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program. BRAC is a learning organization that uses formal and informal
reporting and feedback to improve its development activities. Because of
this. the program is continually evolving. For example, since this research
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comes. This orientation towards learning and the resulting flexibility
present new challenges for those ofus attempting to disseminate program
outcomes. Those same elements, however, allow BRAC to adjust and
readjust its NFPE program to meet the needs ofthe community and are key
to the program's success.
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and the vision of worldwide literacy call Ut:WIlIt: a tt:aiiiy.
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Executive Summary

Jntroductioll

Purpose

Primary Education./c)r All: Learningfrom the BRA CExperience presents
the results of a study of the Nonfonnal Primary Education (NFPE)
program, a relatively new educational delivery system developed and
implemented by the Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC).
The NFPE program represents acollaboration among anon-governmental
organization (NGO), international donors, and some ofthe most disadvan
taged communities in Bangladesh. The program has proven relatively
successful in rapidly expanding acce,ss to primary education to those
historically neglected by the fonnal primary education system: children,
especially girls, from poor, rural, landless and near-landless families.

The scope of work for this case study included three key questions:

• What isi3RACs NFPE program? What are its strengths and weaknesses?
-- ~.,~---- - -- -~--~~,~- .- ~

", '.~Wliaris·'ihe'potential Tor rapiary expanding the NFPE program in
Bangladesh? In particular, what might be the relationship between a
large-scale NFPE program and the national system ofprimary education?

• What elements of BRAe's NFPE program might be relevant to other
developing countries in their efforts to rapidly expand their primary
education systems?

The study is expected to be useful to donors, NGOs, governments, and
students of education interested in using nonfonnal models to rapidly
expand access to primary education, particularly for girls, in less-devel
oped countries. These groups might also use the study findings to develop
donor-NGO-governrnent-communitypartnerships to improve school qual
ity and to establish decentralized management systems that ensure low
cost, high-quality human services delivery,

Methodology

Representatives from the Rockefeller Foundation and UNICEF, together
with a comparative child development specialist and a USAID-supported
team leader from the Academy for Educational Development, conducted
two fact-finding visits to Bangladesh during the spring and summer of
1992. Information collected for this study included secondary data from
several recent donor-funded evaluations (Lovell and Fatema 1990; Shordt
1991; Gajanayake 1992), an independently funded studyofBRAC (Lovell
1992), and studies prepared by BRAe's Research and Evaluation Divi
sion. The research team also incorporated primary data from a cost
study and a household survey commissioned expressly for this study
and from field visits to Government, BRAC, and other NGO offices and

"!'.. ~

~'~)[~~f~
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schools. Additional documents were collected in the fall of 1992 and
winter of 1993.

The independent studies and primary data collection efforts funded under
this study established that BRAe's primary schools at the community
level indeed operate much as the BRAC literature describes them. As a
result, the research team for this studyspentmore than 70percent ofits time
in-country determining the role that BRAC schools currently play-and
have the potential to play-in the national primary education system, and
less than 10 percent of its time observing BRAC classrooms.

Background

The Ba,!gladesh Rural Advancement Committee

BRAC, the largest NGO in Bangladesh, is recognized throughout the
world for its rural development, credit, and health programs. In 1985, in
response to requests from participants in its rural development prognitnS,
BRAC initiated the NFPE program for eight- to ten-year-oids in l2
villages. The original objective of the program was to develop a primary
education model that could provide, in a three-year periodt basic literacy
and numeracy to the poorest rural children-the children who remain
unreached bythe formal school system. Girls were given special emphasis.
By late 1991, the program had expanded to 6,003 schools, serving 11- to
16-year-olds as well as eight- to ten-year-olds. Over 8,000 schools were
operating in 1992.

In recent years, BRAC's NFPE program has received considerable atten
tion from the Education for All (EFA) community. Several studies and
evaluations of the NFPE program have demonstrated that BRAe's ap
proaches to teacher selection, training, and supervision and parent and
community involvement can be effective. Based on these findings and its
track record in health and rural development programs, BRAC is consid
ering a rapid expansion of the NFPE program that could result in 50,000
BRAC schools nationwide by 1995. This expansion requires ongoing
support from BRAC's existing international donor consortium, as well as
new support from other international donors.

In light of this proposed expansion, international organizations, particu
larly UNICEF and USAID, have begun examining the NFPE program's
role in achieving universal primary education in Bangladesh and its
potential contribution to the achievement of universal primary education
in other less developed countries with similar "gaps" in their education
systems. Although BRAC officials developed the NFPE program to be a
model education program for other communities in Bangladesh, they do
not consider this model "replicable" in or "exportable" to other countries.

x ADVANCING BASIC EDUCATION & LITERACY (ABEL) •
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Nevertheless, they recognize that some of the lessons they have learned
may be useful to others interested in rapidly expanding primary education
to previously underserved areas. In late 1991, BRAC readily agreed to a
UNICEFIUSAID recommendation to conduct an independent case study
ofthe NFPE program. Thedocument, PrimaryEducationforA1/: Learning
from the BRAe Experience, presents the results of that study.

Bangilldesh: The Context

Bangladesh is adenselypopulated, low-income country in Asia. Although
situated on one of the largest, most fertile deltas in the world, the country
is characterized by pervasive poverty, a rural-based economy, high levels
ofunder- and unemployment, rapid population growth, frequently occur
ring natural disasters, andgenerally lowstatus forgirls and women. Bangladesh
isalsocharacterizedbylinguistic,ethnic, andcultural homogeneity,arelatively
stable political environment in recent years, and a fairly well-developed,

.. -,_~though not well-funded orservice-oriented, systemofpublic administration.
National and international voluntary social welfare and development agencies
are involved extensively in developmental and poverty alleviation work. I.

Apart from its land, water, andnatural gas, Bangladesh'sgreatest potential
for economic development lies in its human resources. Low investments
to date in primary education, however, have resulted in limited access to
schools for the majority ofthe rural population, literacy rates among the lowest
in the world, and low levels ofproductivity in all sectors ofthe economy.

In 1990 the Government of Bangladesh (GOB) passed compulsory pri
mary education legislation and began implementing that legislation in 68
of the country's thanas (sub-districts) in 1992. The Government strategy
is to enroll all six-year-old children in first grade, increase their retention
significantlyup to fifth grade, and do the samefor successivegroups ofsix
year-olds. Other efforts, including the establishment of a National Com
mittee on Basic Education for All, a social mobilization program, a five
year General Education Project, and a Government-run Program for
Integrated Nonformal Education also have been initiated. Despite these
ambitious plans, Bangladesh's primary education system still enrolls about
60 percent ofthe eligible age group. About halfofthose enrolled attend school
with some regularity, and onlyabout 20 percent ofthose enrolled complete the
full five-year cycle ofprimary education.

The GOB has recognized the important role NGOs can play in supplement
ing Government efforts to improve the social conditions of the disadvan
taged population. Collectively, NGOs already play a national role in
Bangladesh in health and family planning service delivery and in the
expansion ofrural credit. Although NGO work in the education sector has
been modest to date, increased NGO involvement appears promising.

• ADVANCING BASIC EDUCATION & LITERACY (ABEL) xi
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Findings

The NFPE Program: Its Strengths and Weaknesses

Program Elements

BRAes NFPE program is by far the largest single non-government
primary education program in Bangladesh. Although less than ten years
old. it is one of the most promising programs. More than 90 percent ofthe
children who start BRAC schools graduate. and a large proportion of the
NFPE program graduates are admitted into Class IV or higher of the
Government school system.

BRAC supports two types ofschools: three-year NFPE schools for eight
to ten-year-olds who have never attended primary school; and two-year
Kishor-Kishori (KK) schools for 11-to 16-year-olds who have dropped out
of primary school and are unlikely ever to return.

The NFPE program has the same elements as more traditional educational
programs: students, teachers, parents, schedules, an instructional site, an
instructional approach, and a specified curriculum. The composition of
these elements, however, is what makes the NFPE program distinctive.
The NFPE program consists of the following:

• Students: A school consists of 30 children, 60-70 percent of whom are
girls. who live in rural areas, within about a two kilometer radius ofthe
school. For the most part, students come from relatively disadvantaged
homes. Their families generally are landless or own only their homesteads,
and the family members survive on less than US$70 per capita annually.

• Teachers: Teachers are generallymarried adults, 60-70 percentofwhornare
women, who havecompletednine ormoreyearsofeducationand livewithin
easywalkingdistance ofthe school. These teachersare hiredonatemporary,
part-time basis and are paid modest wages. There is one teacher for each 30
students. Teacher training includes 15 days ofinitial training at a residential
BRAC training center and one- or two-day refresher training sessions each
monthconductedbyBRACstaffataBRACofficeneartheteacher'sschool.
Weekly visits from BRAC field workers provide regular feedback.

• Parents: The parents ofmost BRAC school studentsare illiterate andare
usually the most socio-economically disadvantaged in their villages.
Parents make no monetary contribution to the school, apart from
replacing broken slateboards and worn mats; BRAC provides all student
and teacher supplies-pencils. notebooks, textbooks, teacher manuals,
slateboards, chalk, etc. Parents are expected to support the program in
other ways. however. Prior to a new school opening, parents and BRAC
staff meet several times. Parents also must pledge to attend monthly
parent meetings and to send their children to school each day.

•
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• Schedule: The NFPE instructional program is presented in three-year
cycles. The school is in session fortwo and one-halfto three hours aday,
six days per week, 268 days per year at a time of day selected by the
parents. The group of 30 students are enrolled at the beginning of the
program and advances together through the program. At the end of the
program, the school begins another three-year cycle if there are enough
eligible children in the community.

• Instructional Site: Instruction is provided in one-room houses and
storerooms rented for just three hours per day. These rooms generally
have bamboo and mud walls, a packed earth floor, a tin roof, and a
blackboard. The children sit on the floor, on bamboo mats, holding
slateboards on their knees. The teacher has astool and a metal trunk that
doubles as a desk and a supply cabinet.

• Instructional Approach: Although the pedagogical approach in BRAC
schools is intended to be student-centered and the curriculum approach
activity-based, more traditional methods tend to dominate. Group-"
lectures are generally followed by individual assignments that require
minimal analysis by students. There is little opportunity for discussion.

• Curriculum: The curriculum for both NFPE and KK schools, consisting
of Bangia, social science, and mathematics, has been developed and
revised several times by BRAe. The material covered is roughly
equivalent to Class I-III in the formal school system. Since the formal
school system requires English. the NFPE schools include English in
their curriculum during the third year so that children who want to
matriculate to formal schools after three years are well prepared.

BRAC's Approach to Development Management

BRAC'sabilityto implement all the necessary elements ofa targeted basic
education program derives not so much from its knowledge of education
as from its expertise in development management. In terms of develop
ment, since its creation 20 years ago, BRAC has developed surveys that
help it develop and target its programs for the most disadvantaged rural
families. BRAC also has developed ways to encourage these families to
participate in the decisions that most affect program implementation.
BRAC's "sectoral integrated" approach allows the NFPE program to
operate relatively independently ofBRAC's otherdevelopment efforts yet
still remain under the general oversight of the larger, more seasoned
organization. Finally, BRAe managers, based on their experience in other
areas of development, are accustomed to thinking nationally. BRAC's
plans to rapidly expand the NFPE program are based on a combination of
perceived need and proven competence.

• ADVANCING BASIC EDUCATION & LITERACY (ABEL) xiii



PRIMARY EDUCATION FOR ALL: LEARNING FROM THE BRAC EXPERIENCE

BRAe' sapproach to management is based on at least four characteristics:

• Field-Oriented: Less than 10 percent of BRAes staff are based at
headquarters. Field-based mid-level managers and program organizers,
supported by technical and support services staff, implement the program.

• Learning-Oriented: BRAC uses a variety of formal and informal
reporting and monitoring systems to shape program strategies, manage
ment procedures, instructional materials, and teacher training. Regular
meetings are held to solicit opinions from al1levels ofthe organization.

• Strategic: BRAC identifies the sectors or areas ofgreatest need and then
develops and implements programs based on those needs. Ifnecessary,
BRAC uses its own funds to try out new ideas. BRAC regularly assesses
its organizational capacity and adjusts its program targets accordingly.
Regular independent evaluations and external audits are provided for in
all ofBRAe's program plans. Results of its major studies and evaluations
are published in English and Bangia to ensure maximwn dissemination.

• Support-Oriented: BRAe's central office provides important support
services to the NFPE program and other sectoral programs. Training
centers, printers, a motor pool, and other support mechanisms are
available to ensure that the schools operate smoothly.

Cost Efficiency and Cost Effectiveness
Cost efficiency and cost effectiveness were assessed by comparing costs
and student performance in BRAC schools and formal primary schools.
Independent cost studies confinned BRAC costs for schooling at roughly
equal to that of the Government's fonnal schooling, without considering
the extra private costs that make the fonnal schools more expensive and
lead to high dropout and low enrollment rates in the fonnal schools. In
addition, unlike the fonnal scho~l system, which allocates the vast
majority of its resources to teacher salaries and school facilities, BRAC
allocates almost 30 percent of the NFPE program budget to management
and supervision. Only 29 percent are allocated to teacher salaries, and 6
percent are used to rent school space.

Because poverty is identified by Bangladeshi parents as amajor reason for
theirchi ldren dropping out or not enrolling in the fonnal schools, the NFPE
program is designed so that parents incur practically no direct costs for
sending their children to BRAC schools. Books and supplies are provided
free, uniforms are not required, school hours are varied to home and
agricultural cycle needs, and schools are located in close proximity to the
students' homes. BRAC school attendance results in less income loss to
the families than does formal school attendance.

BRAC students achieve as much as or more than fonnal school students.
During a three-year period, BRAC students completed the NFPE program
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and entered the formal school Class IV at a higher rate than did formal
school students who began in the fonnal system. BRAC students are
scoring equally or higher than fonnal school students on basic education
assessment and basic literacy tests.

Even with annual costs per enrolled student in BRAC and the fonnal
school system approximately equal. the relatively higher attendance rates,
lower repetition rates, higher Class III completion rates, and higher Class IV
continuation rates for BRAC students mean that BRAC schools are substan
tial~y more cost efficient pergraduate than the Government'sformal schools.

Issue... to Consider for NFPE Program Improvement

Some issues related to improving the efficiency and effectiveness of the
existing NFPE program are as follows:

• Classroom Environment: BRAC classrooms are more child-centered
than those of Bapgladeshi fonnal schools, but limited classroom space
restricts the range of child-centered activities. Making schools more
child-centered would require the use of larger rooms, which might
require higher rental fees and in tum might increase the per-child cost of
the program.

• Curriculum: Most NFPE program graduates who enter Class IV in the
formal system drop out before they complete Class V. It is difficult to
develop a two- or three-year curriculum that prepares some children to
enter the Government educational system and others to function effec
tively in rural Bangladesh. A more diverse curriculum would affect a
variety of program elements, including the instructional schedule and
teacher training.

• The Pedagogic Approach: The need to rely on teachers with limited
fonnal education and no professional training, the limited hours in a
school day, and the bare-bones provisions for physical facilities and
learning materials have led to a simplified curricular content and a
structured and well-defined sequence ofclassroom activities. While this
approach has been successful, there may be room to improve the
classroom practices, use of instructional time, and the creativity and
spontaneity of teachers and students. Master teachers, more supportive
materials, and innovative training strategie~ might increase instructional
effectiveness.

• Teacher Supervision: BRAe's decentralized management model pro
vides effective administrative and logistical support for the NFPE
program but very little technical expertise in education at the school level.

• Gender Equity in Program Management: Although the NFPE program
targets female students, recruits female teachers, and is supported
primarily by mothers, most management and coordinating positions are
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held by men. To a large extent, this lack of women in management and
decisIon-making positions reflects hiring practices that have inadvert
ently excluded women. Initial steps have been taken to address this issue.

Expanding the NFPE Program in Bangladesh

BRA C's Potential Roles

Within Bangladesh. BRAC can make several major contributions towards
the goal of universal primary education:

• expand its own NFPE program, thereby reaching more ofthe hardest-to
reach children and providing a testing ground for increased parent and
community participation in primary schools. a simplified/modified curricu
lum for children from non-literate households. and a shorter school day;

• support, through the sharing of BRAC's methodology and materials,
other NGOs involved in primary education;

• improve community participation in local compulsory primary educa
tion planning and management by creating a mechanism for local input,
mobilizing resources at the local level, encouraging more effective use
ofGovemment resources, and acting as the intermediary for community
participation in local planning and management;

• foster local primary education planning and management capacity in
specific pilot areas. developing plans that include Government, NGOs,
and other institutions;

• help, through the services of its Research and Evaluation Division, to
assess and monitor national progress in basic education; and

• serve secondary level children by establishing flexible, locally adapted
programs that help older girls and boys make the transition to the world
of work and adult responsibilities.

The first potential contribution, expanding its own educational program, is
currently BRAC's primary focus.

Issues

BRAC's expansion plan calls for increasing the current number ofschools
fromover8,000to 15,000bytheend ofl993 in areas where BRACalready
works and creating 35,000 more schools between 1993 and 1995 in areas
where BRAC has not worked previously, thus operating a total of50,000
schools by the end of 1995. The BRAC model is a viable one, and the
proposed three-year expansion plan is feasible. Questions to be answered
in expanding BRAC's NFPE program as specified in this three-year plan,
however, include the following:

• How big can the NFPE program become without sacrificing efficiency
and instructional effectiveness?
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• How can BRAC balance quantitative and qualitative goals?

• Should BRAC broaden its NFPE program goals and objectives to
provide higher levels of basic education, prepare students for formal
schooL and/or prepare students for work?

• As expansion progresses, should the NFPE program continue to serve
only the more disadvantaged youth or all children of a certain age in a
particular community?

• If the NFPE program becomes an important aspect of the national
universal primary education effort, should it continue to be funded by
external sources?

• What should be BRAC'srelationship with the formal education system?

Implications for the Global EFA Community
Internationally, BRAC serves as an object lesson on the potential of the

_JJ9n-govemment£eclor.lt also illustrates how acombination oftargeting,
school design, flexibility, and follow through can increase girls' primary
school participation rates dramatically. Several ofthe specific factors that
have shaped BRAC's approach to the NFPE program in Bangladesh-
such as high rural population density and high levels of rural, educated
people who are under- or unemployed-are not found in many developing
countries. Nonetheless, the institutional environment in which BRAC operates
is common in many less-developed countries. This institutional environment
includes organizations that implement development activities in Bangladesh
and comprises international donors, Bangladeshi Government agencies, and
international and national non-government organizations, plus all their norms,
rules, regulations, and conventions. It is characterized by three elements:

• heavy reliance on foreign donor funds, provided in the form of short
term "projects" targeted at long-term problems, such as establishing
universal primary education;

• national ministries ofeducation and formal primary education systems
that have the formal mandate to develop the primary education system
but lack the human, financial, and administrative resources and/or the
bureaucratic flexibility to do so; and

• NGOs that have greater flexibility than government bureaucracies and
often are able to reach specific target groups more effectively but serve
only a small proportion of the population.

Following are selected implications of BRAe's work, not only in the
conditions particular to Bangladesh, but also in the institutional environ
ment common in many parts of the world.

' ...-- .~; .
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Selected Implications of BRAC's Primary School Model

• Part-time paraprofessionals can make good teachers for the lower
grades of primary school, providing they are adequately trained,
supplied with a very structured curriculum, and, most impor
tantly, adequately supervised. BRAC's model for teachers is not that
of part-time paraprofessionals, but rather part-time paraprofessionals
plus continuous training plus intense supervision. "Low-cost" parapro
fessional teachers need more "higher-cost" supervision and guidance
than do "high-cost" professionals. Paraprofessional teachers also need
detailed teacherversions oftextbooks to guide them through the lessons.

• Primary school participation can be improved, even with tradi
tionally hard-to-reach populations. The BRAC case supports other
studies that suggest that primary school enrollment is strongly affected
by cost and safety, persistence is strongly affected by school quality and
parental as well as teacher follow-up, and timely completion is strongly
affected by continuous assessment and follow-up.

• A basic, no-frills program that is fully implemented is better than
a more progressiveone that is not. BRAe school studentsare scoring
as well on several standardized achievement tests as Government
students who have been exposed to a more elaborate curriculum.

• The features needed to increase girls' access to and persistence in
primary school need not make schools more expensive. Features of
the BRAC model that were adopted fortheir low-cost properties-small
schools with small catchment areas and female paraprofessional teach
ers hired from within those catchment areas-are also attractive to girls.
It is usually easier, however, to plan these features into a new school
system than to introduce them into an existing one.

• NFPE schools do not appear to be handicapped by a lack of
permanent school buildings. Rented rooms provide adequate space,
at minimal cost, for the small group format and basic instruction that
BRAC schools provide. Renting school rooms on a part-time basis
enables BRAC schools to start up quickly. When one three-year cycle
is finished, the second cycle can either be held in the same location or
moved to one closer to the new students. Rental costs appear lower than
Government investments in permanent school buildings and mainte
nance costs.

• Securing significant participation by illiterate parents requires
not just appropriate participation structures but also ongoing
individual follow-up. In addition to convening monthly parent meet
ings, BRAC field stafffollow up absentee students with home visits, and
the staffare encouraged to develop contacts and rapport with individual

I
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parents and parents' groups. This individual contact is a significant
contributing factor to high attendance rates at school and parent meetings.

• Nonformal programs for older girls must,balance preparation for
participation in the Government school system and participation
in the work force. Given the high levels ofprivate costs expected, ifnot
required. to remain in Government schools, BRAC is not convinced that
the majority of its students will be able to complete Class IV and V in
the Government system. Already it has discovered that most of its KK
graduates, who are far beyond primary school age, will not persist in
Class IV in the Government system. BRAC is therefore discussing ways
to make the curriculum even more relevant for girls who are not likely
to finish primary school and who will need to make their own employ
ment opportunities as access to land continues to drive a larger propor
tion of the rural population out of agriculture.

Implications of BRAe's Development Management Model-

• Managerial expertise may be more important than technical
expertise in ensuring the rapid expansion of a basic education
program of adequate quality. The NFPE program's success to date
is related less to the rigor ofBRAC's original technical design and more
to its willingness to "learn as it goes" plus its determination to fully
implement its no-frills approach.

• A key element of managerial expertise is the ability to recognize
the type of services necessary to support any particular program
and to plan and budget for those services. BRAC's previous
experience in setting up field offices, ensuring timely delivery ofproject
materials to remote sites, developing staff training materials, and
providing other support services played acritical role in developing and
expanding the NFPE program.

• In addition to a pool of experienced, well-trained, support service
managers and senior executives, the start-up ofa new project can
benefit enormously from the availability of experienced, well
trained, mid-level managers who can be seconded from older,
successful projects to work at the field level. BRAC staffed its NFPE
program in the early days with experienced field managers from its other
rural development and credit programs. In addition, BRAC has routinely
allocated significant resources for in-country management training for
all of its managers and for overseas training at places like the Asian
Institute of Management for some of its staff.

• Donors interested in funding large-scale NGO projects should be
prepared to cover the full cost of the support services that each
project requires-i.e., motor pool, printing, stafftraining, etc. The
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NFPE program budget includes adequate allocations for staff, training,
and logistical support for both technical and managerial functions.

• In the national EFAcommunity, depending on economies ofscale,
it may be economical for certain agencies to specialize in specific
support services-such as textbook production or management
training-and for other agencies to contract with them for those
services. Because of the size ofBRAC's overall organization, econo
mies of scale make it possible for BRAC to provide most of its own
support services and even to provide some services-like training at its
Center for Development Management-to other NGOs.

• The benefits of economies of scale in either technical delivery or
support systems need to be weighed carefully against the dangers
of taking a monolithic approach. BRAC's model has created a
standard against which all other NGO programs are currently being
me~l:U"ed. There is some pressure for NGOs that are interested in
expanding their primary educational programs to adopt the BRAC
model. This pressure comes both from the NGOs themselves, because
the models that theymay have been using to date are not clearlybetter than
the BRAC model, and from the donors, who want to fund the ''best'' model.

