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FOREWORD

Gordon Brown, UN Special Envoy for Global Education

Thirteen years ago the international community came together and made a commitment, through the 
Millennium Development Goals and Education for All, to achieve universal education. While we have 
made significant progress by securing education for over 40 million more children, we have an unfin-

ished agenda.  There are still 61 million children that do not go to school and 250 million children who 
cannot read. The statistics for youth at the secondary level are even more shocking—especially for girls.

Now, fewer than 1,000 days from our deadline, the clock is ticking. And thanks to the leadership of the 
United Nations Secretary-General and his Global Education First Initiative, focusing on access, quality 
and global citizenship, the wheels of progress are in motion.  By convening the global community to focus 
on the goal of quality, relevant and inclusive education for all children and youth, the Secretary-General 
is inspiring action in all corners of the globe.  His initiative acknowledges that if we are to hold true to 
our commitment of ensuring every child in every marginalized slum or forgotten village has access to 
education, we must take action.

President Jim Kim of the World Bank is focused on solutions for our global challenges as evidenced by 
his path-breaking speech on April 2nd of this year on the post-2015 Millennium Development Goals and 
his commitment to abolish extreme poverty and work for shared prosperity.  His leadership in convening 
the Learning for All Ministerial meetings represents an unprecedented turning point for global education.
 
Both the Secretary-General and President Kim are providing an opportunity for collective partnership 
between the international community and countries themselves to address the critical bottlenecks that 
are holding us back by creating a set of action plans with concrete outcomes.  Their leadership has in-
spired the participation of ministers of finance and education from eight countries, representing more 
than half of the world’s out of school population, and leaders from partner governments, international in-
stitutions and civil society. Other countries will come before a set of meetings in September of this year.

In preparation for the ministerial meeting, we have commissioned reports on the eight participating 
countries so that our time together would be spent realizing the vision of the Secretary-General’s Global 
Education First Initiative and discussing what will be done. I am grateful to the Global Partnership for 
Education and the Center for Universal Education at the Brookings Institution for their major contri-
butions to this exercise and to the support of international development partners in every continent. 

The proposals in this report represent a snapshot of the ongoing conversations within countries and 
with the international community.  Considered a “living document,” the working paper on Bangladesh is 
an initial set of proposals to accelerate progress on education.
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Based on the recommendations in this report and in collaboration with the respective government, 
international institutions and civil society during the Learning for All Ministerial meetings, we have an op-
portunity to change the course of history and deliver meaningful change to children across the globe.

When you read this report you will see glossy pages, graphs, charts and statistics. While the data is criti-
cal, I implore you to take a moment to think about the stories that the statistics represent.  They repre-
sent the young girl, rising-up against the cultural norm of early marriage in hopes of realizing her dreams. 
They represent the young boy, struggling to realize his potential, studying under a tree. They represent 
a child with disabilities, with all of the talents and aspirations to be a world leader.  They represent the 
hopes and dreams that are the right of every human being.

Past generations have developed only some of the potential of some of our children. We can be the first 
generation to realize all of the potential of all of the world’s young people through education.  I hope 
that the ideas brought together through global consultations and synthesized in this report can guide our 
discussions in realizing the vision of the Secretary-General and the leadership of President Kim aimed at 
creating a world in school and learning by 2015.  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Bangladesh has made rapid progress toward many of the Education for All (EFA) goals. Enrollment 
rates have increased, along with transition rates from primary to secondary school. Twenty years 
ago, Bangladesh had some of the world’s largest gender disparities in education. Today, the country 

has surpassed gender parity in basic education, with more girls attending school than boys. Bangladesh’s 
achievements in education have been underpinned by political leadership, and by innovative partnerships 
between government, donors, and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). 

Despite the impressive gains that have been registered, Bangladesh continues to face acute challenges. 
Dropout levels remain high and are declining at a very slow pace. Too few children progress into second-
ary education—and gender disparities widen progressively at the senior secondary level. The quality of 
education is a source of serious concern to the government, NGOs, and, above all, parents. Furthermore, 
learning achievement levels are very low. The education system is far more effective at getting children 
into school than it is at ensuring that children leave school equipped with the skills and competencies 
they need to realize their potential, succeed in labor markets, and participate in society. Many students 
fail to achieve basic competencies in literacy and numeracy, even after several years of schooling. 

Inequality of opportunity in education is a major concern in Bangladesh. As in other countries, nation-
al-level data obscure marked disparities with respect both to access and learning. Markers of disadvan-
tages include wealth, gender, location, and disability. Household poverty has a major bearing on opportu-
nities for learning, with children from the poorest homes far less likely to complete primary education 
than their wealthy counterparts. Child labor, a corollary of poverty, is endemic in both urban and rural 
areas, and is strongly associated with education disadvantages. Urban informal settlements suffer from 
inadequate coverage and poor quality provision. The interaction between poverty and climate risk, which 
is a central feature of the social landscape in Bangladesh, extends into education. Parents often with-
draw their children from school as a strategy for coping with natural disasters or economic difficulties. 
Children in the isolated rural areas of chars (river islands) and haors (swamps) face acute disadvantages. 
Group-based disparities are also significant with ethnic minorities featuring prominently among those 
that are being left behind. Disability is another source of disadvantages in education.

Cutting across many of these inequalities are a number of gender disparities. Bangladesh has surpassed 
gender parity in primary and lower secondary education. In terms of school participation, it is young 
boys from poor households who are being left behind. But young girls also face immense barriers to ed-
ucational opportunity. They are more likely to drop out in higher grades of secondary school. Child mar-
riage leads many girls to curtail their education, notably during the early years of secondary schooling.
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Education has a vital role to play in enabling Bangladesh to achieve its wider goals. During the past de-
cade, the country has established a strong track record in economic growth and many areas of human 
development. Moving toward sustained and more comprehensive growth will require a more inclusive, 
better quality of education for all of Bangladesh’s children. The same is true for a wide range of human 
development goals. In Bangladesh, as in other countries, education is one of the most powerful catalysts 
for progress in areas such as nutrition, child survival, maternal health, and poverty reduction.

Prospects in education are inevitably constrained by the wider environment for human development. 
Bangladesh has achieved a great deal over the past two decades. Poverty is falling, and social indicators 
are improving. Even so, the country is still one of the poorest in the world. Levels of child malnutrition 
are exceptionally high—a state of affairs that has profoundly damaging consequences for education. High 
levels of parental illiteracy, especially in rural areas, mean that many of Bangladesh’s children enter school 
carrying the disadvantages that come with a non-literate home environment. The education system has 
the potential to mitigate social inequalities. However, as the current education strategy recognizes, that 
potential has yet to be fully realized.

Bangladesh is well placed to accelerate progress toward the EFA goals, which expire in 2015. There is a 
strong government commitment to the development of an inclusive education system that progressively 
raises learning achievement levels. Indeed, the prime minister has identified equitable education as one 
of the keys to dynamic and inclusive economic growth and shared prosperity. Several national and subna-
tional programs are directed toward disadvantaged groups and areas. The education sector strategy set 
out in the Third Primary Education Development Program (PEDP3) provides a coherent framework for 
action. With an emphasis on access, learning, and equity, the strategy recognizes that far more has to be 
done to reach children that are being left behind. PEDP3 enjoys strong support from the international 
donor community.  And perhaps more than in any other country, Bangladesh has a vibrant, innovative, and 
effective NGO community working to expand opportunities in education among some of the country’s 
most marginalized communities. 

The Current Paper

This paper has been prepared by the Center for Universal Education at the Brookings Institution as 
a background document for the Learning for All Ministerial Summit, April 18, 2013. It addresses three 
areas: a summary overview of Bangladesh’s progress toward some of the key EFA goals, identification of 
some of the country’s major disparities in education, and the development of proposals that might help 
to accelerate Bangladesh’s progress. 

In preparing the paper, we have drawn on a number of sources.  As part of the process for the Ministerial 
Summit, the European Union, United Nations agencies, and the World Bank facilitated a dialogue in 
Dhaka between development partners working in education.  This paper has been informed by a note 
prepared in the consultation process that summarizes perspectives and shared priorities. There was a 
broad consensus that far more had to be done to address the “equity bottleneck” in education. Several 
research institutes and NGOs also submitted helpful background material.
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The Proposal

There are obvious constraints in developing proposals for accelerated progress toward the EFA goals 
in Bangladesh. The country has a well-articulated education sector strategy. This strategy is linked to the 
medium-term financial framework and provides an umbrella for donor support. In framing the proposals, 
we were guided by the principle that any new measures should be integrated into the existing planning 
framework, led by government, and implemented through partnerships with NGOs.

The proposed measures build on current programs. PEDP3 provides a strong framework for strength-
ening equity. It includes targets for reducing inequalities and sets out strategies for reaching marginalized 
children. Our proposals envisage an average annual increase in PEDP3 spending of $85-million over the 
period 2013–16—around 4 percent above planned levels.  An additional $11 million annually is proposed 
to finance initiatives aimed at reducing child marriage. 

The expanded resource base for education financing would be geared explicitly toward enhanced eq-
uity. Under the proposed measures, current initiatives—including the Each Child Learns program, the 
primary school stipend, support for disabled children and programs aimed at maintaining education in 
emergencies—would be scaled up. This paper also advocates five specific interventions, each of which ad-
dress sources of inequalities highlighted in the national consultation and in submissions by NGOs. These 
interventions would be carried out through partnerships between the government and NGOs, building 
on current practices. Briefly summarized, the targets in these proposals aim at:

•	 Delivering pre–primary education for an additional 1 million children in the most disadvantaged 
urban and rural areas, with an emphasis on weakening the link between household poverty and 
parental illiteracy on the one side, and underachievement in equity on the other. 

•	 Expanding and improving provision for 450,000 children in currently underserved urban slums.

•	 Facilitating a transition from employment to education for 500,000 child laborers.

•	 Introducing a child-marriage-free zone initiative to 2,500 communities across Bangladesh, target-
ing districts with high levels of early marriage.

•	 Extending and improving education provision and quality for 300,000 socially and geographically 
marginalized children, particularly from indigenous ethnic communities and in char and haor 
areas.

Expanding the Resource Envelope

The implementation of the proposals will require an expanded resource envelope. Based on financial 
data drawn from a range of government and nongovernment programs, we estimate the total average 
cost at around $96 million annually from 2013 to 2016. These figures should be treated as preliminary 
and indicative. 
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The bulk of the increased spending would take place through budget lines operating under the auspic-
es of the Ministry of Primary and Mass Education. Additional expenditures on child marriage reduc-
tion initiatives would go through the Ministry of Women and Children’s Affairs and the Directorate of 
Secondary and Higher Education. 

Both the Government of Bangladesh and the country’s development partners would have to increase 
their resource mobilization efforts. Consistent with a national commitment to increase education spend-
ing, we propose that the government increase the share of education financing in gross domestic product 
(GDP) spending from the current (very low) level of around 2 percent to 3 percent by 2016. 

Even with this commitment, donors will need to mobilize an additional $188 million over three years. 
More than half of this financing requirement could be secured through a successful application to the 
Global Partnership for Education (GPE). Although Bangladesh would appear to meet all the criteria for 
a successful application, the country has yet to request a grant. The indicative allocation for Bangladesh 
under the GPE facility is $100 million.

Any assessment of costs needs to be set against an assessment of potential benefits. Our proposals 
would expand education opportunities for almost half a million of Bangladesh’s most disadvantaged chil-
dren. They would help to empower some 200,000 girls, equipping them with the support needed to avoid 
early marriage.  And they would support government efforts to strengthen quality and equity across the 
education system.

