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Executive Summary

Bangladesh is in the midst of one of the most profound social changes in its history: the
gender integration of men and women throughout society. Bangladesh has undertaken
systematic reforms across all sectors in the last decade, with an emphasis on initiatives to
increase women’s participation through laws, international conventions, and affirmative
actions to meet quotas to ensure women’s participation. The Bangladesh Platform for
Action addresses violence against women, legal rights, health and education as the major
gender issues.

Increasing girls access to schooling has been the goal of education reforms undertaken
since 1992. Affirmative action measures more than doubled female teacher recruitment.
School stipends for girls and Food-For-Education programs were introduced to reduce
primary school dropout rates. New curriculum and textbooks were screened for gender
bias. By the end of the decade the gender gap in access to education seemed to have
disappeared and equity was declared.

But new data indicate that the gender gap has reemerged, with a 2 percentage point drop
in girls’ net enrollment rate and a 4 percentage point rise for boy. The largest enrollment
increases are for boys entering private schools, signifying growing socioeconomic
disparities. Other disadvantaged groups with lower rates of enrollment and completion in
primary school are the poor, ethnic minorities, and street and working children and their
needs must be better understood, particularly regarding gender disparity.

Many of the previous successes in girls enrollment have been directly attributed to the
influence of the NGO sector. BRAC pioneered helping women to achieve empowerment
through education and entrepreneurial activities that initiated their groundbreaking
entrance into the market place. The BRAC model was adopted by a majority of the 400
NGOs now involved in basic education delivery. But the increased social awareness of
the value of education for girls has created a new situation in Bangladesh that demands
NGOs redefine their role in the education sector.

The main weaknesses for addressing equity issues in both government and NGO
instructional systems are poorly trained teachers, learning environments that are not child
friendly, static classroom practices, relevant curriculum, and the lack of an assessment
system. Management practices maintain a status quo that limits women’s ability to
provide leadership in governance of primary education at every level.

As a result of current reforms, enrollment levels are higher, but attendance and efficiency
levels are mediocre, and many children remain disenfranchised. Bangladesh needs to
build a culture of equity -- especially as it relates to child rights -- that promotes
inclusion, transparency, and accountability for an educational system that prepares all
girls and boys for societal changes.
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I. Introduction

Bangladesh has made significant advances toward achieving gender parity. The decade of
the 1990s was significant in the history of educational development in the country, with
respect to primary and mass education, particularly for girls and women. In 1990
Bangladesh fully participated in the global Education for All (EFA) initiative launched in
Jomtien and compulsory education legislation was instated that same year. It prepared the
National Plan of Action for EFA, undertook the EFA assessment in preparation for the
Dakar World Education Forum held in 2000, and is engaged in preparing national goals
for 2015, as agreed in Dakar. Bangladesh has ratified the Convention on the Rights of the
Child (CRC) and the ILO Convention on Eliminating the Worst Forms of Child Labor.

The WID National Action Plan for the Education Sector Implementation of the Beijing
Platform adopted in 1998 specifies a broad range of actions to address girls’ and
women’s education. GOB and NGO programs, with support from the donor community,
have progressed toward meeting quotas to provide equal access to girls.

The purpose of this report is to inform the U.S. Agency for International Development
(USAID) about the present status of gender equity pertaining to the education sector so
that the agency can begin to determine how to invest effectively in basic education in
Bangladesh. This is the second of six reports covering various aspects of basic education.
The initial report presents a general overview of the education sector. Other reports in the
series include NGOs in education, teachers and teacher training, working with the
government, and alternative strategies for USAID investments, each of which could be
analyzed from a gender perspective. For this report we have distilled that which is most
germane to present with a gender lens, while also including other information and
opinions on gender equity issues from each subsector area, collected through interviews
with stakeholders in the education sector, as well as from school visits and classroom
observations.

II. Gender Equity in Context

Bangladesh is in the midst of one of the most profound social changes in its history: the
gender integration of men and women throughout society. This change is a survival
response. Landlessness and poverty have forced men and women to find jobs outside
their homesteads, requiring new ways of thinking about the rights and responsibilities of
men and women in their society.