• NGOs that provide basic education programs do not have to be
restricted to limited funding sources. In the process ofseeking large
scale funding, national NGOs may be able to retain some indepen
dence-including the opportunity to experiment with alternative mod
els-in at least two ways: by developing profit-making enterprises that
can provide pilot funding for new activities and "bridge funding" during
periods ofrapid expansion; and by increasing the number ofdonors that
fund their projects. BRAC hasused both ofthese methods successfully.

• National NGOs can reduce the amount of administrative and
coordination time required for multiple donors by forming donor
consortia, the members of which accept a single set of standard
ized reports and evaluations. BRAC already has adonor consortium
for its seven-year-old rural development program and is currently
forming a new one for its NFPE program.

• When one project initially succeeds in delivering some social
service to a high priority, difficult-to-reach target group, that
project may come to be seen as a potential vehicle for a myriad of
other services. The rapid expansion ofBRAC'sNFPE program to date
is in part a function of its focus on a single purpose: providing basic
education to children left out of the Government system. Proposals to
addservicestoexistingsuccessfulprojects inBRACareevaluatedcarefuily,
on a case-by-case basis. For example, offers from donors to add more
components, like school feeding programs, must be viewed very critically.
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• Foreign donors are keenly interested in the impact of projects on
girls and women. BRAC has found that it may be easier to design
projects targeted at girls than to integrate women fully into the imple
mentation and management ofthose projects. BRAC is still working on
increasing the number of women in mid- and senior-level management
positions in the NFPE program.

BRAe's Potential Role in Bangladesh

• Short-term, rapid responses to EFA mandates with less than
national scope can be encouraged and supported while system
atic, medium-term EFA planning among concerned government
agencies, donors, and NGOs is proceeding. By emphasizing its stop
gap nature, BRAC has been able to move forward with the NFPE and,
in the process, has been able to prove the viabilityofseveral innovations
that may prove useful in the medium term to the formal system.

• An NGO~sponsorednonformal primary ~ocationprogram with
a proven management system and prior experience working with
EFA's target group will be more effective in the short term in
reaching EFA goals than formal government education systems
constrained by traditional goals and embedded bureaucratic
procedures. The presence ofteachers ' unions in Bangladesh, which are
unlikely to support the concept of paraprofessional teachers, help to
explain why the Government of Bangladesh has been slower than the
NGO sector to respond to EFAmandates. Othercontributors include the
Government's desire to use existing classrooms, the impossibility of
implementing all improvements simultaneously nationwide, and the
need to balance these factors.

Hence, the formal primary education system's slow response to poten
tial UPE initiatives relative to the nonformal system's response should
not be taken as prima facie evidence of any lack of Government
commitment to EFA. BRAC sees the NFPE program as a stop-gap
measure useful until a permanent, formal Governmental system is in
place; it does not see BRAC schools as a long-term substitute for
Government schools.

• NGOs need not, necessarily, be limited to small pilot projects bot
may also carry oot large-scale social service delivery projects.
BRAC has proven that in both health and education, with proper
management and an appropriate program, NGOs can assume asubstan
tial responsibility for large-scale delivery. At the same time, it should be
remembered that considerable commitment and training are neces
sary to create a cadre of real managers capable of large-scale
implementation.

I
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• As NGO programs increase in number and effectiveness, the need
will arise for better coordination between the Government and
other NGOs. Frequent turnover ofseniorGovernment officials charged
with elaborating Govemment basic education policies and designing re
sponses to EFA indicates that Government commitment to EFA goals is
probably weak. From its experience in the health sector, BRAC derived the
lesson that"NGOcooperation with theGovernmentcanwork well in sectors
that have been assigned high prioritybythe Government (BRAC I992a, 9)."

• Respected efforts like those offered by BRAC can inhibit other
innovations, as smaller programs are asked to conform to its
successes. A program like BRAC's, which has grown considerably
larger and is deemed successful, can inhibit other programs. Ironically,
its size and success may discourage the type of innovation that is
necessary to pilot new delivery systems, promote greater grassroots
participation in education, and increase .services to disadvantaged
groups. BRAC has made special efforts to encourage and support other
NGOs, in part to alleviate this very feature of success.

• National EFA networks and consortia provide opportunities to
foster support for a divenity of NGO models and individual
initiatives. Such networks can also foster an appreciation of the
complementary roles of Government and non-government agencies.
Forexample, the Campaign for Public Education in Bangladesh is currently
acting as a clearinghouse for information on alternative nonformal primary
education materials. Its success in fostering diversity will depend to some
extent on some donors' willingness to fund alternative models.

The Relevance of BRAe's Experience to Other Countries

The institutional environment in which BRAC operates, with a heavy
reliance on foreign donor funds, national mandates but limited resources
to develop the primary education system, and established NGOs that are
effective in reaching specific groups of people, is common in many
developing countries. On the other hand, the technical environment in
which BRAC works-political stability, cultural and linguistic homoge
neity, a large and sophisticated NGO community, high levels ofeducated
unemployment in rural areas, and dense populations in areas underserved
by the education system---eannot be found in many other countries. The
BRAC model, in its entirety, therefore, may be applicable only in a few
countries considered high priority by the global EFA community. Never
theless, the following individual elements ofthe BRAC model may prove
beneficial and transferrable to other countries:

• clear focus on a social goal widely perceived as important by parents,
students, and government;
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• a simplified curriculum for primary education that focuses on basic
skills and is appropriate to the targeted population;

• paraprofessional teachers, selected from the community, with short pre
service training, scheduled in-service training, and strong supervision;

• small instructional units and correspondingly small catchment areas, so
that no student or parent is far removed from his/her home;

• active parent and community involvement as a major goal;

• comprehensive management support systems that emphasize staff
training, logistics, follow-through, and delivery of services;

• flexible timetable and an organization that adjusts its services to the
client/student needs and alters its own organization depending upon its
ability to service its clients/students;

• reduced capital costs, where funds are expended for current operation
and services, and not on "bricks and mortar;" and

,·-..-vtsble-,mmuaHyreinforcing NGO/community partnerships character-
ized by regular and open communication and cooperative planning.

The conscious blending and restructuring ofthese elements in the existing
BRAC sites have created a critical mass of experience that allows us to
point to BRAC as an important success. Worldwide experience indicates
repeatedly, however, that wholesale transplanting of an innovation from
one country to another, without substantial "ownership" and a sense of
origination by the recipient country, is doomed to failure. Careful under
standing and then use ofthe elements ofa success, like BRAC, within the
social, cultural, and political environment of a recipient country is the
necessary first challenge to committed educational entrepreneurs, educa
tional planners, and/or country policymakers.
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SEc'rION I
Setting the Stage

Primary Educationfor All: Learningfrom the BRAe Experience is a case

study of the Nonformal Primary Education Program (NFPE), a relatively

new educational delivery system developed and implemented by the

Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC). The NFPE pro

gram, which represents a collaboration among non-governmental organi

zations (NGO)s. international donors, and some ofthe most disadvantaged

communities in Bangladesh, has proven relatively successful in rapidly

expanding access to primaryed.uca!.i~n to those ~i~t~Jj~~l!r.!t~g!e~!~~ by

the formal primary education system: children, especially girls, from poor,

rural, landless and near-landless families.

This case studyaddresses key questions concerningthe program'sstrengths

and weaknesses and the potential for implementing the program through

out Bangladesh and the developing world. Section I sets the stage forthese

questions to be answered. Chapter I recaps the Education for All (EFA)

initiative, introduces BRAC and its NFPE program, and presents the

outcomes that inspired USAID, UNICEF, and the Rockefeller Foundation

to commission further investigation ofthis educational program. Program

goals and objectives and the research methodology are provided.

The remainder of the section describes the conditions under which the

program has been implemented. Chapter II describes the economic,

demographic, political, and social environment in Bangladesh. Chapter III

focuses on the educational conditions that created the need for suchaprogram.
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Introduction

Background

Universal Primary Education: A Worldwide Goal

During the last 50 years Universal Primary Education (UPE) has become
apriority throughout the world. The United Nations Universal Declaration
ofHuman Rights, which was adopted in 1948, declared that "everyone has
aright to education" and called for compulsory elementary education. The
Convention on the Rights of the Child adopted in 1990 by the United
Nations reaffirms every child's right to education and the states' obligation
to enforce this right. At the 1990 World Conference on Education for All
(WCEFA), delegates from ISS governments reaffirmed the previously
established commitment to education as ahuman right and acknowledged
the responsibility oftheirgovernments to provide access to basiceducation
for all citizens. Nonetheless, manygo~vernments in the less developed
world lack the financial resources, the administrative capacity, and/or the
political will to implement the legislation necessary to fulfill their basic
education mandates. As a result, a large proportion ofchildren and adults
in the low-income countries remain without access to basic education.

In recent years, international donors and local NGOs in several countries
have supplemented national educational financing and tested alternative
basic education service delivery systems. BRAC, an NGO that has
provided rural development, credit, and health programs to the people of
Bangladesh since the I970s, is one such organization.

The Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee

Like many of the more established NGOs engaged in development
activities in Bangladesh today, BRAC began as a response to the man
made and natural disasters that decimated Bangladesh during and after its
War ofIndependence in 1971. As it became apparent that natural disasters
would be a continual part of life in Bangladesh and that disadvantaged
Bangladeshis would be particularly vulnerable following those disasters,
BRAC began experimenting with medium-term development schemes.
Over the last two decades, BRAC has emerged as a leader in working with
the rural poor. With 3,556 full-time permanent employees, approximately
10,000 paraprofessionals, several thousand more part-time paraprofes
sional veterinarians, legal assistants, and other staff, and an annual budget
of more than US$35 million, BRAC is by far the largest NGO in
Bangladesh.
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BRAC became involved in basic education in 1985 when, in response to
requests from participants in its rural development programs, it initiated a
NFPE program for eight- to ten-year-olds in 22 villages in Bangladesh.
Initially, the objective ofthe program was to develop a primary education
model that could provide, in a three-year period, basic literacy and
numeracy to those historically neglected by Bangladesh's formal school
system: children, especially girls, from poor, rural, landless and near
landless families. By December 1992, the NFPE program had expanded to
serve 11- to 16-year-olds as well as eight- to ten-year-olds in about 12,000
schools, with 70 percent girls' enrollment in these schools. Unexpectedly,
many ofBRAC's younger NFPE program graduates have continued their
education in Classes IV and V in the formal primary school system. As a
result, BRAC's NFPE program for the younger age group has the added
benefit of preparing its graduates to enter the formal school system.

Although BRAC's NFPE promm is a relatively new undertaking in
comparison to its other established social programs, the program's rapid
growth has attracted considerable attention from the international Educa
tion for All community. Studies and evaluations of the program's initial
implementation suggest several important findings:

• Paraprofessional teachers, carefully but quickly trained and paid asmall
stipend forpart-time work, can effectivelyprovide primary level instIUction.

• Nonformal programs can be effective in providing basic literacy and
numeracy instruction to disadvantaged, rural, and other unreached
populations, particularly girls.

• Ifproperly selected, trained, and supervised, young village women and
men with less than ten years of formal schooling also can become
dedicated and responsible primary school teachers.

• Significant parent and teacher involvement is an important factor in a
program's success.

• Effective management is essential to the success of n'onformal educa-
tional programs.

BRAC is considering a major NFPE program expansion that could result
in 50,000 NFPE program schools nationwide by 1995. This expansion
requires ongoing support from BRAC's existing international donor
consortium as well as new support from other international donors. In light
of this proposed expansion, international organizations, particularly
UNICEF and USAID, have begun examining the NFPE program's poten
tial to reach larger numbers ofgirls in Bangladesh and to contribute to the
achievement of universal primary education in other less developed
countries with similar "gaps" in their primary education systems. None of
the studies ofBRAC's NFPE program to date have examined the implica-
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tions ofsuch arapid expansion in Bangladesh or the potential for replicat
ing the approach in other countries. BRAC officials do not consider its
entire model "replicable" in or "exportable" to other countries. Neverthe
less, they recognize that some of the lessons they have learned might be
useful to others interested in rapidly expapding primary education to
previously underserved areas.

In early 1992, BRAC readily agreed to a UNICEFIUSAID recommenda
tion to conduct an independent case study ofthe NFPE program to identify
its strengths, determine its potential for expansion within Bangladesh, and
identifyany implications fornonfonnal, mass primaryeducationprograms
in other parts of the developing world. This report presents the results of
that case study.

Purpose andAudience
This case study was commissioned to answer three key questions:

• What are the strengths and weaknesses ofBRAC's NFPE program?

• What is the potential for rapidly expanding the NFPE program in
Bangladesh? In particular, what might be the relationship between a
large-scale NFPE program and the national system ofprimary education?

• What is the potential for exporting the NFPE program to othercountries,
particularly those in West and North Africa?

The study is expected to be useful to donors, NGOs, governments, and
students of education involved in using nonformal models to rapidly
expand access to primary education, particularly for girls, in less-devel
oped countries. These groups might also find the study useful in develop
ing donor-NGO-Govemment-community partnerships to improve school
quality and in establishing decentralized management systems to ensure
low-cost, high quality human services delivery.

Methodology
A three-person team consisting of one AED consultant and staff
members from UNICEF and the Rockefeller Foundation conducted a
preliminary fact-finding visit to Bangladesh from March 19 to April 4,
1992. During this visit the team collected and reviewed relevant
documents relating to the BRAC program and to universal primary
education efforts in Bangladesh. The team also interviewed BRAC
staff, donors, Bangladeshi Government officials, and other individuals
involved in primary education research, policydevelopment, and imple
mentation and conducted site visits to NFPE program schools and
training centers.

_ • l'tl·,'~. _
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On the basis of this work, the team identified critical information gaps in
existing repons and decided the gaps to be addressed either by a second
fact-finding team or by local consultants in Bangladesh who would
conduct interim studies before the second fact-finding team returned.
Scopes ofwork were developed for the interim studies, and the second fact
finding team was selected. Bangladeshi firms were identified to conduct
the interim studies.

The documents collected during the first and second fact-finding visits are
listed in the bibliography at the end of this study. The scopes of work for
the two interim studies identified by the first fact-finding mission-an
independent assessment of cost and an independent ethnographic survey
of the household characteristics of children attending BRAC and other
schools-were primarily intended to address outstanding issues associ
ated with the strengths of the NFPE program. The cost study and ethno
graphic survey were commissioned from a chartered public accounting
firm, Rahman Rahman Huq, and from the Cer.!~!' fo!' Social Studies at
Dhaka University, respectively.

The second fact-finding team, consistingofthe same AED team leaderand
UNICEF senior education advisor, and a newly recruited child develop
ment specialist, returned to Bangladesh for six weeks in July and August
1992. The team explored the basic structures and processes of the BRAC
school system using three sources: secondary data in the form of several
recent donor-funded evaluations (Lovell and Fatema 1990: Shordt 1991a;
Gajanayake 1992) and studies initiated by BRAe's Research and Evalu
ation Division; primary data from the cost and household surveys con
ducted by Rahman Rahman Huq and the Center for Social Studies
respectively; and field visits to Government, BRAC, and other NGO
offices and schools.

Because several recent independent evaluations had included extensive
visits to schools throughout BRAe's wide operating area, and because
both the cost and household surveys included primary data collection in
rural areas, the team spent comparatively little time visiting BRAC schools
(less than 10 percent total time in country). Instead, the team spent most of
its time conducting five activities: interviewing BRAC, other NGO,
donor, and Government officials (50 percent); visiting other NGO and
Government schools (l0 percent); assembling and reviewing docu
ments (20 percent); supervising the completion of the cost and house
hold studies (l0 percent); and drafting text (10 percent). In most
instances, the primary data collected by the team related to BRAe's
relationship with the rest of the primary education system, both formal
and nonformal.

t.
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Finally. BRAC provided copies ofall ofits curriculum and teachertraining
materials, in both English and Bangia. for analysis by curriculum and
teacher training experts in the United States.

Terminology: Nonformal Education and Non-Governmental
Organizations
BRAC calls its program "Nonformal Primary Education." This is consis
tent with the use ofthe terms formal and nonformal education in Bangladeshi
Government documents and education literature in Bangladesh. In the
Bangladesh context, "nonformal education" appears to be any intentional,
purposive instruction that 1) occurs outside the formal Government
primary school system and 2) incorporates certain flexibilities in the
organization and management ofthe program and the curriculum. Used in
this way, nonformal does not imply informal, and, therefore, the term
encompasses BRAC's highly structured approach. In order to avoid
confusion with many key reference documents, this case study adopts this
definition of formal and nonformal education.

The term "non-governmental organizations" and the acronym "NGOs"
will be used throughout this study to refer to formal organizations that are
registered as nonprofit with the Bangladesh Ministry ofSocial Services or,
in the case of international organizations, with the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, and are involved in nonpartisan economic and/or social develop
ment activities. These NGOs are distinct from ad hoc civic groups, sports
and recreation societies, trade unions, political parties, etc., that may take
an interest in education activities and are also, technically, non-govern
mental organizations. This again confonns with general usage in the
literature produced in Bangladesh.

Organization ofthe Report
This report is divided into four sections, each ofwhich comprises several
chapters. Section 1, which sets the stage for the case study, provides an
overview ofthe basic characteristics ofBangladesh, gives specific details
about the country's educational environment, and establishes the need for
programs to support the formal education structure. Sections 2, 3, and 4
address the three study questions: What are the strengths and weaknesses
ofBRAe's NFPE program?; what is the potentialfor rapidly expanding
the NFPE program in Bangladesh?; and what essential elements ofthe
NFPE program might be relevant in efforts to rapidly expand primary
education systems in other countries? A bibliography is included in the
Appendix.
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Chapter II
Bangladesh: The Country

Overview
Bangladesh is a small, densely populated country located on the Bay of
Bengal, bordered by India and Bunna. More than 85 percent of the
population are Muslim, and 85 percent live in villages. The national
language is Bangia, and over 95 percent of the population identify
themselves as ethnic Bengali. Asummary profile is provided in Table 11.1.

More specifically, Bangladesh is characterized by the following:

• pervasive poverty;

• a rural economy;

• demographic pressure created by rising population groWth; and

• gender inequities.

Nonetheless, Bangladesh may be distinguished from many of the other
countries with similarly low levels of income per capita by several factors
that have a direct bearing on its ability to expand access to primary
education:

• linguistic, ethnic, and cultural homogeneity;

• political stability;

• a functioning public administration system; and

• a large, sophisticated NGO community.

These characteristics and distinguishing factors are described below.

I.\BLE 11.1

Profile of Bangladesh

Area

Population

Primary Religion

Income Per Capita

Population Growth Rate

Rural Population

Adult Literacy Rate

Gross Primary Enrollment

Source: UNESCO 1991.
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Characteristics

Pervasive Poverty

Bangladesh's primary natural resources are land. water, and people.
Bangladesh's strategic position on the confluence of three of the largest
rivers in Asia provides silt and water sufficient to support one to three crops
per year on almost 70 percent of its land mass. As a result, Bangladesh's
population density per hectare of arable cropland is just 11.6, which
compares favorably with the Netherlands' 16.43 or Japan's 26.09. countries
similarly unendowed with mineral resources (World Resources 1990,269).

Despite this, Bangladesh is one of the poorest countries in the world. The
GNP per capita ofUS$170 per year is among the lowest in Asia or Africa. I

Further, UNDP estimates that the poorest 40 percent of the Bangladeshi
population survive on less than USS70 per capita annually (UNDP 1992,
161). The total numberofpeoplelivinghelowthepoverty line in Bangladesh,
therefore, exceeds the population of all but ten countries in the we~::':

(World Bank 1992, Table 1,218-219).

The key to understanding Bangladesh's poverty does not lie in its popula
tion density or its limited natural resources but in its lack of a physical
infrastructure and trained human resources. The agriculture sector in
recent decades has benefitted from the development and distribution of
improved seeds and irrigation methods, but the distribution of these
improvements has been slow. In 1986. despite desperate need. Bangladesh's
yields per hectare ofcereal were less than one-halfofJapan's and one-third
ofthe Netherlands' (World Resources i 990,269,271,279). Low levels of
literacy ensure that agricultural innovations must be spread on aone-to-one
basis. and small, fragmented landholdings provide poor collateral for the
credit needed to purchase such innovations. Moreover, many agricultural
innovations result in a reduction ofthe demand for day laborers, who make
up more than 50 percent ofthe rural population and who, as illiterates, have
limited access to off-farm employment. More thap half of the rural
households in Bangladesh are considered functionally landless (they own
less than 0.25 hectare). Improvements in agricultural productivity that do
not require more hired labor effectively leave more than half of the rural
population unemployed (Lovell 1992. 14).

Bangladesh's lack ofphysical and human capital is exacerbated by its short
history as an independent country and the chronic natural and man-made
disasters that occur. Bangladesh became a sovereign nation less than 25
years ago in the aftermath of a bloody civil conflict that caused massive

IAs reponed In UNESCO's 1991 World Education Report. only two countries in
ASla-the Lao People's Democratic Republic and Nepal-have GNPs less than
$180 In Africa, only Ethiopia, Mozambique. and Somalia have lower GNPs.

.....
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capital flight and ruined much physical infrastructure. Since that time,
scarcely a year has gone by when Bangladesh has not suffered at least one
severe flood or cyclone. These floods and cyclones not only cause
immediate destruction to human lives, private property. and public infra
structure. but also wash away the land on which many homesteads stand,
creating thousands of new homeless internal refugees every year.

The pervasiveness of poverty is evidenced by the minimal average daily
calorie intake for men and women, low birth weights for babies, high rates
ofmalnutrition, and mortality rates for children under five years ofage that
are more than twice the average for all developing countries (UNICEF
1992a, Table 6; Bangladesh Bureau ofStatistics (BBS) 1991, Vol.1, Table
2.3, 55; BBS Report of the Child Nutrition Survey 1989-90, cited in
UNICEF I992a, 7). One-third of all under-five deaths are caused by
diarrhea and malnutrition; another third is attributable to vaccine-prevent
able causes such as measles, pertussis, tetanus, and acute respiratory
~nfections. AU of these are outgrowths of poverty and ignorance.

Rural Economy and Employment

Poverty is often discussed in Bangladesh in tenns of inadequate access to
the means of production and/or wage-earning opportunities. As noted
above, the Bangladesh economy :is still defined in tenns of agriculture.
Approximately 80 percent of the population live in rural areas, and 50
percent of the work force are engaged in agricultural activities. The
agricultural sector's share ofGDP, however, has gradually declined in the
last two decades to just over 40 percent, thus reducing the average earnings
of most agricultural workers. The proportion of the total work force
employed in agriculture has remained about the same throughout this
period (UNICEF 1992a, 29).

The pressure of a growing population on limited land resources has
progressively reduced the size of land holdings and increased the propor
tion ofthe landless. The latest available statistics show that in 1983-456.5
percent of the total rural households were landless or near landless, e.g.,
they possessed less than one-half acre of cultivable land (Bangladesh
Census of Agriculture and Livestock, 1983-84 cited in Huq and Sultan
1991, 155). For the bottom 50 percent of the rural population, who are
landless or marginal fanners, agriculture is a part-time occupation that
must be supplemented.

While employment opportunities in industries, services, and nonfarm
employment have grown (from some 4.5 million to 12 million between
1974 and 1986, correspondingly from 21 percent to 40 percent ofthe labor
force), this growth has not kept pace with the growth of the total employ
ment-seeking population (UNDP 1992, Table 2.3). Even for the people
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who come from families that can afford to send them to school for nine
years, wage-earning. nonfann employment is scarce. Poor people, of
course, cannot afford to remain unemployed; instead, they accept very low
wages. Consequently, productivity, wages. and standards of living have
failed to improve, especially in rural areas. The average dai Iy wage ofrural
unskilled workers. who fonn the bulk of the work force, has remained the
money equivalent ofabout three kg ofrice for the last two decades (UNDP
1992, Table 3.5).