This paper is organized as follows. Section 1 provides a bird’s-eye view of Bangladesh’s progress toward 
some of the EFA goals. Section 2 looks at some of the requirements for building on the momentum of 
the past decade. It highlights the need to strengthen policies aimed at raising learning achievement levels 
and to mobilize additional resources. We also focus on a set of equity bottlenecks that threaten to stall 
progress. Building on the priorities identified, section 3 outlines a set of proposals that hold out the 
promise of an accelerated drive toward education for all. The keys to their success will be government 
leadership, innovative partnerships, and additional support from the donor community.
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1. Progress toward Education for All

Over the past decade, Bangladesh has built on the foundations laid in the 1990s to sustain its rapid 
progress toward meeting the EFA goals. On almost any indicator of performance with respect to 
access to schooling—and, even more so, gender equity—the country has been a global leader. 

Even a cursory glance at the state of education today compared with the situation three decades ago 
highlights the scale of the accomplishment. Having started with one of the world’s largest gender gaps, 
Bangladesh has now surpassed gender parity in primary and lower secondary education. The number of 
young people completing primary education has more than doubled. Gross enrollment rates in primary 
education increased from 76 percent in 1991 to 108 percent in 2010.

The institutional scale of the education system is not widely recognized. Bangladesh prints and distrib-
utes over 110 million copies of textbooks every year to its 18 million primary school children. This has 
made the Bangladesh National Curriculum and Textbook Board the largest producer of textbooks in the 
world. The country is also conducting an ambitious program aimed at enhancing the quality and effective-
ness of teaching across its 80,000 primary schools, while at the same time developing a comprehensive 
national assessment system.

These achievements bear testimony to the success of public policies. In a sometimes fractious political 
environment, there has been a remarkable consensus on the need for the country to expand opportu-
nities for education. Bangladesh pioneered a number of innovative demand-side interventions—including 
primary school feeding, cash transfer programs, and a gender-targeted secondary school stipend pro-
gram—which were sustained across political cycles.  Another area in which Bangladesh has been a world 
leader is in the development of education partnerships between government and NGOs. The Bangladesh 
Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC) is an example of that partnership. Although BRAC is a major 
education provider in its own right in early childhood, primary, and nonformal education, it works in 
concert with the public education system rather than as a parallel provider.

Looking ahead, education occupies a strategic place in the Bangladesh government’s ambitious strategy 
for achieving middle-income status by 2021. The 2010 National Education Policy (NEP) and PEDP3 set 
out the policy framework for consolidating and building upon what has been achieved to date. 

Policymakers in Bangladesh recognize that sustained progress in education will require a strengthened 
effort to reach marginalized groups and raise the quality of the education system at all levels. Submissions 
provided by the Prime Minister’s Office for this paper highlighted the central importance of equity at 
all levels of education to the government’s strategy for building a more inclusive society. The National 
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Strategy for Accelerated Poverty Reduction for 2009–11 identified education as the key to eradicating 
poverty in Bangladesh (Government of Bangladesh 2008). There is also a recognition that the wider na-
tional strategy for skills development through higher education, workplace provision, and technical and 
vocational training depends on the development of more secure foundations in primary and secondary 
education.

This section provides a brief and schematic overview of progress toward some of the key EFA goals. 
Drawing on range of sources, it highlights some of the major accomplishments to date and the challenges 
that lie ahead.

1.1 Early Childhood Education

Good-quality early childhood provision is the cornerstone of equal opportunity in education. International 
evidence demonstrates that children with access to such provision register strong gains in cognitive de-
velopment relative to children without access (Martinez, Naudeau, & Pereira 2012). The gains are cumu-
lative. Children who have benefited from effective early childhood provision are more likely to register 
higher learning achievement levels in primary school and are less likely to drop out. 

For a country like Bangladesh with high levels of child malnutrition and parental illiteracy, access to 
early childhood provision has a critical role to play in counteracting home disadvantages. The impor-
tance of good-quality early childhood provision can hardly be overstated. Many of the children entering 
Bangladesh’s primary school system are first-generation learners lacking the support that comes with a 
literate home environment. Endemic child malnutrition adds a further layer of disadvantages (see below). 
While early childhood education cannot fully counteract the disparities that come with home disadvan-
tages, it can to some degree mitigate them.

Early childhood provision is not well developed in Bangladesh. However, having lagged behind prog-
ress in primary education, there are some indications that pre–primary education is now catching up. 
Instructions have been given for all government-operated schools to include “baby classes” if the school 
has the physical facilities. Enrollment of three- to five-year-old children in some form of pre–primary ed-
ucation reached 87 percent in 2012, with around two-thirds of the reported provision in nongovernment 
schools (Government of Bangladesh 2011c). 

Equity is a major concern in early childhood provision. Half of the children from the wealthiest quintile 
attended preschool, compared with 20 percent from the poorest quintile (Government of Bangladesh 
2011a). This is the inverse of what is required from a public policy perspective. Children facing the most 
acute disadvantages have the most to gain from effective early childhood education—and the most to 
lose from being denied access. The current unequal pattern of provision almost certainly contributes to 
disparities in dropout rates and learning achievement at the primary school level and beyond. For this 
reason, the expansion of early childhood provision should seek to enhance equity—an approach reflect-
ed in the first of our proposals (section 3).
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The Government of Bangladesh has now made pre–primary education a priority. Current provision is 
somewhat fragmented. Government primary schools and registered nongovernment primary schools 
are the main providers, though many madrassas also operate pre–primary education programs. The 
overall quality of provision is uncertain, given the absence of stringent assessment indicators. However, it 
appears likely that quality is, at best, highly variable. Currently, preprimary actors follow various models, 
methodologies, and curricula. Coordination is limited, and there is no national minimum standard.

New policies have been drafted to frame a more coherent approach, and a pre-primary education 
curriculum is under development. There is also discussion over the possible inclusion of a pre-primary 
education component in the diploma course for primary education. The national education strategy calls 
for the provision of one year of free pre–primary schooling for all five- to six-year-year-olds, though 
there is less clarity about provision for younger children. Based on international evidence of the benefits 
associated with early childhood provision at an earlier age, there is a strong case for extending the age 
range to cover three- to five-year-olds.

1.2 Universal Primary Education and Beyond

The past two decades have witnessed an unprecedented expansion in access to primary education. On 
some measures, Bangladesh is now within touching distance of the target of universal primary education. 
However, the high reported net enrollment rate masks a number of limitations in the record of school 
participation.

Many different providers are involved in the delivery of basic education in Bangladesh. There are 13 
different types of formal and nonformal schools. Government primary schools account for somewhere 
over half of basic education provision, and government-registered schools account for another one-fifth. 
BRAC is the largest nongovernment provider, serving around 850,000 children and youth (Government 
of Bangladesh 2011c).

There are some marked differences in the data available on access to primary education. In its 2013 EFA 
Progress Report, the Government of Bangladesh reported a net enrollment rate of 99 percent (using 2011 
data). Other documents have registered a slightly slower figure. For example, the PEDP3 reports net 
enrollment at 93 percent for 2010. Administrative data reported a major hike in enrollment 2010, with 
an additional 2.3 million children entering after a slight decline in the previous three years. 

Some of the differences in these estimates can be traced to the large margins of uncertainty surrounding the 
enrollment rate denominator (i.e., the number of children aged 6 to 10 years) and the accuracy of the nu-
merator (the enrollment figures). CAMPE, a coalition of NGOs working to promote the EFA goals, estimates 
that somewhere between 5 and 10 percent of primary-school-age children are still out of school (Nath 
et al. 2010). In 2012, the Annual Sector Performance Report (ASPR), produced by the Directorate of Primary 
Education, placed the primary net enrollment rate at 95 percent. Untypically, in the South Asian context, en-
rollment for girls (97.3 percent) is higher than enrollment for boys (92.7 percent) (figures 1 and 2). The ASPR 
also acknowledged uncertainties about the population data used to compute the enrollment data.
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Figure 1. Primary Net Enrollment
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Figure 2. Secondary Gross Enrollment Rate, 2010

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

Lower Secondary

Upper Secondary

Gr
os

s 
en

ro
llm

en
t r

at
e 

(%
)

National Average Boys Girls

Source: UNESCO 2012



Accelerating Progress to 2015  BANGLADESH
5

Household-survey-based data raise concerns about the real number of out-of-school children. It should 
be emphasized that these data cover school attendance rather than enrollment, as recorded in ad-
ministrative records. Even so, the gap between attendance and enrollment data is worrying. The 2011 
population census reported 23 percent of children not attending school (Government of Bangladesh 
2011a). Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) data broadly corroborate that number, with the most 
recent survey estimating a primary net attendance ratio of 75 percent (ICF International 2013). Even if 
15 percent of children were not attending as a result of illness, this would imply a net enrollment rate 
of 90 percent, suggesting that some 1.5 million primary-school-age children are out of school. For the 
age group 6 to 9 years, 28 percent of male children and 24 percent of female children were reported in 
the DHS as having no education. Meanwhile, 61 percent of 10- to 14-year-old males and 55 percent of 
females were reported as having an incomplete primary education. 

While Bangladesh has made progress on enrollment, dropout rates have remained persistently high. 
Some indication of the high rate of attrition is provided by the fact that in 2010 there were 1.5 million 
fewer children in grade 5 than in grade 1 (figure 3). The dropout rate is 39 percent. Dropout levels are 
higher for boys in the first three grades, but the differential narrows in grades 4 and 5 (figure 4)—an 
outcome that may be partially related to early marriage (see below). The gender disparity in dropout 
rates is reflected in primary school completion figures. Whereas 76 percent of girls complete the prima-
ry cycle, that figure falls to 67 percent for boys (Government of Bangladesh 2011c). Trends in dropout 
rates shift at the secondary level as increasing numbers of girls leave school. According to data from the 
2009 Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey, girls leave school at higher rates than boys beginning in grade 8 
(3.2 and 2.7 percent, respectively). The gender gap in dropout rates widens in the remaining grades, at 
5.2 percent for boys and 8.6 percent for girls for grade 10 (figure 5). 

Figure 3. Enrollment by Number of Students (Government and Private Schools), 
2010
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Figure 4. Primary Dropout Rate by Grade, 2010
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Figure 5. Secondary Dropout Rate by Grade, 2009
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As indicated by the dropout data, many of Bangladesh’s children enter school only to drop out be-
fore completing the five-year primary cycle. The reported primary completion rate in 2009 stood at 
60 percent, implying that some 5.6 million children dropped out before completing the primary cycle 
(Government of Bangladesh 2011c). Of particular concern is the fact that dropout rates for grade 5 
have registered little or no improvement, and may have increased. While there are many complex factors 
behind the high level of school dropouts, one of the most important may be delayed entry. Between 7 to 
9 percent of children age 9 to 10 years had not attended school according to a 2010 household survey 
(Government of Bangladesh 2011a). This means that many children are reaching their adolescence after 
just a few years of primary schooling, and that they will face pressure associated with early marriage 
(girls) and labor market entry (boys) before completing the primary cycle.
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High levels of dropping out are associated with grade repetition (Lewin 2007). Both have adverse effects 
for the internal efficiency of the education system. In 2008, it took Bangladesh’s education system an 
average of 8.2 years of education to produce a graduate from the five year cycle (Sabates, Hossain, & 
Lewin 2010). Household poverty is the most widely factor cited by parents as being behind the decision 
to take children out of school (see below). 

