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Introduction

Education is the bedrock of national development, a powerful catalyst for individual
empowerment, societal progress, and economic growth. In Bangladesh, a nation with a
rich history and vibrant culture, the education system stands as a testament to the
country's enduring commitment to its people's future. From the bustling urban centers
to the serene rural landscapes, education is not merely a process of acquiring
knowledge; it is a transformative journey that shapes aspirations, broadens horizons,
and equips generations to meet the evolving challenges of the 21st century.

This book, "Education In Bangladesh: A Comprehensive Overview from Early Childhood
to Higher Education," embarks on an in-depth exploration of this dynamic and
multifaceted system. It aims to provide readers with a holistic understanding of the
educational landscape, tracing its evolution, examining its current structures, and
highlighting the ongoing efforts to enhance its reach and quality. We delve into the
foundational aspects of early childhood care and education, recognizing its pivotal role
in cognitive and social development, and systematically progress through the various
stages of primary, secondary, and higher education.

Beyond a mere descriptive account, this book offers a critical analysis of the strengths,
challenges, and opportunities that characterize Bangladeshi education. We investigate
the intricacies of curriculum development, assessment systems, and teacher training,
acknowledging their profound impact on learning outcomes. Furthermore, we explore
specialized areas such as technical and vocational education, madrasah education,
and education for children with special needs, shedding light on the diverse pathways
available within the system and the efforts towards greater inclusivity and
modernization.

Understanding the broader context, we also examine crucial cross-cutting themes that
influence educational provision and access. This includes the significant role of the
private sector, the ongoing endeavors to bridge gender gaps, and the unique
challenges and innovative solutions pertinent to education in rural and remote areas.
The impact of technology, the mechanisms of financing education, and the vital
contributions of international cooperation are also brought into focus, illustrating the
complex interplay of factors that shape the educational experience in Bangladesh.

Ultimately, "Education In Bangladesh" is designed for a diverse audience, including
policymakers, educators, researchers, students, and anyone with a vested interest in
the development of human capital in South Asia. By offering a comprehensive yet
nuanced perspective, this book seeks to inform dialogue, stimulate critical thinking,
and contribute to the ongoing efforts to build a more equitable, efficient, and effective
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education system for all in Bangladesh. It is an invitation to engage with the past,
understand the present, and envision the future of education in a nation striving for
sustained progress and prosperity.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Context of Education in
Bangladesh

The story of education in Bangladesh is a vibrant tapestry woven with threads of
ancient wisdom, medieval transformations, colonial influences, and post-independence
aspirations. It’s a narrative that stretches back millennia, long before the modern
nation-state of Bangladesh emerged, reflecting the enduring human quest for
knowledge in the Bengal delta. To truly grasp the current educational landscape, one
must first journey through these historical currents, understanding how each era
shaped the institutions, philosophies, and practices that define education today.

In ancient Bengal, education was deeply intertwined with religious and philosophical
traditions, predominantly Hinduism and Buddhism. During the Vedic period, education
was often transmitted orally, with gurukuls—traditional schools often attached to
temples and ashrams—playing a crucial role in imparting knowledge of Sanskrit,
religious scriptures, astrology, and grammar. As early as the 6th-7th centuries AD,
Bengal was a prominent center of learning, with numerous viharas and temples
serving as educational hubs.