Micro- and cottage industries are one way that families in rural Bangladesh
attempt to make ends meet. A survey in 1978-80 showed that over 80
percent ofrural, small industrial units employed less than five workers. Of
those employed, unpaid family laborers constituted 44 percent, of which
two thirds were women. Only 45 percent ofthe owners of these industries
said they were pursuing afamily tradition (Rural Industries Study 1978-80
in Huq and Sultan 1991,156). Because the informal sector in the rural areas
has the potential to absorb more enterpri~:,:=: i:-:rlividuals, m<:.ny NC.JOs ~TP

involved in micro-credit programsthat help the poorset up informal businesses
such as milk production, rice trading, silkworm cultivation, and weaving.
Microenterprises offer one ofthe few opportunities for the rural poor to escape
dependence on day-labor in the fields or service in wealthier households.

Improvements in worker productivity and earnings in all sectors of the
formal and infonnal economy are generally facilitated by literacy and
numeracy, which enhance workers' ability to acquire and use skills,
knowledge, and infonnation that are relevant in the marketplace. The
dilemma is that the poor are the ones without effective access to fonnal
schooling. By one estimate, 55 percent of the poor and 60 percent of the
"hard-core" poor are without the benefit offormal schooling. Completing
a cycle of primary education, however, helps improve their chances of
entry into nonfann economic activities with a higher earning potential,
despite the often-cited weaknesses of the curriculum and content of
primary education (Rahman and Hossain 1992, 312-313).

High Growth Rate

The estimated population growth rate for Bangladesh for the decade ofthe
1990s varies between 2.7 percent and 1.8 percent, resulting in population
estimates for the year 2000 ranging from 150.S to 128 million (UNDP
1992, 171; World Bank 1992, 268). As of 1990, 42.9 percent of the
population were under 15 years of age (World Bank 1992, 28). This
demographic phenomenon poses an educational and development chal
lenge. Providing educational and other essential services for the large,
young population presents a heavy burden on the nation's economy.
Keeping pace with the growth ofthe population itself is an enormous task,
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and a very high level of cost effectiveness has to be achieved in basic
education and other social services. In many instances, providing adequate
services requires departing from conventional approaches. For basic
education, this means that asignificant reduction in illiteracy and improve
ment in the level of basic education of the people can be achieved in the
next ten to 20 years only if the "floodgates of illiteracy" can be closed and
the vast numbers of children can be assured of effective participation in
primary education.

Bangladesh has an active family planning program, and it follows a policy
ofcontrollingunchecked population growth. Decades ofefforts in this area
have begun to bear fruit. The contraceptive acceptance rate between 1985
and 1989 has been reported between 25 and 31 percent of married women
of childbearing age (World Bank 1992, 271; UNDP 1992, 171), but is
expected to be lower in rural areas. Low literacy rates in rural areas are a
major obstacle to increasing modern family planning. For example,

- information about contraceptives must be spread by word of mouth, and
instructions for using them must be communicated and repeated by health
workers one-on-one or in small groups.

Gender Disparities

Contrary to the situation in most ofthe rest ofthe world, the life expectancy
for women in Bangladesh is lower than the life expectancy for men (51
years versus 52 years). and the under-five mortality rate for girls is higher
than that for boys (162 versus 146 per 1,000 live births). These numbers
reflect the double jeopardy in which Bangladeshi women find them
selves-first as members ofthe poor majority and second as females in a
traditionally male-oriented society.

Apoor family is less likely to spend scarce cash to pay for medicine for a
sick girl child than for a boy. As the girl grows older, the family will need
to collect a large dowry in order to secure her agood husband, and then she
will leave to live with that husband. The parents' long-term security,
therefore, lies in their sons, who will bring in brides with dowries and who
would, in earlier times, support them in their old age. In recent generations,
however, the land or the family's traditional business is rarely adequate to
supply the dowry for daughters or adequate employment for the sons. As
a result, a growing proportion of men have migrated alone to the cities,
leaving many women as de facto heads of households for much of their
lives. In traditional Bengali society, a respectable woman is expected to
observe "purdah," which means she minimizes contact with males outside
her immediate family, usually by remaining within the confines of her
home. This nonn breaks down for poor women, who often must look for
work outside their homes in oreler for their families to survive.
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The tradition of early marriage also adverseiy affects women' s status and
welfare and has a negative impact on women' s access to education and on
women's health. as girls begin bearing children at a very young age.
Although the mean age of marriage is reported to be 18 in the mid-1980s,
a significant proportion of rural girls are married by 15 (UNICEF 1992a,
21-22). Early marriages thus contribute to both high maternal mortality and
fertility rates.

Girls have less access to basic education opportunities and they drop out
faster than boys. Only 22 percent ofadult women are literate compared to
47 percent for men (UNESCO 1991). Enrollment of girls in primary
education is reported to have increased in recent years, reaching a female
male ratio of 44:56 by 1990.

Distinguishing Factors

Linguisth:'. EHmi<:; and Culturai hOmOef:fieity

Unlike many developing countries that have a multiplicity of languages,
major ethnic and racial divisions, and strongly held loyalty to separate
religious and cultural traditions, Bangladesh enjoys the advantages of a
largely homogeneous society. The Bengali people have inhabited the
territory comprising the present Bangladesh since the ancient times, and
they are proud of its common cultural and linguistic identity. Islam came
to Bangladesh in the II th century through Arab traders and missionaries
and spread rapidly throughout the country with the Muslim rulers' emer
gence in the region. In 1991,86 percent ofthe people ofBangladesh were
Muslim, with an additional 12 percent Hindu and the rest mainly Buddhist
and Christian (BBS 1992).

BangIa, a language with ahighly developed literary tradition, is universally
spoken. This language has been designated as the language ofGovernment
business, and with the exception of some small tribal groups along the
eastern and norther borders, it is claimed as the mother tongue by the vast
majority ofthe Bangladeshi people. The universality ofBangia and its use
as the language of instruction are particularly advantageous in the spread
of literacy and basic education.

Political Stability

Although Bangladesh is among the ten poorest countries in the world in
tenns of GNP. unlike most of these countries, the causes of Bangladesh's
poverty are neither war nor famine. Aside from periodic conflicts with
ethnic minorities along its eastern border, Bangladesh has not suffered
widespread war or ethnic strife since its War of Independence in 1971.
Although two of the four heads of state since independence were killed in

........-~
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coups d'etat. the periods following each coup did not see massive purges
or persecution ofthe followers of these leaders. The major political parties
are not divided along purely ethnic or regional lines. A democratically
elected Government is currently in power, and the previous military
government leaders are on trial.

Functioning Public Administration System

A common, coherent public administration system functions throughout
Bangladesh. Although Britain and then laterPakistanexploited Bangladesh,
these countries also left behind afairly well developed, multi-tiered system
consisting of 64 districts and 460 thanas (sub-districts), each with unions
and wards/villages as subunits ofthose unions. (See Figure ILl). Bangladesh
has adopted aparliamentary system and has added locally elected Govern
ment bodies to this administrative structure. The Bangladeshi Government

FI<;l'IU:11.I -____ .... -"
'-:--..-~ -~

Bangladesh Administrative Structure
(1991)

Central
Government

Pop. 110 Million

4 Divisions
Avg. Pop. 27.5 Million

/
/

Compiled from Bangladesh Bureau Data.

64 Districts
Avg. Pop. 1.7 Million

460 Thanas
Avg. Pop. 239,000

4,340 Unions
Avg. Pop. 25,350

85,000 Villages
Avg. Pop. 1,000
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has also begun the process of modernizing and decentralizing the civil
service. and the mi Iitary frequently serves as a channel for delivering relief
goods during disasters.

The capacity of the Government is. however. limited in two important
ways. First. it has limited revenue-generating capacity. either at the
national or local levd. In many ways. therefore, Government offices do
little more than exist (Blair 1989). Nonetheless, official development
assistance. although comprising more than 80 percent of the public sector
development budget, is equal to less than 10 percent ofBangladesh 's GNP
(World Bank 1991.242). Second. like most bureaucracies. the Bangladeshi
Government is not well suited to deliver client-oriented, grassroots devel
opment programs. In this area. however. a significant and growing
proportion of the rural poor is being served by nonprofit. non-governmen
tal development organizations.

", _-Su,bisil~_2leri NGO Community

There is agrowing awareness worldwide that the enterprise ofnational and
human development requires an effective partnership between the Gov
ernment, represented by its bureaucracy, and citizens, represented by
formal and informal communityorganizations and individual community
based activists. NGOs engaged in development activities often play an
active role in facilitating this partnership by helping to organize commu
nity residents. educate them in terms oftheir rights, and offer opportunities
to particIpate in self-help activities.

Bangladesh is fortunate to have a large, diverse, and dynamic community
ofNGOs engaged in economic and social development as welJ as disaster
relief. These organizations provide a testing ground for alternative ap
proaches to development and relief and attract additional international
funding. Ofthe 13,000 voluntary social welfare and development agencies
in Bangladesh. some 500 are directly involved in developmental and
poverty alleviation activities. Some 12 to 15 percent of total external
assistance to Bangladesh flow through NGOs (UNDP 1992, 87).

The Bangladeshi Government recognizes the magnitude ofNGO activities
and the important role NGOs can play in national development. The Fourth
Five-Year Plan affirms:

in expanding the roles and impact ofthe NGOs for benefiting the poor
and the disadvantaged ... the NGO activities ... should supplement
the main thrust towards decentralized participatory planning ... (and)
all NGO programs should aim at increasing the capability ofthe poor
and the disadvantaged to save and invest over time so that a NGO can
gradually withdraw ... and shift its activities to another area not yet
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covered by such program ofgraduation to self-reliance. (Bangladesh
Government 1991 Fourth Five Year Plan. 1-13)

Although BRAC currently has the largest nonforrnal primary education
program in Bangladesh, it is not the only NGO innovating with and
promoting nonforrnal basic education for children. CARlTAS and the
Rangpur-Dinajpur Service (RDRS ). two Bangladeshi NGOs funded by the
international Catholic and Lutheran communities respectively, started
primary schools in rural areas in 1980-1. Likewise, in urban areas, the
Underprivileged Children's Education Program (UCEP)and Gonoshahajjo
Sangstha (GSS) sponsored schools for urban working children in 1983 and
1987 respectively.

BRAC is another of the funding recipients. Although the organization did
not become involved in primary education until 1985, BRAC, recognized
as the largest and one of the most well managed NGOs in Bangladesh,
emerged as a leader in that area as well. In the context ofthe special needs

-=::., :- .za£rl:.-chat+engEi=ir(Ila-ngH'desh, thl:' NGOs that are engaged in basic
education activities appear to be re-assessing their strategies and involve
ment. Many have approached BRAC for training and materials, and
BRAC is presently experimenting with various ways of responding to
these requests.

Summary
Bangladesh has some features that exist in many developing countries and
other features that are somewhat uncommon. Like several other develop
ing countries. Bangladesh has few natural resources, a rural economy, a
high population growth rate, a culture that favors boys over girls, frequent
natural disasters, and aweak social service delivery system for areas other
than disaster relief, particularly with respect to education. On the other
hand, the linguistic, ethnic, and cultural homogeneity, the high proportion
of educated Bangladeshis who are under- or unemployed and live in
densely populated rural villages, the absence ofcivil conflict, an extensive
governing system that has local units functioning throughout the country,
and the presence ofa large, relatively sophisticated NGO community give
Bangladesh an edge among poor developing countries.
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Chapter III
The Primary Education System in Bangladesh

Bangladesh has a formal education system that has had limited success in
providing basic education to its growing population. Despite a series of
development plans that have set targets for attaining universal primary
education, enrollment, attendance, and completion rates have remained
low. About 65 percent of the adult population are illiterate.

This chapter presents a summary of Bangladesh's universalization gap in
providing primary education and the formal and nonformal responses to
that gap.

The Universalization Gap in Primary Education in
Bangladesh
The primary education system in Bangladesh consists of 45,800 primary

_~~~ schools (including 8,000 non-government schools) and 200,000 teachers.
is system served 12.3 million students in 1990 (BBS I992a, Table 1:2);

which is nominally 75 percent of the country's estimated 15 million
children six to ten years old. These statistics appear promising, but in
actuality major quantitative and qualitative gaps in service delivery exist.
These gaps are summarized below.

Real Versus Ideal Enrollment, Attendance, and Completion Rates

Although the system serves about 12 million students, the rates ofeligible
children actually served are much lower than the estimated 75 percent.
Using adjustments after apost-enumeration check for the 1991 census, the
population ofBangladesh in 1991 was 109.8 million (BBS 1992b). Based
on a 1981 census age breakdown of the population and surveys in
compulsory education areas in December 1991 ofeligible primary school
age children, an estimated 13.5 percent of the 1991 population was in the
compulsory education age range of six to ten years. Thus, the number of
children in the primary school age group in 1991 was 14.8 million. If,
however, 25 percent of the 12.3 million enrolled children are assumed to
be outside the primary age norm-a reasonable assumption based on spot
checks ofchildren's ages as reported by children themselves in classrooms
and the 10-20 percent repetition rate reported for Classes III to V-only
about nine million ofthe children enrolled in primary schools in 1991 were
apart ofthe eligible age group. This translates into a net enrollment rate of
60 percent ofthe eligible children (net enrollment ofnine million compared
to an estimated six- to ten-year-old population of 14.8 million). The
Government estimates that of those enrolled in the first grade, 30-35
percent actually complete five years of education. Limited information
available on attendance and dropout rates from UNICEF and others,
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however, suggest that perhaps only 15-20 percent of those enrolled in
Class I complete five years of primary education (BANBEIS 1986, 4;
Qadir 1986). The overall picture that emerges, even if one interprets the
available data optimistically, is presented in Table III.l.

TABLE 111.1

Estimated Primary Level Enrollment,
Attendance, and Completion Rates

in Bangladesh

.. -~

:.'.~ . .... ~ii~:.-.

Cate~ory

Net enrollment of the age group

Average school attendance,
proportion of those enrolled

Proportion of those enrolled
completing 5 years

Proportion of the age group
completing 5 years

Data compiled and computed from BBS statistics.

Rate (in %)

60

50-60

30-35

15·20

The System's Capacity

Assuming that 60 percent ofthe 15 million children ofprimary school age
in Bangladesh currentlyareparticipating in primary education and no more
than 20 percent of them complete the five-year cycle, several factors
suggest that the existing system does not have the capability-particularly
the physical facilities and the teachers-to achieve the national goal of
universal primary education.

Physical Facilities

Primary school class size in Bangladesh is large by international standards.
The exact number and condition ofprimary classrooms in the country is not
known, but it was estimated for 1990 that there were 130,000 classrooms
in 45,800 schools to serve the nine million enrolled (BANBEIS 1991a and
c). Allowing for the current norm oftwo shifts (the first shift for the larger
enrollment ofClasses I and II for two hours, and the second shift of three
and a half to four hours for Classes III to V, which have about half the
number of students as Classes I and II), the average class size is about 62
students for Classes I and II and 31 for Classes III to V. These averages
allow for considerable variation, including classes ofover 100 children in
the primary school.
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In addition, schools are not close enough to children's homes. The 45,800
schools average almost one school for every two of the 85,000 natural
villages in Bangladesh, with an average school catchment area of 3.2
square kilometers. A school or a classroom, therefore, does not exist in
every rural neighborhood. In Bangladesh's flood-prone and riverine
landscape, even a short distance of one to two kilometers can become a
barrier for young children.

Teachers

Of the 200,000 teachers working in 1990 in the formal system, some
170,000 were in Government schools. Due to the double-shift system, the
student-teacher ratios are 40 to I for Classes I and II and 20 to one for
Classes III to V. These are acceptable ratios. In practice, however,
teachers, classrooms, and students cannot be perfectly matched for the
whole country. As indicated in Table III.2, BBS reports avariation in gross
student-teacher rati'o (not considering double s~ifts) among 21 !e~ons f~r

the year 1990 (BBS 1992a, Table 12.43)(See Table III.2).

I \BIT 111.1

Regional Variations in Student-Teacher
Ratios in Bangladesh

.,'..

Source: BBS 1992a.

Students per Teacher

34

41 to 55

56 to 79

Number of Re~jons

5

15
. I

Since 1985, an average of3,800 new teachers has been added every year
to the system on a net basis. The 53 primary teacher training institutions,
with a theoretical capacity for producing 10,000 teachers every year, are
seriously underutilized. In the 1989-90academic year, the total enrollment
for the one-year course was 5,561-a little over half of the capacity and
lower than the peak enrollment of8,400 in 1986-87 (See Table IIIJ). This
underenrollment is probably due in part to the Government's limited
efforts to recruit primary teachers, which, in turn, are linked to its
unwillingness to commit itself to pay those teachers' salaries without
adequate recurrent funds in its budgets.

Instructional Quality

The low attendance and completion rates in Bangladesh suggest that just
enrolling children in school does not solve the problem of educational
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TABLE 111.3

Primary-Level Teacher Training Institution
Capability and Utilization

in Bangladesh

Year

1986-87 1989-90

Capacity 10,000 10,000

Enrollment 8,400 5,561

Unused Training Spaces 1,600 4,439

Source: Bangladesh Bureau ofStatislics, 1991b. Table 12.46.

p~rti:clpat;on The ciee!"er causes behind these numbers-why children do
not enroll, why they do not attend classes even if they do enroll, why they
do not stay on to complete the cycle, and how much they actually learn if
they participate-all may relate to the qualitative features of the system,
which may be called the qualitative dimension ofthe universalization gap.
The elements of the qualitative gap are related to program effectiveness
(i .e., the provision of and effective use of the available physical facilities,
teachers. and learning materials) and the circumstances ofthe learners (i.e.,
the economic and social obstacles that they may face, their and their
families' expectations and perceptions about the educational program, and
their ability and willingness to participate effectively in learning).

Implications
Clearing backlogs of all primary school-age children and raising the
retention rates of those who do enroll will require doubling the physical
capacities and the teaching force. To keep pace with the growth of the
primary school age group, all components ofthe primary school system
mustgrow at an additionalannualrate of2percentover the nextdecade orthe
period during which universal primary education is expected to be achieved.

Assuming that 100,000 new classrooms with double shifts in all schools
and 60 children per classroom in Classes Iand II will be needed by the year
2000, the World Bank estimates that the additional physical facilities will
cost USS700 million at 1989 prices (World Bank 1990b, 8). Assuming that
the teaching force will also increase by 100,000 (a 50 percent increase over
the present number rather than a doubling as suggested above) in the next
ten years, an additional expenditure of US$344 million at 1990 prices
during this period (at the rate ofUS$625 per teacher each year for teacher
salaries) will also be required.
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Government Responses to the Primary Education Gap
Successive national Five-Year National Development Plans since the
early 1970s set ambitious targets for primary education for all children and
for major reductions in adult illiteracy. Progress toward meeting these
goals, however, has been slow. At the beginning ofthe 1990s, no more than
one out of five children completed five years ofprimary school, and two
thirds of the population over 15 years of age remained illiterate.

Targets for the Fourth Five-Year Plan period ending in 1995 and for the
year 2000 are presented in Table IlIA.

T.\BI.E iliA ..

Bangladesh National Primary Education Targets
for the Years 1990, 1995, and 2000

(in percent)

i,, .

Cate~ory

Primary school enrollment
as proportion of eligible (6·10)

age group

Percentage of children enrolled
completing five years of primary
education

Adult literacy rate
(population over age fifteen)

Source: UNICEF 1992a.

60

30-35

30

85

45

40

95

60

45

Given the current situation in primary education and literacy, even the
relatively modest goals for 1995 and 2000 pose an enormous challenge.

In the last two decades, Bangladesh has adopted various efforts to define
and address the quantitative and qualitative gaps that have kept universal
primary education a distant goal. These initiatives, which represent na
tional strategies and priorities with respect to universal education, include
the Compulsory Primary Education (CPE) Program, the General Educa
tion Project (GEP), which involves a major international collaboration
effort, and the Program for Integrated Nonformal Education. Each is
briefly described below.

Compulsory Primary Education (CPE)

Bangladesh promulgated a CPE Act in 1990. In January 1992, the
Government initiated a program to implement the Act in 68 thanas of the

• ADVANCING BASIC EDUCATION & LITERACY (ABEL) 23



PRIMARY EDUCATION FOR ALL: LEARNING FROM THE BRAe EXPERIENCE

total 64 districts. The Act is designed to enroji all six- and seven-year-old
children in 1992 and to keep as many as possible in school until the end of
the fi ve-year cycle. Successive cohorts ofsi x-and seven-year-old children
also will be enrolled. The legislation also calls for parent and community
involvement to ensure that an children attend school and includes penalties
for parents who fail to enroll their children in school, although no instance
of imposing a penalty has been reported. The program, which was begun
initially in the thanas where district towns are located (except in the larger
urban areas ofDhaka. Chittagong, Rajshahi. and Khulna) is expected to be
expanded to other thanas, but a specific plan of expansion has not been
announced. (How the step-by-step implementation of the program relates
to overall national targets for enrollment and retention in 1995 and 2000
had not been worked out at the time of writing.)

Program implementation in the first 68 thanas included several steps:
conducting a census of six- and seven-year-old chi;ldren who should be
enrolled in school; organizing compulsory primary edU(;lili,..::: '.::):nmittees
at the most grassroots level, i.e., in each ward of union councils in rural
areas and urban wards in the municipalities; establishing compulsory
primary education implementation and coordination committees in eachof
the thanas; establishing a Directorate General to monitor and implement
the compulsory primary education program in the Ministry ofEducation;
and supplementing the salaries of non-governmental primary school
teachers (at the rate of Taka 500 per month) in the compulsory primary
education areas. Potentially, the compulsory primary education program
provides a framework for mobilizing public support, energizing the
education establishment, helping make compulsory primary education a
Government-wide priority, encouraging the civil administration to be
more active at all levels in promoting compulsory primary education, and
encouraging all others. locally and nationally. who can contribute, includ
ing NGOs, to become involved in the effort.

These are all appropriate initial steps, and if the intentions and ambitions
behind these moves are backed by necessary action, the CPE program will
certainly be given amajorboost. Nevertheless, early reports regarding how
the CPE program is being implemented in the thanas suggest that problems
still exist. UNICEF field office data from eight thanas in different parts of
the country show that although gross enrollment at the beginning of the
year is over 90 percent, five to ten points higher than the previous year,
average daily attendance remains at 50 to 60 percent ofthose enrolled. The
data do not make a distinction between gross and net enrollment. While
CPE committees have been formed at the ward/village and thana levels,
they generally have not been very active. The school managing commit
tees and parent-teacher associations, which have existed in name for some
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years. have not shown any spark oflife. So far, the CPE program appears
to have been taken as a routine education department activity rather than
a national priority that demands anention and support from all concerned
parts of the Government, the civil administration, and the public.

One exception to this general situation is the Sadar thana in the Kushtia
district, where in four of its 14 subunits an integrated basic education
program has been developedjointly by the Primary Education Department,
NGOs, and the local civil administration. A plan has been developed to
bring into the educational system all primary-age children and to provide
a second chance for basic education to older youths and adults through
nonformal primary education and adult education centers. The nonformal
primary education program and adult education activities are run by local
NGOs. Alocal political figure, aformer chairman ofthe recently abolished
upazila council, seems to have been the catalytic force in bringing the
Primary Education Department, the NGOs, and the local administration
together. Financial support for NGO activities has beenprovidedby UNICgf- .
The Kushtia experience indicates both the potential and the problems ofthe
CPE effort. It shows that when all those who can contribute come together
and the project is perceived as more than a work-a-day activity of the
education department, progress can be made. Ironically, generating enthu
siasm in the communitiesand bringing more children and young adults into
the educational programs worsen the problems of crowded classrooms,
large classes, and shortages of learning materials that, in turn, create an
environment that is unconducive to student retention and achievement.