Looking behind the national data, some marked disparities need to be addressed if Bangladesh is to ac-
celerate its progress toward universal primary enrollment:

•	 Young boys are less likely to be in school than girls and less likely to make the transition to sec-
ondary school. Many of these boys are forced by poverty or by an inability to access education 
into labor markets—an issue that we address in one of our proposals.

•	 There is a significant dropout rate among young girls from poor households at grade 5 (see 
below).

•	 There are significant wealth gaps in school attendance, especially for boys.

•	 While there are large disparities within upazilas, or sub-districts, some of the worst-performing 
locations are to be found in the northern part of the country, in areas inhabited by indigenous 
people, and in areas with high levels of exposure to climate risk, including chars and haors.

•	 Children with disabilities face high barriers to access. Reported enrollment rates for children 
with disabilities are 59 percent. However, as the ASPR 2012 recognized, the estimated size of the 
denominator (the population of children with a disability) “is much lower than would normally 
be expected” (Government of Bangladesh 2012).

Participation in secondary schooling has increased sharply over the past decade. In 2011, there were 
7.5 million children in Bangladesh’s secondary schools. The reported enrollment rate for girls across the 
secondary system is higher than for boys (46 percent versus 38 percent) (Government of Bangladesh 
2011c). However, girls face an elevated risk of dropping out, especially around the transition from lower 
to upper secondary. Many of the same pressures that shape primary education progression patterns 
apply at the secondary level, with poverty, early marriage, and problems in the quality of education con-
tributing to high rates of attrition. 

1.3 Gender Parity

Rising enrollment has gone together with rapid progress toward—and beyond—gender parity in school 
participation. Today, young boys are less likely to be in primary and lower secondary school than girls.

Using school census data, PEDP3 put the net enrollment rate for girls and boys, respectively, at 92 
percent and 99 percent for primary education. Girls are also more likely to make the transition to 
secondary school. In higher secondary schools, there is approximate gender parity despite very low 
levels of enrollment—only around 16 percent of boys and girls make it to higher secondary education 
(Government of Bangladesh 2011c).
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The achievement of gender parity should not detract from the very real barriers that face young girls 
in Bangladesh. Currently, around 500,000 girls drop out between grades 3 and 5 in primary school, with 
another 400,000 dropping out between grades 6 and 10 of secondary school.  All these girls are at risk 
of early marriage (see below). 

1.4 The Quality of Education

Like many other countries, Bangladesh has struggled to match gains in enrollment with improvements in 
learning. Evidence on achievement levels remains patchy, in part because Bangladesh is still developing a 
national classroom learning assessment system. The evidence that is available suggests that average levels 
of learning achievement are very low, with many children failing to gain basic literacy and numeracy skills 
after several years in school.

School examination data provide a very partial window on Bangladesh’s learning achievement problems. 
Under the old examination system (in operation until 2009), only 42 percent of students were selected 
by their teachers to take the grade 5 exam (Government of Bangladesh 2011c). One quarter of these 
students failed. This implies that only around one-third of students were able to meet the competency 
standards set by the exam after five years of schooling. Given that half of the children dropped out prior 
to grade 5, the results served to underline the difficult learning environment experienced by Bangladesh’s 
children.

The new examination system introduced in 2009 has produced higher pass rates. Of the 1.8 million chil-
dren who sat the first exam, 89 percent passed. However, 700,000 children in total either failed the exam 
or did not appear (Government of Bangladesh 2011c). This suggests that many children are effectively 
screened out prior to the exam, pointing to an immense waste of talent and internal inefficiency in the 
education system.

National learning assessments provide a more instructive insight into the quality of education. The 2008 
National Assessment Survey found that only 12 percent of grade 3 and 14 percent of grade 5 students 
achieved mastery levels in all Bangla competencies. The proportion of students mastering all the core 
math competencies was just 3 percent. While not comparable, the 2012 ASPR underlined the continuity 
of low learning achievement. Measured at grade 5, only 25 percent of students were able to achieve basic 
competency standards in Bangla. Performance was somewhat better for math, though only 32 percent 
achieved the basic competency standards (Government of Bangladesh 2012).

The legacy of poor quality primary education is carried into secondary school. Secondary school grad-
uation rates have increased over time. However, fully 30 percent of students sitting for the Higher 
Secondary School Certificate exam in 2011 failed (Government of Bangladesh 2011c). Bearing in mind 
as well that over half of the children that entered secondary school have dropped out by this stage, this 
outcome is indicative of serious difficulties in the learning environment.
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Poor Learning Outcomes: The Underlying Causes

Persistently low learning outcomes diminish the value of education and the effectiveness of public spend-
ing. For children and households, poor-quality education undermines the potential for schooling to break 
the cycle of poverty. Low levels of learning also contribute to wider inequalities and inefficiencies in the 
education system, contributing to high dropout rates and thereby raising the average cost of getting 
children through a full cycle.

The learning outcomes in basic education point to structural weaknesses at several levels. Ultimately, 
no education system is stronger than its teachers—and Bangladesh’s teachers suffer from inadequate 
training and support. In primary education, the country has a workforce of some 458,000 teachers 
employed in 13 different types of institutions. Women represent just over half of the primary school 
teachers (Government of Bangladesh 2011c).  After recruitment, all teachers are required to participate 
in the one-year Certificate in Education program. The poor results reported in the National Assessment 
Survey suggested that the current training curriculum may be failing to equip teachers with the com-
petencies required to deliver basic literacy and numeracy provision. The fact that so many of the new 
entrants to Bangladesh’s school system come from a non-literate home environment magnifies the con-
sequences of failure in this area. 

Part of the learning achievement deficit can be traced to the inadequacies of the school infrastructure. 
Bangladesh has failed to put in place the investments needed to absorb increased enrollments while at 
the same time strengthening the learning environment. To cite some of the most evident stress indicators:

•	 The national pupil/teacher ratio is 48:1, though ratios in excess of 60:1 are common across the 
country.

•	 With most schools working double shifts, it is estimated that 80 percent of children receive only 
between two and three hours of schooling daily.

•	 Over half of Bangladesh’s children are being taught in classrooms that fall below the minimum 
national standard for overcrowding.

•	 Only around one-quarter of all schools (government and registered nongovernment) were able 
to meet basic quality standards for the learning environment (Government of Bangladesh 2011c).

Governance problems compound these pressures. Teacher allocation patterns results in far higher pupil/
teacher ratios in the early grades, which is likely to hamper mastery of the basic literacy and numeracy 
competencies that pupils need to progress. Grades 1 and 2 typically receive just one or two hours of 
teaching in multigrade schools. While less of a problem than in some countries, teacher absenteeism also 
contributes to classroom overcrowding; one survey found 14 percent of teachers absent on the day of 
the survey (Nath and Chowdhury 2008). 

There is an important but widely ignored equity dimension to the poor quality of education in Bangladesh. 
Concern over the quality of education has prompted a growing number of parents to supplement 
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schooling by recourse to private tutors. While this is a rational choice for individual parents, it raises 
a number of concerns for equity. Tutoring outside of the school has emerged as a strong predictor of 
learning achievement. Given that parents of the poorest children are less equipped to meet the out-of-
pocket payments required, it is doubly urgent that these children become better served by the public 
education system (Nath 2006; Hossain and Zeitlyn 2010). 

While the quality challenge should not be underestimated, there is evidence that it can be overcome. 
One of the largest education projects in the country is the World Bank-supported Secondary Education 
Quality and Access Program. This has provided stipends, tuition, and learning support to more than 2 
million students in 122 upazilas in some 7,000 schools. Since 2008, secondary school graduation in the 
districts covered has increased from 30 percent to 39 percent (Vawda 2012).
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2. Building on the Momentum: 
Strengthening Equity for Accelerated 
Progress

Bangladesh is well placed to build on its achievements of the past two decades. The country has de-
veloped a strong, sector-wide planning strategy linked in turn to its budget through a medium-term 
financial strategy. Its political leaders have a strong commitment to education. The education sector 

is supported by a diverse group of donors. Bangladesh can also draw on some rich experience in inno-
vation by NGOs, several of which operate on a national scale. However, its future progress will depend 
critically on its success in tackling constraints in three areas:

•	 Governance and the development of national systems geared toward higher levels of learning 
achievement

•	 Financial commitment

•	 Equitable access and learning.

2.1 PEDP3 and the Planning Environment

The national education strategy sets out a range of well-defined goals.  Achieving these goals will depend 
on a concerted effort to tackle underlying weaknesses in the national planning effort.

Government strategies articulate a clear direction. The overarching aim is to develop an integrated na-
tional education system, with a range of providers operating under a single regulatory framework. There 
is a strong emphasis on raising learning achievement levels in education—and a recognition that this will 
require new approaches to teacher training and recruitment. The government also recognizes that a 
more decentralized model of planning and delivery is required to strengthen accountability and unlock 
innovation. 

PEDP3 sets out the framework for delivery in basic education. Its goal is to establish “an efficient, inclu-
sive and equitable primary education system” that delivers high-quality education to all of Bangladesh’s 
children. The results framework includes the following elements (Government of Bangladesh 2011c):

Learning outcomes:  All children are expected to achieve appropriate grade-level learning competencies 
in Bangla and mathematics. The Shikhbe Protiti Shishu (Each Child Learns) program is a flagship initiative 
aimed at making teachers accountable for delivering better results, starting with an initial focus on Bangla 
and mathematics in the early grades. Classroom assessment mechanisms are being strengthened. The aim  



Accelerating Progress to 2015  BANGLADESH
12

is to introduce school-based assessment tools in 90 percent of all districts over five years. PEDP3 will 
also introduce a diploma in education and improved in-service teacher training and support. 

Participation and disparities: The strategy aims at full coverage in pre–primary education (one 
year), universal primary education, and expanded nonformal education. Equity-based targets include re-
duced disparities between children from rich and poor households (the poorest and richest 20 percent) 
and upazilas (the worst-performing and best-performing 10 percent). Far more than in earlier plans, 
PEDP3 has a strong focus on reaching the most marginalized groups (box 1).

Box 1. Reaching the Marginalized

Recognizing that more attention needs to be paid to the needs of Bangladesh’s most disadvantaged 
children, PEDP3 includes a range of policies and mechanisms aimed at strengthening equity.  Among 
the flagship programs:

•	 Alternative education. Bangladesh has a large non-formal education program financed by govern-
ment but implemented through NGOs. The program caters for an estimated 5.5 million learners 
in a range of activities from early childhood through to basic education and continuing education. 

  Financing provision: $100 million annually. 

•	 Mainstreaming inclusive education. This covers a range of policies addressing the specific needs 
of children from tribal and ethnic minority backgrounds, as well as those living with learning 
disabilities and physical disabilities. 

  Financing provision: $171,000 annually.

•	 Education in emergencies. Recognizing the disruption and damage associated with natural disas-
ters, PEDP3 envisages an expansion of programs aimed at strengthening disaster preparedness 
and continuing education during emergencies. 

  Financing provision: $700,000 annually.

•	 Targeted stipends. The well-established stipend programs will continue under PEDP3, providing 
cash payments for disadvantaged children. There is a plan to scale up coverage from 4.8 million 
students to 7.9 million. 

  Financing provision: $98 million annually.

•	 Needs-based infrastructure development. There are marked differences in the quality of the edu-
cation infrastructure, with poor rural areas, char and haor islands, and urban slums facing acute 
problems. PEDP3 envisages the introduction of a needs based component in school-financing. 

