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Assessment Component 1 – Essay
Introduction
Education in Bangladesh has been shaped by history, policy, and social inequalities. While significant progress has been made in enrolment and gender parity, persistent barriers—such as poverty, regional disparities, disability, and refugee status—continue to limit children’s access to quality education. This essay critically examines these challenges, considers the role of government, NGOs, and international frameworks, and applies theoretical perspectives to understand gaps in the education system.
History and Education Policies
Impact of Colonial Rule
Bangladesh’s education system was shaped by British colonial rule. Schools primarily served urban children, while rural areas were neglected. The system focused on English, exams, and Western learning, often overlooking local languages, traditions, and teaching methods (Tinker, 2026). These colonial-era inequalities persisted after independence, creating lasting gaps in access and quality. Memorisation and exam-centric learning still dominate, limiting critical thinking and practical skills (Age, 2026).
Post-Independence Policies and Reforms
After independence in 1971, education became a constitutional right. Early policies focused on building schools, hiring teachers, and expanding access, especially at the primary level (UNHCR, 2025). Programs like PEDP I–IV for primary education and SEDP for secondary education, supported by UNICEF, UNESCO, and the World Bank, aimed to improve enrolment, teaching quality, and school management (UNICEF, 2021). By the early 2000s, most children attended primary school with near gender parity, yet rural schools often lack teachers, facilities, and materials, and community involvement in policy remains limited (World Bank Group, 2016).
International Frameworks and Commitments
Bangladesh agreed to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) in 1990, promising to protect every child’s right to education. Article 28 says primary education must be free and compulsory, and Article 29 explains that education should also help children grow, develop their skills, and learn to respect human rights and freedoms (UNICEF, n.d.). These articles act as a standard for assessing national laws and education policies. Alongside the UNCRC, the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)—particularly Sustainable Development Goal 4—set global targets to achieve inclusive, fair, and quality education by 2030. SDG 4 also includes clear indicators, such as levels of literacy and numeracy, school completion rates, and teacher qualifications, which help measure and evaluate how well education systems are performing (Nations, n.d.).
Although Bangladesh tries to align its national education plans with the Sustainable Development Goals, there are still large gaps in educational quality, inclusion, and equality. Other regional frameworks, such as the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, also support key principles like non-discrimination, children’s rights, and the importance of children’s overall development (Schnatz, et al., 2022). Although Bangladesh is not a signatory, these regional norms enrich critical discussion by highlighting global expectations for child-centred education systems.

Barriers to Universal Education in Bangladesh
Even though school enrolment in Bangladesh has improved, many children still face barriers that stop them from receiving a good quality and consistent education. These barriers often overlap, making it harder for children to learn, stay in school, and reach their full potential, which runs counter to global education goals and children’s rights frameworks.
1. Socio-economic barriers
Poverty and hidden costs
Although primary education in Bangladesh is officially free, many families still must pay indirect costs such as school uniforms, textbooks, transport, exam fees, and private tutoring. According to UNESCO, around 7% of families borrow money to cover these education expenses, showing the financial pressure faced by low-income households (news, 2026).
In rural areas and low-income urban communities, these school costs can take up a large part of a family’s income. As a result, families often must choose between paying for education and meeting their basic daily needs.
Private tutoring has also become more common, especially in cities. Because classrooms are often crowded and teachers have limited time for each student, many children rely on extra tutoring to succeed in exams. However, wealthier families can afford this support, while poorer students cannot, which increases the gap between rich and poor students (Tansen, 2025).

Child Labour and School Dropout
Financial difficulties often force children to start working instead of staying in school. Data from UNICEF shows that many boys leave school to help support their families by working in farming, construction, or small businesses. Girls are often involved in domestic work or helping care for family members (Zohir, et al., 2024).
These pressures lead to many students leaving school early. Only about 64% of children complete lower secondary education, showing that many struggle to stay in school after finishing primary education.
In poorer areas, continuing education can be difficult because families depend on their children to help earn money. Because of this, going to school is sometimes seen as a financial burden rather than a long-term investment, especially when families are struggling to meet basic needs, as noted by the World Bank (Kabir & Parajuli, 2016).

Gendered Inequities
Although Bangladesh has achieved equal numbers of boys and girls in primary education, differences begin to appear at secondary and higher education levels. In many rural and poorer areas, early marriage often prevents girls from continuing their education. A 2020 study by UNICEF found that early marriage is still common and is influenced by poverty, cultural traditions, and the belief that marriage provides financial security. This often leads to girls leaving school early.
Intersectionality theory explains that girls can face several challenges at the same time, such as gender inequality, poverty, where they live, and social expectations. Although cash stipend programmes have helped more girls stay in school, they do not fully solve the deeper social problems that limit girls’ chances of continuing their education (UNICEF, 2020).