Other National Efforts

In response to the initiatives arising from the WCEFA and the advocacy
efforts in the wake of the World Summit for Children, the Bangladesh
Government established aNational Committee on BasicEducation for All,
which is headed by the Minister of Education and consists of representa
tives ofGovernment ministries and NGOs. The committee's task is to help
identify national policy and strategy options, promote coordination, and
review progress. A Steering Committee headed by the Secretary of
Education also has been set up at the working level to support the work of
the National Committee.

In addition, with the participation of the Prime Minister and the Executive
Director of UNICEF, the Government initiated a social mobilization
program in 1992. The objectives of this initiative are to generate and
sustain national awareness of and commitment to education for all at all
levels. This program is expected to implement several strategies: develop
a consensus among politicians, planners, and administrators; activate
community bodies such as school managing committees and parent-
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teacher groups: remove gender bias in all educational materials: and
promote coordinated involvement of the Government ~GOs. and other
allies (UNICEF I992a).

The General Education Project (GEP)

The GEP, the largest international assistance project in education in
Bangladesh, is a large multi-donor project attempting to direct interna
tional assistance in acoordinated manner to address basic education needs
in the country. The GEP is co-financed by eight external donors and the
Government of Bangladesh.c

The five-year, 5310.2 million project was initiated in 1990 as a follow-up
to two previous International Development Association (IDA) education
projects implemented since 1980. The major aims of the GEP are to
increase equitable access to primary schools, improve the quality of
primary education, and strengthen tht:: management ofprimary education.
The ::"~c.,i{';c.~aj~o i;jchl:1('~ ~ S111;-:1\ ~nmnnn,..nt for secondary education. - .
improvement and studies for policy reforms in education. Project compo-
nents include investment costs, such as construction ofphysical facilities,
curriculum and textbook development, support for teachers, and develop
ment ofamanagement information system for policy analysis and program
management. The GEP also includes a substantial allocation of funds for
teachers' salaries. In addition, US$84 million has been set aside as
subvention to NGOs for promoting nonformal primary education ap
proaches. The allocations of funds are presented in Table III.S.

Despite GEP's focus, its actual contribution to increasing overall enroll
ment and attendance in primary schools, particularly for the children ofthe
rural poor currently left out of the primary education system, is unc}ear.
Efforts to expand school construction, improve community involvement in
providing physical space, and shift more resources towards learning
materials, consurnables in schools, and teacher supervision have met with
limited success. In addition, crucial qualitative issues including responsi
bility and accountability in primary education, responsiveness to the needs
and circumstances ofdisadvantaged and unserved children, decentralized
planning and management, the involvement and authority of the commu
nity and parents, the nature ofpartnership between the Government and the
non-government sectors including voluntary organizations, and ways of

1 The co·financiers and thcir contributions (in U.S. millions) are as follows
International Development AssocIation (IDA), the soft-loan window of the World
Bank -$IS9.3; ASIan Development Bank (ADB}-$S7.5; Netherlands MinIStry
for Development Cooperation (DG IS)-$14.0: Swedish International Development
Authority (SJDA}-$14.0; Unitcd Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF}-SS.O;
United Nations Development Program (UNDP}-S 10.0; United Nations Food for
Population ActivllJes (UNFPA)-S2.4: Norwegian Development Cooperation
Agency(NORAD}-S5.7: and the Government of Bangladesh-S42.3.
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TABLE 111.5

Allocation of General
Education Project Funds

Investment Costs
Construction and other civil works
Furniture, equipment, vehicles
Textbooks and learning materials
Technical assistance and professional fees
Local training of teachers

Recurrent Costs
Salaries for newly recruited teachers and staff
Operations/maintenance of buildings. vehicles, and consumable items

TOTAL

Source: GenrnI Education Project Implementation Unit, Dhaka.

f'crcental;c
41

5
21

5
8

17

3

100

mobilizing new resources and promoting their effective use have been
raised by international experts in national studies and reports but not
effectively addressed.

The organizational and management philosophy underlying the GEP and
its implementation mechanism does not promote a significant departure
from primary education's current centralized and top-down management
to substantial planning and management authority at the local level,
meaningful involvement of communities, and accountability in the pri
mary education system either to the community or in the administrative
hierarchy. Primary education, since the shifting ofdirect responsibility in
1973 from District school boards to the Ministry of Education, has come
to be seen as aGovernment task to be carried out by the centrally appointed
bureaucracyofthe Directorate ofPrimary Education. In 1992, primary and
basic education was taken out of the Ministry of Education and placed in
anew Department ofPrimary and Mass Education supervised by the Prime
Minister. This move indicates agreaterGovernment political commitment
to primary education but does not alter its centralized character.

The GEP attempts to inject a degree of efficiency into this centralized
bureaucracy by providing such inputs as buildings, textbooks, support for
training, and budgetary support for additional teachers. Although aimed at
addressing the issues of increased equitable access and quality ofeduca
tion, this project does not deal with the question oftransforming the present
management structure into one that allows local decision making, account
ability to the community, and active community involvement in primary
education management. Limiting the involvement of communities, or,
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more accurately, asking communities without any part in decision making
to contribute to low-cost construction has faltered because ofthe top-down
character of the management process.

The formation ofactive community bodies with clearly specified authority
and responsibility-whether they t3ke the form of the \'iliage education
committee, the school managing committee, or a parent-teachers organi
zation-for supporting and managing the local primary school and possi
bly other related basic education activities is not addressed by the GEP.
The project, therefore, also does not consider how the administrative
superstructure from the Ministry ofEducation and Directorate of Primary
Education at the central level to the thana Education Officer and the
Assistant Education Officers at the local level can support, guide, and
facilitate the work of the community body rather than itself attempt to
direct and manage primary education of children in the villages.

The inertia of a centralized bureaucracy and perhaps a lingering ambiva-
-Ienl,;t ;il i'il\;v[l.\..iai education establishment about depanures from that
routine approach and about aprominent role ofNGOs in primary education
have slowed the implementation of the experimental component in
nonfonnaI primary education through subvention to NGOs. At the end of
August 1992, a full two years after the GEP was launched, no funds had yet
been disbursed to any NGOs through GEP.

The Program for Integrated Nonformal Education

The Program for Integrated Nonformal Education is an MOE-designed
effort "to institutionalize a comprehensive nonfonnal education system in
Bangladesh" that will run "parallel to the fonnal system." A major
component of this program is to provide education equivalent to fonnal
Classes I and II to children who never enter or who drop out ofthe fonnal
system. Other components of the program are pre-primary education for
ages four to five, adult education with a focus on the 15 to 35 age group,
and continuing education.

Although this program was intended to have begun in mid-1991, the
preparatoryphase and the Government approval process have taken longer
than expected, and as of mid-1992 it had not been launched. This
demonstration program, initially approved for a two-year period, is budgeted
at Taka498 million(approximatelyUSS 13 million)and istobe financed largely
with external assistance. UNICEF's contributionofUS$5 minion will coverthe
cost of the pre-primary and primary education components.

The graded, age-specific structure ofthe program components, the defini
tion of learning content and duration in tenns of the primary school
program, and the organizational structure for regulating the NGO-support
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element of the program implies a slightly different interpretation of
nonfonnal education than the one by which BRAC is guided. There do
appear. however. to be two identifiable nonfonnal features ofthe program.
First. teachers and their supervisors will be part-time nonprofessional
volunteers and will receive a modest honorarium. Each part-time supervi
sor will supervise 15 centers and will receive a regular salary. The second
nonfonnal feature is the class site, which will occupy any available facility
rather than a dedicated school building.

Ofsome 1,500 pre-primary centers-3,000 centers for the six- to ten-year
olds and 3,000 centers for the 11- to 16-year olds to be established in two
years-Hone-third to one-half' are proposed to be run by the newly
established Office of Nonfonnal Education. The office, headed by an
Executive Director, will have an organizational structure consisting of
some 277 employees at the national, regional, and district levels in addition
to part-time instructors and supervisors. The remaining one-half to two
thirds of~c~areexpeeted.-lo be nm by.NGOs•.wllicb would be offered
subventions according to procedures and criteria set by the Government.

A number of issues about the program remain unresolved. Although the
program for six- to ten-year-olds appears to be a feeder program to prepare
children for joining the regular primary school. the coordination between
the two systems has not been worked out. It has not been determined who
may go to primary school and who may anend the NFE center, how the
NFE children can be prepared effectively for primary school. and how the
primary school will receive the children coming out ofNFE centers. For
example, the BRAC NFPE program has stricter dropout and age criteria for
enrolling children in its centers; nonetheless, questions are sometimes
raised about competition and duplication between primary and NFPE
program schools and about the adequacy ofpreparation for transition from
the NFPE program to primary school. Similar questions exist for the
program for 11- to 16-year-olds. Are these children also intended tojoin the
primary school in Class III? If so, how would they fit in a class with children
who are mostly much younger than they are? Should there be a longer and self
contained primary equivalency program for this older group, or, perhaps, an
abridged two- to two-and-a-half-year program that would prepare at least the
motivated ones tojoin Class IV orVin primaryschool? The rationale for using
anonformal approach is to allow for these flexible options, yet the present NFE
program design does not authorize such flexibility.

Another issue is the wisdom of introducing and expanding a preschool
program for the four- to five-year-old children when a large proportion of
the primary school age group is not assured a full cycle of primary
education. The value offamily and community-based, low-cost programs
ofcare and stimulation for young children is not in dispute. An institution-
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alized preschool program. however. is not necessarily the answer for this
problem. There is a need for experiment and development work on
appropriate and affordable fonns of early childhood development activi
ties that can effectively serve children ofpoor families before any particu
lar model is spread under Government auspices.

The most serious question concerns the capacity ofa Government organi
zation to run nonfonnal programs with volunteers receiving a small
honorarium as instructors and supervisors. The Mass Education Program,
which had responsibil ity for a national adult education and literacy
program in the 1980s and carried out intennittent campaigns, did not
experience much success. The Office ofNonfonnal Education, in fact, has
inherited the organizational structure and some of the personnell of the
fonner Mass Education Program. Indeed, it is proposed that up to two
thirds ofthe centers may be run by NGOs with subvention from the Office
ofNonformal Education. In the spirit ofthe nonformal approach, however,
care has to be exercised so that the procedures ar;ct :-;::;:;!;;~;0;;' aiC no! 5~

'-'

restricti ve that they defeat the verypurpose ofboth the nonfonnal approach
and the involvement ofNGOs in the program. Subvention, disbursements,
and NGO activity monitoring may be based on the agreed-upon criteria of
program results and the assessment of those results rather than on the
enforcement ofspecific operational details in the implementation process.
The program also does not offer the opportunity for experimentation and
flexibility in dealing with the various unresolved questions raised above.
It does not acknowledge the considerable experience that many of the
NGOs have in implementing nonformal programs, assessing and responding
to commlillity needs, and involving the communities in educational programs.

Non-Government Responses to the Primary Education Gap
A full inventory of nonfonnaJ schools in Bangladesh, or even a limited
inventory of the nonfonnal schools associated with registered NGOs, has
not been compiled by the Ministry of Education or any other group in
Bangladesh. Based on the research conducted for this study, however, the
following three types of nonfonnal schools have been initiated by NGOs
to address universal primary education:

• nonfonnal schools organized by unregistered civic groups and private
individua!s that were operated primarily prior to the early 1980s:

• nonformal schools operated by religious schools; and

• nonfonnal schools organized and operated by registered NGOs, which
have increased rapidly since the 1980s and now far outnumber other
types of nonfonnal schools.

i
I·
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Nonformal Schools by Unregistered Civic Groups and Private
Individuals

The most familiar type of nonfonnal school is organized by unregistered
civic groups or private individuals. These schools are often organized in a
somewhat ad hoc way. using the Government curriculum and structure. The
organizers apply for Government registration assoon as possible. Onceschools
are registered, they are no longer considered "nonforrna1" and, in recent years,
the Government has offered a Taka 500 per month subsidy to each teacher in
a registered private school. The registration and subsidy collection process
brings the Government into contact with these schools frequently.

f".~.

I ",. ..

L:.·~~~:--.
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Religious Schools

In 1990 there were 15,748 religious schools offering primary instruction
for the first five years (Ebtedayee madrasahs). Some ofthese schools offer
part or all of the fonnal Government curriculwn. A larger network of

-'---=-- - =maktabs Qffers.religiCUl!i inswction in Arabic and Koranic studies to much
ofthe primary school age group. These institutions enjoy a high degree of
community support.

Nonformal Education Programs Operated by Registered NGOs

Prior to the early 1980s only a few registered NGOs-Swarnirnvar,
CARITAS, and BRAC-were associated with nonformal schools. This
scarcity is related to the lack of interest in primary education on the part of
international donors throughout the 1970s and the first half of the 1980s.
The NGOs, like the Government, depend on foreign donor funding for
financing their development activities. That some NGOs managed to find
funds to experiment with nonfonnal primary education models in the early
and mid- I980s is evidence of their intrinsic interest in primary education.

After the 1980s, other registered NGOs joined the nonfonnal education
effort. Some NGOs brought to the nonfonnal primary education sector
better developed organizational skills, greater social awareness, and more
appreciation of the need for parent and student participation in the
administration and curriculum ofthe school. Other NGOs were even more
ad hoc than the private individual and citizen group approaches. An
informal survey of some of the larger NGOs involved in nonfonnal
primary education in mid- I992 revealed a limited number of curricula,
many experiments in parent participation, relatively successful targeting,
and much respect for the BRAC model.

Most nonfonnal schools use either the BRAe or the Government curricu
lum, supplemented by their own or other NGO teaching aids (the Village
Education Resource Center and Gono Shahajjo Sangstha are popular

.-" ._----
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sources) and neo-Iiterate materials (Friends in Village Development
Bangladesh is one of the better known sources). Others are developing
their own curricula.

Among all the NGOs involved in establishing nonformal primary schools,
the amount of initiative. support. and supervision required from the local
community varies. Most NGO development work in Bangladesh is based
on bui ding solidarity among the poorthrough group formation, conscious
ness-building. savings, and/or income generation. Many NGO primary
education efforts appear to have grown out of these groups, either because
the NGOs perceive the development groups as a base from which other
community development activities may be launched and/or because the
NGOs and groups themselves begin to ask what they can do about the
future of their children.

The original focus ofNGO groups on people in a disadvantaged position
in their communities has ensured that most NGOs have been relatively

most disadvantaged children left out of the formal system, particularly
girls. CARlTAS, for example, has had particular success in reaching non
Bengali ethnic groups who speak Bangia as a second language; over 50
percent of the students and teachers in CARITAS' 398 schools are from
these groups. The formal school curriculum is only available in Bengali;
CARlTAS has pioneered the development of Class I material's in some
ethnic languages.

Nevertheless. most of the NGOs involved in the relatively early commu
nity-based primary education efforts appear to be re-assessing both the
effort needed to organize and maintain the relatively high level ofrequired
communitycontributions-i .e., community-suppliedand -maintainedclass
rooms-and the ability of illiterate parents to supervise paraprofessional
teachers who need more, not less. supervision than professionals. The
parents in several of the NGO schools with higher levels of parent
participation and financial responsibility were quick to seek Government
registration, and some of these schools did indeed become part of the
"formal" Government system. The formalization process, however, had
little effect on the quality ofeducation offered. While some of these other
NGO schools succeeded in producing graduates who competed for and
won scholarships for secondary education. in general. the quality ofmany
NGO nonformal primary schools has been inconsistent. Several of the
NGOs that started out with their own nonformal primary education models
have recently switched to the BRAC model because of the relative ease
with which it can be replicated and the quality control aspects of the
management approach.

!
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In 1990, in response to WCEFA. 16 NGOs, which accounted for more than
90 percent ofthe nonformal education funding in Bangladesh, formed the
Campaign for Popular Education (CAMPE), a resource organization for
nonforrnal adult and primary education. CAMPE's objectives include an
emphasis on developing NGO responses to illiteracy and fostering coop
eration between NGOs. Government, and civic groups in developing
nonforrnal programs to reach the illiterate majority in Bangladesh. In
addition, CAMPE is the secretariat for the Bangladesh national chapter of
the EFANetwork. CAMPE's work plan for 1992-93 includes the follow
ing range ofactivities: producing a 25 to 40-minute video feature film on
"the importance of literacy;" translating the UNESCO APPEAL training
materials for literacy personnel; developing continuing education materi
als based on folk literature; organizing training workshops for literacy
program managers and trainers; and arranging ten meetings with members
ofParliament and other Government leaders and ten national level public
discussions. BRAC's Executive Director is one of the founders and the

---~~ent chairman of CAMPE. - . - -

Summary
Despite ambitious plans and targets, Bangladesh's primary education
system is one that still enrolls about 60 percent ofthe applicable age group,
with only about halfofthose enrolled attending school with some regular
ity and only about 20 percent ofthose enrolled completing the full five-year
cycle of primary education. It is characterized by the following:

• physical facilities and teachers barely able to accommodate the current
enrollees, even by operating schools in two shifts and bycutting back the
daily school hours to a bare minimum, especially for Classes I and II;

• various Government initiatives that mandate primary school attendance
and more facilities. teachers, and materials, but do not appear to be able
to bring about the targeted primary level enrollment, attendance, and
completion rates;

• still un-implemented plans for Government-sponsored nonformal edu
cational programs that incorporate many elements ofthe formal school
system and are not likely to promote decentralized management and
community involvement; and

• non-governmental organizations that are interested in and willing to
include primary education as part of their development initiatives.

Table III.6 provides a tentative picture of the total primary education
system in Bangladesh as of July 1992. This table shows that the formal
system provides the majority of classes on any given day, but that the
nonformal system provides instruction as well. BRAC is the largest

i'

I
t
I

• ADVANCING BASIC EDUCATION & LITERACY (ABEL) 33



PRIMARY EDUCATION FOR ALL: LEARNING FROM THE BRAC EXPERIENCE

provider of nonfonnal primary education. but other NGOs provide a
significant number of classrooms.

T.\BLE 111.6

The Bangladesh National Primary School System
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Iype of School

Formal Schools
Government
each with approximately 3 classrooms runmng 2 shifts (19S9-(0)

Private
each with approxunately 5 classrooms runnmg 1shift (1989-90)

Number of
~

37.6)41

8.073'

Classes
Per Day

225.804

40,365

Nonformal Schools
A!!odated with RegistEred NGOs
- Classes i-iii uiily (pt U~fur" siut i .lui". ,,'here available)

Swamirvar {1984} J,3962 N/A

Community Health Care Project 3663 N/A

CARlIAS {1979} 3072 600

Institute for Integrated Rural Development (J1RD) {1991} 2042 N/A

Center for Mass Education in Science 127) N/A

All others (105 organizations. none with> than 100 schools) 9201 N/A

BRAe {1979/1985·: 7.0002 7,000

Classes I-V Less than 50 organizations. none with> 50 schools 37Jl 1,855

Private J,0003 N/A

Government (4/92) (GEP satellite schools) 624 62

Religious Schools (Ebtedayee)l 15,748 N/A

34

·BRAe opened liS fi~t pnmary school in 1979. but did not start the NFPE program as currently configured until 1985.

Sources:
I SANSEIS 1991. (a) and (c)
1 BRAe Records
} Estimates by autho~ based on available Incomplete information.
• GEP Implementation Unit
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SECTION 2
NFPE: What It Is
and Why It Works

BRAC's NFPE program is an initiative designed for and tested in poor.

rural areas ofBangladesh to provide basic education to the large numbers

of children who were not being reached through Government and other

nonformal educational efforts. BRAC schools include three-year NFPE

schools for eight- to ten-year-olds and two-year KK schools for 11- to 16-

year-aids.

The NFPE program schoo!5'3re. c:i:laracterized y several d'stinet fe~.tures _

BRAC students are some of the poorest and most disadvantaged in

Bangladesh, BRAC schools maintain relatively high levels of contact

between parents and school administrators, and parents' concerns are

incorporated into both the structure ofthe schools and day-to-day manage-

menL Compared with teachers in the formal school system, BRAC

teachers have smaller classes (30 students only), teach fewer subjects,

address fewer objectives, and provide an estimated 500 additional hours

per year ofengaged instructional time. Although it has been more effective

in articulating a strong commitment to child-centered instruction than in

operationalizing that commitment, BRAC's teacher training is distin-

guishable for its brevity (15 days initially) and continual follow-up. In

addition, there are no fees to attend school and all materials and supplies

are provided free-of-charge to the children and parents.
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Despite its uniqueness, BRAC's NFPE program also reflects several

elements that are indistinguishable from those in traditional primary

schools in many other parts of the world. BRAC textbooks and observed

classroom instruction are remarkably similar to those found in classrooms

in many developing countries where the teacher talks and students listen.

Although the teaching/learning process emphasizes basic skil.ls and prac-

tical information, the NFPE program staff, like educators in developing

and developed countries, are still struggling to develop systems to ensure

that teachers promote active learning, meaningful understanding, and

ana)ytical thinking.

This section addresses the first research question: What are the strengths

and weaknesses of BRAes NFPE program? Chapter IV presents a

program history and provides detailed descriptions of the elements of

NFPE. Chapter V presents BRAC's unique approach to managing the

program. Chapter VI discusses the cost effectiveness of BRAC schools

and issues to be addressed in improving the existing program.

I
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, Chaptc.4 IV
BRAe's Nonformal Primary Education Program

The first BRAC NFPE program school opened in 1979 in response to
concerns voiced by women enrolled in one ofBRAC's functional educa
tion programs who asked, "What about our children? Must they grow up
illiterate and wait until they are 18 to come to your program?" BRAC
responded by helping these women form a school committee, find a site,
and select a teacher. BRAC then guided them in managing their school.

Between 1982 and 1985, BRAC opened another 51 schools, also at the
request ofparents, and increased the number to 410 by 1987 in response
to high rates ofattendance (see Table IV.I). All schools opened to this point
were one-room schools consisting of30 students between eight- and ten
years-old. In 1988, BRAC began addressing the needs of older students
and opened 223 KK schools for 11- to l6-year-old children who had
dropped out ofGovernment schools. In many instances, the same building

-and teacher:-accommodated botb~,nlms.ofs..ijlnp.nts within a village, with
one group attending in the morning and the other in the afternoon. By the
end of 1991, BRAC had established a total of 6,003 schools, including
2,833 KK schools. In mid-I992, BRAC circulated a proposal to finance
another 44,000 schools by 1995.

BRAC schools are not intended to operate as permanent institutions but
rather to address a single cohort of students who enroll during the same
school year and move together through the three years ofschooling. Once
that cohort completes the three-year cycle, the school ceases to exist unless
there are at least 30 eligible children in the community whose families are

I.\BI.L 1\'.1

NFPE Program Expansion - 1985-1992

Ym
1985

1986

1987

1988

1989

1990

1991

1992

Source: BRAe 1992b,

No. of
Schools Opened

22

154

410

223

1,606

2,204

2,890

5,675

New
Enrollment

676

4,672

12,305

6,690

48,180

69,124

86,700

170,250

Age
Qrmm

8-10

8-10

8-10

11-16

8-10; 11-16

8-10; 11-16

8-10; 11-16

8-10; 11-16
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interested in enrolling them in an NFPE program. In recent years, all BRAe
schools have continued into a second or third three-year cycle.

BRAe's NFPE program consists of the same elements included in most
formal school programs: students, teachers, parents, schedule, instruc
tional site, classroom environment. curriculum, and instructional materi
als. NFPE's treatment ofthese elements, however, is somewhat unique. A
summaryofthe program elements is provided in Figure IV.I. Adescription
of each element is provided below.