The Maurya and Gupta periods saw Buddhism flourish, significantly influencing
education in Bengal. Urban centers of learning became more common during the
Gupta Empire, with universities and colleges established in major cities. While Hindu
universities provided religious training for the upper classes, Buddhist centers of
learning were more inclusive, teaching subjects like grammar, medicine, philosophy,
logic, metaphysics, arts, and crafts. The Pala Empire (8th-12th century CE) further
cemented Bengal's reputation as a beacon of intellectual and cultural excellence. Pala
rulers, devout followers of Mahayana and Tantric Buddhism, wholeheartedly supported
Buddhist educational centers and monasteries, constructing stupas and Buddha
images. Somapura Mahavihara, located in present-day Naogaon District, Bangladesh,
stands as one of the largest and most iconic Buddhist monastic universities in ancient
India, founded by Emperor Dharmapala in the late 8th century. It attracted students
and scholars from across Asia, promoting knowledge and cultural exchange in
philosophy, religion, medicine, and the arts. Other significant Buddhist sites during the
Pala period included Jagaddala Mahavihara, Pandit Vihara at Chattogram, and Sitakot
Vihara at Dinajpur. Nadia University, or Navadweep, emerged as a preeminent Hindu
educational hub, particularly after the decline of Buddhist mahaviharas, attracting
displaced scholars and becoming a bastion of Sanskrit learning. These ancient
institutions, whether Buddhist mahaviharas or Hindu tols, demonstrate a long-standing
commitment to comprehensive educational approaches, imparting moral, spiritual,
and cultural knowledge.
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The arrival of Muslim rulers in Bengal in the early 13th century marked a significant
transformation in the educational landscape. The Muslim Sultanate led to the
establishment of madrasas (Islamic schools) and maktabs (elementary schools), where
education in Arabic, Persian, and Islamic jurisprudence was imparted. These
institutions, often founded by rulers, Sufi saints, and scholars, played a vital role in
promoting Islamic knowledge and culture. Mosques also functioned as informal
learning centers, with imams instructing locals in Islamic teachings and the correct
recitation of the Quran. Pandua, a capital city of several Muslim rulers, became a
center of spiritual and cultural activities, with notable institutions like the great
madrasah built by Hadrat Nur Qutb 'Alam. The curriculum in madrasas was
comprehensive, encompassing Quranic studies, Hadith, Islamic law, theology, Arabic
language and literature, logic, mathematics, and even natural sciences, medicine, and
astronomy. Persian, being the court language, was also given importance. While
primary education in maktabs was often co-educational, higher education for women
was generally limited to upper-class families. These educational centers were
supported through state patronage and land grants.

The advent of British colonial rule in the 18th century brought about a radical shift in
the educational system of Bengal. Initially, the British East India Company was rather
indifferent to promoting education among Indians. However, a formal, Western-style
education system gradually began to take shape, primarily aimed at producing a class
of educated Indians to serve the colonial administration. English education started to
gain traction in the 19th century with the establishment of institutions like Presidency
College in Kolkata (1817) and Calcutta University (1857). These institutions became
cornerstones of modern education in Bengal and facilitated the spread of English-
medium instruction.

Key policies like Lord Macaulay's Minute of 1835 and Wood's Despatch of 1854
significantly promoted English-medium education, favoring elites and often sidelining
vernacular and mass education. This led to the marginalization of traditional
knowledge systems, including Sanskrit-based learning, which were deemed inferior.
However, despite the colonial emphasis on English education, indigenous educational
systems, including Hindu pathshalas and Muslim maktabs and madrasas, continued to
exist. British surveys in the early 1800s, like those conducted by William Adam,
revealed a widespread indigenous education system with numerous village schools in
Bengal and Bihar, where children generally learned to read, write, and cipher. These
traditional schools were often inclusive, with students from various castes and even
girls receiving education. The British even adopted the "Monitorial System" of
pedagogy, which originated in India, due to its effectiveness. Nevertheless, the
colonial economic policies and the shift in patronage towards English-based
institutions gradually weakened these traditional learning centers.

The early 20th century saw the establishment of more modern educational
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institutions. Dhaka University, a pivotal institution for what is now Bangladesh,
formally opened its doors on July 1, 1921, with faculties in Arts, Science, and Law, and
departments like English, Sanskrit and Bengali, Arabic and Islamic Studies, and
History. This university played a significant role in the region's political, social, and
cultural development.

After the partition of India in 1947, East Bengal (which later became East Pakistan and
then Bangladesh) faced significant educational disparities compared to West Pakistan.
During the Pakistan era (1947-1971), progress in education for the masses was slow.
The number of primary schools in East Pakistan declined, leading to overcrowding, and
resource allocation often favored higher education over primary levels. Education
became politicized, notably by linguistic repression, which fueled the Language
Movement of 1952. The Sharif Commission, formed in 1959, proposed an education
policy that included making English and Urdu mandatory and privatizing education,
which sparked the 1962 East Pakistan education movement, commemorating
September 17th as Education Day in Bangladesh.

The Liberation War of 1971 culminated in Bangladesh's independence, ushering in a
new era for education. The newly independent nation, though war-torn, declared
education a priority, enshrining free and compulsory education as a state
responsibility in its 1972 Constitution. The first Education Commission in Bangladesh,
appointed under Dr. Qudrat-e-Khuda, submitted its report in 1974, emphasizing
secular, scientific, and mass-oriented education. The government also nationalized
26,000 primary schools, laying a foundation for accessible primary education. Despite
progressive rhetoric, policy implementation was often hindered by political instability
and economic crises. The post-independence period saw a significant rise in literacy
rates, from 17.61 percent in 1971 to 73.9 percent currently. Bangladesh's education
system today reflects this intricate historical journey, a complex and layered
framework influenced by centuries of diverse traditions, cultures, and philosophies.
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