  Financing provision: $175 million annually.

•	 Reaching the unreached. The Reaching Out-of-School Children project is aimed at supporting 
children aged 7-14 in 90 less developed upazilas, serving 750,000 disadvantaged and vulnerable 
children attending learning centers or Ananda schools.
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Decentralization. PEDP3 provides a framework for devolving authority to districts, upazilas, and 
schools. It includes a range of initiatives aimed at strengthening school management, putting in place an 
upazila grants scheme to increase local control over financing, and building capacity. The plan sets out a 
range of functions to be devolved to subnational authorities. 

While national planning has been strengthened across the education sector, some serious problems 
remain. There is still no integrated education plan covering all sectors. The national consultation held 
to inform this report raised concerns over the overall coherence of the planning framework. Planning 
across primary education, where the Ministry of Primary and Mass Education (MoPME) is the major 
provider and regulator of nongovernment schools, and secondary education, where most schools are 
owned and managed by local school management committees with financial support from government, 
remains somewhat fragmented. 

Teacher recruitment and training is a major concern.  Around one-fifth of teachers are not trained to 
at least the certificate in education level. The large influx of new, mostly untrained female teachers into 
the primary school system in 2011 significantly reduced the share of qualified teachers in the workforce. 
Beyond the government schools, there are around 1 million teachers on the government payroll working 
in registered nongovernment schools, and many of these teachers are also poorly trained (Nath et al. 
2010). In this context, the consultation exercise recommended that the capacity of 503 upazila resource 
centers to provide training should be enhanced.

The national consultation also highlighted the slow pace of decentralization as a potential threat to 
the goals set out in PEDP3. Beyond the education sector itself, there is a misalignment between the 
competencies promoted in schools and flexible skills demanded in labor markets. The large number of 
government agencies involved in skills development—including some 15 line ministries—is a source of 
fragmentation in this area. 

There are wider concerns about PEDP3’s equity provisions. The programs adopted address real needs. 
Marginalization and inequality represent a major barrier to progress in education in Bangladesh, with 
wider consequences for growth and poverty reduction—an issue to which we turn in more detail below 
(Ahmed 2011; Hossain and Zeitlyn 2010). However, it is not clear that the resourcing provisions outlined 
in box 1 will be sufficient to achieve the goals set. Another weakness is the lack of clarity concerning 
the degree to which the pursuit of greater equity in education is integrated into the wider strategy for 
combating poverty and vulnerability.

2.2 Financial Commitment

The education sector in Bangladesh has suffered from sustained underfinancing. Failure to change this 
picture over the lifetime of the PEDP3 will compromise efforts to strengthen the national system, with 
damaging consequences for learning and equity.

Measured in terms of budget allocations, there is a strong commitment to education in Bangladesh. 
Education receives the second-largest allocation after public administration, or 11.2 percent of the total 
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budget for 2012–13. Primary education accounts for 42 to 46 percent of this budget. However, the share 
of education spending in the national budget and GDP has declined steeply since 2009 (figure 6). The 
2011–12 and 2013 budget represented less than 2 percent of GDP.  This is exceptionally low by interna-
tional standards (figure 7).  According to UNESCO’s EFA Global Monitoring Report, Bangladesh spent just 
$99 per pupil on education in 2010 (in constant 2006 dollars) (UNESCO 2010). While nominal spending 
has increased with economic growth, the fact that education represents a shrinking share of GDP from 
a low base is a matter of concern.

Figure 6. Trend of National and Education Sector Budget as a Percent of GDP 
in Bangladesh
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Figure 7. Education Expenditure Share in GNP by Country
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Underfinancing has limited the government’s capacity to raise learning standards. With some 98 percent 
of revenue spending in primary education devoted to salaries, expenditures on development are well 
below recommended norms—an outcome that explains the dilapidated state of school infrastructure in 
many areas, classroom shortages, and, in some cases, shortages of learning materials.

Unpredictability has in some years compounded the difficulties associated with underfinancing. Budget 
dispersals are frequently inconsistent with allocations. In both 2008–9 and 2009–10, actual spending lev-
els were 10 percent below budgeted provisions (Government of Bangladesh 2011c; World Bank 2010a). 

Financing constraints have also dampened the benefits associated with targeted support. Bangladesh has 
a wide range of programs aimed at supporting demand for education among deprived children. Many 
of these programs take the form of stipends targeting disadvantaged primary school children, girls in 
secondary school, urban working children, and students at risk of dropping out. Education accounts for 
around 9 percent of social safety net spending. However, the inflation-adjusted value of the major stipend 
program in primary education has fallen by half since 2002 (figure 8). 

Figure 8. Trend of the Value Coverage of the Primary Stipend in Bangladesh
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Given that the marginal value of the stipend to households with more than one child is limited, de-
mand-side financing in primary education is becoming less relevant.1 The stipend provision for urban 
working children was cut by half in financial terms from 2010 to 2012, with coverage shrinking from 
140,000 to 60,000 children. Coverage of students vulnerable to dropping out also fell by half. The share 
of overall safety net expenditures in the national budget has also fallen since 2010, from 16 percent to 
12 percent (Government of Bangladesh 2011b, 2011c) Our proposals envisage a 10 percent increase in 
the real value of the stipend (see section 3). 
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Erosion of the real value of stipend programs has implications for equity. While education in Bangladesh 
is nominally free, there are significant costs associated with sending children to school. Research by 
BRAC estimates that the private out-of-pocket costs associated with attending a government primary 
school is Tk 1923, or 150 percent of the value of the annual stipend (Nath 2006). Given that demand 
for education is most sensitive to cost at the lower end of the income distribution, the depreciation of 
the stipend may have significant—and harmful—consequences for equity. Survey work carried out in the 
wake of the 2007 and 2008 rise in food prices reported 20 percent of rural and 12 percent of urban 
households being unable to meet education expenses, with over half of parents anticipating that their 
children would have to drop out of school (Raihan 2009).

Current education strategies only partially address the financing problem in education. The NEP calls for 
public expenditures on education to increase to 6 percent of GDP, and at least 4.5 percent within the 
next 10 years (Government of Bangladesh 2010b). It is not clear that this level of spending is commensu-
rate with the vision and the goals set out in the national education strategy and PEDP3.  At a minimum, 
there are compelling grounds for Bangladesh to allocate at least 3 percent of GDP to education by 2016.

Development assistance retains a significant role in education financing in Bangladesh. Overall expen-
ditures for PEDP are projected at $8 billion over five years, with donors providing $1.2 billion, or 
17 percent of the total financing (Government of Bangladesh 2011c). Aid agencies also support pro-
grams outside PEDP3. The five largest donors are the Asian Development Bank, the World Bank, the UK 
Department for International Development, the EU, and AusAID.

2.3 The Equity Bottleneck

All of Bangladesh’s education strategies recognize the critical importance of enhanced equity in edu-
cation. Current inequalities in access and learning represent a major barrier to accelerated progress 
toward the EFA goals—and to the achievement of the targets set out in PEDP3. While the underlying 
structures that reinforce unequal opportunities are located beyond the school in wider social and eco-
nomic disparities, education systems have the potential to mitigate these disparities.

The Government of Bangladesh has recognized the critical importance of enhanced equity in education. 
Indeed, Bangladesh is one of the few countries to have set targets in this area. PEDP3 includes goals for 
narrowing access and learning differentials between children from wealthier and poorer homes, and from 
the best- and worst-performing regions (Government of Bangladesh 2011c). National mapping exercises 
have helped to identify upazilas that are falling behind (panel 1). These exercises include a composite 
Education Deprivation Indicator (EDI) covering participation, completion and learning outcomes. 
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Panel 1: EDI Ranking (Overall) – Distribution of Upazilas
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Source: Government of Bangladesh 2011c

The national dialogue of education partners in Bangladesh identified what was described as an “equity 
bottleneck” in education. Economic growth may be loosening that bottleneck. But it is increasingly evi-
dent that accelerated progress in education will require policy interventions that tackle the underlying 
sources of unequal opportunity, building on the PEDP3 planning framework. This section provides a brief 
snapshot of some of the main sources of inequality in education across areas identified as a concern in 
the national consultation and other inputs:

•	 Household poverty

•	 The growth of urban informal settlements

•	 Child labor

•	 Child marriage

•	 The problems facing children from ethnic minority communities and areas affected by climate-re-
lated emergencies.
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Household Poverty 

Progress in education has been supported by a sustained reduction in poverty, driven in turn by an aver-
age annual growth rate of 6 percent. Between 2000 and 2010, poverty fell from 49 percent to 31 percent.

The unequal distribution of opportunity in education in Bangladesh is a reflection of the country’s deeply 
ingrained human development deficits. While the past 15 years have been a period of sustained and ro-
bust economic growth, averaging 6 percent a year since 2000, Bangladesh is still one of the poorest coun-
tries in the world. The country ranks 146 out of the 187 countries in the UNDP’s Human Development 
Index (UNDP 2013). 

Poverty rates have declined with rising average income. Even so, just under one-third of households live 
below the absolute poverty threshold. Within this group, 18 percent of Bangladeshis live in extreme 
poverty, unable to cover even the most basic costs for food, shelter, and other necessities (Government 
of Bangladesh 2011a).

Household poverty and the wider human development shortfalls exercise a powerful influence on the 
distribution of opportunities for education. Malnutrition is endemic in Bangladesh. At the national lev-
el, 41 percent of children age 18 to 23 months are stunted and 15 percent are severely stunted (ICF 
International 2013). This is a critical period for brain development—and there is strong evidence that 
malnutrition causes irreversible damage. Children stunted in their early years typically register lower 
levels of learning achievement in primary school and beyond (The Lancet 2008, 2011). They are also 
more likely to drop out of school. Wider nutritional deficits also harm education prospects. Around half 
of Bangladesh’s children suffer from mild or moderate anemia, which is also associated with diminished 
cognitive development and learning (ICF International 2013).

The distribution of educational opportunity in Bangladesh is strongly associated with household wealth 
and poverty.  According to the 2010 Household Income and Expenditure Survey data, almost 22 percent 
of poor children age 6 to 10 and 30 percent of children age 11 to 15 are out of school (Government of 
Bangladesh 2011a). The Demographic and Health Survey confirms a steep social gradient in school atten-
dance for both boys and girls (figures 9a and 9b). Young boys in the poorest wealth quintile have less than 
one-third of the chance of their counterparts in the richest households of attending secondary school. 
The gap for young girls is narrower. Even so, those in the poorest quintile are less than half as likely to 
make it to secondary school. In contrast to most other countries, poverty magnifies the disadvantages 
for boys. While there is no gender gap in the richest two quintiles, boys at the bottom end of the dis-
tribution are less likely to attend both primary and secondary education. Just 15 percent of the poorest 
boys attend secondary school, compared with 22 percent of girls (ICF International 2013).

These wealth-related education disparities point to the extreme difficulties faced by poor households 
in supporting their children through education. Many poor families enroll children for just one or two 
years, typically withdrawing them at grade 3. Poverty and inability to afford education is cited by poor 
parents as the major reason for their children dropping out of school (Hossain and Zeitlyn 2010; Sabates, 



Accelerating Progress to 2015  BANGLADESH
19

Figure 9a. Primary School Net Attendance Ratio, 2011
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Figure 9b. Secondary School Net Attendance Ratio, 2011
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Hossain, & Lewin 2010). Evidence from UNESCO’s World Inequality Database for Education (WIDE) 
captures the cumulative effect of the wealth gap in education. This evidence shows that 45 percent of 
17- to 22-year-olds from households in the poorest quintile receive fewer than four years of schooling, 
compared with 8 percent in the wealthiest quintile (UNESCO n.d.) (figure 10).