F1GL'RE 1\'.1

Summary ofBRAC'S NFPE Program

Students 30 students
ages 8-10 or 11-16
60·70 percent girls

Teacher Selection

38

Teacher Training

Teacher Supervision

Parents

Instructional Sdiedule

Instructional Site

Classroom Environment

Curriculum

Instructional Materials

60·70 percent women
part-time employees

15 days basic training
2-daytrainingbefore school opens and l-daymonthlyrefresher
sessions in year one; <kiay refresher at beginning of year 2

I Program Organizer (PO) for 15 schools
PO school visits twice a week
PO. student. and parent foUow-up of teacher absences

determine school schedule
pledge to send children to school and attend monthly meetings
replace broken slates and worn mats

2 1/2 to 3hours per~y (specified times selected by parents)
6 days/week, year round
3-year instructional cycle

basic structure >= 240 square feet
rented for 3 hrs/day
basic furnishings and equipment (mats for the children, stool
for the teacher, and a blackboard)

30: I student/teacher ratio
"traditional" approaches to instruction
no corporal punishment

content similarto that covered in formal school Classes I-III
daily co-curricular activities
little homework

"traditional" textbooks developed by BRAC that resemble
reading primers and basic arithmetic books
males and females equally represented in materials
teaching manuals and teaching aids guide use of textbooks
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Students
The NFPE program targets the rural children most likely to be left out or
to have dropped out of formal primary schools. Eligibility and character
istics criteria presented in Figures IV.2, TV.3, and IVA give additional
details (Lovell 1992, 33). In the eight villages included in the Khan and

FI(; l'IU: 1\".2

NFPE Prognm
Eligibility Criteria

• At least eight years old

• Family with less than 1.50 bigha (.2 hectares) of land, including its homestead

• Never attended primary school or dropped out of school

. .• 70 percent targeted to girls

Arefeen study (1992), children from households with low income orsmall
landholdings were much more likely to drop out ofor never attendprimary
school. In addition, Khan and Arefeen found that NFPE students, com
pared with Government school students, are more likely to come from

FI(;lIU: I\".J

Landholding Size of Families by School Type

0.30 Hectares

0.25t------f

0.201------1

0.151--------i

NFPIID MMIruha, etc. Gv9a~
0=1'" 0-11 0-1564

Source: Khan and Arafeen 1992
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households with little land (72 percent versus 59 percent) and low levels
ofcash income (54 percent versus 40 percent). NTPE student households
also are more likely to be headed by parents with less than three years of
fonnal education (76 percent versus 63 percent) (Khan and Arefeen 1992,
Tables 4,5. and 6).

Given the particularly disadvantaged position of women in Bangladeshi
society, their vulnerability to abandonment, their limited access to any
means of production or relief assistance, and their lower life expectancy
and literacy rates (World Bank 1990a, xi-xiii), BRAC has chosen to target
more than halfofall its development programs to women. Consistent with
this policy, BRAC targets 70 percent of the places in NFPE program
schools to girls (see Figure IV.5).

The Khan and Arefeen census of eight villages found an average, per
village, of24 girls and 35 boys between 6- and 15-years-old who had never
attended or who had dropped out of prt~§i.b.cr,~L{~n..andArefeen
1992, Tables 2b, 2c, and 3f'mtAC staff~tli~t~musuatty i11orelhaIi'30
children in the catchment area of a BRAC school who are eligible to
participate in NFPE program schools. BRAC is, therefore, able to be
somewhat selective; it does not accept children with obvious learning
disabilities, and it maintains a waiting list ofchildren who may be drawn
upon to replace those who do not attend regularly and whose parents do not
respond to efforts to improve their attendance. These replacements usually
take place during the preparatory phase of the first year, which lasts six
weeks for the eight- to ten-year-olds and two weeks for the older students,
but may occur later. The proportions of boys and students from middle
income households enrolled in NFPE program schools is likely to be
slightly higher in NFPE program schools that have completed one three
year cycle, since schools in their second or third three-year cycle may have
already enrolled most ofthe girls from the poorer families.

Teachers

Selection

Teachers are selected by BRAC field stafffrom men and women who live
in the school catchment area and have a minimum of nine years of
schooling. Consistent with BRAe's organization-wide emphasis on in
creasing women's employment opportunities, preference is given to
women. As a result, approximately 75 percent of the NFPE program
teaching force are female. The stafflook for individuals who are articulate,
committed, and married. This last characteristic is particularly important
because in the Bangladesh context, the women with the level ofeducation
required by BRAC will not remain unmarried long. Bangladeshi tradition
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dictates that when women do marry, they will move to their new husband's
village. Hiring women after they are married lessens the chance that
they will move and, therefore, helps BRAe keep the teacher attrition
rate down.

Because there are few alternative employment opportunities, most teach
ers provide instruction through at least one three-year cycle. In 1991, the
teacher dropout rate was 4.7 percent; most of the teachers who left did so
when their husbands moved out of the area. BRAC has not had difficulty
finding alternate teachers in most ofthe areas where it works. The teachers
are hired to work for three hours aday, which allows them to continue their
responsibilities at home. Teachers who serve competently for one two- or
three-year cycle may be assigned to teach at two schools--one in the
morning and one in the afternoon-in subsequent cycles.

Teacher Training

. Te:d:ertr:ining in the NFPEprogram involvesseveral components. B~E~":
teacher training includes a residential course at one of BRAC's regional
training centers, where new teachers receive practical training in student
centered learning. This basic training, which was recently extended from
13 to IS days, is kept short because many of the NFPE program's best
teacher candidates find it difficult to be away from their responsibilities at
home for more than two weeks. In addition to basic training, NFPE
program teachers attend a one-day refresher training each month at the
BRAC office nearest their community. This refresher training provides a
place for the teachers to discuss their current problems, role-play, and give
and receive feedback from BRAC staff and other teachers working in the
same area. Finally, BRAC stafTvisit the teachers at their schools at least
twice a month to provide additional on-the-job training and feedback.

Ateacher training manual is the guiding document for the IS-day residen
tial course. This manual emphasizes active student participation in the
classroom and student-centered learning. Prior to participating in the
BRAC teacher training course, the trainees have spent nine years or more
in the formal school system where the main pedagogical methods are
lectures and rote memorization, often reinforced with corporal punish
ment. In an effort to counteract the effects of this prolonged exposure to
teacher-centered methods, the first 20 pages ofthe BRAC teacher training
manual provide a basic introduction to child psychology. The rest ofthe
manual uses child psychology as the foundation for more child-centered,
less authoritarian classroom practices. For example, the first section ofthe
manual describes children's needs for affection, their limited attention
spans, and their different learning speeds. The manual exhorts teachers to
apply this understanding in the classroom. Sample statements include:

,.
r
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"Give children the opportunity to speak ... Efforts should be made to
improve students' comprehension instead ofputting emphasis on learning
by heart ... The teacher should try to find out new ways of teaching
effectively from her or his own creative thoughts." Unfortunately, the
manual in many instances lacks concrete examples of how to apply these
principles. The refresher teacher manual has more concrete examples, but
like the basic manual, in many cases it does not provide the sort of
structured framework that can help students connect new words to things
that are familiar to their daily lives.

The second section of the teacher training manual describes both child
centered and teacher-centered approaches. For each category, several
methods are suggested, and teachers are cautioned about the importance of
using the correct method. Suggested child-centered approaches include
the activity method, the kindergarten method, and the question-answer
method. Teacher-c;entered approaches include the lecture method, the

;::]ie,tnonstratioD~...theiecitati'otl.[tletbod •.and the discussion method.
Each method and approach is discussed briefly, again without sufficientdetail
to enable teachers to actually implement the method. For example, in the
teacher training manual, the discussion method is described as, 'The method
by which the teacher and students participate in discussing the subject matter
ofthe lesson ... (When students' participation is higher, it is called the pupil
centeredmethod, and when the participation ofthe teacher is greater, it is called
the teacher-centered method.)" (Sarker and Howladar 1988,37).

"Points to remember" are offered for use in selecting the appropriate
teachingmethod, but none ofthese contain criteria. Forexample, the points
include number and age ofstudents and duration oftime for class, etc. The
manual would be more useful ifit provided more specific guidelines, such
as, "Use the X method when you have Ysituation." In the final section of
the manual, teachers are taught to prepare lesson plans, and the details are
very precise. Several sample lessons are provided as models.

Asenior NFPE technical staffmember recently returned from ayear at the
Institute for International Education in Paris and is now working on
revising the teacher training curricula, incorporating more child-centered
approaches to classroom teaching.

Teacher Supervision

BRAC supplements its relatively brief basic teacher training course with
close supervision at the field level. Teachers are required to prepare daily
lesson plans. BRAC staffvisit each school at least onceper weekto review
the plans, observe the classroom instruction, and monitor student atten
dance. Because of limited education-related training, varied administra
tive responsibilities. and a lack of concrete teaching experience them-
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selves, field staffmay not have the time or the capacity to carefully assess
teachers' classroom practices. They monitor attendance and completion
but do not measure teaching quality.

In addition to the supervision provided by BRAC staff, parents and
students also supervise NFPE program teachers, although on a more
infonnal basis. Whereas teacher absenteeism is a major problem in the
fonnal school system, BRAC reports that parents and students, who live
close to the teacher, ensure that NFPE program teacher absenteeism is
negligible. In interviews with approximately 15 parents from two BRAC
schools, parents reported that BRAC teachers relate well to both parents
and children and that they often visit students' homes to discuss specific
problems with parents. Building and maintaining aclose relationship with
parents is acore component ofthe BRAC teacher training program. These
wann relationships were supported by interviews with several BRAC
students and teachers. For example, one teacher reported that when she is
absent from school, students come tv hu h:m~c to 1ind!';~~::~). ...:,~t~o C!Qit:'
she turned down ajob at a Government school that offered a much higher
salarybecauseofherattachment to herstudents. Teachers are also reported
to seek out students in their homes when they are absent. (Joshi 1992).

Parents
Substantial parent involvement is a major feature of BRAC schools. At
least two meetings are held with the parents ofprospective students before
the BRAC schools open. During these meetings, the parents assist in
selecting the teacher and setting the school schedule. In addition,
parents may help BRAC locate, renovate, and lease an appropriate
school room.

After the school starts, BRAe staff convene monthly meetings with
teachers and parents. Meetings are held at a convenient time and place set
by the parents, usually during the day, which means that they are usually
attendedby women since men are in the fields during the day. The meetings
often will not start until a guardian representing each child is present;
BRAC staff or teachers may go directly to a tardy guardian's home to
encourage him or her to attend the meeting. By contrast, a recent survey of
randomly selected parents of fonnal primary school children found that
only32 percent could recall asingle parent-teachermeeting in the previous
12 months. Of those who did recall meetings, only 60 percent reported
attending (Rahman Rahman Huq 1992b, Annex IV).

The most frequently discussed topic in the BRAC parent-teachermeetings
is the parents' responsibility to send their children to school regularly.
Other topics may include maternal and child health, and social issues such
as dowry and early marriage. BRAC takes definite positions on these

!
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issues and articulates these positions both within the classrooms and in
parent meetings. Parent meetings are also intended to provide a forum for
parents to express their concerns to BRAC staff and teachers, although in
the three meetings observed by one of the report authors, there was little
time devoted to airing of parents' concerns.

What are parents' concerns? According to Khan and Arefeen (1992),
parents from low-income families report that the chief obstacles that
prevent children from participating in primary school are direct and
indirect costs. Although the Government provides free textbooks and
charges no tuition, parents ofchildren attending Government schools incur
direct costs when they purchase uniforms and school supplies, engage
private tutors, and pay miscellaneous fees. As described in Chapter VI,
these direct costs are substantial to an average rural family in Bangladesh.
In addition, parents incur indirect opportunity costs when they release
children from their chores at home to attend and to travel to and from

- ::·~;..""".'::=~":~~···scEccl-' YJJaa and-Arefeen also documented other parent concemsnot
directly related to cost, such as discrimination against students from less
well-off families, scheduling, discipline, classroom environment, and
distance. As described in this report, BRAC schools address all of these
concerns, and parent satisfaction with BRAC schools is accordingly high.

Instructional Schedule
BRAC schools meet two and one-halfto three hours per day for 268 days
per year. School is held six days a week. As noted above, the school hours
are established by the parents and may be changed according to the
parents' needs for their children's labor throughout the agricultural year.
Parents report that their children "can do household work and study in the
school as well" (Begum, Akhter, and Rahman 1988, 96). Homework for
BRAC students requires less than 20 minutes per day and is designed to be
completed without assistance from a literate person, minimizing the time
needed away from household duties for both the children and other family
members. The BRAe school schedule allows for a short vacation, which
is determined jointly by parents and teachers. In addition, teachers are
permitted up to 12 days of leave, beyond which Taka ten per day is
deducted from their honorarium and given to the substitute teacher for
taking the class. Teacher absences, however, are reportedly quite low.

Actual engaged time is reported to be high in BRAC schools. Because
ofthe relatively low student-teacher ratio, teachers require little time to
take roll and no time is wasted moving from one class to another. In
addition, BRAC teachers assign little homework and consequently
spend a modicum of class time on it.
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By contrast, the Government schools operate 220 days a year for one or
two, two to three hour shifts per day. In addition. teachers in Government
schools may have as many as 100 students in a classroom, at least tripling
the amount of time allocated to simply taking roll. A recent study of
Government schools also reported considerable wastage of class time
while teachers corrected students' homework one at a time rather than
reviewing the homework with the whole class (Karim 1992). The Karim
study estimated that after roll call, homework correction, and breaks
between classes, the actual instructional time is only one hour per day in
Government schools, resulting in approximately 220 hours of engaged
time per year rather than the 660 hours allocated.

Because most of BRAe's classroom time is allocated to instruction, the
estimated annual range ofactual instruction is between 670 and 804 hours
(less 36 hours if a teacher were to take the fuII12 days ofleave per year).
If indeed Government students are enl!;a~ed in actual learning only one
hourp"r ~-.:i:V ;t..·:f"""'IYl"'~""s ih...n, :~ '~"'!"""'''''.,..;('O'"'_ ~hA; ~n.\·:Q~ment counter•... --"./, .:1•••••~., ••• ---"'r-"--" - ..

parts, BRAC students may be receiving between 450 and 584 additional
hours of instructional time per year, and from 1,350 to 1,752 extra hours
over three years. In terms of the annual engaged time in Government
schools, this may be comparable to almost seven years of additional
schooling for BRAC children. These estimates, however, must also take
into account the fact that the BRAC curriculum comprises only four
subjects while the Government curriculum comprises six.

Instructional Site
BRAC schools operate in rented one-room houses and storerooms at least
240 square feet in size made ofbamboo and mud walls with corrugated tin
roofs. BRAC rents these buildings for just two and one-halfto three hours
per day, for less than US$5 per month. Students sit on woven mats on a
packed mud floor in a "U" shape, with a blackboard and teaching aids in
the front ofthe classroom. Neither the teacher nor the students have desks,
and students do notusuallywearuniforms, butare expected to be clean. All
books and stationery are supplied by BRAe.

Government schools, by contrast, are typicallyplastered brick buildingsor
corrugated tin sheds. Classrooms contain benches and desks for children
and a table and chair for the teacher. Most have a blackboard, and some have
wall charts. Books and basic school supplies are provided by the Government,
although parents must pay for notebooks and fees for private tutors.

The distance from home to school for BRAC students ranges from less than
I km to 2.5 km. In comparison, the average catchment area for Government
schools is about 3.2 sq km, with distances somewhat higher in the remote
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rural areas (see Figure IV.6). Proximity to students' households is impor
tant for several reasons. First, the opportunity cost to parents is lower as
children lose less of their time in travel to and from school. Second, when
girls are able to attend school in their neighborhoods, the opportunities for
harassment and embarrassment are reduced. Finally, parents are able to
monitor what happens inside the schoolroom; they can see how their
children are treated and whether they are happy and busy.

Classroom Environment
The 30 students that comprise a BRAC school move through three years
ofcourse work as asingle group_ One teacher leads the group. This student
teacher ratio is very low in comparison to the lower grades ofGovernment
schools where the Khan and Arefeen survey ofeight schools found more
than 50 children per teacher in Classes I and II (Khan and Arefeen 1992,
Annexure 2). Students are often divided into small working groups, in
which quicker students help the slower. There is no tracking, and all
students move together through the lessons at a single pace.

Although BRAC materials stress a child-centered philosophy oflearning,
the classrooms observed were relatively traditional. For each lesson, the
teacher gave brief instruction on the board, asked ifeveryone understood,
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and then assigned problems or work. The teacher then evaluated each
student individually. Students received immediate individual feedback on
their work, but there appeared to be agreat deal oftime wasted as students
waited for the teacher to correct each student's work. The teacher asked
straightforward questions that required little analysis by students or
offered little opportunity for discussion. A team member recorded the
following description of one teacher: "She turns to the part [of the social
studies book] on religious places and talks about mosques, temples, and
churches. The class listens ... She then gets into the history of the British
Raj in larger India ... describes the splitting of Pakistan and then the
independence ofBangladesh , .. [There are a lot ofchorus replies rom the
class as she reads and clarifies for them the details]. She asks the class to
look at aparticular page and point to the words as she reads them aloud. 'Do
you understand?' asks the teacher. Now the whole class is asked to repeat
after the teacher-the same passage. The class does this one sentence at a
':me "(Jo~"'i 1110"\u... ~i.J.: '.r"ho),

Other activities included making sentences out ofEnglish words, with the
teacher reading sentences as students point to words, having students take
turns reading, having students explain what theyunderstand about specific
words, having students write sentences with vocabulary words, and
copying lines of a poem. Throughout all written activities, the teacher
circled the room correcting each student's work individually.

Instruction in the core subjects was broken up with co-curricular activities,
sometimes for as httle as five minutes between subjects. This resulted in
the students remaining stationary for more than one hour at a time.

Curriculum

Early Curriculum and Materials

The first set ofNFPE program instructional materials were developed in an
experimental children's education project operated by BRAC's Training
and Resource Center in Savar, which were themselves adapted from
BRAC's adult literacy materials. The materials consisted ofone large book
that was used as both text and workbook and covered mathematics and
reading and writing in Bangia. In 1982, a materials specialist developed
and field-tested new instructional materials, consisting ofseveral separate
texts, including aBangia primer, aClass Imath book, and aClass Ireading
preparation book. These materials have been revised several times with
assistance from the Institute for Education and Research at Dhaka Univer
sity and several outside consultants, and are reported on more fully in the
next section.

I.
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The curriculum originally covered three subjects: Bangia, math, and social
studies. By 1987 it was clear that many of the NFPE program graduates
planned to continue in the Governmentschools, and the BRACcurriculumwas
modified to incorporate English, arequired subject in the Government schools.

Current Curriculum and Materials

The current BRAC curriculum spans Classes I through III and includes
BangIa, mathematics, social studies, and English with an emphasis on the
practical health and social issues that are likely to be encountered by a
typical BRAC student. Class time is allocated in the following segments:
Bangia (25 minutes reading and 25 minutes writing); mathematics (35
minutes); social studies (25 minutes); and two 20-minute co-curricular
activities, which include physical exercise, field trips, singing, and danc
ing. English is added to the schedule in Class III.

The following an,alyses are based on textbooks provided by BRAC in
March 1992. The =BRAe Materials Segjpn is aw.~~ .of.t}1p. w.p.a1cnesses
described below and has been working to revise all the textbooks to make
them more child-centered and activity-based. An entirely revised social
studies textbook, scheduled for release in March 1993, is not covered in
these analyses.

Objectives

The BRAC curriculum addresses significantly fewer objectives than does
the Government's primary curriculum, particularly in language and math
ematics. Table IV.2 shows that in BangIa, the BRAC curriculum contains
an average of about six objectives per grade while the Government
curriculum addresses an average of23, In mathematics the differences are
even greater, with an average of nine objectives per grade for BRAe as
compared with an average of 31 objectives for the Government curricu
lum.

'I,\BLE 1\',2

Comparison of Number of Objectives in BRAC and Government Curricula

Bangia Math Social Studies

BRAe Gov't ~ Gov't BRAk QQY!

Class 1 5 22 3 22 36 14

Class 2 7 23 16 35 27 29

Class 3 6 25 9 36 26 38

Source: Corey 1991.

I ..
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In the social studies curriculum. however. BRAC tends to address almost
as many objectives (actually more in Class I) as the Government curricu
lum. with the major difference being that BRAC places agreater emphasis
on health-related issues such as the harmful effects of ronen food; the
importance of safe water. immunizations. a clean environment. and personal
hygiene; the prevention of diseases: and the problems of ovetpOpulation.

The Government curriculum is somewhat more oriented toward the
scientific process, i.e .. observing. classifying, describing. determining
cause and effect, and drawing conclusions. This scientific-process theme
permeates the Government's Classes Ithrough III. In addition, the Govern
ment curriculum articulates the importance of"realizing the needs ofpoor
classmates and ifnecessary. sharing food. books, pencils, etc. with them."

It is conceivable that BRAC's lean curriculum may be acontributing factor
to its success. Having a curriculum that addresses fewer topics allows
teachers to cover them at a deeper level than if the teacher is respm:~ible

ur covering many topics, although this was not necessarily (,.vufill!!';U in

the classroom observations. The major differences between the two
curricula, however, is that BRAC's simp)ified curriculum is effectively
implemented in BRAC schools while the more comprehensive Govern
ment curriculum is not fully implemented in most Government classrooms.

Instructional Materials

The materials in the BRAe NFPE program can best be described as
traditional. They resemble the reading primers and basic arithmetic books
that have been used for decades throughout much of the world. For
example, they begin with simple words for recognition and move to
increasingly complex language; they begin with pictures ofobjects, have
students count the objects, and then move to increasingly complex and
abstract mathematical operations.

The materials are carefully sequenced, segmented into short, discrete
lessons, and attractively printed in small, non-threatening booklets (as
opposed to larger books that can overwhelm young learners). There is one
reading primer for the eight-week preparatory phase (this phase is only two
weeks for older students), one reading booklet and one math booklet for
each of the three primary grades, and one social studies booklet for each
of grades two and three. Concrete examples from everyday life are used
throughout the booklets, especially in the social studies materials, where
students are exposed to the critical development topics cited above.

These materials support traditional. didactic teaching--eontrol, direction,
predictability-and they rely on, and in some ways encourage, rote
learning through repetition, recognition, recall, and recitation. A certain

I :;.
~

'. ~, .
"""1 oJ:-'

, .- .... ;

I" •
I: .
i .

1
I .

I.... , '.'.I"·: :'-.' ,
I -
f -" •

i

50 ADVANCING BASIC EDUCATION &LITERACY (ABEL) •



BRAC'S NONFORMAL PRIMARY EDUCATION PROGRAM

amount ofeach ofthese methods is necessary for learning to take place, and
given the limited time available for teacher training-a total of 15 days of
pre-service training-there is some merit to using asimple, unambiguous,
even lock-step approach to teaching. In addition, BRAe's instructional
materials do not support the activity-based or child-centered approach to
learning articulated in the teacher training materials, and it is questionable
whether the materials would further the BRAe goal of empowering
students.

For example, on the first page of the first reader, a red ball is shown next
to the word "ball." Underthat, the word "red" is boxed in, with lines to give
it prominence. The rest of the page consists of three lines of words: ball,
ball, ball; red ball; red ball. The basic method used here is sight recognition
and oral recitation. This same method is used for all 20 lessons in the primer
used for the preparatory phase. This approach to reading is called "whole

.wgrd," as opposed to the "alphabetical method," which the manual
- ··~:-;:...::;:eon5idcrs outofdate.1nfact )tis.more.c.ommon to refer to these approaches

as "whole language" and "phonetic," and both methods are generally
considered effective (Singer and Ruddell 1989), and are widely used in
tandem in the United States and many other countries. The approach used
in the BRAe primer is atime-proven way to teach students "sight words."
Whether this method teaches reading, which implies meaning, is quite
another question.

Generally, good reading sequences begin in context, move to isolated
analysis of component parts, and end in a new context. In contrast, the
method revealed in BRAe's curriculum, as of March 1992, may help
students develop a sight-word vocabulary but does not directly help
studentsconstruct meaning orgain mastery (ownership) overlanguage, an
important foundation for supporting lifelong literacy. This foundation is all
the more important for students who may attend school for only a few
years. Nevertheless, given learners' innate capacity to synthesize and
reconstruct knowledge, the limited time in the classroom, the teacher
educational background and skills, and the focus on basic skills, the sight
word approach seems at least appropriate.