2. Quality Deficits and Learning Outcomes
Although Bangladesh has achieved almost universal enrolment in primary schools, this impressive statistic hides significant problems with the quality of education. Simply getting children into school does not guarantee that they are learning. National assessments have revealed a worrying trend: more than half of primary school students are unable to reach even the most basic levels of reading, writing, and mathematics. This suggests that while children may be attending school, many are not acquiring the essential skills they need to succeed academically or in everyday life. The data highlights a gap between access to education and actual learning outcomes, showing that enrolment figures alone are not enough to ensure meaningful education for all children (World Bank Group, 2016).
Teacher Shortages and Pedagogical Limitations
Many schools in Bangladesh, particularly in rural areas, do not have enough teachers. Even when teachers are available, they often receive little ongoing training and are not taught how to use modern, student-focused teaching methods. Large class sizes and strict syllabus demands mean that teachers often rely on memorisation and repetition rather than helping students truly understand ideas.
According to a study by SDG Talks, many teachers still use lecture-style teaching and standardised tests. This approach limits students’ opportunities to develop important skills like critical thinking and problem-solving, which are necessary for success in today’s economy and for active participation in society (Rupok, 2024 ).

Curriculum Relevance and Assessment
The current school curriculum in Bangladesh focuses heavily on memorising facts and doing well in exams. It gives very little attention to important skills like problem-solving, digital literacy, understanding the environment, and thinking critically. Because of this, students are not fully prepared to deal with the challenges of modern society and the economy. This approach also goes against the goals of SDG 4 and UNCRC Article 29, which say that education should help children grow as individuals, respect human rights, appreciate cultural diversity, and develop the skills they need for life (Nawal, 2025).

3. Spatial and Regional Inequalities
There are big differences between schools in different parts of Bangladesh. Urban schools, especially in Dhaka and Chittagong, usually have better facilities, more qualified teachers, and systems to monitor education quality. In contrast, schools in rural areas, particularly in the northern and coastal districts, often lack basic buildings, trained teachers, and regular support.
According to UNESCO, only around 20% of students finish upper secondary school, and rural students are much more likely to drop out. Problems like being far from schools, poor transport, and social or cultural disadvantages make it even harder for rural children to stay in school.
Dependency theory explains that urban areas continue to get more investment and resources, while rural areas are left behind, which keeps inequalities in place. To reduce these gaps, Bangladesh needs targeted funding for education, decentralised decision-making, and active involvement from local communities (unicef, 2021).


4. Inclusion Barriers for Disabled and Marginalised Children
Children with disabilities are often the most excluded from education. UNICEF reports that they are seven times more likely to be out of school because schools lack ramps, adapted learning materials, trained teachers, and proper inclusive policies. Many mainstream schools do not provide the support these children need, leaving them in under-resourced special programs or excluded altogether.
Ethnic and linguistic minorities, including indigenous groups like the Santal and Garo, also face extra challenges. The curriculum is often not in their mother tongue, and they experience cultural discrimination and marginalisation. This leads to higher dropout rates and fewer opportunities for them to succeed later in life.
A rights-based approach, following the UNCRC, calls for active measures to include all children. This includes training teachers in inclusive teaching methods, adapting lessons to different needs, and raising awareness in communities, so that no child is left behind (UNICEF, 2023).


Rohingya Refugee 
Bangladesh hosts one of the world’s largest refugee populations, with over one million Rohingya refugees, mostly living in the Cox’s Bazar region. Since 2017, many children have fled from Myanmar, often traumatised and out of school, arriving in temporary camps where access to education is very limited.
Barriers Faced by Rohingya Children
Legal Status and Policy Restrictions
Rohingya refugees are stateless and not officially recognised as Bangladeshi citizens. This limits their access to public services, including formal schools. While Bangladesh provides humanitarian support, refugees cannot attend national curriculum schools, so most children rely on informal or temporary learning programmes run by NGOs and UN agencies.
Infrastructure and Resource Problems
Camps are overcrowded and have very little space for schools. Many learning centres are in temporary shelters without proper desks, libraries, or safe spaces. Teacher shortages, lack of textbooks, and irregular class schedules make it hard for children to learn consistently.
Language and Curriculum Issues
Some programmes teach in Bangla, others in the Rohingya dialects or English, which makes learning fragmented. This inconsistency makes it difficult for children to move into formal schools or recognised education pathways.
Trauma and Learning Readiness
Many Rohingya children have experienced violence, displacement, and loss. Trauma affects their ability to focus, remember lessons, and engage emotionally. Schools often lack counsellors or mental health support, making it harder for children to keep up with learning.
Responses and Interventions
NGO and UN Agency Programmes
Organisations like UNICEF, Save the Children, BRAC, and the International Rescue Committee run learning centres in camps. They provide lessons in literacy, numeracy, life skills, and psychosocial support. Many programmes also train refugee volunteers and local teachers to improve teaching quality.
Policy Partnerships and Advocacy
International advocacy encourages more inclusive education and integration with national standards. Some initiatives propose “second shift schooling,” where refugee children attend formal classes alongside Bangladeshi students, improving continuity and social inclusion.
Challenges in Implementation
Funding gaps, security risks, and changing donor priorities make programmes uncertain. Many families prioritise basic survival — such as food and work — over school. Also, refugees’ educational certificates are not officially recognised, which limits future opportunities for higher education or employment (UNICEF, 2019).