Bangladesh is a traditional, conservative, and largely Islamic society; a patriarchal and
patrilineal society where socio cultural values, norms and traditions have sanctioned the
segregation of the sexes and a strict gender-based division of labor. Gender roles have
been highly regulated within public and private spheres of influence. Women have been
taught to observe the Islamic custom of purdah (seclusion), confined to the home, and
discouraged from public activity. Women have performed almost exclusively in the
“informal” domestic sectors of society and their work has been invisible in the
marketplace, while men have dominated the formal sectors and have open access to all



public spheres of society. It is important to note that the concept of a divided world is
one that has prevailed throughout South Asia; it is not unique to a particular country or
religious tradition, but rather is rooted in other deep cultural values. The private realm
was a universe unto itself and contained particular breadth, richness, the complexities of
which have never been understood. In that hidden universe, women had authentic power.
However, as the equilibrium changed and certain socioeconomic and religious forces
began to prevail, sex-bias became endemic within all sectors of society, adversely
affecting women’s participation in private life through regulations and practices in the
legal system, civic participation at all levels, agriculture, commerce, health and
education. Because of deeply held beliefs about women’s place in society, promotion of
women’s and girl’s rights in the education sector is influenced by, and also influences, all
other sectors.

Barriers to Girls’ and Women’s Participation: A Broad Picture

Today the Constitution of Bangladesh guarantees the rights of all citizens are equal
before the law, equal protection by the law, and that “women shall have equal rights with
men in all spheres of the state and public life.” But in fact, the most important events in a
woman’s life, such as marriage, divorce, custody of children, inheritance, etc., are
governed by Islamic “Shari’a Laws” which influences the enforcement of civil laws seen
as nonconforming. At the same time the level of violence against women has increased.
and social disparity is growing rapidly.

Legal Rights -- Despite constitutional guarantees, women have not attained legal
equality, and face unequal access to property; protection from harm, decision-making
powers surrounding their family life and outside activities, and the justice system itself.
But even the 1961 Muslim Family Ordinances established important legal protections for
women, but awareness of these protections is still limited among both men and women.
Cultural traditions, ignorance of religious and State laws and, especially, a lack of will
among enforcement agents and the judiciary, obstruct the enforcement of many protective
and promotional laws.

Choice, Consent and Age at Marriage — Marriages are arranged bv families and in
many cases without prior consent of the girl. Muslim women can only marry a non-
Muslim under the Special Marriages Act where both partners are required to renounce
their religious beliefs. Forty percent of girls are under 14 years old upon marriage.
Though the marriage law stipulates minimum age at 18 for females and 20 for males, it is
rarely effectively enforced and child marriages remain common, particularly in the rural
areas. Customary marriages solemnized outside the purview of personal law — including
child marriages — are accepted as valid, and while the perpetrators are liable to simple
fines and imprisonment, they are rarely punished. A lack of effective birth and marriage
registration systems remains a major hindrance to the abolition of child and forced
marriages.

Registration and the Marriage Contract — Registration is compulsory, but unregistered
marriages are accepted as valid. A positive recent trend is that the registrars in some cases
automatically fill in the portion of the contract that provides women the delegated right to
divorce. Dowry (mehr) — is a common part of marriage negotiations, especially in t he
rural and lower income bracket. Dowry demands often persist long after the marriage



ceremony, and a majority of cases of domestic violence are due to dowry demands by
husbands and in-laws.

Violence - Violence against women is one of the most pervasive problems affecting
women’s dignity, self-esteem, psychological and physical health. Yet many forms of
violence are condoned, or justified by invoking religion, culture or traditional beliefs.

Domestic violence — Bangladesh has the second highest rate (47%) of domestic violence
in the world (UNFPA) annual country report 2000) . A 1998 study of 1,961rural women
showed 72 percent were severely beaten by their husbands, but only 10.5 percent filed a
case. Other prevalent forms of violence include female infanticide, kidnapping, public
assault, and acid throwing. Sexual violence includes rape, incest, and harassment through
language, trafficking and forced prostitution.