Figure 10. Share of Population (Age 17-22) with Less Than Four Years of Schooling, 
2011
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These figures serve to underline the damaging interaction of household poverty and the costs associated 
with education. For families living in extreme poverty, education can represent a major financial burden. 
With limited access to savings and credit, these households are also more likely to be reliant on child 
labor—and less likely to be in a position to manage external shocks without having to cut spending in 
areas such as education. That is why the stipend programs and other cash transfer arrangements have 
such a critical role to play in reducing the steepness of the social gradient in school attendance.

Failure to break the link between educational disadvantages and poverty has the effect of transmitting 
disadvantages across generations. As Bangladesh’s national poverty reduction strategy recognizes, edu-
cation is one of the surest escape routes from poverty. This is reflected in the fact that 48 percent the 
population with no education is living in poverty, compared with only 7 percent for those who have 
completed secondary school or entered tertiary education (Government of Bangladesh 2011a). 
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Informal Urban Settlements

Bangladesh is one of the world’s most rapidly urbanizing countries. Between 2000 and 2010, the urban 
population increased by 10 million, thus expanding from 23 percent to 28 percent of the population. 
Today, some 43 million people live in urban centers. By 2025, that figure will climb to 67 million, with a 
projected one-third of Bangladesh’s population living in urban areas. Dhaka is one of the world’s fast-
est-growing cities—and it has one of the world’s fastest-growing school-age populations (United Nations 
Population Division, n.d.).

Urbanization involves more than a shift in Bangladesh’s human geography. New entrants to urban areas 
are drawn predominantly from poor rural regions, urbanizing the face of poverty. Moreover, much of the 
urbanization process is focused on informal settlements enjoying a limited provision of public services, 
including education.

Education indicators for children living in informal urban settlements are the lowest in the country. Net 
enrollment is just 70 percent, with nongovernment providers accounting for more than half of school 
places. Despite these low enrollment levels, over half of students leave school prior to grade 5 and drop-
out rates are more than six times the national average. 

Any assessment of education provision in urban slums is limited by data constraints. One of the most de-
tailed studies available covered 400 households in each of four separate slums in Dhaka. The study found 
marked variations in enrollment, ranging from 43 percent in one settlement to 85 percent in another 
(figure 11). There were also variations in the profile of government and nongovernment provision, with 
a large number of children attending unregistered schools. The common feature, however, was the role 
of out-of-pocket payments in financing education. On average, slums dwellers were spending $90 a year 
on the education of their children. For the poorest quintile, education represented a significant financial 
burden, accounting on average for 20 percent of expenditures (Cameron 2010).

Figure 11. Enrollment Indicators by Slum
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Urban slums confront education planners with some stark challenges. Children living in informal urban 
settlements are among the poorest in the country. The combination of household poverty and limited 
public provision of schooling drives many of these children into labor markets (see below). Meanwhile, 
those children attending schools in informal settlements are often first-generation learners. Lacking a 
literate home environment, these children are typically ill prepared for school and are highly dependent 
upon teachers equipped to deliver high-quality early grade instruction. The lethal combination of poverty 
and poor-quality provision is the major factor behind the high dropout rates in urban informal settle-
ments (Cameron 2010; Hossain 2010).

Child Labor

Child labor in Bangladesh is a major obstacle to the achievement of the EFA goals. It is both a symptom 
and a source of educational disadvantages. While not all of Bangladesh’s child laborers are out of school, 
millions of children are fighting a losing struggle to combine work and school.

Child labor is widespread in Bangladesh. The most detailed survey evidence, prepared by the Center 
for Understanding Children’s Work, draws on a 2006 workforce survey (UCW 2011).2  That evidence 
documents that an estimated 3.6 million children age 7 to 14 were in employment, with almost one in 
three below the age of 12. Out of this total, some 2.1 million were combining work and school. The 
other 1.5 million were out of school. Over and above this group, another 2 million 15- to 17-year-old 
children were engaged in hazardous employment activities inconsistent with international conventions. It 
should be emphasized that data on child labor are inherently problematic and prone to underestimation. 
Given that the activities in question are, for the most part, illegal, employers are unlikely to divulge the 
full extent of the practice.

Behind the headline numbers, the practices underpinning child labor are associated with extreme human 
suffering and deprivation. Poverty is the primary force driving children into labor markets, but the bor-
derline between slavery, trafficking, and child labor is highly permeable. For many children, the transition 
to work is associated with a loss of freedom and, in many cases, exposure to acute risks to physical and 
mental well-being.

Child labor in Bangladesh has some distinctive features. The detailed survey carried out by Understanding 
Children’s Work (UCW) on the basis of the 2005–6 annual labor force survey found that, while agricul-
ture dominated, child labor was more urbanized and had a greater orientation toward the manufacturing 
and services sector toward the manufacturing and services sector than in other low-income countries. 
Child laborers age 7 to 11 years logged an average of 21 hours each week, and 12- to 14-year-olds in 
employment put in over 28 hours per week (UCW 2011).

There is compelling evidence that child labor is associated with a curtailment of educational opportunity. 
This matters since diminished opportunities for learning mean that working children are less likely to 
accumulate the human capital needed to achieve more secure and remunerative employment in adult-
hood, trapping them in a cycle of educational disadvantages and poverty. Evidence presented in the UCW 
survey shows that:



Accelerating Progress to 2015  BANGLADESH
23

•	 Working children have lower rates of school attendance. There was a 5-percentage-point atten-
dance gap between children in and not in employment at age 7, rising to 27 percentage points at 
age 14 (figure 12). Not surprisingly, attendance was negatively correlated not only with involve-
ment in work but also with the time children spend actually working; the likelihood of a working 
child attending school falls off sharply as the number of hours he or she must work each week 
increases. 

•	 Working children struggle to progress through grades. Disparities between working and non-
working children in grade progression are evident by the age of 9, and widen thereafter. By the 
age of 14, children in employment were one half-grade behind their nonworking counterparts 
(figure 13).

•	 Those working children who do not drop out make a delayed transition to secondary education. 
Children in employment in secondary school were much older on average than their nonwork-
ing counterparts, and much more likely than their nonworking peers to be overage. The average 
age of working children in secondary education is 17.4 years, compared with 14.7 for nonwork-
ing children. In urban areas, 54 percent of the working children in secondary school are overage, 
compared with 17 percent for nonworking children (table 1). 

Figure 12. School Attendance Rate, by Children’s Employment and Age
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Figure 13. Average Grade Completed of Children Currently Attending School, by 
Age and Involvement in Employment
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Table 1. Age of Students in Secondary School, by Sex, Residence, and Involvement 
in Employment

Category

Average age at
secondary school

Proportion of children attending 
secondary school who are overage(a)

Children not in 
employment

Children in 
employment

Children not in 
employment

Children in 
employment

Sex
Male 14.8 17.4 19.5% 48.6%
Female 14.5 17.3 13.5% 49.4%

Residence 
Urban 14.8 17.4 17.1% 54.2%
Rural 14.6 17.4 15.9% 47.6%

Total 14.7 17.4 16.2% 48.8%
Note: (a) Overaged children refers to those in the age group 18-24 years.
Source: UCW calculations based on Bangladesh Demographic and Health Survey, 2004.

These results point to the difficulty that working children face in securing their right to education. As 
in other areas, the forces at work are complex and in some cases poorly understood. Some children in 
Bangladesh are working because of a poverty imperative, often to support siblings or disabled relatives. 
Others are working because they have drifted out of school as a consequence of poor-quality education. 
What is clear, however, is that Bangladesh has little prospect of going the last mile to achieve universal 
primary education, of increasing transition rates to secondary school, or of improving learning achieve-
ment at the desired levels unless its public policies break the link between child labor and disadvantages 
in education. 

Child Marriage

Bangladesh has one of the world’s highest rates of child marriage, ranking third globally and the highest 
outside of Sub-Saharan Africa. The legal age for marriage in Bangladesh is 18 for women and 21 for men, 
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while the median age of marriage among women age 20 to 24 is 16. The interaction between education 
and early marriage operates in both directions. Young girls not attending school face an elevated risk of 
early marriage, and early marriage is a factor contributing to girls dropping out of school. Being married 
as a child often marks the end of a girls’ education. Early pregnancy and childbirth due to child marriage 
act to limit education opportunities and often lead to health complications. If Bangladesh is to build on 
the success it has achieved in reaching gender parity in primary and lower secondary education, eradi-
cating child marriage is vital. 

Some progress has been achieved. Government programs and projects led by NGOs are contributing to 
a gradual shift in marriage patterns. This is reflected in change across age cohorts.  According to the 2012 
Demographic Health Survey, 17 percent of women from the 15–19 age group were married by age 15—
compared with two-thirds of 20- to 24-year-old women who were married by the age of 18. Even so, this 
means that some 64 percent of women in Bangladesh marry before the legal minimum age. Men marry 
far later than women. Only 6 percent of adult males marry before the age of 18 (ICF International 2013). 

Women’s education shows a strong inverse association with age at marriage. More education reduces 
the likelihood of women being married early. Those who have completed secondary or higher education 
marry five years later than those with no education (figure 14). Similarly, the median age at marriage 
increases with household wealth. Women from the highest wealth quintile marry two years later than 
those from the lowest wealth quintile (ICF International 2013).

Figure 14. Age at First Marriage (Women Age 20-49)
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Recent in-depth research has provided new insights into the interaction between education and child 
marriage. A national survey carried out by ICRW-B, ACPR, and Plan Bangladesh in 2012 found that 60 
percent of urban and 56 percent of rural women had dropped out of school prior to their marriage.3 
The survey also explored education prospects following early marriage for girls in school. Here there 
were marked differences between urban and rural areas. Only 20.2 percent of their rural counterparts 
could continue going to school after getting married. While higher rates of urban children continued 
their studies after marriage, at 38.1 percent, this is still less than half. In total, over half of children drop 
out of school after getting married—79.9 percent rural and 61.9 percent urban, respectively (ICRW-B, 
ACPR, and Plan Bangladesh 2013). 

The precise relationship between education and child marriage is often difficult to unravel. And the di-
rection of causality can be difficult to establish. Do girls drop out because they are about to marry, or 
do they marry because they have dropped out? It is likely that these push and pull factors operate simul-
taneously. What is clear, however, is that being out of school makes early marriage more likely. It is also 
clear that early marriage makes education less likely. At the very least, it can be said that early marriage 
is strongly implicated in the high dropout rates registered by girls around grade 5 of primary school 
and in secondary school. Only 4 in every 10 girls entering secondary education progress across the full 
education cycle (Government of Bangladesh 2011c).

Combating child marriage is clearly an issue that goes far beyond the remit of the education system. 
In Bangladesh, as in other countries, child marriage is rooted in a complex interaction between social, 
cultural, and economic factors. Because girls leave the home to live with the family of the husband, ex-
penditures on education may be seen as a transfer of resources. The dowry system, which involves the 
family of the girl making payments to the family of the bridegroom, may also be a factor. Earlier marriage 
may lower the cost of the dowry. For the poorest families in particular, the low value ascribed to girls’ 
education and the cost of delayed marriage may act as a barrier to continued schooling.