Theoretical and Policy Implications
From a human rights perspective, keeping Rohingya children out of formal schools goes against the UNCRC Articles 28 and 29, which stress that all children should have equal access to education and opportunities for overall development. According to Sen’s Capability Approach, without recognised certificates or clear pathways, refugee children have very limited chances to improve their lives or make meaningful choices about their future.
Post-colonial systems often prioritise citizens in national education, unintentionally leaving stateless children, like the Rohingya, excluded. This highlights the tension between a country’s policies and global education rights. To create a fair and sustainable education system worldwide, solutions are needed that connect formal and informal learning and ensure that refugee children can access the education and development they are entitled to (Human Rights Watch, 2019).


Education in Urban Informal Settlements
Rapid urban growth in Bangladesh has created large informal settlements in cities like Dhaka, Chittagong, and Khulna. In these areas, children face limited access to schools due to poverty, overcrowding, and insecure housing.
Barriers in Urban Slums
a. Cost and distance: Many settlements lack nearby public schools, so children must travel far. Private “community schools” often charge fees that families cannot afford.
b. Child labour: Poverty forces many children to work in street vending, factories, or domestic service, reducing school attendance and increasing dropouts.
c. Safety and facilities: Slums often lack safe play areas, clean water, or toilets, making school attendance difficult, especially for girls.
Programmes and Community Initiatives
Local NGOs like BRAC and Ain o Salish Kendra run community-based education programmes that offer flexible schedules, childcare, and literacy classes. These programmes help children move into formal schooling but often face challenges with quality, accreditation, and funding.
The capability approach shows that informal education can increase children’s freedoms and opportunities, but without formal recognition, these benefits are limited.

Role of NGOs and Community Initiatives
Non-governmental organisations play a key role in reaching marginalised children in Bangladesh, working in rural areas, urban slums, and refugee settings where government services are limited.
Key NGO Interventions
a. BRAC Education Programme: Provides non-formal primary education, literacy and numeracy support, teacher training, and community mobilisation in remote areas.
b. Save the Children & UNICEF: Offer school feeding, early childhood care, psychosocial support, and emergency education in disaster zones and refugee camps.
c, Dhaka Ahsania Mission & Proshika: Deliver adult literacy, vocational training for youth, and programmes for out-of-school children.
Strengths and Limitations
NGOs are often flexible, community-focused, and adapt to local needs, unlike some government programmes. However, they face challenges like unstable funding, difficulty scaling up, and creating parallel systems that may not align with national education standards.
Solutions: Partnerships between NGOs, governments, and international agencies can help. Priorities should include sustainable scaling, shared curriculum standards, and recognising non-formal learning in formal certificates (UNICEF, 2017).


Pros and Cons of Education in Bangladesh
History and Education Policies
Pros:
a) After independence, the government made education a right and built more schools, hired teachers, and improved access, especially for primary education (UNHCR, 2025).
b) Programs like PEDP I–IV and SEDP, with help from UNICEF, UNESCO, and the World Bank, increased enrolment and gender equality at the primary level (UNICEF, 2021).
c) Bangladesh follows international frameworks like the UNCRC and SDG 4, which set standards for inclusive, quality education (Nations, n.d.; UNICEF, n.d.).
Cons:
a) Education still focuses heavily on memorisation and Western knowledge instead of critical thinking or local knowledge (Tinker, 2026; Age, 2026).
b) Policies are often made without involving local communities, making it harder for schools to function well (World Bank Group, 2016).
c) There are still gaps between policy goals and what happens, especially in rural areas (Schnatz et al., 2022).