Trafficking - The number of children and women sold to sexual slavery and prostitution
has reached an unprecedented numbers. An average of 4,500 women and children from
Bangladesh are being smuggled to Pakistan per year. Every month 120 to 150
Bangladeshi women are trafficked to Pakistan and sold to brothels. In a National Daily
(Bhorere Kagoj) it was stated that 300,000 children and women are still in India as
victims of trafficking. Non-government appraisals indicate the number of prostitutes in
the country is above 100,000, and almost half of the sex workers are children.’

Poverty, the Economy, and Child Labor -- The human poverty index shows social
disparity growing rapidly, with girls and women the biggest group of victims. Official
statistics show women’s economic activity rate is 56 percent (1995/97), comprising 38
percent of the formal labor force. The garment industry employs about 1.5 million
workers, 85 percent of whom are women. Since the industry now accounts for 75 percent
of Bangladesh's export income, women are more vulnerable to fluctuations in global
trade. Out of 3,000 garment factories, fewer than 1% have active factory level trade
unions with collective bargaining agreements. The enforcement of labor laws is weak.

However, most women participate in unpaid labor activity as contributing family workers
-- 77 percent compared to 17 percent for males; 78 percent of women are involved in
non-paid jobs in agriculture, compared with 54 percent men. Child labor is increasingly
more prevalent as families require income for survival. An estimated 11 million children
are involved in child labor activities; over 1 million domestic workers, predominantly
girls, in Dhaka alone. These figures do not include much of the hidden work that is done
by female children, over 80 percent of whom live in the rural areas. Eight laws related to
child labor are on the books; however, to date, no child labor cases have been filed.

Health -- Some statistics report that of the 8,000 babies born every 24 hours in
Bangladesh, half have low birth weight; malnutrition is 4 to 5 times more common
among girls than boys. Malnourished mothers give birth to low weight babies, and if
those babies are girls, they will be predisposed to poor pregnancy outcomes.

! www.focalpointngo.org/ngonews/bangldsh.htm
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Consequently Bangladesh has one of the highest proportion of infants with low birth
weight at 50 percent compared to 25 percent in Sri Lanka and Pakistan®.

Summary

This review shows a significant number of initiatives to increase women’s participation
through laws, international conventions through affirmative actions.’ Quotas for women’s
positions were put in place to address the conspicuous absence of women from
institutions in all sectors. Many challenges remain in enforcement to meet the quotas,
and in addressing qualitative demands of a gender equity approach. There is a great need
to focus on the social processes; on educational processes that focus on cultural changes
necessary to achieve gender equity.

NGOs and the Influence of Globalization on Girls’ and Women

The introduction and adoption of new technology and the emergence of new institutions
in the industrial sector as well as in the reproductive health and NGO sectors brought new
opportunities for women and girls.

Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs)

In the last 25 years the NGO community in Bangladesh revolutionized the self awareness
and expectations of women by offering access to nonformal basic education and income-
earning opportunities through crafts, chicken rearing, and fish pond cultivation, among
others. Grameen Bank spurred the microfinance movement and provided loans to women
to support these activities, while the Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC)
pioneered nonformal education. BRAC and Proshika, are the largest NGOs in the
provision of education. All have played a fundamental role in helping women to achieve
empowerment through education and entrepreneurial activities that initiated their
groundbreaking entrance into the market place. NGOs also served to make family
planning more acceptable. In addition, they served to encourage the political
empowerment of women. This was most prominently evident in the defeat of the strict
Islamist parties in the elections of 1996. Despite having about 15 percent of the popular
vote, these parties were able to get only one Member of Parliament out of 300 because of
the strong political activism of women’s organizations.

Garment Industry

The introduction of the garment industry in 1983 created employment for a large number
of young women who, for the first time visibly entered male dominated public space.
While traditional cultural norms still guided their lives, Purdah had to be renegotiated to
allow young women to function in the factories. The garment industry grew from 47
factories in 1983 to 2,224 in 1995. Total employment estimated at 10,000 in 1984-85 is
currently estimated at anywhere between 290,000 and 700,000 employees who are

2 UNICEF 2000

? Annex | presents a table of policy initiatives and remaining challenges and gaps.