Part of the problem is that child marriage is seen as “normal” by the majority of its victims. The ICRW-B, 
ACPR, and Plan Bangladesh survey found that under half of rural women and just over half of urban wom-
en knew the correct minimum age of marriage (ICRW-B, ACPR, and Plan Bangladesh 2013). However, 
when a girl is not in school and facing a lack of economic opportunities, her family is likely to prioritize 
marriage. Almost none of the women interviewed were aware of any organization to which they could 
turn for support and advice on early marriage, though a vast majority identified measures that could 
reduce child marriage. Strategies identified included increasing the awareness of parents and community 
leaders, birth registration, and engagement with representatives of local government. 

Notwithstanding the deep roots of the problem, schools have the potential to play a role in supporting 
solutions. The school curriculum and teachers can provide a vehicle for informing girls of their rights and 
parents of their legal obligations.4 Creating incentives for girls to stay in school can reduce their risk of 
being drawn into early marriage.  And where girls have been married, provisions can be made to ensure 
that they are not forced out of school. 
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Indigenous People and Ethnic Minorities

As in many other countries, children from indigenous families face acute educational disadvantages in 
Bangladesh. These disadvantages can be traced partly to poverty, but they are reinforced by problems in 
education provision.

Bangladesh has a highly diverse population of indigenous people. The indigenous population numbers 
around 3 million across 45 distinct ethnic groups centered in twenty-eight districts, with a particular con-
centration in the Chittagong Hill Tracts (box 2) and in the rural areas of Mymensingh, Sylhet, Dinjapur 
and Rajshani. 

While there are large data gaps, there is evidence that indigenous children face problems in access and 
learning. One 2009 study conducted by UNDP found that 82 percent of five-to-ten-year-old children in 
the 28 districts with significant indigenous populations were enrolled in school. The same study reported 
that two-thirds of indigenous children discontinued their education before completing the primary cycle, 
while only 16 percent made the transition to secondary education (UNDP 2009). 

These figures are indicative of problems in the learning environment as well as household poverty. 
Indigenous communities largely speak Tibeto-Burman languages. However, their children attend schools 
where the language of instruction is overwhelmingly Bangla, both at the primary and secondary levels. 
Textbooks and teaching materials are also predominantly in Bangla. From a learning perspective, this is 
counterproductive. The best international evidence suggests that children learn most efficiently in their 
home language during the first four to five years of schooling, with a second language introduced on a 
gradual basis thereafter (UNESCO 2010). 

Overcoming the disadvantages faced by indigenous children in Bangladesh will require interventions on 
several fronts. Many of these children live in remote hills and valleys that are difficult to reach. The areas 
inhabited by indigenous people are characterized by poor basic infrastructure and high levels of poverty 
and vulnerability. Problems in all these areas have to be addressed as part of the strategy for extending 
educational opportunity. However, schools have a role to play. Given that it is currently perceived by 
many indigenous parents as alien, hostile, and irrelevant, the education system needs to deliver effective 
local language education—and it needs to recruit and train indigenous teachers.

Box 2. Indigenous people in the Chittagong Hill tracts

The Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT) is situated in the south-eastern part of Bangladesh. It is surrounded 
by Myanmar and Mizoram (India) in the east, Tripura (India) in the north, and the districts of Chittagong 
and Cox’s Bazar in the west and south respectively. It has a total land area of about 13,294 square ki-
lometers (about 10 percent of the land area in Bangladesh) and a population of about 1.3 million (BBS 
2011). Administratively, CHT comprises three hill districts: Banadarban, Khagrachari, and Rangamati. 
There are 12 ethnicities (11 indigenous and Bangalees) living in CHT.  The 11 ethnic multilingual mi-
norities are Bawm, Chak, Chakma, Khyang, Khumi, Lushai, Marma, Mro, Pangkhua, Tangchangya, and 
Tripura (Nath 2009).
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Children Living in Chars and Haor Areas

Bangladesh’s education system is not insulated from the acute climate risks facing communities across 
the country. Vulnerable to cyclones, flooding, and drought, Bangladesh is one of the world’s most disas-
ter-prone countries. Flooding is frequent, affecting between 30 and 50 percent of the population annually. 
High population density, including approximately 35 million people living along the coast, increases hu-
man vulnerability (World Bank 2008b; GFDRR 2011). 

Disasters have a serious impact on the education sector.  As highlighted in a recent CAMPE study, nat-
ural disasters impact schooling in three broad areas: access, quality, and inclusiveness (Nath et al. 2010). 
Flooding and cyclones destroys schools and may result in short- and long-term closures and disruption 
of schooling. In a 2004 cyclone, over 18,000 schools were damaged or destroyed. More than 13,000 
schools were affected by a combination of cyclones and flooding in 2008, and nearly 3,000 schools were 
affected in 2009 (Government of Bangladesh 2010a). 

Climate-related emergencies have implications for inclusiveness in education because of the unequal dis-
tribution of risk and coping capacity. The chars (river islands) and the haor areas (swamps) are home to 
some of Bangladesh’s poorest and most vulnerable people. These areas are among the most deprived in 
terms of access to basic services in health and education (Ahmed 2011; Raza, Bhattacharjee, & Das 2011). 
In many cases, there are few schools and children face hazards accessing the schools that are available. 
The costs incurred in reaching schools on the mainland by boat are another barrier to education. Missing 
exams due to an inability to reach school is not an infrequent event. In some cases, parents may be un-
willing to allow their children to travel to school because of flood-related security concerns. Whatever 
the underlying causes, premature dropping out among girls in the char areas is often a prelude to child 
marriage. Teachers assigned to char and haor schools are often absent, especially during the monsoon 
period—and disruption of education is common. Flooding and cyclones have particularly devastating 
consequences in haor areas in Sylhet and char areas along the Jumuna River.
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3. Looking Ahead: Strengthening 
Education Quality and Removing the 
Equity Bottleneck

Bangladesh has established strong foundations in education. The challenge now is to build on these 
foundations by putting in place the policies, financing, and governance systems that will enable all 
Bangladesh’s children and youth to realize their potential through education. As the national educa-

tion strategy and PEDP3 recognize, this will require an unrelenting focus on quality and equity.

The Learning for All Ministerial Meeting provides an opportunity to galvanize support for a renewed 
drive toward the EFA goals in Bangladesh. This section sets out a number of proposals that could support 
this drive. It identifies five priority areas informed by the analysis of equity bottlenecks in the previous 
section:

•	 Early childhood provision in urban slums and poor rural districts

•	 Basic education in urban slums

•	 Support aimed at getting children out of work and into school

•	 The development of “child-marriage-free” zone

•	 Indigenous people and ethnic minorities, including those at risk of climate-related emergencies.

Cutting across these 5 distinct areas we also propose an increase in financing through the school sti-
pend program. As highlighted in this report, the value of the stipend has been eroded over the years. 
Our proposal envisages a 10 percent increase in the value of the stipend program, along with targeted 
support for disadvantaged groups and areas covered by the five proposals. Three caveats are in order. 
First, our proposals should be viewed not as a stand-alone initiative but as an integral part of the national 
education strategy. In each case the measures proposed are aimed at facilitating the scaling up of strate-
gies that are already in place, with a specific focus on quality and equity. The time horizon envisaged for 
implementation is 2013–16.

Second, government ownership is critical to the success of the proposed intervention. Bangladesh has 
developed an extraordinary array of partnerships with NGOs operating under the broad education sec-
tor planning framework. These partnerships have played a crucial role in reaching some of Bangladesh’s 
most disadvantaged children. While capacity is an issue, both the government and its NGO partners rec-
ognize that increased funding could expand impact. In framing the proposals, we draw on cost estimates 
associated with successful NGO and government programs.
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Finally, the proposals envisage new and additional finance. The overall financing envelope for the three-year 
period 2013–16 is $288 million, or $96 million annually.  All but 11 percent of this amount would be  
channeled through PEDP3 budget lines and programs. The residual amount covers two financing ele-
ments for proposed measures aimed at reducing child marriage: an increase in the secondary school 
stipend program, and support for the development of child-marriage-free unions.

In setting out the following proposals, we provide a brief overview of the current context as well as gov-
ernment NGO-partnerships. The cases highlighted are selective but broadly indicative of good practice 
and high impact.

3.1 The Overall Planning Context: Working through PEDP3

The education strategy and planning framework provided under PEDP3 has a strong focus on equity and 
accelerated progress toward the EFA goals. In the next section, we outline five proposals which, working 
through government and nongovernment partnerships, would support the wider education strategy. The 
proposals (outlined above in section 3) focus specifically on reaching marginalized groups and supports 
efforts to attain the PEDP3 targets set for reducing disparities. Here we focus on the indicative financial 
framework, using the PEDP3 budget as a point of reference.

Measures implemented through PEDP3: Implementation of the proposals will require additional 
resources channeled through national budgets. On an average annualized basis, implementation would 
require an increase of around 4 percent in planned PEDP3 average annual expenditures. 

The expanded PEDP budget would finance four of the five proposals outlined in detail in section 3. But 
it would also create a wider enabling environment for accelerated progress (table 2). Beyond the specific 
proposals, the budget framework would provide for an expansion of the Each Child Learns program. It 
would provide for a 10 percent increase in the real value of the primary school stipend, with additional 
targeted stipend support for child laborers, young girls at risk of dropping out as a result of child mar-
riage, and disabled children. The Inclusive Education Program could also be expanded to provide more 
generous support for children facing a wide range of disabilities, including visual impairment, physical 
handicaps, and autism. The education in emergencies program would be strengthened under the pro-
posed framework to build resilience against climate shocks.

Beyond the PEDP3 framework: The proposal for reducing child marriage falls beyond the financial 
remit of the MoPME. The Ministry of Women and Children’s Affairs is the lead ministry for dealing with 
this issue. It would act as the budgetary conduit of the $8.5 million proposal for the creation of 2,500 
child-marriage-free zones. The secondary school stipend program plays an important role in reducing 
the economic pressures that can force children out of school and into early marriage. In this context, we 
propose a 10 percent increase in the stipends paid the secondary school girls, implying an annual budget 
payment of $2.6 million annually channeled through the Directorate of Secondary and Higher Education.
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Potential Revenue Sources

Proposed financing for the interventions would come from two sources. First, we envisage an increase 
in the share of GDP allocated to education, consistent with proposals set out in the national strategy. 
While the government is facing fiscal pressures, there are compelling grounds for an increase in the ratio 
of education spending to GDP.  Indeed, this would appear to be a condition for achieving the dynamic 
and inclusive economic growth envisaged in Vision 2021. But Bangladesh is not in a position to finance the 
proposals outlined entirely from its own resources. The country’s development partners must provide 
support, with a grant from the Global Partnership for Education a possible option. 

Any assessment of the financial feasibility of the proposals has to consider the potential for resource 
mobilization. It is evident that the proposals could not be absorbed within the current PEDP3 financing 
framework. Bangladesh would therefore require new and additional resources. Several potential sources 
suggest themselves:

Table 2. Proposed Increase Budget Spending: Priority Areas and Budget Categories 
(millions of dollars)

Budget heading
Proposed increase
(millions of dollars) 

Total proposed spending 
2013–16  

(millions of dollars)
PEDP3
Each child learns 2 6

Alternative and second chance 20 60

Pre–primary 21.7 65.1

Inclusive education 6.2 18.6

Disability 1.2 3.6

Indigenous children 5 15

Education in emergencies 3 9

Targeted stipends 17 51

Primary education program (10% increase) 9.5 28.5

Disadvantaged upazilas 3.8 11.4

Child labor 2 6

Girls (grades 3–5) 1.2 3.6

Disabled 0.5 1.5

Education in urban informal settlements 15 45

Subtotal PEDP3 84.9 255
Reducing early marriage
Child-free unions 8.5 25.5

Secondary stipends 2.6 7.8

Subtotal early marriage 11.1 33.3
Total budget 96 288
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•	 Increased domestic resource mobilization. Consistent with its commitment to move to-
ward a scenario in which Bangladesh is able to invest 6 percent of GDP on education, the gov-
ernment could over the next three years increase the share of GDP allocated to education from 
2.2 percent to 3 percent. This would mobilize an additional $100 million over the period 2013–15.