Socio-Economic Barriers
Pros:
Programs like cash stipends for girls help improve attendance and reduce inequality (UNICEF, 2020).
Cons:
a) Families still face costs for uniforms, transport, exams, and tutoring, which makes education expensive for poor households (News, 2026; Tansen, 2025).
b) Many children work to help their families, leading to school dropouts (Zohir et al., 2024; Kabir & Parajuli, 2016).
c) Early marriage and poverty often prevent girls from continuing their education (UNICEF, 2020).

Quality of Education
Pros:
a) Teacher training, better materials, and improved school management help improve education (UNICEF, 2021).
b) NGOs provide non-formal education and support in areas where government schools cannot reach (UNICEF, 2017).
Cons:
A) Many students cannot read, write, or do basic maths despite being in school (World Bank Group, 2016).
b) Teachers are often undertrained, rely on lectures, and focus on memorisation (Rupok, 2024; Nawal, 2025).
c) The curriculum does not teach important skills like problem-solving, digital literacy, or environmental awareness (Nawal, 2025).

Regional Inequalities
Pros:
Urban schools usually have better buildings, teachers, and facilities (UNICEF, 2021).
Cons:
a) Rural schools often lack buildings, trained teachers, and resources, causing higher dropout rates (UNICEF, 2021).
b) Poor transport and social disadvantages make it harder for rural children to attend school (UNESCO, 2026).

Inclusion of Marginalised Children
Pros:
NGOs provide literacy, vocational training, and psychosocial support for children with disabilities and minority groups (UNICEF, 2017; UNICEF, 2023).
Cons:
a) Children with disabilities are seven times more likely to be out of school due to a lack of support (UNICEF, 2023).
b) Indigenous and minority children face language and cultural barriers, increasing dropout rates (UNICEF, 2023).

Rohingya Refugee Education
Pros:
a) NGOs and UN agencies run learning centres teaching literacy, numeracy, life skills, and psychosocial support (UNICEF, 2019).
b) Programs like “second shift schooling” help refugee children join classes with Bangladeshi students, promoting social inclusion (UNICEF, 2019).
Cons:
a) Refugee children cannot attend formal national schools, limiting official recognition of their learning (Human Rights Watch, 2019).
b) Overcrowded camps, lack of teachers, irregular schedules, and trauma make learning difficult (UNICEF, 2019).
c) Funding gaps and security issues make programs unstable (UNICEF, 2019).

Urban Informal Settlements
Pros:
a) NGOs like BRAC and Ain o Salish Kendra offer flexible classes, childcare, and literacy support in slums (UNICEF, 2017).
b) Informal education can give children more opportunities and freedoms (Sen, Capability Approach).
Cons:
a) Programs often lack quality, formal recognition, and funding, limiting long-term benefits (UNICEF, 2017).
b) Poverty, child labour, and unsafe environments still make attending school hard (UNICEF, 2017).

Role of NGOs
Pros:
NGOs are flexible, work closely with communities, and provide services in areas where government support is limited (UNICEF, 2017).
Cons:
a) Reliance on NGOs can create separate systems not aligned with national standards (UNICEF, 2017).
b) Funding instability and difficulty scaling programs limit their reach (UNICEF, 2017).


Theoretical Perspectives
Globalisation and Neoliberal Influence
Globalisation has affected Bangladesh’s education system through the influence of international donors and global policies. Neoliberal ideas focus on privatising schools, using strict accountability systems, and relying on standardised testing. These approaches can increase inequality because families with more money are better able to pay for extra tutoring and resources (Ahmed & Salahuddin, 2011 ).

Post-Colonial Theory and Structural Inequality
Post-colonial theorists say that education systems in countries that were once colonised often still favour Western knowledge and culture over local knowledge. This shows up in school curricula, the languages used in teaching, and the way students are tested, which may not match the needs or experiences of children in rural areas or minority communities (Faul & Welply, 2021).
Capability Approach
Sen’s Capability Approach views education as giving children real freedoms—helping them participate in society and achieve goals that matter to them. However, obstacles like poverty, gender roles, disability, living in remote areas, and being a refugee can limit these opportunities. This shows that being enrolled in school does not always mean children can fully benefit from education (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2025).
Conclusion
Despite efforts to expand access and improve quality, Bangladesh’s education system faces complex challenges, including socio-economic inequality, regional disparities, and the exclusion of marginalised groups like refugees and children with disabilities. Addressing these barriers requires coordinated policy action, community involvement, and support from NGOs, guided by international frameworks and theories that emphasise rights, capabilities, and equity. Sustainable solutions are essential for ensuring that all children can fully benefit from education.
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