10



overwhelmingly (85 percent) female, which accounts for 70 percent of all female
employment in the formal manufacturing sector. Export values increased from US $31
million in 1983-84 to US$1600 million, making it the largest (63 percent) gross foreign
exchange earner. Despite the lack of benefits other than wages, this has revolutionized
the expectations of women, particularly in cities.

Contraceptives
By 1994 the use of contraceptives had brought the total fertility rate down to 3.67
(from 7 in the 1960s and 4.8 in 1988). By 2000 the rate had fallen to 3.1. The overall
contraception prevalence rate (CPR) went up from 12.7 percent in 1979 to 44.6
percent in 1993. Modern methods, in particular the pill, predominated. This
sensational decline in Bangladeshi fertility rates can be directly related to a change
in consciousness acquired through new income-generating activities offered women
by NGOs.

II1. Gender Enrollment Trends

During the past decade enrollment trends have shown positive increases. In 1999, the net
enrollment ratio (NER) was 77 percent for all children’ This means that 77 percent of all
children of primary school age (6 to 10) were enrolled in primary school: 78.6 percent for
girls and 75.5 for boys, which is a 3 percentage point gap in favor of girls. But initial
findings of a new CAMPE study show NER increased by four percent for boys and
decreased by 2 percent for girls, presenting a 6 percentage point gap in favor of boys. The
largest enrolment gains for boys in urban private schools, reflect a growth in
socioeconomic disparity. If the data are correct, they indicate a need for a reevaluation
and redoubling of efforts to achieve gender equity.

Table 1: Girls’ Enrollment and Teachers byTypes of Schools 1999

Number Enrollment in Millions
Types of Schools Schools Teachers Girls Total

Govt: Primary Schools 37,710 161,500 5.7 11.8
Registered Non-Govt: NFPE Primary Schools 19,700 78,700 1.8 39
Un-Registered Non-Govt: Schools 4,000 14,700 0.26 0.58

Other 16,590 96,100 93 1.75

Total (Approximated) 78,000 351,000 8.69 18.03

6-10 Aged Population 9.53 19.54

Source: Sedere (2000)

* Bhattacharya, D., 1996. “International Trade, Social Labeling and Developing Countries: The Case of
Bangladesh’s Garments Export and Use of Child Labor” in Annuiare Suisse—Tiers Monde No. 15, IUED,
Geneva, pp. 225-6.

> Unless otherwise stated, the comparative figures presented in this report on access, efficiency, and equity
come from the CAMPE report, Hope Not Complacency, as well as initial findings of the third report, State
of Primary Education in Bangladesh, currently in second draft.
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The most useful data in terms of understanding equity issues in the education system
come from the Campaign for Popular Education (CAMPE).® CAMPE has published two
assessments of the primary system and a third assessment is currently in draft form. The
first, Hope Not Complacency, published in 1999, focused on access, efficiency, and
achievement. Using a rigorously selected sample of schools throughout the country, the
researchers measured these dimensions using the following indicators: enrollment,
attendance, achievement, physical facilities, teachers’ training and qualifications,
community/parental participation, mobility to higher levels, logistics, and supervision. It
disaggregated data according to sex, socioeconomic status, ethnic composition, and
geographic reach. A second study Hope Not Complacency provides a thorough report on
the findings of this research. A third study, State of Primary Education in Bangladesh,
now in final preparation, revisits the various indicators of internal efficiency presented in
the first study, Hope Not Complacency, in order to monitor changes since 1999.

Initiatives in the education sector have addressed the barriers for girls and women’s
education with an emphasis on affirmative actions to increase access, with little attention
to the qualitative processes of promoting true gender equity’. These initiatives are
described below.

IV. Barriers and Affirmative Actions

Bangladesh achieved near gender parity in terms of access to basic education with formal
and nonformal education programs that redress the limited enabling environment related
to societal pressures due to (a) poverty, (b) cultural bias and beliefs about the
appropriateness of education for girls considering perceived differences in ability and
aptitudes, (c) security and sanitation.