•	 An application to the Global Partnership for Education. While Bangladesh would 
appear to meet the eligibility criteria for a successful application to the GPE, the country has 
not to date requested to support. The GPE’s indicative allocation for Bangladesh is $100 million. 
Consideration should be given to an application for the full allocation.

•	 Other development partners. Bangladesh has the advantage of having a strong and com-
mitted pool of donors. Given that the proposals outlined below represent a major priority for 
a number of donors, there are strong grounds for optimism that a results-based policy frame-
work for implementation might secure additional support.  An additional $88 million would be 
required over three years to finance the basic education proposals.

The early marriage proposal would be financed outside the PEDP3 framework. One option might be to 
consider a partnership model bringing together government, NGOs, UN agencies, the World Bank, and 
the international business community through the Global Business Coalition for Education.

Any proposal for scaling up programs for reaching marginalized children has to recognize the potential 
for margins of error. Average costs of current programs may or may not provide a useful template. In 
preparing the cost estimates for our five proposals set out in table 3, we have drawn on financial esti-
mates provided by NGOs with a strong track in delivery in the areas covered. Some of the projects are 
described in the individual proposal sections. The precise balance to be established between government 
and NGO delivery is a matter for dialogue in the context of the national education strategy.

3.2 Area 1: Pre–Primary Education for 1 Million Primary School Children

Pre–primary education has a critical role to play in accelerating progress toward the EFA goals. Many of 
Bangladesh’s children are entering school as first-generation learners. Coming from a non-literate home 
environment, they face disadvantages in foundation-level literacy and numeracy skills. Good-quality pre-
schools can help to redress these disadvantages.

The importance of preschool provision is recognized in PEDP3. The current strategy envisages one 
year of preschool for every child, though the time frame for delivery is uncertain and current plans do 
not include details on financing and delivery (Government of Bangladesh 2011c). Extending preschool 
provision to all of Bangladesh’s children presents formidable challenges, especially in disadvantaged rural 
areas and informal urban settlements. However, these challenges could be overcome through a strength-
ened partnership between government and NGOs, building on current arrangements. Bangladesh is in 
the fortunate position of having a range of national and international NGOs with the competencies and 
capacity to deliver results.
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The planning context: The MoPME and Directorate of Primary Education have developed a policy 
framework aimed at universalizing pre–primary education (Government of Bangladesh and UNICEF 2008; 
Government of Bangladesh 2009b). An approved national pre–primary education curriculum was put in 
place in June 2011. Recognizing the effort of NGOs in the field of pre–primary education, the government 
has approved guidelines for partnerships with NGOs. PEDP3 has adopted ambitious goals for pre–prima-
ry education teacher recruitment and training, with a financial provision of $63 million annually.

Hard-to-reach populations: Mapping of the current provision has revealed marked disparities in 
preschool participation (panel 2). The government has identified 12 districts where the proportion of 
enrolled children ranges from 30 to 60 percent. There is a rural/urban divide in the current provision, 
with 50 percent of urban children and 22 percent of rural children reporting pre–primary education 
enrollment. Wealth-based inequalities are also significant, with around half of the wealthiest children, 
but only one-fifth of the poorest, participating in some form of pre–primary education (Government of 
Bangladesh 2011c). This bird’s-eye view of national inequalities obscures a number of important subna-
tional disparities:

•	 Children living in informal urban settlements have very low levels of enrollment in preschool 
programs.

•	 Children belonging to ethnic and indigenous populations living in three Chittagong Hill Tract 
districts, and in other districts, are poorly served.

Table 3. Five Proposals to Support Enhanced Equity and Accelerated Progress 
toward the EFA goals: Estimated Aggregate Cost (millions of dollars)

Proposal Area Target

Aggregate Cost
Annual  

(millions of dollars)
2013–16  

(millions of dollars)

Pre–primary education for urban 
slums and poor rural areas

1 million children provided with 
good-quality preschool education

21 63

Expanded provision urban slum 450,000 primary school places 15 45

Child labor
500,000 children moved from 
employment to education

25 75

Early marriage 2,500 child marriage free unions 8.3 24.9

Socially and geographically 
marginalized children, particularly 
from ethnic minority communities 
and chars and haor areas

Strengthened provision for 
300,000 children from ethnic 
minority communities and in 
selected chars and haors

9.7 29.1

Expansion of the school stipend program*
Strengthened support for disadvantaged 
children 17 51

Total cost 96 288
* Applies across proposed areas
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•	 Of the 485 rural upazilas 55 have pre-primary education coverage levels below 60 percent.

•	 Subdistrict inequalities are often marked. For example, the average coverage in Cox’s Bazar district 
is 71 percent, with a range extending from the upazila, of Ukhia, which has around 111 percent 
coverage, to islands such as Kutubdia and Maheshkhali, where coverage is around 40 percent.

Panel 2: Mapping of Pre-Primary Education in Bangladesh 2012 (Unenrolled children)

Source: Mapping of Pre-Primary Education in Bangladesh 2012.  
Supported by Directorate of Primary Education with Technical 
Assistance from UNICEF Bangladesh

Illustrative NGO activities in partnership with government: The NGO sector is the main 
provider of pre–primary schooling. There is a wide array of successful programs. BRAC is the largest 
early childhood provider in the country. It operates some 15,000 centers serving 434,000 children. These 
centers bring 25 to 30 children into contact with one local female teacher, usually with around 10 years 
experience. The teachers are trained by BRAC in child-friendly approaches to instruction.  After one year 
of education, the children are enrolled in government or registered nongovernment schools. 

Another example is PROTEEVA—a five-year, US$ 14 million early childhood initiative started in 2010, sup-
ported by USAID and operated by Save the Children and five NGO partners. Operating in 25 districts in all 
seven divisions within the country, the program directly reaches around 500,000 children. Plan Bangladesh 
has also developed a highly effective community-based model for preschool delivery through its Sishu Bikas 
Kendra project.  All these programs have a proven capacity for scaling up if secure financing is provided. 

Legend
Unenrolled children

Very low Unenrolled (< 10%)
Low Unenrolled (10–30%)
High Unenrolled (31–50%)
Very High Unenrolled (> 50%)



Accelerating Progress to 2015  BANGLADESH
35

The proposal: The ambition is to provide an additional 1 million children with good-quality preschool 
education over three years. Our financial estimates for the cost of delivering provision are informed by 
current NGO cost structures. Several NGOs—including Save the Children International, BRAC, and Plan 
International—made available detailed financial information on their current programs. These programs 
all target highly marginalized children. Their average cost for delivering preschool education is $65 per 
child, or some $21 million annually.

3.3 Area 2: Primary School Places for 450,000 Children Living in Urban Slums

Rapid urbanization confronts the education system in Bangladesh with some stark challenges. Some of 
the country’s most marginalized and vulnerable children are migrating from poor rural areas into informal 
urban settlements lacking basic provision of education. According to data from the Local Government 
Engineering Department, just one-quarter of slums have a government school. Much of the provision that 
takes place occurs either through low-fee private providers or NGOs.  According to a survey carried 
out by the Centre for Urban Studies, 59 percent of slums receive services from more than one NGO.

Beyond the deficits in education, children living in slums are affected by inadequate provision of health, 
water, and sanitation services. Slums in peri-urban areas are often particularly neglected in terms of ser-
vice delivery as they fit into neither the rural nor urban programs of government, agencies, or NGOs. 
Poverty, child labor, and early marriage combine to limit demand for education across Bangladesh’s urban 
slums.

The current planning context: The PEDP3 recognized the importance of extending education into 
urban slum environments. The current five-year strategy envisages expanded provision for some 10 mil-
lion children through second-chance and alternative education. Successful implementation will provide 
opportunities to adolescent children who have missed out on an education in their early years. However, 
it is critical that the primary school system serving slum communities is expanded.

Illustrative NGO activities in partnership with government: Bangladesh has a rich experience 
of government-NGO partnerships in urban slum areas. In recent years BRAC has expanded its urban 
program and now has schools operating in informal urban settlements. The Dhaka Ahsania Mission op-
erates 200 Basic Education Centres for Hard-to-Reach children serving around 5,000 working children 
age 10 to 14 in Dhaka, one drop-in center for street children serving 150 children, and nine Urban 
Community Learning Centers. These centers use a mixture of nonformal and formal learning, using some 
government materials. The Spanish-based international NGO Intervida has 17 conventional primary 
schools, serving 3,900 children in “marginal urban areas” and five three-year basic education schools for 
child laborers. Plan International is working with 20 primary schools (10 government and 10 NGO) to 
provide a full-cycle, high-quality primary education. It is also following a comprehensive program to cover 
all disadvantaged children. UNICEF supports one of the largest programs in the country (see box 3).



Accelerating Progress to 2015  BANGLADESH
36

The proposal: Failure to keep pace with urbanization will push Bangladesh further away from the 
country’s EFA goals. The current proposals envisage provision for an additional 450,000 urban children 
over the next three years. Costing estimates provided by NGOs with large-scale programs operating in 
partnership with government points to average per capita costs of provision of around $100, or $15m 
annually. 

3.4 Area 3: Getting Half a Million Child Laborers Out of Employment and 
into School

Child labor is a violation of the human rights of children and an obstacle to achieving the EFA goals. It 
harms the welfare of individual children, undermines national poverty reduction efforts, and transmits 
deprivation across generations. 

Eradicating child labor in Bangladesh will require sustained policy commitment and integrated strategies 
across many areas. While the 2006 Labor Act marked an improvement, Bangladesh still lacks a compre-
hensive legislative framework for tackling child labor. Raising the minimum age of work from the current 
level of 14 years is critical. Policy interventions must address the specific challenges raised by different 
forms of child labor in agriculture, manufacturing, the urban informal sector, and domestic work. Street 
children and those involved in hazardous employment represent a priority given their acute vulnerability.

Education has a vital role to play in combating child labor. The supply of child laborers comes from 
children who have dropped out of primary school as a result of parental inability to afford fees, the 
opportunity costs of education, and poor-quality provision. Keeping children in school keeps them out 
of the workplace and, potentially, equips them with the competencies they need to make a more secure 
transition to employment at an appropriate age.

Box 3. Basic Education for the Hard to Reach

The UNICEF-supported Basic Education for Hard-to-Reach Urban Working Children program started 
in 1997. It provides informal education to working children living in urban slums, targeting the 10–14 
age group. Using a shortened (two and a half hours) school day, the curriculum is designed to allow 
children to combine work with school. The course runs for 40 months, targeting competencies in 
Bengali, mathematics, and English. The curriculum also covers life skills and the rights of children with 
respect to hazardous work.

