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HE reintroduction of democra-
tic government and economic
liberalization have both been impor-
¢ tant landmarks in-Bangladesh’s re-
cent history. Modern technological
advances in the form of satellite
television and access to global com-
munications networks have also had
significant  influence on  socio-
economic conditions so that it has
become necessary to re-evaluate tra-
ditional thinking on many important
national tssues. As policies have
changed to accommodate the princi-
ples of a free market economy so the
role of private enterprise in all fields
of development has been recogmzed
and given due appreciation; there-
fore it is now more relevant than
gven to examine -the state of private
education 1n the country.
Successive democratic  govern-
ments have to be commended on the
mcasures that have been taken to
promote the
educational facilities across the coun-
try. The decision to allow the estab-
.~ lishment of private universitics was
- f also a pioneering move in the de-
velopment of private sector parti-
cipation in this mos{ important of
| tasks for the future of our country.
However an important question,
which has long been ignored 15 the
status of thé so-called “kindergarten”
and English medium schools and
tutorials which cater to the educa-
tional requirements of growing nuni-
bers of children in Dhaka and other
large cities.
- Housed matinly in rented, restden-
tial buildings. unregistered and un-
regulated by the governmient, these
schools exist in the vacuum created
by the inadequacies of the state run
educational facilities, operating out-
side the pale of government, yet
catering to the children of many
_politicians and bureacratic officials.
TA popularly elected democratic
government is best placed to remove
anomalies and legitimize the role
that private enterprise has been play-
ing in this freld therefore the recent
- inittative taken by the Ministry of
Education to begin this long delayed
task has been greatly weicomed by
most of the beiter quality schools
themselves. |
| A brief survey of the background
In which these institutions exist is
necessary m order to0 understand the
present situation. The changeover to
Bangla as the only medium of in-
struction tn the country, shortly after
Independence, led to the demand for

\ private education in English, which
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growth of state run.

was fulfilled by the eventual estab-
lishment of many private educational
institutions, called tutorials, kinder-
gartens or schools, that began to
prepare students to sit for Bntish

school leaving examinations con- -

ducted by the Bntish Council under
the University of London Examina-
tions and Assessment Council.

However the absence of any reg-
ulating or supervising body and the
resultant uncontrolled and unstruc-
tured growth of these tutonals and
schools has led to uneven, sub-
standard or poor academic levels,
madequate facilities and other kinds
of mismanagement in many institu-
tions. Accusations of commercialism
and exploitation have been made, m
many cases not without some justi-
fication, and_the public has come to
see all such prvately owned and
managed institutions- with a ]aun-
diced eve.

The media, too, has played 4 part
i reinforcng this image because of
the sweeping generalizations that are
oftén made about private education-
al facilities. These generalizations
affect the better run institutions and
an unhealthy situation has been cre-
ated where private schools are re-
garded, by many individuals and the
media at large, as exploitative orga-
nizations, nevertheless the demand
for admission to a few such institu-
tions continues to exist and even
grows considerably each year.

Since most people recognize the
need for the intensive care and indi-
viduals attention, which state schools
can seldom impart, and are willing to
pay for it there is more reason to
ensure that these facilities are pro-
vided according to a standard crite- .
non or requirement. Any sector of

.development which is unregulated '

will develop unevenly and a sector as.

important as education cannot be left

to the vagaries of individuals.

[t is now time to take official
nottice of the demand for private
sector education which 1s being fuifil-
led by these privately owned and run
primary, secondary and high schools.
It 1s essential that the government
ensures that these institutions are
able to impart a minimum quality of
education for those who have the
financial ability to avail of such facili-
ties for their chiidren.

It is a reality that a!l those who are
able to afford it choose private
education over state run institutions
not only in Bangladesh but ail over
the world and the recognition is

- evident that private sector initiatives

in education fulfil 2 demand which
cannot be supplied by state run
facilities. In all the countries of South

Asia for example, private sector in-,

vestment, particularly corporate in-
vestrment, in schools has reached
noticeably high levels in the last
decade.

The Bangladesh government is
committed to an economic policy
which encourages private enterpnse
and a free market economy where
standards are maintained by super-
vising and regulatory bodies that
impose minimum controls and main-
tain basic standards allowing the
forces of demand and supply to
determine price. For pnvate sector
education too; exactly the same prin-
ciples can be applied and quahty can
be assured without affecting the in-
centives which bring about private
enterprise in .this field.

There is therefore an urgent need

- to find a mechanism to ensure mini-

mum academic standards and admi-
nistrative quality in private educa-
tionsl institntions without over reg-
ulating them so that the incentives to
provide the services are lost. In the
face of the clearly indicated need for
cutting back on the size of govern-
ment on¢ cannot advocate adding 10
the burecacratic machinery and creat-
ing further responsibility for the
already over worked officials of the
Minstry of Education.

Therefore one suggestiﬁn has been
to set up an independent commission

{(on the lines of the proposed National.

Broadcasting Authority) composed of
representatives of the academic, pro-
fessional and corporate sectors which
could act as a watch dog body to
moniter private (English medium)
schoois to ensure that the basic re-
quirements of a well rounded educa-
tion are fulfilled in proper surround-
ings by adequately qualified persons.

However even before doing so, the
government needs to develop a sylla-
bus for these instituiions that takes
tnto account the requirements of the
Overseas Examining  Boards
together with essential elements of
the National Curriculum so that stu-
dents reccive a grounding in their
own history and culture while being
prepared for the demanding require-
ments of the British examinations.

In fact the better English medium
schools, such as “Scholastica,” have
already devised such a curriculum
and are maintaimng strong levels of
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their students have equal access to
higher education at home or abroad.
Awareness of national 1dentity,
appreciation of national heritage,
community service and involvement
with the needs of the less privileged,
are all features of the curriculum in

some of these schooils albeit in an

unplanned and uncoordinated man-
ner. Therefore rationalisation and
standardization should be relatively
simple if the models in current use' '
are compiled and used as basis.
Another important requirement
for improvement of the overall stan-
dard of education in the country is to:
promote and sponsor locally wrntten,
and published textbooks in Bangla
and English. The revision and re-
moval of the glaring efros, ommis-
sions and misprints present in all the
Board textbooks should also be an
urgent priority of the authonties
concerned. Once again, private sec-
tor resources can be effectively util-
ized for the purpose if this sector Is
also open to private enterprise.
Last, but not least, an effective
means of improving all-round educa-
tional standards is to facilitate the

" import and sale of all kinds of books

but specifically textbooks and refer-
ence books for schools and colleges
as cheaply as possible. In recent
years there has been rampant smug-
gling of cheap, even pirated, editions
of textbooks which are sold at very
low prices to undercut the legitimate
publishers and importers. Apart
from the malpractice involved, the
loss of revenue 1o the government is
considerable and the quality of the
printing i1s poor and in some cases
inaccurate. Consultations with legiti-
mate booksellers and publishers fol-
lowed by strong action to enforce
copyright laws to bring this aspect of
the import trade into the purview of
government should also be taken up
on a priority basis.

Given the sincere efforts being
made by the present government to
bring about significant changes in
national e¢ducational policy and its
implementation, 1t 1s reasonable to
expect that unlike previous attempts
to solve this vexing and anomalous
situation this time privatc English
medium schools will be permitted
official recognition and registration

t50 that they can be fully integrated

into the mainstream of national
education.

{The writer is Chairperson, Board of
Management, Scholastica School,
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