Poverty

The effects of financial hardship have implications for both sexes, but almost invariably
have greater impact on girls, since: families are reluctant to invest scarce resources in
girls; girls are a major source of household assistance, and are also needed for “domestic
services” outside the household, some legitimate and others not.

Campaign for Popular Education (CAMPE) is an indigenous coalition of more than 400 NGOs involved in
primary and nonformal education that has spearheaded the Education Watch Project. Education Watch is
committed to creating more transparency in the primary education system so that an authentic and more
credible assessment of progress can be made and the findings used for pragmatic interventions.

7 There is no equivalent term for ‘gender’ in Bangla, but the term is commonly used in English to refer to
the socially-constructed differences between men and women, while sex is used to indicate biological
differences. Roles associated with biological determinism have been rejected in the search for theories of
gender difference that focus on gender relations. Gender equity entails paying attention to both girls and
boys, women and men. This is a step beyond a WID approach that focuses on women’s issues as isolated
from men. A gender equity approach also addresses the need to change the understanding of power within
relationships from power over something or someone (to dominate), or power to do something (enable), to
power with (empowering to improve the common good). These are important distinctions underlining the
fact that gender cannot be equated in any simplistic way with simply gathering disaggregated data.
Disaggregating information by sex is the first necessary step to helping to analyze and bring biases to light.
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The introduction of free (for girls up to grade 8) and compulsory primary education for
all children, free textbooks for all primary school children, stipends for girls enrolled in
rural secondary schools and the Food for Education Program (FFEP), are programs
initiated to address financial hardships. The results of these initiatives are described
below.

Free and Compulsory Education

Free and compulsory education officially opened the door for girls to gain access to
education. But initial findings of the CAMPE study shows that “free” education still costs
money — with parents paying almost as much as the annual public expenditure for
primary schooling: 776 taka per student for stationery, textbooks and supplementary
materials, private tutors, examinations, admission/readmission, and other fees. Parents
pay less for girls than boys and there is great disparity between rural and urban areas. In
rural areas the deficit households spend nearly equal amount of money for girls as boys
(Average 385 taka for deficit households compared to 750 taka in surplus households).
The gender gap is wide in urban surplus households where 4,274 taka are spent on boys
(164 taka more than girls). Still, many parents at all socioeconomic levels pay more than
the average according to their economic capacity.

The Food for Education Program
The Food for Education Program started in 1993 to provide a food ration to 20
percent of the poor primary school children in rural areas, distributed 15 kg wheat or
12 kg rice per month to 2.28 million children in over 17,000 schools. The rate of
attendance reportedly increased sharply from 6.4 in 1993 to 17.7 in 1998 due to this
program. But CAMPE (1999) found that there was little significant difference in
enrolment between FFEP and non-FFEP schools. Others observed that girls were not
given equal rations, that families received less food from the FFEP program than
they were entitled to, and that ineligible families received food. In addition, below
age children were registered and parents were motivated to admit a child to two or
three neighboring schools, causing double counting and distortion of enrollment
figures. GOB has subsequently decided to drop the food ration program in favor of
monetary stipends.

The Secondary School Stipend Program

The current secondary school stipend program provides small cash amounts to girls in the
poorer rural areas and, to further encourage schools to enroll girls, a tuition assistance
payment is also provided to the participating schools. To qualify for the stipend, girls
must be unmarried up to SSC, maintain 75 percent attendance rate and obtain 45 percent
score on the final exam.

In project areas of the program, enrollment more than doubled from 462,000 in 1994 to
slightly above one million in 2001. The overall proportion of females who married in
project areas declined between 1992 and 1995, from 29 to 14 percent for ages 13-15, and
from 72 to 64 percent for ages 16-19. Up to 1.45 million girls are expected to participate
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in schools covered under the second project (FSSAP II). These results, however
impressive as they are, might have been even higher with better management. ®

V.  Cultural Bias

Beliefs about differences in abilities and aptitudes, the mistakenly common belief that
boys and girls differ significantly in mental abilities and aptitudes, that girls are
inherently of less value, and that boys are a better educational investment.

