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by Abu Jar M Akkas

‘I HAS in recent times become a
I norm for students to smel] and feel
texthooks fresh off the press on
the first of January that hegins the
academic year. Such was the occa-
sion this time too, on the first day of
the year, but only for the students

"— some in g while and omeina

couple of days — to b®sailto have
owned sets of textbooks xttost of
whichlébked like cheaply printed
magazines., :

in just aboub a week that the
students.received the textbooks,
many cfethem, mostly side-stitched
rather than;perfect -bound that
they mostly were in the past years,
started shedding covers and leaves
at the slightest pressure, when they
are put inside the bag, are taken out
and are opened. The spines started
loosening and breaking off, reducing
the books to spineless, difficuli-
to-use, stitched or glued piles of
poorly-cut papers with the back 51de
shining through, almost.

The pages, ‘which look more like
Cheap paper stock with an apparent
feeling of offset, shows thrdugh

" the text printed on the other sides

(

- lodged complaints with the school

even with the book held flat down
on the table. Earlier, guesses about
the text printed-on the other side of
the pages even after holding them
up against lisht conid go wrong.
Paper stocks of various shades. and
perhaps grades, are used in printing
a single book and paper stocks, and
their grades and sizes, in different

- books are different. A few covers®

are also printed on wastes from the
printing of other covers, giving a
miserly feeling about the books.
The cover pages are harely .
thicker than the inner paper stock
and are not laminated as is meant
for sustained use. While colours are

misregistered, as they say at printing  Indian bidders winning the print

presses, by five millimétres, at most,
making the illustrations -— in the
information and commnications
technology book for Class VI, for
an example — illegible, iz some
cases, the photographs appear
much too blackened, whitened
or flattened by a lack of contrast
beyond recognition of the figures
and objects therein. Somé of the
books are not even cut rectangularly
as one diagonal s larger by half an
inch than thf‘ other and thev stoop -

and tilt among a bunch of honks that

stand erect.

The conditicn of the books just
described may not apply to all of
about 333.8 million boeks that the
National Cwrriculum and Textbook
Board has printed as the description
defines just a sample set that a
student received at a private schoo!
in Dhaka. The books that others
received or the'books that other
schools distributed. in other areas,
might be in a good condition, at
least better thén this. But many
of them may also be in a bad
condition, worse than this. Reports
coming from outlying areas —
Dhaka as the capital may certainly
have had the best off the press

- point in the second direction,
with stories of many of the books
distributed there not even having
the pages in order and leaves havino
been torn and gleed. Students and
their guardians are reported to have

authorities who, in turfsJiave.
replaced the distribudion ori an ‘as
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" million books that the textbook

" been black-listed around 2010 so

“

0BT
" 1acidll the books but.all had atleast

%the 2011 academic yeax. This came,
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he textbook failures

long as the stock lasts’ basis.
lettbooks which theoretically
are not the only resources of
learning and teaching, do not need
to be of utmost importance and
stiould, therefore, not'bé something
to worry#tiuch about. Yet they play
a central yole in supporting learning
and teaching at least in Bangladeshr,
where Students teachers and
schools»a’fl use them asthe single
most instrument of I¢atiting and
teachirfg. Books, therdffre, need to
be books,feet like books and look
like books. But many 6f about 333.7

international tender. A portion of
the primary books coming to be -
printed in India — amidst criticism,
rightly or wrangly though — eased
much of the pressure on the local
printers, enabling them to supply,
at least to'try to supply because -
of a fear of losing the job the next
year, secondary and remaining
primary books on'if not in, time.
The textbook board started takmg

. pride in its success, whichikdme
to be counted more in the wake

of repeated textbook failures, but
with théboard, paper mills and
printers’blaming one another for
not so niajor failures in the process.
- The nnmbey of students continued
to increase, so did the nu itber of
textbooks, with the board - remammc
unaware of the hard task in store,

board: hacf printed for about 44
million pgjmary and secondary
students %’general stream and
madrasiali-education gives an

otherwise feeling about them.

BbokS‘%se‘condary students had, While less than a third of the
mostly, alWhys been printed locally,  primary textbooks continued to
but with agprobl be printed in India, easing the

m of delayed
delivery, as“hadﬁeen the case with
hooks for prmmry students. The
delay in delivery of books — earlier
said to be deliberately done by the
local commercial printers so as to
advantage traders in guides and
notebooks that are prohxbltcd —
came to be so delayed that students  books were distributed in time,
in successiveyears had to wait even overshadowing minor problems.
till the middle of the year to lay their The local printers whe failed to
hands on the books and feel them as win the print job kept blaming the
their own. The textbook board had =~ other group, which won the bld
blamed the printers for their failure  and assuring the textbook board
in the delivery and the printers had  that the whole of the job couid be
pointed the finger back at the board  locally arranged. The capacity is
for its failure to provide the paper ‘there; what the local industry needs
and the text matter in time. About is policy and government support.
two dozens of the printers had also  The Printing Industries Association
of Bangladesh in 2012 started saying
that such an arrangement could save
foreign exchange.
Reports on irregularities involving
textbook board officials in allowing
low-quality bocks to be distributed
in exchange for money, in a hushed-
up manner though, made headlines,
but rarely. The association, which
claims to represent about 7,000
local printing houses, in July
2014 took up its demands with
the textbook board and also sent
letters to the education ministry
and other relevant authorities
seeking government intervention
in ensuring the quality of paper
stock in textbooks and adherence
to specifications in printing and
binding, and penalty against
failures. The association then talked
about "unethical practice’ of a few
officials and some book suppliers.
"All this could mean that the
dbSOClathﬂ was blIlCEI'e BIlOUUh
‘about the printing quahty and the
making of books, fit sb had been,
it (,ould have been a miatter of
pride. But it could also mhean that
the association was only trying to
stop thepprmtmﬂ job being put to
interratiorial tender as the book
suppliers, that‘had till then been
blamed for some failures, were
members of the association and it
had not ever lifted a finger in-
taking any action against them. Few
reports on embezzlement of a huge
amount of money started