During its first phase (1997–2004), the program enrolled 346,000 children across six cities. Around 
6,000 learning centers have been opened under the second phase, which targeted the enrollment of 
166,000 children. The running of the centers is subcontracted to NGOs selected by a committee that 
includes staff of the Ministry of Primary and Mass Education.
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The planning context: Current education strategies recognize the importance of eradicating child 
labor. The Reaching Out-of-School Children Project and the Basic Education for Hard to Reach Urban 
Working Children Project implemented by the Ministry of Primary and Mass Education are the major 
government programs for reaching disadvantaged children with second-chance learning opportunities. 
Stipend programs address some of the financial constraints facing the households of child laborers. The 
Primary Education Stipend Programme, which provides conditional cash transfers for children with 85 
percent school attendance. Another is the Cash for Education Programme, which also provides cash 
transfers to households of children in poor areas on the condition that children are enrolled in school 
and maintain a minimum attendance level.

Hard-to-reach populations: By definition, the vast majority of child laborers are hard-to-reach. 
However, some groups are harder to reach than others. Domestic laborers, most of them girls, are iso-
lated and hidden from public view. Street children are more visible but live in a state of chronic poverty 
and vulnerability. One indicator of acute disadvantages is the number of hours worked—employment of 
over 20 hours a week is a strong indicator for dropping out of school.

Illustrative NGO activities in partnership with government: Most of the major NGOs in 
Bangladesh have programs that target street children. BRAC operates an extensive network of nonfor-
mal education centers that provide bridge courses aimed at equipping child laborers to reenter formal 
education. Save the Children International also operates a two- to three-year accelerated nonformal 
primary education course. There are also many examples of NGOs operating specialized programs tar-
geting specific groups of child laborers.

The proposal: Working through strengthened partnerships, Bangladesh could facilitate the transition 
of half a million children from employment to education over the next three years. In preparing the pro-
posal, a range of cost estimates were examined that were provided by NGOs with a proven capacity for 
delivery, matched by a stringent approach to evaluation.  All the NGOs consulted are involved in partner-
ships with the government. Inevitably, there are marked variations in the costs associated with delivery to 
specific groups. For illustrative purposes, Save the Children International provided estimates for reaching 
100,000 children in three different sectors: domestic labor, agriculture, and the urban informal sector. 
BRAC also provided detailed estimates. On the basis of these estimates, an average annual cost of $150 
per child reached, or $25 million annually were derived. In order to support and strengthen the initiative, 
the introduction of a targeted stipend program for child laborers under the Cash for Education scheme 
is also proposed (see table 3).

3.5 Area 4: Reducing Child Marriage to Expand Opportunities for Education

Child marriage is a violation of human rights, a source of poverty, and a barrier to gender equity in edu-
cation. While the linkages are complex, there are strong causal connections between child marriage and 
young girls dropping out of primary and secondary education. The risk of child marriage rises around 
the adolescent years. Given that a substantial number of Bangladesh’s girls start school late, many reach 
adolescence before finishing primary school. 
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Tackling the child marriage problem requires action beyond the education system. Bangladesh is a highly 
patriarchal society in which young girls and women are seen principally as wives and mothers. Survey ev-
idence shows that parental decisions are the primary factor behind early marriage. The Plan & ICDDR-B 
national baseline survey cited above found that “parental wishes” (60 percent), “groom availability” (53 
percent), and “girls being an appropriate age” (22 percent) were the main reasons cited for early mar-
riage decisions. Financial pressures were cited as a factor by 17 percent of respondents. While the legal 
age for marriage in Bangladesh is 18, prosecutions under the Child Marriage Restraint Act are rare and 
the penalties are derisory. The law is largely unknown and unenforced. Once enacted, child marriages 
are considered valid. All this points to the need for more effective communication and engagement with 
communities through local and national political structures, backed by more stringent enforcement of 
the law.

The education system can play a powerful supplementary role in combating early marriage. Being in 
school significantly lowers the risk of child marriage—and more educated girls are less likely to marry 
early. Schools also provide a forum through which young girls can be informed about their rights and 
empowered to act on those rights.

The current context: The Ministry of Women and Children’s Affairs has legislative responsibility for 
leading efforts to combat child marriage in Bangladesh. However, both the MoPME and the Directorate 
of Secondary and Higher Education are engaged in strategies aimed at preventing early marriage. The 
Female Secondary School Assistance Programme currently provides around $9 per month to the guard-
ians of around 1.3 million girls attending secondary school, conditional on their achieving a 75 percent 
attendance rate and remaining unmarried until after their exams. While there is an ongoing debate about 
the effectiveness of the stipend program, it has contributed to a reduction of early marriage both by 
reducing the financial barriers facing the parents of young girls and by creating disincentives for marriage. 
However, the stipend needs to be increased to mitigate the pressures that lead poor families to take 
their daughters out of school and marry them at a young age to reduce dowry costs (which tend to rise 
with age). 

Illustrative NGO activities in partnership with government: NGOs and international agencies 
in Bangladesh are increasingly active on child marriage. UNICEF is involved in a range of programs with 
the Ministry of Women and Children’s Affairs. The Girls Not Brides Coalition brings together a range of 
national and international NGOs. Plan International has developed a distinctive model, working at the 
lowest level of government—the union parishad—to establish Child Marriage Free Unions. The approach 
brings together local governments, community and religious leaders, and NGOs. Currently operating in 
22 unions and reaching a population of just under 600,000, the Plan approach is based on sustained dia-
logue over a three- to five-year period. In each union, there is a communication and outreach program 
aimed at changing attitudes and a declaration by local government that articulates stopping child mar-
riage as a priority. The emphasis is on informing parents about the dangers of child marriage (including 
the health risks), extending birth registration, engaging local leaders, and—critically—empowering chil-
dren themselves to resist child marriage. The program also monitors children at risk, including those who 
drop out of school. Implementation is supported through programs that create livelihood opportunities 
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for young women. Evaluations point to positive results, with the median age for child marriage in Plan’s 
working areas having increased from 15 to 17.

The proposal: Bangladesh has the institutional capacity to expand and strengthen current efforts 
aimed at breaking the interaction between child marriage and diminished education opportunity. The 
current proposal envisages an increase in the stipend provision for girls in secondary education (see 
section 3), along with the creation of 2,500 child-free-marriage unions. This should be seen as the first 
step toward nationwide coverage. Estimates provided by Plan International put the cost of establishing 
one union at around $11,000 per annum. In the current program, a union covers on average 6,700 girls 
under the age of 18. Our proposal would therefore cover 16 million girls over a three-year period. The 
average annual cost would be around $8.3 million annually, or $24.9 million over three years.

3.6 Area 5: Strengthening Education Provision for 300,000 Socially and 
Geographically Marginalized Children with a Focus on Indigenous Ethnic 
Minorities, and Chars and Haor Areas. 

Children from indigenous ethnic minorities face some of the most restricted opportunities for educa-
tion in Bangladesh. These children are less likely to be in school, more frequently drop out, and are less 
likely to achieve basic learning competencies—a consequence of poverty and inadequate provision for 
home-language teaching. There are approximately 15 indigenous languages spoken in Bangladesh, mainly 
concentrated in the Chittagong Hill Tracts and Sylhet regions. The diversity of mother-tongue languages 
results in teaching and learning challenges that are compounded by difficult terrain and climate-related 
risks. 

Enrollment in ethnic minority areas is well below the national average. For example, the net enrollment 
rate in Sylhet and Chittagong divisions is 80 and 82 percent, respectively—compared with the national 
average of 93 percent. While 11 percent of households nationally have no literate person, that figure is 
close to one-third in Sylhet. 

An Education Watch study in 2009–10 identified a mix of demand- and supply-side constraints as the 
cause of low performance in Sylhet division. The hilly and swampy terrain, low community awareness, 
especially among the tea garden workers, poor educational infrastructure, and chronic absenteeism of 
teachers were among the main barriers to education provision. 

The situation in the Chittagaong Hill Tracts is not very different. Though autonomous Hill District 
Councils are responsible for providing primary education in the region, the lack of resources and limited 
capacity result in restricted educational opportunity for the children of that area. 

As noted in the main text, children living in char and haor areas face acute disadvantages. Education access 
is significantly lower than other areas of the country, in part due to the remote locations. Frequent and 
severe flooding further restricts access through the forced closure or disruption of schooling, often for 
long periods. 
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Current planning context: PEDP3 recognizes the importance of extending opportunities for in-
digenous children. The PEDP3 Inclusive Education strategy is designed to strengthen the capacity of 
the school system to address the specific needs of tribal and ethnic minority children. The National 
Education Policy calls for all indigenous children to be educated in their mother tongue. However, financ-
ing provisions are limited. Under the current government-NGO collaboration guidelines, it is possible to 
strengthen and further develop the current NGO-operated activities. 

Illustrative NGO activities in partnership with government: With support from the European 
Union, NGOs and local government bodies are actively engaged in both Sylhet and Chittagong Hill Tracts 
areas. The Chittagaong Hill Tracts Development Facility, a comprehensive development program run by 
the United Nations Development Program, provides grants to NGOs for hiring and training teachers 
from local communities. UNICEF supported preprimary centers in the Chittagong Hill Tracts represent 
an innovative model that could deliver results. Situated inside multipurpose centers, these preprimary 
centers provide education in local languages. Education and teacher training materials have been devel-
oped under the auspices of UNICEF support. Similarly, a Dutch-government-supported NGO, Friends 
in Village Development Bangladesh runs more than 150 schools in the most hard-to-reach haor areas of 
Sylhet division. They have also established schools in the tea gardens for children from ethnic communi-
ties. BRAC has recently introduced 12 boat schools in the haor areas on a pilot basis to allow children 
to continue education despite geographic challenges, particularly in times of the year with high flooding. 
The boat schools collect children from their respective islands, follow national education standards, and 
are arranged as classrooms equipped with complete teaching and learning materials. 

The proposal: There is considerable potential for scaling up support for education among indigenous 
children. The current proposal envisages interventions aimed at strengthening provision for 300,000 chil-
dren over three years, at an annual average cost of $9.7 million. This funding can also facilitate local-level 
innovation, as illustrated by the boat school mentioned above. 
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Conclusion

Over the past decade, Bangladesh has built on the extraordinary achievements made during the 
1990s. The country is within touching distance of universal primary education. Yet as the current 
education strategy recognizes, there are immense challenges to be addressed. If Bangladesh is to 

sustain progress in education, far more will need to be done to reach the country’s most marginalized 
children and to raise learning achievement levels. The PEDP3 plan provides the framework for achieving 
these goals. The proposals set out in this paper would help to strengthen that framework. Implemented 
through the type of innovative government-NGO partnerships already in operation, and supported 
through increased aid and a strengthened resource mobilization effort on the part of government, the 
strategies identified could add a new impetus to the pace of Bangladesh’s advance toward the EFA goals. 
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1.	 Under the Primary Education Stipend Project, families receive a monthly stipend of Tk 100 for one 
child and Tk 125 for additional children, conditional upon regular school attendance.

2.	 Current research on child labor will update these figures in the light of data in the 2010 Household 
Income and Expenditure Survey.

3.	 Overall, 43 percent of women in the survey were students at the time of their marriage—44 per-
cent in rural areas and 39 percent in urban areas. The survey found that 76 percent of these women 
stopped going to school after they were married. This figure is higher in rural areas, 80 percent, than 
in urban areas, 62 percent.

4.	 In Bangladesh, the class 7 textbook includes the issue of child marriage in chapter 11, “Social Problems 
in Bangladesh.” This has been an advocacy initiative by organizations including Plan and UNICEF.
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