The basic NFPE program reading series, called "Esho Pori" ("Let's
Read"), continues with this approach through the first, second, and third
levels. While the reading gradually becomes more complex, culminating
in full-blown stories, the method of dealing with the written material is
essentially the same rote-recall approach. The questions that follow the
stories ask students to recall facts from the story, repeat phrases verbatim,
choose the right answer from multiple-choice questions, fill in the blanks,
and make sentences using specific words. Nowhere in these readers are
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students asked to retell the stories in their own words; nor are they asked
open-ended questions that allow them to make personal discoveries. All
answers are predetermined.

The same methodology is present in the mathematics and social studies
booklets, where the learning is deductive, the examples are given and not
elicited, the exercises are routine, and the answers are fixed and lie outside
the world of the learner in either the text or the teacher's head. The work
that students do at home is not used in the social studies lessons; the objects
of the students' daily lives-the tools they use, the plants they grow, the
grain they pound-are not brought to class to discuss, to measure, to grow,
or to analyze.

Gender Balance

Males and females are represented equally in the BRAC textbooks. When
families are introduced, fathers and mothers, sons and daughters, and all
relatives are equally represented by gender. This is also true ofexamples
drawn from work: fathers farm, fish, and run shops; mot"ters fetch \Vater,
cook, and nurse the sick. Byand large, traditional gender roles are depicted
in the materials. There are some notable exceptions, however. In the
second level social studies reader, women are shown teaching school,
working as a nurse, and sitting behind a large desk in an office. In the third
level social studies reader, the only health worker depicted is a woman.
While the number of "non-traditional" jobs available to women (or men)
in the villages of Bangladesh is limited-some argue that depicting such
employment only encourages rural-urban migration-it seems appropri
ate that BRAC, because of its recruitment ofgirls and its extensive use of
female teachers, would emphasize employment opportunities for women
based on an expanded definition of female social roles.

In summary, as of March 1992, BRAC's curriculum materials meet the
standards set for them: they required little or no homework; they were
appropriate for the grade levels they covered; they were complete, in that
they provided both the teacher and the students with sufficient material for
the pedagogy they support; and they were produced on durable, low-cost
paper. Despite BRAC's goals, however, there was nothing inherent in the
materials to make them especially activity-based or learner-centered.
Although thematerials seem to be effective as measured byNFPEprogram
students' performance, there remains much room for improvement. Many
ofthe potential curriculum improvements, however, may not be compat
ible with other aspects ofBRAC's low-cost, fast replicating model. Most
follow from atransformation ofthe actual pedagogy used in the classroom,
which depends on refonn of teacher training and supervision. While the
curriculum materialsthemselves, through their impliedorexplicit learning
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modes'. can influence teaching styles, they seldom do; at the most, they tend
to support a teaching style, not transfonn it.

NFPE program headquarters staffwere particularly eager to have the team
look at the curriculum and arewell aware ofits weaknesses. Until recently,
the teachers were given a separate teacher's guide to parallel each
textbook; since BRAC teachers do not have desks and are encouraged to
move around the classroom, switching back and forth between the text and
the teachers' guide has proved unwieldy. The staff are now producing
teachers' editions ofthe textbooks that incorporate suggestions for child
centered activities and questions in the margins ofthe text. In addition, in
1992-93, while a senior staff member recently returned from a year of
overseas training and will begin to update the teacher training curriculum,
the head of the materials development section is spending a year in a
diplomaprogramin London. BRAC hopes that this trainingwill expose the
staffmember to SQme ofthe Jatest innovations in chiJd-centered, activity-

~"~'--:.-::-'- ~.~~.~d e~\1~tion. When the staffmember returns in September1993,lbese
innovations will be used to revise the NFPE program curricula. Mean
while, as this report goes to press, the NFPE materials unit is scheduled to
release a revised version ofthe social studies textbook that is intended to
make it more child-centered and activity-based. In March 1993, BRAC
schools began receiving semi-monthly waH newspapers that provide
additional neo-literate-appropriate reading material in the classroom and
also provide new ideas for co-curricular activities.

Conclusions
Two points should be emphasized in concluding this review ofBRAC's
NFPE program. First, the NFPE program is one of BRAC's newest
programs. BRAC did not start out as an expert in education. It responded
to an identified need. Its staff has developed expertise by doing and by
actively seeking out appropriate training in Bangladesh and overseas.
BRAC's success in primary education in Bangladesh can be attributed
partially to its staWs willingness to revise and re-revise every aspect of its
program to make it more and more relevant to the target group's needs.

Second, by Bangladeshi standards, BRAC classrooms are quite progres
sive. However traditional the NFPE program learning approach may be to
those outside ofthe country, it is considered innovative in Bangladesh. For
example, Khan and Arefeen (1992) described the instruction as follows:

The teaching method in the NFPE program is similar to the kindergar
ten system based on the Montessori method. The first few weeks the
children ... get accustomed to the school through extra-curricular
activities, such as songs, dancing, story telling, etc. The children are
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encouraged to take the initiative in these [activities] and to participate
freely. Even the learning material is introduced through a method in
which the children can participate and relate to real life situations.
Punishment in any form by the teachers is strictly prohibited in the
NFPE programs. The otheraspect ofthe NFPE program which attracts
the children is the teachers' interest and suggestions in learning good
manners and neatness and cleanliness. The teachers encourage the
girls and boys to neaten their hair and [wash] themselves [before]
coming to school. The NFPE program ... children that we met in the
village clearly stood out from those who did not [participate] by ...
the [outgoing and polite] way they greeted us. the language they used
to talk to us, and their general appearance (pp. 23-24).

In conclusion, BRAC's main innovation, in Bangladeshi or global tenns,
is its design ofa low-cost; rapidly replicable model that reaches the most
disadvantaged children. To understand this aspect of its model requires a
clo~c, lo~,k .#\ ;i!; apPWCsi.:i-.lo ocveiopment management, which is the
subject of the next chapter.
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ChaptcrV
BRAe'sApproach to Development Management

BRAC's ability to implement all the necessary elements ofa targeted basic
education program derives not so much from its expertise in education as
its proven experience in managing rural development and health service
delivery programs. The elements ofBRAC'seducation program described
in Chapter IV are familiar to educators all over the world. While familiar
to those working in rural development, however, BRAC's development
management model may be new to those working in nonformal education
and with NGOs.

In this chapter, BRAes approach to development management is pre
sented in two segments: BRAC's approach to development. and BRAC's
approach to management.

BRAe'sApproach to Development

Targeted

By global standards, almost everyone in rural Bangladesh is poor. For an
outsider, accurately identifying the relatively more disadvantaged poor
those unable to participate in even the small opportunities foradvancement
available in rural Bangladesh-is almost impossible. For this reason,
many of the development agencies that began working in Bangladesh
villages during the first half of the 1970s, including BRAC, initially
adopted a community-wide approach.

By the last halfofthe 19705, however, many ofthe development agencies
concluded that the wealthier villagers had benefitted most and the poorer
villagers had benefitted least from thisuntargeted approach. In 1977, based
on its own experience and research in rural villages, BRAC decided to
target all ofits programs to the more disadvantaged rural households. Since
that time, the BRAC strategy has been to place more and more emphasis
on women (Chen 1983). By June 1992,60 percent of BRAC's village
organizations were exclusively for women.

Existing surveys and censuses do not provide the kind ofdetailed informa
tion on income and landholdings that BRAC needs to identify the target
groups for its rural development programs. BRAC has therefore designed
its own household survey instrument to be used in conducting sample
surveys prior to starting work in any new areas. These surveys are used to
identify the most disadvantaged rural households in each area. When the
NFPE program decides to open schools in an area where BRAC already
has programs, NFPEprogramstaffuse existing surveysand the knowledge
of experienced BRAC staff working in that area to identify the children
most likely to be left out of the Government primary system. In areas
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without operational BRAC programs, NFPE program staff use BRAC's
household survey protocols to identify target households. The criteria for
selecting new sites for NFPEprogram and KK schools state that there must
be an adequate number of target girls within one or two kilometers of the
proposed school site and several qualified teacher candidates, preferably
women, within the same area. According to BRAC staff and to the Khan
and Arefeen survey, few sites are unable to meet these criteria. It appears,
however, that setting these criteria in advance and including gender
desegregated statistics for both students and teachers in both routine
reporting documents and periodic external evaluations have played a
critical role in helping the NFPE program meet its 70 percent target for
female teachers and students.

Participatory

BRAC's approach to development i~ also based on parent and community
participation. This is a particular challenge in that the ?,I~ji:l) ill BllAC';.
target households, in addition to being pooreven by Bangladesh standards,
are also likely to be illiterate. While many have benefitted from BRAC's
funetionalliteracyandconscientizationprograms, few can writemore than
their names or read more than the sign on aGovernment office. What role
can these illiterate parents play in school management and supervision?

Having experimented with many combinations of financial, in-kind, and
time contributions-from building a straw hut with their own labor to
pressuring local elites for access to a one-room building three hours per
day-BRAC has settled on amodest level ofparent involvement. Parents
help select the students and the teacherand determine the school hours and
holidays. In addition, they pledge to send their children to school, attend
monthly parents' meetings, and replace broken slates and worn mats.

BRAC originally hoped that parents might assume more financial respon
sibility for the school after the first three-year cycle was completed and a
second was begun. To date, this has not proved to be the case; BRAC has
thus far been unable to mobilize more parental support for second- or even
third-cycle schools than for first-cycle schools. Nonetheless, once the
younger students graduate from NFPE program schools, more than 90
percent oftheir families find funds, ifonly temporarily, to send them on to
Class IV (see ChapterVI for amore detailed discussion ofthe private costs
associated with formal primary education).

Sectoral

At the same time that BRAC switched from a"community" to a"targeted"
approach, it also switched from a"comprehensive integrated" approach
developing all basic services in a community at the same time-to a

I
I.

....
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"sectoral integrated" approach-providing all the intermediary services
necessary to make interventions in selected sectors work. BRAC now has
two types ofcredit and income-generating programs, aprimary education
program, several health programs, and periodic disaster assistance pro
grams. Each program is considered a separate cost center with its own
donors. All are not present in every BRAC area. Each program has its own
objectives, and BRAC avoids burdening one program with the objectives
of another. For example, NFPE program parents' meetings are not com
bined with savings group meetings, and NFPE program schools are just
schools, not multi-purpose cormnunitydevelopmentcenters, creditunions, etc.

To the degree that the NFPE program is not burdened with multiple
objectives, it is relatively easy to eliminate components that do not work
and to substitute others quickly. In 1985, BRAC's original NFPE program
project budget included uniforms; however, by the time the children had
been selected, it was cJear that uniforms were not needed to ensure the

~·:"'~~:::':·:::':;;"":-'1aij'ctgroi.ip's"'sdl-o()I·attendance or performance. BRAC subsequently
used the uniform budget line item to open more schools than originally
planned. More recently, although none ofthe three external evaluations to
date cited malnutrition or the lackofaschool feeding programas aproblem
in NFPE program schools, an offer from an international donor to fund a
school feeding component is causing BRAC to consider the pros and cons
of such a move. Is this an unforeseen opportunity that will strengthen the
program and should not be passed up? Will the benefits outweigh the
additional administrative burden, or would a feeding program complicate
the NFPE program model and slow down expansion? Will it help or hinder
efforts to increasecormnunitymanagementoftheschools in the mediumtenn?
Will it change the parents' motivation for sending children to school for better
or worse? Will it cause unwanted competition with Government schools?

BRAC's de facto policy in all of its sectoral programs is to become
involved in those intermediary activities judged instrumental to meet
sectoral program goals. The NFPE program is considering incorporating
non-school components to the extent that those components contribute to
the overall goal of providing basic numeracy and literacy to children that
will be useful to them as they become adults. For example, to help NFPE
program graduates who do not continue in the formal system to maintain
their literacy, NFPE is experimenting with self-supporting Community
Reading Centers. Likewise, NFPE program staff are discussing ways to
help NFPE program graduates who continue their education to handle the
large amounts of homework assigned in the formal system. Employing
part-time tutors is one idea currently being explored.
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National

BRAe management does not considerthe organization's onlyoreven
principal job to be one of building and demonstrating development
models. Although transfer ofexperience and systems (to Government
and other non-government organizations) is considered important,
the essential job of BRAe is to reach as many of the rural poor as
possible, as fast as possible, with interventions that can help them
change their lives. BRAC's management believes that because it has
Iearned (and continues to learn) how to do rural development, because
it has the structural base and resource capacity to expand rapidly, and
because there is such need, it has a responsibility and imperative to
scale up rapidly. (Lovell 1992,26)

As Lovell notes, this strategy is not an appropriate one for all NGOs, but
BRAe has already proven its ability to work on a national scale, both
independently and as a partner. with' the Gcve!1lJllcnt. 'D:!rou.gh its Oral
Therapy Extension Program (i 98o-90filRACreacheu 12 miHion house
holds with a seven-point message that taught at least one woman in each
householdhowto make and whento use asimpleoral rehydration solution.
Between 1986 and 1990, BRAC helped the Government reach 4.5 million
households with immunizations for the most common childhood diseases.
BRAC has derived several lessons from these two experiences: "NGO
collaboration with the Government can work well in sectors that have been
assigned high priority by the Government," human service programs do
not necessarily have to lose quality when they go to scale, and NGOs are
not necessarily "limited to small, localized activities that have little
national consequence" (BRAC 1992a, 19).

To a large degree, BRAC's success with these national programs in the
health sector provided both the experience and confidence needed to look
for ways to address the current gap between the supply ofand demand for
primary education in rural areas.

BRAC'sApproach to Management
The NFPE program management model is an adaptation ofadecentralized
management model developedbytrial and error in BRAC'searlyyears and
now adapted to each of BRAC's programs. The NFPE program's first
managers had come up through the ranks of BRAC's ongoing sectoral
programs---eredit, health, etc. While they had everything to learn aboutthe
technical aspects of implementing an education program, the common
understanding ofBRAC'smanagement model and goals that they brought
with them meant that the NFPE program did not have to invent a
management model. Likewise, in its early years, NFPE program staffused
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office space in field offices established by older BRAC programs: the early
NFPE program was not burdened \\'ith the time-consuming logistics
associated with finding and furnishing work and living space for its staff.
By mid-1992. however. the NFPE program had outgrown available space
in existing BRAC offices and began establishing independent field offices
in all of its areas.

Field-Oriented

As of June 1992,90 percent ofBRAC's 3.556 full-time, permanent staff
members were working out of the head office and decentralized offices,
including seven training centers, scattered across halfof Bangladesh's 64
districts in Dhaka houses a skeleton staffof senior managers and technical
specialists as well as the ~entral personnel and accounting office staff. A
tight-knit team of decentralized mid-level managers and organizers with
clear geographica~d sectoral responsibilities, loosely coupled with afairly
comprehensive array offield-orie!1~~clliiical ~nd .5uPt:6~ se~vices st'af!, 
implement the program.

In August 1992, the full-time NFPE program field staff consisted of four
regional managers (RMs), ten area educational managers (AEMs), 61 field
officers (FOs), and 580 program organizers (POs), with another 140 new
POs scheduled to be hired before December 1992 (Anis 1992a). These
field staffreport to one field operations manager in the NFPE program head
office and are supported by one training manager with four training staff,
one materials development manager with six staff, and two logistics staff.
All head office managers and the regional managers, to some extent, report
directly to the Program Coordinator, who is assisted by one Program
Assistant and five monitoring officers. As of mid-1992, about 6,000
teachers were classified as temporary project staff. The number ofteachers
is usually less than the number ofschools: a significant number ofteachers
with more than three years ofexperience and demonstrated aptitude teach
in more than one school if the school hours are not overlapping. An
organization chart is provided in Figure V.I.

The critical link between BRAC and the members and beneficiaries ofall
its programs is the PO, a bachelor's or masters' degree holder hired at the
Dhaka orregional office, who works in a fixed geographic area with a fixed
number of groups or project sites. Because the Bangladesh Civil Service
(BCS), one ofthe country's largest employers ofcollege-educated person
nel in Bangladesh. was under a hiring freeze in recent years, BRAC has
been able to recruit POs from among the top graduates of the best
universities. Nevertheless, the average PO is usually less than 30 years old,
has no formal training in rural development. and receives less than 15 days of
orientation at a BRAC training center before being assigned to the field .

... ,
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FIGURE \'.1

NFPE Organizational Chart
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POs serve as the grassroots management force for the NFPE program.
Their work, as described in the 49-page manual for the program, Organiz
ers Appointed for the Nonformal Primary Education Program (BRAe
1991 b), falls into three broad stages: surveying sites for new centers;
starting new centers; and supporting ongoing centers.

The average PO supervises 15 to 20 centers and may be engaged in all three
stages of work simultaneously. In addition to the guidance received from
field officers, the POs' work is structured by detailed practical guidance in
the manual. For example, the survey sites manual describes the following
tasks that the PO must carry out:

Surveying Sites

• visit villages;

• conduct household surveys as needed and tabulate data; and

• select sites.
Starting New Centers

• procure school supplies from the local market;

• negotiate a long-tenn lease and renovations for a school room;

• organize three parents' meetings; and

• select and schedule training for a teacher.

I
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Supporting Ongoing Centers

• visit the school at least two times per month, each time checking on
the condition of the classroom, students, and teacher, and the
progress of the lessons (the handbook provides a list of more than
50 quantitative and qualitative indicators to check during each visit.
For example. the PO manual suggests five common reasons for
irregular student attendance along with 14 different potential re
sponses);

• meet weekly with school committees;

• facilitate the delivery of some supplies from the head office and
procurement from the local market of others;

• prepare reports;

• teach monthly refresher courses; and

• use informal meetings to develop wann and cordial relationships
with~ m.arYs:!.U~~ntslteaeheisl and parents as humanly possible. I·'

The BRAC field office, which is frequently located in isolated areas with
no telephone and perhaps irregular electricity, is the home, office, and
recreation center for ten to 11 pas and one FO. Field staff typically work
long hours, six days a week. They generally travel by bicycle or, as they
gain seniority, by motorcycle, often in inclement weather.

Given this heavy workload and the difficult working conditions, it is not
surprising that more than 50 percent of all pas drop out during the first
year. 3 Ifthey survive several months, over the course oftheir first year they
will be eligible for training at one ofBRAC'straining and resource centers.
The training is outlined in Table V.l.

T\BI.E \'.1

Training Provided to NFPE
First-Year Program Organizers

Staff development
(NFPE program-specific orientation)
Training of trainers
(preparation to do teachers' monthly refresher training)
Basic teacher training
(an abridged version of the teacher training course)

TOTAL

Source: BRAe Training and Resource Center.

6 days

8 days

8 days

22 days

)This dropout rate is similar to the rates ofother Bangladeshi NGOs that use recent
college graduates as Iront-Iine staff.
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POs with two or more years ofexperience are eligible for promotion to FO
or trainers and later may move up to area manager, regional manager, and
perhaps even division chief. All BRAe's field staffand even its trainers are
promoted through the PO ranks. Although in the early years, NFPE
program managers were recruited from other, older BRAC programs, by
mid-1992 all NFPE program mid-level management had come up through
the ranks of the NFPE program. Only a few technical specialists are hired
and kept at the Dhaka and regional offices. BRAC purposely recruits field
officers with college degrees so that all have the necessary academic
background to be eligible for the more advanced management training
necessary for promotion into mid-level and senior management positions.
In-house training is provided to mid-level managers, and a significant
number ofmid- and senior-level managers are also sent overseas for short
and long-term regional and international training.

In the first halfof1992, in an effort to further stretch its field staff, the NFPE
program began field-testing para-professional ~r:-C1,-:::-:~~~pt(vj5':IIS re
cruited from one of the villages near a cluster of schools that they would
be supervising. This is an adaptation ofa para-professional model used in
many BRAC programs to stretch professional field staff further and to
involve mure local people in the development process. During the field
trial period, one experienced PO supervised three teacher-supervisors, and
each teacher-supervisor was responsible for 15 to 17 schools. An internal
evaluation in 1993 will help the NFPE program to decide if and how to
generalize this model,

Table V.2 shows NFPE's planned staffing pattern for its 1993-95 expan
sion in areas where it has not previously worked. In addition, during the
same period, BRAC will be expandingthe numberofschools in itsongoing
Rural Development Program from approximately 12,000 to 14,500. This
will result in a total of 50,000 schools at the end of 1995.

Learning-Oriented

Lovell (1992), drawing on Peter Senge's work in 1990, characterizes
BRAC as a"learning" organization that uses formal and informal reporting
and feedback to help its staff build a shared vision, encourage personal
mastery, examine mental models, foster team learning, and promote
systems thinking. The evolution of the NFPE program is consistent with
this characterization. Since 1979, BRAC has tested at least three distinct
approaches to nonformal primary education, of which the present NFPE
program is the most recent hybrid. Since 1986 it has revised its curriculum
and teacher training several times. The teacher-supervisor pilot activity
described in the preceding section is typical of the type of experiments
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BRAe is constantly trying out in its two well-monitored "laboratory" areas
in Manikganj and Sulla.

The "learning" process described by Lovell involves at least three essential
activities: the gathering and timely dissemination of relevant formal and
informal data by the people who need it; the self-conscious use ofthat data
in identifying issues and developing appropriate responses; and the
provision of resources to address the issues raised by the data analysis.

Data Collection and Dissemination

The three main sources of management information for the NFPE pro
gram-an MIS and Monitoring Unit established in 1992, occasional
reports from BRAe's Research and Evaluation Division, and routine
external evaluations carried out by independent consultants-regularly
provide data for routine management and policy decisions. The relevance
and quality ofthe data and its systematic dissemination to the levels ofthe

- __organi~tion IDost likely to use it, however, are not necessarily assured.
These systems stiii serve as a backup to the information shared at routine
meetings involving participants from various levels of the organization.

1.\BI.1': \',2

NFPE's Planned Staffing Pattern
1993 - 1995

i

I

New School Requirement
1m W

Total New Schools This Proposal 9,000 10,000

Field Staff Requirement
1m 1m

Regional Manager -
Field Operations

Area Manager 5 5

Field Officer 45 50

Program Organizer 562 625

Program Monitor 5 5

Accountant 5 5

Office Assistant 5 5

Accounts Assistant cum storekeeper 45 50

Soulte: BRAe 1992b (November).
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16,500 35,500

~ .Imal

2 4

9 19

82 177

1,031 2,218

9 19

9 19

9 19

82 177
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BRAC's senior management response to negative feedback from each of
these three systems sometimes takes the form of pilot activities that test
alternative solutions to implementation problems. This type of response
helps to send a message to the field that negative feedback is welcome and
that senior management is ready to provide the field with the help it needs to
implement the program effectively.

BRAe's formal reporting system includes overlapping systems of ac
counting, monitoring, evaluation, research. and auditing, each of which
gathers its own data for different, though sometimes overlapping, audi
ences. The regular management information system starts at the field level,
where POs prepare weekly work plans, describing the groups they will
visit. Progress on these work plans and standardized quantitative data on
school performance are reviewed each week at meetings attended by the
entire field staff. The standardized quantitative data is in tum forwarded to
the Head Office through the Area Managers. The Head Office uses the data
to rank the schools, and the nc·,,;,·::. CiCo.tC.L: ;'':;~ci::, P1U~1l1iil Monitoring Unit
conducts random checks on the quality of the data. The NFPE program
Monitoring Unit also collects qualitative data at the school level in a
sample ofareas each month and subsequently shares the data with the POS
in those areas. At present, the field offices receive less feedback from the
head office on qualitative measures than on quantitative measures, and the
message this sends to field offices deserves to be considered. Some ofthe
quantitative data collected through routine reports is prominently dis
played in NFPE program field offices, and all of the staff we talked to
seemed to understand the performance implications of these displays.

