all levels of education would require additional efforts to 
change the perception and mind-set of the people regarding the benefit of female 
education. Fourth, at the macro-level, there is a need to arrive at a societal 
consensus on progressively larger amount of resources that should be devoted to 
female education, given the severity of women’s deprivations. 

The NPA II needs to: (i) maintain gender equity in primary and other basic 
education and achieve gender equality in all levels by 2015; (ii) ensure 
access/enrolment and retention of all girls―including the physically, mentally and 
socially disabled, the ethnic minorities and other disadvantaged―in appropriate 
institutions; (iii) provide adequate and separate physical facilities for girls in all 
educational institutions; (iv) improve law and order situation to generate a sense of 
security among parents/guardians in sending girls to educational institutions; (v) 
install/continue effective programmes to provide incentives to girls to enroll and 
attend schools/basic education programmes until successful completion; and (vi) 
ensure quality and relevance of education and other services to make these socially-
relevant and gender-responsive. 

Mainstreaming Human Rights in Education 
At present, the concerns of human rights do not guide educational strategies and 

programmes in the country. This is equally true for other human rights as well. At 
the macro-level, meeting the challenge requires measures aiming at mainstreaming 
human rights and integrating human rights issues in educational processes. Unless 
the human rights principles and obligations are reflected in educational strategies 
and policies, the present approach to education, guided by human capital formation, 
would emphasize economically relevant knowledge, marketable skills and market-
related competence at the expense of human rights values. Such a reductionist 
approach, which highlights only the economic value of schooling and its rate of 
return, puts priority to just one of the purposes of education and shall not provide 
sound basis for human rights-based education in the country.   

The thrust of human rights education is to develop the knowledge, skills, and 
values of human rights. In Bangladesh, along with developing individual’s 
knowledge, values and skills in applying the human rights value system in 
interpersonal and community relationships, human rights education needs to be 
linked with economic and community development, minority and women’s rights, 
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and the development of civil society to address widespread human rights and 
development challenges. For this, human rights education in Bangladesh needs to 
move beyond simply spreading information about human rights laws and 
instruments; it should be a vehicle for bringing about rights-based social change and 
human development. 

Within the framework of the United Nations Decade for Human Rights 
Education (1995-2004), a plan of action was taken up for stimulating and 
supporting national initiatives for promoting human rights education. It was 
stipulated under the action plan that, like other national governments, the 
government of Bangladesh would establish a national focal point and a resource and 
training centre for human rights education and implement an action oriented 
national plan in collaboration with the NGOs, private sector and civil society. It was 
suggested that the focal point could either consist of a specially constituted 
committee including representatives of relevant government agencies, NGOs, 
private sector, and civil society or utilise an alternative existing structure.   

It was stipulated that the major task of the focal point would be to identify 
national human rights needs and develop a national plan of action for human rights 
education. The guidelines emphasised that the action plan should contain specific 
objectives, strategies and programmes for enhancing human rights education at all 
levels of schooling and training programmes for public officials along with 
measures for awareness building of citizens. So far, Bangladesh has made little 
progress in the above direction which has largely been attributed to institutional 
inadequacies and resource constraints. 

Human rights education is in its infancy in Bangladesh and lacks organised and 
professional efforts of development. It is important therefore to initiate credible 
measures for helping to realise a human rights education system that has the 
capacity to promote human rights cultures with links to overall goals of human 
development and social change.   

For moving towards these goals, Bangladesh needs to (i) develop a national 
strategy for human rights education that is comprehensive, participatory and 
effective; (ii) prepare a national plan of action for human rights education as a part 
of the national development plan; and (iii) integrate the NGOs and civil society 
(including human rights organisations) into the process. Efforts are also needed to 
implement programmes aiming at strengthening the national legislation, institutions 
and infrastructures which uphold human rights education and teaching, and increase 
popular participation and civil society awareness. A continued dialogue and 
effective cooperation between the government, NGOs and civil society will go a 
long way towards increasing human rights education and public awareness. 
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The National Human Rights Commission should serve as the focal point and the 
resource and training centre for human rights education. The major task would be to 
formulate a plan of action focusing on issues, such as democracy and human rights 
awareness in the education system; incorporation of human rights issues as key 
principles of education policy and regulations governing the education system; 
preparation of training and educational materials for teachers and students; 
conducting in-service courses for teachers, experts on textbooks and curricula on 
human rights standards; training for the police and other law enforcing agencies, 
members of the legal profession and other officials; forming national network of 
human rights educationists; dissemination of human rights documents; and 
involving institutions to undertake human rights activities. In all these efforts, a 
broader perspective of linking human rights education with human development and 
social change strategies needs to be followed to ensure that the system contributes 
to building human rights cultures in the country. 

VI. CONCLUDING REMARKS 

With Bangladesh’s commitment to the right to development, the State is duty-
bound to ensure the normative benchmarks of the right to education in the country. 
These benchmarks need to spell out in concrete terms what the State aims to achieve 
in the sphere of education based on a time-bound plan of action, which is 
formulated and implemented in a transparent and accountable manner. Bangladesh 
is still far from achieving these benchmarks as reflected in the high incidence of 
illiteracy and wide gaps that persist in ensuring universal and free primary education 
of adequate quality. Moreover, the current approach to education provides singular 
emphasis on achieving the outcomes with little concern about the process, e.g. how 
the outcomes are realised, which is an integral component of the right to education. 

The strategy of implementing the rights-based approach which has well-defined 
principles, such as participation, accountability, transparency, equality, non-
discrimination, universality and indivisibility, can have significant value additions 
in the education sector in Bangladesh. Such an approach, which clearly delineates 
the claims that individuals have on the conduct of the State and other agents to 
secure their capabilities and freedom, will not only lead to better and equitable 
education outcomes but will also enable the individuals to monitor as to how these 
outcomes are being realised and whether the State and other duty holders are 
fulfilling their obligations as specified in the human rights principles. 

This would significantly enhance the chances of realising the educational 
targets since, in so far as the right to education is recognised as a human right, the 
obligation of the State to deliver the right would be absolute requiring priority in 
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allocation of financial, material, and institutional resources. Moreover, education as 
an entitlement could then be legitimately claimed by individuals as the right holders 
against the State (as the duty holder), leading to the adoption of remedial measures 
through appropriate adjucating and monitoring mechanisms. 

It is true that systematic obstacles such as poverty, socio-cultural constraints 
arising out of existing social divides and serious flaws in the educational vision 
stand in the way of translating the right to education into reality in Bangladesh.  
However, if poverty has to be reduced and the poor have to be empowered, the 
capability of the poor must be enhanced through ensuring their access to education. 
Since human rights is about development and poverty is a major impediment to 
Bangladesh’s development, poverty reduction has positive human rights 
components and lack of education has a strong negative impact on the ability of the 
poor to exercise all forms of human rights including the right to education.   

The State is, therefore, obliged to realize the right to education as a method of 
designing and implementing the country’s overall development programmes. In this 
respect, the obligation of international cooperation in enabling the State of 
Bangladesh to fulfil its right to education is evident for which a development 
compact should be drawn up on the basis of programmes that specify the 
obligations of both the State and the international community. 
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