Community mobilization and mass communication initiatives at national and school
level; screening for gender bias and stereotypes in the new textbooks; and teacher
training in gender sensitive classroom processes are programs to change beliefs about
abilities and aptitudes. Results of these initiatives are described below.

Community Mobilization

Community mobilization and mass communication initiatives included national-level
campaigns and school-level projects, including school management committees and
parent-teacher associations. Within the Intensive District Approach to Education for All
(IDEAL), the Meena Communication Initiative promoted the use of the Meena character
and materials by teachers in order to (1) help teachers become aware of gender among
children; (2) increase the completion rate for girls; and (3) enhance the self-esteem, self
confidence and academic achievement of girls. Meena is the most popular character
representing the rights of the girl child in Bangladesh. Every year Meena Day is observed
on September 24" when different cultural and educational events take place at central and
local levels of the country. A series of supplementary Meena print materials including
story and interactive books have been produced and distributed in schools of IDEAL
districts. Meena films have been shown through the district mobile film unit.

Gender Audit and Modules for Teachers and Students

A gender audit of the Grade I-V primary books was conducted by IDEAL. Based on the
audit results, the National Curriculum and Textbook Board has revised textbook
illustrations and text.

Modules were also developed for use in Primary Teacher Training Institutes (PTIs). The
PTI modules are not integrated in the training program, are treated theoretically and, once
trained, the teachers do not put them into practice in the schools. Interactive learning
practices also included in modules, are also not practiced by teachers in the classroom.

The core methodology of the IDEAL Project, “Multiple Ways of Teaching and
Learning,” (MWTL) shows at least eight ways in which a child learns and interacts with
the world and is crucial to creating an atmosphere in which the child’s diverse faculties
can be brought into play to learn in a more creative and participatory manner removed
from rote learning. But male and female teachers are not gender aware which is reflected

¥ It is reported that an independent audit of the program found irregularities in allocation of the stipend
funds. Supported by NORAD, this audit was not available at the time of this review.
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in the way they conduct the classes, interact with students outside the class, and when
they take part in discussions on the subject. Except for the use of Meena materials and a
training module, the project is gender-blind. ’

Security and Sanitation — Girls’ vulnerability to physical and cultural dangers and
parents’ concern about pregnancy outside marriage, eve teasing, etc.

The issues of school safety and sanitation have been addressed in several ways, including
a quota initiated for 50 percent female teachers (new recruitment at 60 percent);
improved school facilities, including separate toilets for girls and boys, and potable
water; and community schools to bring schools closer to girls homes. Results of these
initiatives are described below.

Fifty Percent Quota For Female Teachers

The number of female primary school teachers has more than doubled since 1990 -- from
16 percent to 40 percent. However, there are nearly twice as many female teachers (58
percent) in the urban schools as in rural schools (29 percent). Nearly 93 percent of the
NGO school teachers are female, compared to 48 percent in government, 39 percent in
private and 7.6 percent in madrassahs.

Improved Facilities

Facilities, though improved with separate toilets and potable water in some schools,
remain an issue in many schools. Some schools still lack these facililties altogether.
Others are unusable due to unsanitary conditions and each of these cases provide clear
evidence that a School Management Committee (SMC), whose job it is to maintain
facilities and create a healthy and pleasant school environment, is ineffective. Findings
of PSPMP 2000 study showed inadequate toilets in as many as 38 percent of rural
schools, and 57 percent of schools could not provide drinking water to their students. It
has also been reported that teachers appropriate the use of the second (girls’) toilet for
their own use, which prevents girls’ access and brings the true effect of better school
facilities under question.

Community Schools

The initiative to support community schools run by NGOs as a way of bringing
classrooms closer to girls’ homes has proven most effective in increasing girls’ access.
This effort, reviewed below, is characterized by methods that enable greater participation
between communities, schools, and teachers. In some cases, the curriculum is highly
relevant to the communities that are served.