BRAe's Research and Evaluation Division (RED) carries out internal
evaluations and ad hoc studies ofthe NFPE program on an ongoing basis.
Most of the requests for these evaluations and studies are generated at the
head office, although BRAC is making efforts to make RED more
responsive to field needs. At present, RED's ability to address the NFPE
program's research needs is limited by a lack of permanent staff with
expertise in education. As a result, the quality of the RED education
studies to date is uneven, and few have provided the sort of in-depth
analysis that can help to inform either pragmatic management or
broader policy decisions in a timely way. In order to address this
problem, at least one RED staffmember is now in long-term training in
Canada, and RED plans to hire and train at least two other education
researchers to meet the increasing demand for educational research
being generated by the NFPE program expansion. Finally, since many
BRAC staff are not fluent in English, RED has begun to produce
synopses of its reports in BangIa.
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In the meantime. the head office is using the new NFPE program Monitor
ing Unit to carry out ad hoc studies as issues arise. For example, in early
1992. the Monitoring Unit looked at the one-day teachers' refresher
courses and discovered that many POs were having trouble covering all the
issues associated with three subjects in one day. POs are now recom
mended to cover just one subject per monthly refresher course and to
extend the courses to two days, as needed.

The final formal source of data for NFPE program management is the
periodic external evaluations prepared by expatriate consultants funded by
international donors. Each of the last two evaluations (Shordt 1991a;
Gajanayake 1992) were produced by a single consultant, each with only
two weeks in country. More important, neither the 1991 nor the 1992
evaluation addressed the quality issues raised by the 1988 evaluation
(Begum, Akhter, and Rahman, 1988), and the 1992 evaluation did not
build on the man~gement issues raised by the 1991 evaluation. As a result,
although three evaluations have been carried out to date, ORe can.'1ot-~rive

from them any sense of"progress" other than quantitative expansion. It is
not clear if the results of the latter two studies have been translated into
Bangiaand disseminated and discussed widely within the NFPE program.
If they were, given the quantitative focus of both studies, the recommen
dations would tend to reinforce the emphasis on quantitative outputs
already implicit in the management information system.

Use ofData

As BRAC continues to develop the capacity of its formal information
systems, the informal systems that have served it well for the last 20 years
continue to prove their worth. The combination oflivinglworking space in
BRAC field offices, as well as the day-long trips toproject sites in common
vehicles and week-long residential training courses, encourages the flow
ofinformal information among staff. In addition, the emphasison grassroots
participation in BRAe programs translates into an emphasis on field-level
participation in management and operations. BRAC managers are encour
aged to solicit ideas and feedback from their subordinates both in informal
contacts and also in formal meetings. Modeling this facilitative type of
management style is an important part ofthe on-the-job training that senior
managers provide to their subordinates. Such training is necessary for at
least two reasons. First, the training helps to counteract the cultural norms
that promote rigid deference to superiors and acceptance of what one
BRAe senior manager characterized as "management by shouting".
Second, groups and meetings are at the core ofBRAC's operating style;
most decisions do not result from position papers or memos, but rather
from discussions (Lovell 1992, 178). Ideally, informal feedback provided
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by lower-level staff during these meetings is treated very seriously and
indeed has led to many minor and some major changes in the NFPE
program. For example, an experiment to increase the number of students
from 30 to 33 in some pilot centers was abandoned for an unexpected
reason on the basis of feedback from the field. The POs reported that
teachers had no trouble maintaining order, but additional students meant
additional time for individual corrections and feedback; they were not able
to complete the lessons without lengthening the school day, which was not
acceptable to parents.

Service Provision Based on Program Implementation

Targets contained in program plans and strategies are just that: targets.
While most new programs are field-tested in several well-monitored areas
before they are expanded, formal and informal feedback from the field in
fact determines the pace of most programs. Visitors to BRAC are often
dis_concerte_d by djc;rrf"1)ancies between relatively recent program propos
-~i~ ana-actual linp;cmenta~;vil at t;l~ fa~:ct lever. To the degree that the
discrepancies are the result offield experience overtaking design and lead
to astrongerprogram, deviations from proposedplans shouldbe viewedas the
mark ofa robust learning approach rather than evidence ofpoor planning.

Focus on Logistics

In comparison with most other NOO programs in Bangladesh, the NFPE
program devotes an unusual amount of time and energy to logistics. By
1992, the Coordinator's office had developed adetailed annual plan which
set the target dates for all the key logistics support activities for the entire
year. Thus the NFPE program is prepared to present requisitions to the
BRAC purchasing office four or five months in advance of the date
supplies will be needed. Advances are forwarded to field offices in time to
purchase locally procured supplies before schools open. Requisitions for
textbooks are forwarded to the BRAC printers in time to allow for both
printing and delivery to isolated field offices.

BRAC's internal management systems include a well-established ac
counting system, aresearch and evaluation division, acommercial printing
operation, a logistics department accustomed to arranging delivery to
some of the most remote parts of the country, a public relations division,
adonor liaison office used to mobilize donorsupport and then minimize the
demands those donors make on the system, a motor pool, area offices in 32
districts, and training centers in eight districts. The NFPE program depends
upon the BRAe printers to produce several hundred thousand textbooks
on time each year. It depends on the logistics department to import slates
from India and send them with the textbooks to the most remote parts ofthe

.' .
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country, via the BRAC motor pool or hired trucks, in a timely manner. It
depends on the Executive Director's office to raise funds based, at least in
early years, on BRAe's track record with programs in other sectors. It
depends on BRAC enterprises to provide funds for experimental programs
donors are not yet interested in. It depends on RED to provide in-house
research. .

Finally, like many other BRAC programs, the NFPE program depends
heavily on BRAC training centers to provide fonnal training to its POs and
teachers. The next phase ofNFPE program'sexpansion involves atraining
component large enough to justify starting independent NFPE program
training centers. In 1991 and 1992, BRAC successfully experimented with
rented facilities to handle surges in demand at BRAe's existing training
centers that resulted from a backlog of training commitments, slow
construction of pennanent training facilities, and unexpectedly rapid
expansion of some programs. That experiment provides the basis for the
proposed decentralized NFPE prag"uli ·traiiiiiig facilities, whichwiJI be
largely based around rented facilities.

The actual cost ofthe BRAe support services that the NFPE program will
need for its proposedexpansion are included in eachproposed budget. The .
NFPE program reimburses RED and other BRAC support divisions for the
actual cost of their services on a schedule detennined by the divisions
themselves. As the NFPE program's demands on these support divisions
grow, so do the reimbursements. This flow ofreimbursements ensures that
the support divisions have the funds necessary to expand along with the
NFPE program and other BRAC programs.

Strategic

BRAe has gained a reputation both for thinking big and for planning
ahead. Because the organization has developed its own sources offunds
cold storage plants, aprinting operation, handicraft retail stores, etc.-it is
able to test pilot programs and have working models to show donors by the
time it is ready to scale up. The proposed NFPE program expansion is a
good example of this strategy. By the end of 1991, 6,003 NFPE program
schools were located in areas where BRAe's larger Rural Development
Program (RDP) had ongoing programs. BRAe's current target-50,OOO
schools by the end of 1995-includes only 15,000 schools in RDP
areas. This means BRAC proposes to open 35,000 schools between
1992 and 1995 in areas where it has never worked before. In 1992, to see
whether its model was indeed viable in areas with no other BRAC
programs, BRAC used its own funds to start 200 schools in Kaliakoir
and Kushtia. In addition, in 1992, BRAC used its own funds to hire and
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begin to train the additional staff needed to implement the proposed
expansion in 1993.

BRAC's planning has led its decision makers to conclude that BRAC
cannot provide NFPE program schools for all the left-out children in
Bangladesh. Because of this, NFPE program staff now spend significant
time forging long-tenn alliances with and strengthening the Bangladeshi
Government, other NGOs, and donors interested or active in the primary
education sector. In addition, BRAC is sharing its textbooks, management
model, and teacher training materials with other NGOs. By mid-1992,
BRAC was providing full or partial support to more than 35 NGOs,
affecting 175 schools.

NFPE program head office staff spend a significant amount of time
attending Government and donor seminars as resource persons to address
issues relating to nonfonnal primary education. The staff views these
semina."S as opportunities to introduce the NFPEprogram to those outside
liKAe and considers the time well-spent if it advances the nationai
dialogue on UPE in the short run and results in better coordination in the
medium-run. The rapid turnover of Government and donor personnel,
however, means that NFPE program staffoften give the same introduction
to the NFPE program several times a year, with little apparent advance in
the national dialogue. Similarly, at the decentralized level, NFPE program
staff are encouraged to keep local Government officials infonned oftheir
work and supplement local Government UPE initiatives wherever pos
sible. BRAC also offers training for Government and otherNGO personnel
at the residential Center for Development Management that it opened in
1991. (These NFPE program activities relating to compulsoryand Univer
sal Primary Education were discussed more fully in Chapter III.)

Other NGOs occasionally complain that BRAe tailors its strategy to meet
the whims of donors and/or international development fads. Dozens of
independent evaluations ofBRAC to date, however, confinn that BRAC's
programs are substantive and that they meet real, pressing rural develop
ment needs as effectively as any other poverty alleviation program in
Bangladesh. In addition, the fact remains that BRAC's strategy has
succeeded in mobilizing more international donor support than any other
NGO in Bangladesh with the exception of the Grameen Bank, which is
now semi-Governmental.

BangIa is the national language ofBangladesh and the primary medium of
instruction for most primary and secondary schools. BRAC ensures,
however, that its key documents are translated into English and accessible
to the many outside researchers interested in its programs. For example, it
was possible to produce this report in a "modest" time period with
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independent outside consultants because most of BRAC's key docu
ments-including the teacher training manuals, the PO manual, and
internal research reports-were available in English. Again, without the
benefit of independent funds, translations are a luxury that few NGOs can
afford to produce on a regular basis, but they are a strategic investment
BRAC has decided to make.

Summary and Conclusions
BRAC'smanagementofthe NFPEprogram incorporates the organization's
combined expertise in development and general project management. In
the area ofdevelopment, BRAC pinpoints the target group most likely to
benefit from any development effort by conducting its own survey to
supplement national data on community populations. Selectedparents and
communitymembers are encouraged to participate in decision making and
problem solving..BRAC's "sectoral integrated" approach allows health,

- nutriti()I].-:.-educaJ~cn:,~r ~otb~r fOCuSen '~rQgrarns to operate relatively
independently yet still benefit from the resources and expertise of the
umbrellaorganization. With the overriding objective of"reaching as many
of the rural poor as possible as quickly as possible," BRAe works to
expand any successful development initiative to a large-scale effort.

NFPE's approach to program management is based on BRAC'sdecentral
ized management model, where the implementation process as well as the
technical content are considered important to the program's success. Field
based staff visit classrooms on a regular basis to monitor activities and
provide feedback. In addition, time and energy are devoted to administra
tive and logistical details to ensure that needed resources are available.
Through fonnal and infonnal reporting and feedback, staff learn from the
program and make adjustments. By including time to plan for the future,
NFPE helps ensure that the program will be sustained once a particular
cycle is completed.
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Chaptel4 VI
NFPE Program Cost Efficiency and Effectiveness

BRAC has a solid basic education program with all the features needed to
attract and retain the hardest-to-reach illiterate children (Chapter IV). It has
a management structure capable of maintaining quality while expanding
rapidly (Chapter V). What exactly does it cost? How do its students
measure up? Is this an effective school system both in terms of cost and
learning?

To answer these questions, this chapter first presents comparisons of the
expenditures of BRAC schools to those of formal primary schools and
analyzes the structure of the NFPE program's budget. The chapter then
compares the achievement ofNFPE program students with the achieve
ment of Government students using two different measures: scores on a
national exam given at the end ofClass IV in the Government schools and
~cores on ~B~ic Education Achievement test administeredrecently to lI

d 12-Y~Rr~-ol(h:. romparisons of NFPE program students with formal
school students in terms ofpersistence to Class IV and Vand dropout rates
in Class IV and Vare also provided. Finally, the chapter concludes with a
variety ofissues relevant to BRAC's existing NFPE program and BRAC's
potential responses to them.

Costs Associated with the NFPE Program
BRAC's NFPE program costs are, by any standards in the world, low. In
1992, BRAC calculated its total cost perenrolled childperyear at less than
US$18. A 1992 independent cost analysis often BRAC schools, excluding
head office costs, found that BRAC spends less than US$14 per enrolled
child per year (Rahman Rahman Huq 1992a, 2). A similar analysis of 33
rural Government primary schools found roughly similar public expendi
tures per enrolled student (Rahman Rahman Huq 1992b, 2). This cost is
about the same as the public cost per enrolled student of Government
primary schools.

The structure of BRAC's expenditures, which reflects its priorities, is
shown in Table VI. 1. Although BRAC's program is relatively people
intensive, by world standards the proportion of its budget allocated for
teacher salaries is very low. This is a function ofseveral factors particular
to the Bangladesh context. First, most villages appear to have at least two
or three women with the academic credentials needed to teach NFPE
program Classes I-III. Second, there appear to be few, if any jobs, at the
village level that require or remunerate for the relatively high education
level of these women. Finally, many of these women have substantial
responsibilities within their households that, although formally unpaid,
constitute a significant contribution to household income. Consequently,

I .
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most ofthese women are not looking for full-time permanent employment
outside the home. As a result, BRAC is able to find an adequate pool of
teacher candidates in most villages for wages twice those offered to
agricultural day laborers: about 50 cents for three hours of work.

TABLE \'1.1

BRAC's NFPE Program Expenditures

Expenditure

Teacher salaries and benefits

Direct management and supervision

Students' books and supplies

School rent

Trait-in:.;

Teaching aids and equipment

Staffoffices and housing

TOTAL

Source: Rahman Rahman Huq 1992a

mmt
29.1

27.0

20.2

12.1

6.1

4.0

U

100

I

By contrast, the amount allocated to direct management and supervision
about equal to the amount allocated for teacher salaries-is relatively high
by world standards. This reflects the )ink BRAC has established in all of
its programs among quality control and continuous guidance, on-the-job
training, and feedback for village-level workers. As described in Chapter
V, BRAC Program Officers (POs) and their supervisors do more than
inspect schools; their responsibilities encompass everything necessary to
ensure that the schools run smoothly. This integrated approach to manage
ment, backed by comprehensive support services, is the key to BRAe's
current success, and it is not free. It is precisely the unwillingness to make
substantial investments in decentralized professional management, how
ever, that has resulted in the failure of many other grassroots education
activities in Bangladesh (see Chapter III).

The absence ofa line item for capital investments and the small size ofthe
line item for rent reflect the temporary nature ofBRAC's NFPE program.
BRAC plans to close NFPE program schools as soon as the Government
can ensure access to public schools for the target group in BRAC's
catchment areas. In tbe meantime, instead ofbuilding classrooms, BRAC
pays, on average, less than US$5 per month to rent space in existing
buildings for three or four hours per day. This not only reduces the time
needed to open new schools from months to weeks, but also reduces the
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misappropriation offunds often associated with construction actIvities and
the monitoring necessary to minimize that misappropriation.

A large proportion of BRAes NFPE program budget is allocated for
student books and supplies, which are provided free to all students. In a
baseline survey carried out by BRAC in 1987,20 percent of the parents of
children who had never enrolled in primary school reported "poverty" as
the chief reason (Chowdhury 1988, Table 9). The 1992 cost analysis
confinned that BRAC schools are indeed practically free. In the ten BRAC
schools surveyed, the parents' financial contribution consisted of replac
ing worn mats and slates, altogether accounting for less than I percent of
the total cost ofschool operations (Rahman Rahman Huq I992a, Table III).

Government schools are nominally free of cost; textbooks are provided to
each child, and there are no uniform or tuition charges. There are, however,
substantial private costs associated with attending public schools. The
1992 survey of 167 rural Government school students and their families,
which shows the breakdown of total average private expenditures for the
first three years of primary school, is summarized in Table VI.2.

T.\BLE \'1.2 ..

.........

TOTAL

Private tutoring

Student supplies

Pocket money

Other

Category

Private Costs Per Class III
Graduate (Three Years of Instruction) in

Government Primary Schools

Cost
(In US Dollars)

45.11

43.92

10.46

4,49

103.98

~

43

42

10

2

100

Source: Rahman Rahman Huq 1992b. 14-16.

Are these private expenditures necessary? The largest item, private tutor
ing, may reflect parents' concerns with the low number of teaching hours
and the small amount of per-pupil attention available in the Government
schools. In Class I-III, student:teacher ratios often exceed 50: I, and
teachers are often absent. Some studies suggest that, even at the primary
level, teachers specialize in one subject and students may move to a
different classroom for each subject, losing precious instructional time
with each move and roll call. One recent study showed that the average
time per day devoted to actual instruction in traditional Government
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prim3ry schools is less than 40 minutes (Karim 1992. 4). Progress in
schooL therefore. depends on large amounts of homework. Educated
parents with extra time often help their children complete their school
work: however, 65 percent ofthe parents surveyed in the 1992cost anai'ysis
employed private tutors (Rahman Rahman Huq 1992b, Annex IV).

The need for tutors is a double-bind for parents with less financial means.
First. since poor parents are more likely to be illiterate, their children are
more likely to need outside tutors to help them complete their school work.
Second. because income in poorer households is so limited, even the small
contribution made for the children is apt to be significant. The poor, in
comparison with the rich, make a proportionally greater sacrifice in tenns
of household income when they allow their children to attend school:
sacrificing another hour or two of their children's labor, in addition to
paying the fees for private tutoring. is often beyond their means.

-The second largest privatI" expenditure item in Government schools is
student supplies. AiL;l\)u/6;1 iC)l.L~00ks in Government schools are free,
students must supply their own paper, pencils, and pens. While the annual
cost of these items is less than US$15 per year,4 it is equal to 8 percent of
GNP per capita and to a significantly larger proportion ofannual income
for BRAC's low-income target group. Likewise, although the pocket
money rece~ved by 78 percent of the students surveyed in rural Govern
ment schools appears negligible, to parents who often work as day laborers
for Taka 30 (US$ 0.75) per day. no amount is negligible (UNICEF/Dhaka
1992a, Table 7).

Other reported private costs, in order of importance, are as follows:
reference books, exam fees, sports and extracurricular fees, and admission!
registration fees. While these costs may appear insignificant, there are
cases ofBRAC graduates who have been unable to continue their educa
tion for lack ofTaka 5(USS O. I3) exam fees (Lovell and Fatema 1989,30).

In summary, the costs to the funder for BRAC's NFPE program are similar
to those for the formal public schools, while the private school costs for the
children and families of those attending NFPE program schools is lower
than the private family costs associated with public primary schools. It is
doubtful that the cost ofBRAC's program can be reduced further or that
parents ofBRAC's target children will be able to absorb more ofthe costs
in the near future. As discussed in greater detail in Chapter III, several other
NGO NFPE program models that have attempted to incorporate more
parental supervision and/or financial contributions have been too expen
sive in terms ofstafftime and too irregular in terms oflearning achievement

• Note lhatlhe $43.92 of private costs for student supplies indicated in Table V1.2
is lor a lhree·year period. Classes Ito III.

74 ADVANCING BASIC EDUCATION & UTERACY (ABEL) •



NFPE PROGRAM COST EFFICIENCY AND EFFECTIVENESS

to be recommended widely for replication. In fact, as BR.>\C looks for ways
to improve the quality ofits curriculum and teaching methods and to ensure
that its students, once graduated. stay literate and use their education to
better their lives, any necessary improvements are likely to increase rather
than decrease the cost per child.

StudentAchievement in the NFPE Program

Student Advancement to the Formal System

As stated earlier, BRAC's NFPE program serves children from households
with a relatively lower socio-economic status who are most likely to be left
out of the formal school system. A recent. independent, ethnographic
sample survey (Khan and Arefeen 1992) found that, to a large degree, this
targeting succeeds; in comparison with households that send children to
formal schools, households that send children to BRAC schools have a
lower mean income (Taka 19,998 versus Taka 30,3471aIJcrowIrJess land
(.87 versus 1.48 acres). The Khan and Arefeen study also confirms a
relationship between socio-economic status and education consistent with
research throughout the world; children from lower-income households
with little access to land are more likely to drop out ofprimary school than
children from higher-income households. Likewise, rural Bangladeshi
children from households with little access to land are almost two times as
likely to drop out of primary school as children from households with
relatively large landholdings (Khan and Arefeen 1992, Tables 5 and 6).
Finally, girls are more likely to drop out of primary schools than boys
(Gustavsson 1990), and the proportion of girls in BRAC schools (70
percent) is substantially higher than in Government schools (46 percent).
For these reasons, and because the BRAC curriculum is a somewhat
abridged form of the Government curriculum, the academic performance
ofBRAC students who continue on to Class IV in the Government system
might be expected to be lower than that of students who had completed
Class I-III in the formal system.

This is, however, not necessarily the case. The proportion ofstudents in the
BRAC schools who complete Class III and enter Class IV is much larger
than the proportion of students in the formal system who reach Class IV.
As of 1990, BRAC NFPE program schools starting with 30 children in
Class I on average delivered 27 children to Class IV in the Government
schools three years later. This represents a 90 percent efficiency level
(Gajanayake 1992, Annex 5). High repetition rates create difficulties in
estimating a similar measure of efficiency for Government schools. As a
proxy, however, in the eight Government primary schools in the Khan and
Arefeen survey, attendance in Class IV was only 53 percent ofattendance

< •• • ~

..

• ADVANCING BASIC EDUCATION & LITERACY (ABEL) 75



PRIMARY EDUCATION FOR ALL: LEARNING FROM THE BRAC EXPERIENCE

in Class 1(Khan and Arefeen 1992. Annexure 2) and in the 33 Government
primary schools included in the 1992 market survey, graduates ofClass III
represented only 40 percent ofClass I enrollment (Rahman Rahman Huq
1992b. Annex V). These data are consistent with the estimate in Table III. I
of a Government primary school drop out rate of 70-75 percent by the end
ofClass V. We therefore estimate that BRAC students enter Class IV at a
rate 70 to 125 percent higher than Govel1unent school students.

NFPE Program Student Performance in Formal Schools

How do BRAC students perform once they are in Government schools? A
recent BRAC study (Khan and Chowdhury 1991) followed a sample of
former BRAC students who had been admitted to Government schools in
1989 and 1990. According to this study, 58 percent ofthe BRAC graduates
entering Class IV in 1989 and 74 percent of those entering in 1990
progressed to Class V. Again, although we do not have the exact dropout
.rate. fo~ Government school students in Class IV, we know thal]')' !!!C ij!!d
of Class V, 80 percent or more will have dropped out (see Table 111.1).
Since no studies suggest that dropout rates accelerate in Class IV and V,
we conclude that the dropout rate for Class IV is substantially lower for
BRAC than for Government school students. The overwhelming reason
for dropping out given by both BRAC students and their parents was
poverty (62 percent by students versus 70 percent by parents), followed by
conflicts with the family work schedule (17 percent versus 13 percent).
These findings were replicated by Khan and Arefeen (1992, 35-39).
According to Khan and Chowdhury, neither parents nor students men
tioned academic difficulties as a reason for dropping out, although such
self-reports are obviously difficult to verify. These data are consistent with
the estimate in Table III. I ofa Government primary school dropout rate of
80-85 percent bythe end ofClassV. Wetherefore estimate that BRACstudents
enter Class TV at roughly double the rate ofGovernment school students.

Khan and Chowdhury (1991 )go on to compare the academic performance
of former BRAC students and non-BRAC students in Classes IV and V,
using an annual Government exam administered in November 1990, one
month before the end of the school year. The test reveals little difference
between the two groups. Again, although we do not have the exact dropout
rate for Government school students in Class IV, we know that by the end
ofClass V. 65 percent ormorewill have dropped out (see Table III.!). Since
no studies suggest that dropout rates accelerate in Classes IV and V, we
conclude that the dropout rate for Class IV is substantially lower for BRACthan
for Government school students. In addition, former BRAC students per
formed marginallybetterin EnglishandBengali, andthe formal schoolstudents
performed marginally better in mathematics and social studies.