"*coming ouit.

Offu:lal investigations flndmo
-~

certain paper milis tohave violated
specifications and Penalised
were Teported hy rewspapers in
the middle of 2014. Even a later-
g)N ith complacency of a sor, dale waiver pf the penalty by the:

Hers, paper mills and the * - - avuiextbobk Bof d"was also reported,
Hid not, or forgot, o
' ,Ctkof thp - : moﬁeported than the waiver.*
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pressure, failure in other areas of
the textbook printing process but for
the timely distribution continued.
But no one, apparently, turned
towards the quality of printing

and binding-as certain standards
continued to be reached and the

that they could not trv at a share of
the pie the next vear

The textbook board in 2010
decided to put the printing
of primary books out to an
international tender, with three

job of just over one guarter — 30
million — of the total books for
about 16 million students, as New
Age then reported. The delivery of
books had been delayed again, both
by Indian and local printers, putting
the image of the textbook board at
risk and allowing the local printers
that failed to win the print job to
speak against the printers that won
the hid and the textbook authorities.
There had been a whiff in the air ._-
- that the printers who were not to be’
pert.of the printing-process, becausé
of their eariier fallure?hdd come to
have their share of the pie =~
with the collusion of some textbook
hoard ofﬁcmls as reports that time
said.

Books f{)r the next academic year
were to have been shipped between
October 30 and November 13, but
about two-thirds of the primary
books could be sent to destinations
in time for distribution. As textbook
board officials had then been
quoted, more than 85 per cent of the
secondary textbooks and mare than
85 per cent af the primary textbooks
could be sent for distribution bv an
exterded deadlihe in the third week
ember. Not all the stitdents

}ﬁrt of the sets on thedirst day of

to be considered.a major hiirdle
OVErcome,

[

' But the imposition of penalty wasr| "%,

Coming\'clean by way of the wai
it again became possible for papt
milis or printing presses to take |
in the printing job the next vear.
Ini the printing of about 110
million primary books for the 201
academic year, which has just -
begun, 22 commercial printers
entered into an alliance and offere
inthe international tender process
called in April 2015, to print the
books at a price which was 31.94

* per cent, or reportedly more than’

Tk 1 billion, lower than the estimat
guoted in the tender. It was done,
unofficially subscribed to by many,
officials and printers, and reported
without being named, to block put
Indian publishing houses.

A fracas ensued. The World Bank,
which has a substantial contribution

-, . to the funding for textbocok printing
‘and a larger contribution to the

funding for primary education,
sought an explanation, set
condlitions for payment to printers
and; amidst rejection by printers
and: discussions, put in place a
quality assurance protocol. Six
monitoring committees, reports
said, were set up for printing
oversight. Everything went well,
roughly; only the printers, who had
already been under an increased
workioad — the number of books to
printed increased, but tHe number
of printers did not — had much less
time left to complete the job.
Printers have customarily had
130 days for printing textbooks -
the period from the beginning of
the textbooks to sending them to
delivery points that has already
proved inadequate for the job - but
the price, explanation, condition,
rejection, quality control and
oversight commiites issues left the
printers with fewer days, with all
other factors having a telling effect
on the printing of textbooks, all of

‘which had not reached the students

by the first day of the academic year.
Now after students are reported
to be unhappy about the quality
of books, printing and binding,
and guardians and teachers to be
complaining, the textbook board
has, even if to play to the gallery,
announced that it would be taking
action against the printers who
failed. A textbook committee is
reported to have said that it would
ask printers to replace the torn
hooks and they would {ace being
penalised and blacklisted, and their
performance guarantee and securit_\L
deposits would be cancelled, in case |
they fail to comply with the boarr’i
instructions, i
Now there are a few questions’
the textbook board to answer. Wh
has the board earlier failed to stic
to punitive measures it had taken
against errant printers” Why is the
board again taking such punitive
measures if they cannot guarantee
against failures in future? Why has!
the board entrusted printers with
such a big job, that too on short \
notice, without assessing their
capacity? What have the texthook
committees, set up under the quality
assurance protocol, done when the |,

-

- books were being printed? And, last -

but not least, why did the textbook
board agree to buy cakes at the price
of breads? A solution probably lies
in the answers taken together.
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