Lessons Learned and Issues for Consideration

? As reported in Gender Audit Preparation on Intensive District Approach to Education for All (IDEAL).
Project. Feb 1999. IDEAL has since created teaching modules to supplement the MWTL method, but as it
is not integrated its importance is marginalized.
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Affirmative action is a first step, but does not necessarily lead to gender equity. The
term “gender equity” is often misunderstood as a simple exercise in counting
numbers of girls and boys until they reach parity. “The education system is obsessed
with numbers,” said one person, “but there is a great need for attention to the kinds
of skills and competencies that are needed in order to achieve gender equity.”

Girls risk teasing and attacks on the way to and from school and, once in school,
girls and boys witness and are subject to physical and verbal abuse, one of the major
issues identified by children as discouraging learning and school participation.
Community participation can be effective in achieving safe walks to and from
school in the rural areas, but the same is not true for the fractured communities in
urban areas, where there is little cohesion. Communities can also be mobilized to
stop the use of corporal punishment in schools and teachers need to be trained in
interactive methods with respect for the rights of the child to a learner friendly
classroom environment.

e Affirmative action initiatives such as the girls’ secondary school stipend project and
food for education are costly, subject to misallocation, and are not sustainable. One of
the reasons given for the stipends was to motivate primary school girls to continue on
to secondary school. But we do not have evidence that enrollment numbers increased
beyond the rises in other areas without the stipend. While these initiatives address the
symptoms of poverty, the system is not addressing the need to educate in ways that
will help girls and their families out of poverty.

e Changing stereotypical beliefs about the value of girls’ education through integrated
approaches of community mobilization, mass communication initiatives at national
and school level and teacher training require gender integrated methodologies in
design and implementation.

Having reviewed these three areas, we turn now to a brief comparative review of the
formal government model and nonformal schools run by NGOs.

VI. Delivery of Gender Equitable Basic Education

Education in Bangladesh is delivered through a complex system of secular and non-
secular, formal and nonformal; public, public-private, private, and NGO schools and
other centers of learning in eight' types of schools. Access and achievement levels for
girls is poorest in the private and the madrassah schools. Government primary schools
account for the largest number of girls enrolled (5.7 million); nonformal primary
education (NFPE) schools, run by NGOs, account for the largest gains in increasing girls’
access and achievement. This is striking because teachers recruited for NGO schools
have lower education backgrounds and they are paid less than government schools, yet
the children from these schools test higher on national exams. While no comparative
research has been conducted on the teaching-learning environments of these schools, we
can deduce the elements contributing to these results. A brief review of the schools and

12 See Report No. 1 for review of school types.
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findings of classroom observations in government primary schools and in NFPE schools
follows.

Comparison of Characteristics of Formal Government Schools and
NFPE Schools Operated by NGOs

All schools have achieved increased access to education for girls, but there are striking
differences between formal government schools and NFPE schools run by NGOs. There
are also differences among NGO schools.

Government Formal Schools

In general, the government schools are characterized by poor facilities, teachers with poor
classroom practices, a uniform curriculum based on rote memorization. The schools are
inadequately maintained, blackboard and chalk is often missing, facilities are unsanitary
with tube wells and toilets not cleaned regularly. In the classrooms children sit in rows
facing the teacher. The teacher is often absent, or late to class, and arrives poorly
prepared with inadequate knowledge of the curriculum and no textbooks. The teachers
are predominantly male and earn a salary of 4,000 taka ($70) a month, which is quite a
good salary, especially in rural areas, but have low status within the government and a
weak relationship with the community. School supervisors visit less than once a month
and do not have practical experience to be able to mentor teachers.

NGO Schools

By contrast, the NGO schools are characterized by modest facilities that are much better
kept. The teachers — mostly married females from the community -- are not as well
educated, but they have monthly in-service training as a follow up to a period of about
two weeks pre-service training. They are paid a much lower rate at 500 taka ($9) per
month honorarium but have stronger relationships with the community, and enjoy a
higher status. Teacher attendance is regular, and lessons are prepared in advance. Like
the government schools, achievement rates are low overall, but they are still 6 times
higher than the government schools. The reasons for this difference seem to be directly
attributable to the strength of the relationships between the teacher and the school
supervisors and the community, and the motivation of the teachers who are
predominantly female.

But are all NGO schools the same? Do they differ in their treatment of girls? Are they
any more relevant to helping girls and boys deal with social development and practical
needs?'' NGO models of schooling as either formal, gap-fillers, or empowering. The gap-
filler model does not have a strong commitment to provide education as a human right or
as an empowerment intervention.

' See Report No. 3 of this series, “NGOs as Deliverers of Basic Education” for a complete overview of
NGO-run schools.
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The great majority of NGO schools follow the BRAC model, which is a gap-filler.
However, there are several other NGO models that help children continue either in the
government schools or for employable skills. They include Friends In Village
Development Bangladesh (FIVBD), Underprivileged Children’s Education Program
(UCEP), and the Center for Mass Education in Science (CMES)".

BRAC (93 percent female teachers; 70 percent female students--1.2 million) provides a
4-year basic education program (5-year equivalent) in learning centers that are neatly
kept one room village structures of local material such as bamboo. Though the approach
was developed as part of a comprehensive rural development model, it is a gap-filler. It
developed its own gender-sensitive curriculum that incorporates competencies set out by
the government for formal schools, but it is a stand alone program that neither prepares
students for continued learning in government schools, nor for practical employment.

The learning culture is weak; pedagogical style is primarily teacher centered in which
children are “choreographed” to stand or sit on mats arranged in a large U shape, or in
rows, but there is little interaction between the children. Observations made in some
schools showed teachers favored girls and ignored boys, others showed the opposite —
neither promotes gender equity. Teachers have 15 days residential training; supervisors
visit schools twice every week and have practical experience to be able to mentor
teachers.

FIVDB (50 percent female students and teachers) is a formal primary education 5-year
program that is linked to government programs so children can continue on to secondary
school. The school is a permanent structure with five classrooms painted and neatly kept
with clean toilet facilities and potable water. It has a strong learning culture that is child-
centered and interactive, includes child-to-child, group and individual learning.
Observations showed gender integration within classroom processes that displayed a
natural ease and friendliness. Teachers are locally hired and trained in a 3-phase process
over 3 months, including 7 days residential training in theory as well as 70 days practice
supervised by trainers.

UCEP (50 percent female students; 40 percent female teachers) is an empowerment
model for urban working children. The classroom schools are in permanent structures
that are well kept, with clean facilities for girls and boys. It developed its own gender-
sensitive curriculum that offers livelihood skills training. The model schools provide
basic education and employable skills through apprenticeship and job placement. It has a
strong learning culture that is interactive and student centered.

CMES (70 percent female students) is an empowerment program that provides basic
education in a 5-year program. It developed its own gender-sensitive materials with an
emphasis in science and technology, and market-oriented livelihood skills training. At the

12 Annex 2 presents a comparison of gender dimensions of NGO schools
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end of the program students transfer to a Rural Technology center for training in
marketable products.

This brief review points out some major differences with respect to gender and
empowerment in these schools, but there have been no follow-on studies to monitor the
graduates of these programs. What do these girls and women do after completing the
programs? Are their lives improved? Are their family’s lives improved? In addition to a
comparative study of the curriculum, pedagogical style, and classroom management
practices, it would be useful to understand more about the management practices of the
NGOs themselves. BRAC has a strongly hierarchical, with a heavy management base.
None of these programs are either run by women or attempt to reach gender parity in the
management structure.

Summary

Community-based nonformal education (NFE) schools, with predominantly female
teachers, show higher rates of participation and performance for girls compared to all
other school types, although girls’ do not keep up with boys on achievement in either
government or nonformal schools. (Education Watch School Survey 2000).

The quality of education in government schools is severely compromised for girls and
boys due to the overall dismal conditions that prevail, even with increased efforts to
improve facilities and curriculum. This is due to lack of leadership'” and to the highly
centr