.'
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Finally. the BRAC study asked the teachers in the formal primary schools
to assess former BR.A.C students as not good. average, good. or very good
on nine characteristics such as attentiveness, punctuality, etc. Overall,
BRAC students rated average, good, or very good in 79 percent of the
responses. Significantly. the only characteristic where more than 30
percent of the former BRAC students fell into the "not good" range was
attendance (54 percent not good).

These academic results are an improvement over those of an independent
achievement test (Begum, Akhtcr, and Rahman 1988, 52-66) conducted
and administered in August and October) 988, where the former BRAC
students in Class IV scored significantly lower in math and environmental
studies than their fellow students who were enrolled in the formal svstem
for Class I-III. Improvements in the BRAC students' math and social
studies scores in 1988 and in 1990 may have resulted from changes made
to the NFPE pr~gram curri.culum ~o.b~tter prepare students for formal school.

-----------_._-~~ .._--------
NFPE Program Student Performance on Basic Education
Achievement Tests

Neither BRAe nor its current donors, however, are convinced that
performance in Government schools is the only measure, or even the most
important measure, ofthe quality and relevance ofthe education provided
in NFPE program schools. In 1992, as part of an inter-agency Advisory
Committee for Basic Education Assessment in Bangladesh, the Research
and Evaluation Division (RED) administered a Basic Education Achieve
ment test to a sample of2, I00 11- to I2-year-old children in 30 thanas of
Bangladesh. For the purpose of this assessment, basic education was
defined as:

... education intended to develop basic learning skills (i.e., the three Rs) as
well as some basic life skills necessary for children to survive, to improve the
quality of their lives. and to continue learning. (UNlCEFlDhaka I992a 2)

This test required about 30 minutes to administer and comprised four parts:
life skills/knowledge. reading, writing, and numeracy. Achild was consid
ered to have attained an acceptable level ofbasic education ifhe/she could
correctly complete the following:

• answer at least three of four reading comprehension questions;

• communicate correctly a simple message in writing;

• solve at least three of four mental arithmetic problems requiring skill in
four simple operations; and

• correctly answer at least seven often life skill/knowledge questions.

In addition, RED also administered the test to a second sample 0[200 li
to 19-year-olds who had graduated from BRAC NFPE program schools in
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1990, This second sample included 78 11- to 12-year-olds. The proportions
of 11- to 12-year-olds satisfying the basic education criteria are shown in
Table VIJ.

TABLE \'I.J

Proportions of 11- to 12-Year-Old
Students Who Satisfied the Basic

Education Criteria, 1992
(in percent)

....~ ~~~~...
.,"", . ~'. :...·~i· l_T;:

,", -::', .-
"'::.~:}. -;.' .....

. ,

SamJ2k
Total rural'
(n=2Ioo)

Gov't students'

BRAC students!

BRAC graduates l

(n=78)

~

23

52

m
22

53

IQtal
22

20

30

53

... .. ~

Source: I UNICEFlDhaka 1992b, Figures I and 12
2 Nath, Mohsin, and Chowdhury 1992, 4

Most ofthe children scored ,lowest on writing, a little higher on reading and
life skills, and significantly higher on numeracy. While it is clear that
BRAC students are more than twice as likely than their rural neighbors to
have satisfied the basic education criteria, it is equally clear that almost half
of the 11- to 12-year-olds who complete BRAC schools still have not
attained an acceptable level ofbasic education according to this criteria. In
addition, the test does not measure an extremely important aspect ofbasic
education: the degree to which basic education skills acquired in different
educational settings at ages II and 12 are retained and used in later years.
The results, however, confirm what most NFPE program staffhave already
concluded: for a large proportion of rural children, three years ofprimary
education, as currently provided in BRAe and Government schools, does
not add up to a basic education.

Cost Efficiency and Cost Effectiveness
If the research results above are borne out over time, it will mean that
BRAC, starting with a pool of children statistically less likely to succeed
in school than the children who enter Government school, is producing
primary level students that perform comparab~e to or even better than
formal school students in terms that the formal school considers most
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important: achievement test scores. These results suggest that, in terms of
the two quantitative measures of achievement-the annual Government
exam and the Basic Education Achievement Test-the output ofBRAC's
schools is at least as good or better than the output of formal schools and
that it is therefore valid to evaluate BRAe schools in terms of cost
efficiency, using Government schools as a benchmark.

As noted earlier in this chapter, although the public cost per enrolled
student in the Government and BRAC primary systems is about the same,
the cost per Class III graduate is another matter. The Government system
suffers from high repetition and low completion rates; fewer than five out
often children who start Class I in Government schools will enterClass IV
(Chowdhury 1988, Table 7; Gustavsson 1990, Table 8; Rahman Rahman
Huq 1992b, Table V). In contrast, BRAC's NFPE program efficiency rate
is much higher; more than nine out of ten students who start Class I in
BRAC schools wi}l enterClass IV in the Govemment schools (Gajanayake

_____ ,,~ ..~~~\.Niif~!t21.Therefore,as a feeder school to the higher levels ofthe
Government primary system, BRAC 's schools are, for the moment, more
cost efficient than the Government's.

BRAC's follow-up data on a sample of the second and third cohorts of
BRAC graduates to enter the Government system suggests that BRAC
also may be relatively cost efficient in terms of preparing students who
persist through Class IV and V in the Government system. Khan and
Chowdhury (1991), however, provide data for just two relatively early
cohorts ofNFPE program graduates, and comparable data for Govern
ment students are not available. The dropout rate for former BRAC
students in Class IV fell by almost 50 percent from 1989 to 1990. Ifthis
is a trend, persistence rates for BRAC students beyond Class IV may be
even higher.

One strategy for increasing the cost effectiveness of the NFPE program
would be to reduce the dropout rate ofthose NFPE program graduates who
later enroll in Government schools. There are, however, several reasons
why dropout rates may remain high. The parents ofBRAC students who
dropped out ofGovernment schools in 1989 and 1990 say it is because of
"poverty." "Poverty" in this context may mean that Government school
hours conflict with the child's essential chores at home, very poor parents
cannot afford small "voluntary" fees, and/or illiterate parents cannot afford
the private tutors necessary to help the child keep up academically.
Whatever the combination, these types of problems cannot be addressed
by improving BRAC's curriculum or teaching methods. BRAC staff say
dropout rates vary considerably from one area to another, based less on
student characteristics than on the quality ofthe Government school in any

.......
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given area. Fonner BRAC students persist better, they say, in those
Government schools that are relatively less crowded, with better physical
facilities, more diligent teachers, and adequate supervision and supplies.

Increasing the cost efficiency ofBRAC schools in tenns ofthe persistence
of their students in Class IV and V, therefore, depends to some degree on
the ability of the Government schools to expand fast enough to absorb a
rapidly increasing number ofBRAC graduates, to minimize private costs,
and to adopt aschool-based, ratherthan home-based, approach to learning.
These changes in the Government system are beyond BRAC's ability to
control but they are essential issues in Bangladesh's UPE strategy dis
cussed more fully in Chapter III.

In the meantime, BRAC has begun the long, complex task of sorting out
the effectiveness of its NFPE program as a basic education program. As
noted above, BRAC's RED hopes to track the 400 fonner BRAC
students included in the Khan and Chowdhury (1991) follow-up study
every two v-;..a-..•· fa>, r~,,, for", .. ,..,..~hl .. f., .....~ DI:'T\ .. Ians to use thl'SJ W a._ .. .. ....... \,IoJ ", ....... _ .. _a. .... .......-&J- y"

longitudinal database to examine the impact ofBRAC schooling on the
students' educational and employment histories, their income, and their
families' welfare.

In addition, under the auspices of the Advisory Committee for Basic
Education Assessment, RED will be repeating the Basic Education As
sessment on a regular basis for the next few years. BRAC is hoping that
planned improvements in the quality of instruction in BRAC schools will
enable a larger proportion of its Class III graduates to meet this basic
education criteria in the future. NFPE program staff are continuously
improving curriculum and teaching training materials and are using the
program monitoring unit to help them identifyand track qualitative issues.
BRAC is still struggling to determine the "right" amount ofbasiceducation
and how to make it "relevant" for children who are likely to spend their
economic lives at best self-employed in small rural enterprises or, at worst,
as housewives in rural, "subsistence" households. BRAC is also strug
gling with how to ensure that, whatever the level ofeducation attained in
the BRAC schools, it is maintained and becomes abuilding block for more
human development.

For the older children in its primary program, whose achievement level in
tenns of the "basic education criteria" and whose completion rate in
Government schools are much lower than the younger children, BRAC has
already taken action. BRAC is convinced that the difference in the older
children's performance is related to the shorter KK cycle. Beginning in
1992, all new BRAC schools for older children will be expanded from a
two- to a three-year-cycle. BRAC has decided not to make this third year
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the equivalent of Class IV and V for several reasons. First, given the
complexity ofmath included in the fonnal Class IV and Vcurriculum, it
is doubtful that BRAC'steachers, who themselves have only aClass IX or
Xeducation, can learn to teach it within the time constraints ofthe existing
basic and refresher teachers' training courses. The NFPE program is
therefore considering designing a third year math textbook that would
review andprovide additional practical applications for math learned in the
first two years. Second, some subjects included in the formal Class IV and
V curriculum, such as English, are not directly useful to the students and
take time away from the fundamentals. These subjects may be dropped.
Third, because many of the older girls are of marriageable age, it is
expected that few will complete the third year. The curriculum may
therefore take amore modular approach. Given the expected high dropout
rate in the third year for older children, BRAC is also experimenting with
semi-self-supporting reading centers for older graduates in some villages.

Issues and BRAe's Responses
With its basic learning program and its unique approach to management,
the NFPE program has been effective in providing basic education to
hundreds of thousands of girls and boys left out of the formal education
system. Yet there are several issues that could be addressed in improving
the program as presently designed. These are described below.

Classroom Environment

According to all sources, the BRAC classrooms are much more "child
friendly" than traditional formal schools. Does this environment, however,
prepare students to participate in Government schools, which are defi
nitely more teacher-centered and autocratic? More importantly, knowing
that a large proportion of BRAC graduates will not complete primary
school nor will they secure salaried jobs, how can the BRAC schools
promote more entrepreneurial and problem-solving attitudes?

Although it is unclearwhetherchild-centered instructionprepares students
for the formal school environment, this type of instruction does promote
independent thinking and problem solving. One ofthe more commonways
to promotechild-centeredinstruction is through learningcentersoractivity
areas in classrooms. The following centers might be included: a language
area, where children would read, write, and tell stories; a mathematics
comerfor sorting, counting, manipulating, building, and playinggames; an
environmental studies comer for growing plants, tending small animals,
and exploring health, home, family, and community; an art center for
designing, copying, drawing, painting, and sculpting; and a quiet area,
where children can go to be alone, read, or do an individual project.

I· .
i .
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Another NGO in Bangladesh, GSS, has incorporated such learning areas
into its schools, but its classrooms are much larger and more permanent
than BRAC's, are equipped with furniture and many learning aids, and are
staffed with teaching assistants. While BRAC could conceivably rent larger
classrooms and increase the number oflearning aids, all of these innova
tions would increase the cost per student, and more importantly in terms of
EFA, the complexity ofthe program. It is not clear how much more complex
BRAC can become without jeopardizing its rapid expansion plans.

Curriculum

As mentioned earlier, most NFPE program graduates enter Class IV in the
formal system but drop out before they complete Class V. This phenom
enon raises questions about the appropriate orientation of the BRAC
curriculum. What should be the NFPE program's primary purpose: to
prepare children to enter the Government system or to prepare children for

,life in rur.lil f.3angtadesh? While these two purposes are not mutually
exclusive, the current Government curriculum is not particularly life
oriented; the English component is of questionable value, and the math
ematicscomponentdoesnot focus onproblemsolving in rural Bangladesh.

An analysis of the NFPE program curriculum included the following
suggestions for improving the curriculum materials: rewriting or supple
menting the texts to offer students discovery exercises and problem
solving activities; rewriting or supplementing the teacher's guide to
include activities that will encourage self-directed learning on the part of
students; giving each student a "dictionary" for each level of the NFPE
program; and producing a series of oversized "big books" to introduce
students to stories, reading, and critical thinking. All ofthese suggestions
for curriculum materials, while perhaps helpful in themselves, will only
make a difference if the teaching methodology in the NFPE program
classes changes to take advantage of them.

Pedagogic Approach

BRAe's NFPE program has appropriately concentrated on providing the
bare essentials of a primary education program that functions at an
acceptable level ofeffectiveness. The need to rely on teachers with limited
formal education and no professional training, the shortened school day,
and the bare-bones provisions for physical facilities and learning materials
have led to a simplified curriculum and a structured and well-defined
sequence ofclassroom activities. The aim is to ensure that children acquire
the "basics" ofliteracy and numeracy and the "essential" knowledge about
the social and physical environment as defined in the primary curriculum.
By all evidence, the program has succeeded in achieving this aim.
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The question still remains: even within the program's limitations, is there
room for improvement in the pedagogic approach? Can changes in
classroom practices, use of instruction time, and the creativity and spon
taneity by teachers and students make the program more leamer-centered
than didactic and encourage reasoning and thinking along with teaching
the basics? BRAC is currently implementing several strategies to revise its
teacher training and field support. First, a staff member who recently
returned from a year at IIEP in Paris is expected to introduce several new
innovations. Second, BRAC is now developing teacher versions of the
basic textbooks. These teacher editions will include suggestions for
increasing student participation and child-centered activities next to the
text used by the students. Finally, the NFPE program head office staff is
considering introducing a new type of technical field staff-a master
teacher-who can spend more intensive time in classrooms with teachers
and offer more concrete, expert pedagogical advice.

The level ofmaterial that theBRAeteacherswill be.able to cQ,veds limited
to some extent by the poor quality of their own formal education and the
short periods of time that they are willing to spend in residential training
away from their families and household responsibilities. As the whole
program grows further in size, new possibilities arise that can be applied
cost effectively in large-scale programs. One such possibility is interactive
radio for in-service staff development as well as classroom instruction.
Other possibilities include large-scale production of low-cost supplemen
tary reading materials with graded vocabulary, simple learning aids, a
teachers' journal with general tips and specific activities for topics to be
coveredat aparticulartime in the calendar year, and ajournal for managing
committee and parents' committee members. A substantial research and
experimentation center addressing innovations in the classroom and in the
organization and management ofthe education program would constitute
a small overhead cost in a large program, but would be likely to yield a
significant payoff.

Parent Attitudes

The parents of most NFPE program students are illiterate and do not
perceive ofthe NFPE program in terms oflearning objectives. Among the
rural poor in Bangladesh, the most securityparents cangive theirdaughters
is agood marriage; alittle schooling makes agirl amore sought-afterbride,
while too much schooling may drive away prospective husbands with less
education. In some cases, nonforrnal education does reduce the amount of
dowry the girl's parents must pay to the new husband's parents. The extent
to which parents will support "improvements" in the NFPE program's
learning approach will probably depend on the extent to which they

i
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improve girls' marriage prospects and/or they make the NFPE program
schools look more equivalent to Government schools, and in any case,
require no additional costs for parents. For example, BRAC staff have
reported that some parents have requested that corporal punishment, a
characteristic feature offonnal schools, be introduced into NFPE program
schools. Given the NFPE program's emphasis on parent participation and
the rathernarrowtraditional range ofmanyparents' interests, there is likely
to be some tension between NFPE program staffsdesire to "improve" the
NFPE program in educational tenns and parents' desires to have a school
that looks as much like a Government school as possible.

Teacher Supervision

BRAC's generic decentralized management model has been transfonned
into an effective system ofschool administration and logistical support for
the NFPE program. Much ofthis transfonnation has been effected through
feedback from POs and other field-based staff. Most POs, huw~vt!. haoii~

little or no teaching experience and are limited in their ability to help
teachers identify problems with the learning-as opposed to the admin
istrative-aspects of the program or to improve teaching methods in
some of the ways described above. More importantly, the level of
observation and feedback needed to review and reinforce more child
centered learning approaches requires more time in classrooms than
POs can afford to give.

At the present, most ofthe suggestions for improving the learning program
come from a handful of technical staff who have limited contact with
teachers. In an effort to provide more technical assistance at the field level,
BRAC recentlyplaced one resource materials staffperson in each division
office. BRAC is also discussing the possibility ofintroducing anetwork of
master teachers at the field level. These master teachers would be able to
spend more concentrated time with individual teachers.

Gender Equity in Program Management

Atrip to an average NFPE program area reveals schools filled with female
students and teachers, parents' meetings attended primarily by mothers,
and everything coordinated by men. In fact, although its Program Coordi
nator is a dynamic woman, the NFPE program has no female RMs or
AEMs-only two women FOs-and less than 30 percent female POs.

To a large extent, the lack ofwomen in managerial positions in the NFPE
program is related to BRAC's policy to promote managers from the ranks
ofPOs. Until recently, BRAC did not hire women as POs both because of
cultural norms that restrict women's movements among men outside their

1" ..' '"'
",.' ' ..
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families and also because few women were interested in PO jobs as they
were then designed. As a result, the NFPE program did not hire women as
POs until July 1990. Even then, almost 100 percent of the first group of
women POs resigned within one year. BRAC staffattributed these initial
high attrition rates to their inability to communicate to the candidates the
difficult conditions ofthe entry-level field positions and to some recruiting
and assignment procedures that proved especially discouraging for
Bangladeshi women. BRAC has since adjusted several procedures to take
into account the female candidates' major concerns. Today, all candidates
are recruited at the regional level, so that women do not have to travel long
distances for job interviews and, to the extent possible, women POs are
initially assigned to field offices near their families. At least three women
POs are assigned to one field office at a time, so if one is away for leave
or training, at least two remain together. By mid-l 992, 25-30 percent ofall
NFPE program POs were women. Because unaccompanied women trav
elling from vm:~~·t.c.::yi*L~e &1'0 sometimes targets ofphysical and verbal
harassment, the female Pos' dropout rate might be expected to be higher
than that of the male POs'. By mid-1992, however, both rates were about
50 percent.

While there are some "fast trackers," BRAC female staff members
generally experience many of the same handicaps shared by women
anywhere in the world who are entering the professional job market for the
first time. The academic qualifications and work experience of women
POs are generally less competitive than those of their male counterparts.
Few have significant life experience outside the confines oftheir families,
and many do not like to speakup in open discussions where organizational
decisions are often hammered out. In addition, the existing BRAe system
for upwardmobility-transfertoand work in severalgeographical areas-
may restrict women's movements into management positions.

Gender awareness issues are currently scheduled to be incorporated into
orientation and staffdevelopment training for all first-year POs. The need
for such a seminar was highlighted by the visits to several field offices.
During these visits, some younger field staffcould explain BRAC's focus
on female participation because of their more disadvantaged position in
society, and afew could discuss some reasons why female teachers might
be preferable, but none could explain the logic behind the efforts to recruit
and make special arrangements for female POs.

The fact remains that BRAC is making a genuine and largely successful
effort to enroll girls into primaryschools and to keep them there for at least
three years. Likewise, it is providing village women income and status
without requiring them to leave their homes. There is no doubt that

!
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BRAe's ability to do both ofthese tasks would be enhanced by more input
from women inside the program and that BRAe's continuing efforts to
improve recruitment, assignment, and promotion processes for female
pas is one way to obtain it.

Conclusions
Rigorous internal cost-accounting procedures and frequent independent
audits have enabled BRAC to develop a relatively complete picture ofthe
direct and indirect costs of the NFPE program at each level of operation.
At any given point in time, a fully operational field office has a standard
number of pas and schools, a standard number of graduates, and fairly
standardized costs. These costs are competitive with those associated with
public primary schools. Because BRAC includes within its standardized
cost figures many ofthe private costs associated with Bangladesh's public
schools, BRAC schools are less expensive to students and their families
than public scbool~. llecause oftbe standardi~~dJ;;Q~t~ ... powever, there are
likely to be few economies ofscale associated with the expansion of the
NFPE program. In fact, continuing efforts to improve the quality of
instruction and to maintain students' literacy once they leave the BRAC
schools are more likely to bring modest increases rather than decreases in
cost in the next few years. For example, the development oflibraries and
otherresources forneo-literates is likely to increasemarginally the cost per
student. Likewise, the development of more teaching aids may increase
costs marginally. Additional initial training and refresher courses for
teacher supervisors may increase costs, but as they replace more expen
sive, college-educated pas, teacher supervisors may enable BRAC to
more than recoup the cost of their training.

Most of the anticipated increases in costs are related to improving the
quality of the learning program and should result in increases in learning
achievement. Whether these increases in achievement will be sufficiently
large to offset increases in cost remains to be determined. However, given
the NFPE program's comparatively high level of cost efficiency in
comparison with the main alternative-the Government primary sys
tem-in terms ofcompletion ofClass III, entry into Class IV, achievement
on Class IV examinations, and achievement on the Basic Education
Assessment test instrument, only extremely large increases in costs could
make the NFPE program cost-inefficient or -ineffective.

This chapter has proceeded from the premise that basic education, particu
larly for girls, is a good investment of scarce development funds. The
analysis indicates that at the present time and for the next three years, the
BRAC schools appearto be acost effective way to provide basic education
to children, particularly girls, currently left out of the existing fonnal
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system. The analysis of comparative efficiency advantage ofBRAC schools
shouldremain valid even ifthere is asignificant improvement in capacity, cost,
and student achievement in the formal primary education system.
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SECTION 3
Expanding the NFPE Program
in Bangladesh: Potential Roles

and Related Issues

As indicated in the previous section, results of program implementation

since 1985 show that NFPE program schools have been effective in

providing basic education to poor, rural children, particularly girls. This

section addresses the second major question posed in this report:

What is the potentialfor rapidly expanding the NFPE program

in Bangladesh? In particular, ~~_at'!!.~g~t be.!he relationship

between alarge-scale NFPEprogram andthe nationalsystem of

primary education?

Chapter VII presents the potential roles that BRAC could play. Chapter

VIII presents major issues involved with rapid expansion.

III ADVANCING BASIC EDUCATION & LITERACY (ABa) 89



BRAe's Potential Roles in Bangladesh

It is clear that universal primary education (UPE) in Bangladesh cannot be
achieved in the short run merely by increasing the number of fonnal
primary schools. Providing ameaningful basic education to those children
left out of the formal primary education system today and increasing the
capacity ofthe formal system in the future suggests the need for anew fonn
of partnership among the Government, non-governmental organizations,
and the local communities. As the NGO with the largest, most clearly
articulated approach to nonformal primary education and an international
reputation in poverty alleviation and health, BRAC has a potentially
important role to play in the development ofthis partnership. This chapter
explores BRAC's potential roles in Bangladesh.

BRAC appears well-positioned to contribute to UPE in Bangladesh in at
least seven ways:. expanding its own NFPE program to provide basic
education tomore.rural, low-income children; supporting other NGOs
involved in primary education; improving community participation in
local compulsory primary education planning and management; coordi
nating local primary education planning and management; providing
general supportto the Government's primaryeducationprogram; monitor
ing and assessing national progress in basic education; and developing a
post-primary nonformal program. Each one of these potential roles is
discussed below.

Provide Basic Education to More Rural, Low-Income
Children
BRAC's most obvious contribution to Bangladesh's UPE effort is adding
to the capacity of the national primary education system by absorbing
children left out of the formal Government system. By mid-1992, 8,000
BRAC schools had given 240,000 children a first or second chance at
primary education. Ifits present expansion plans proceed as scheduled, by
1995 BRAe will have served 1.5 million children in 50,000 centers. By
1998, this number may grow to three million children in 100,000 centers
all over the country. If fully implemented, this ambitious expansion plan
will serve about 15 percent ofthe total number ofchildren who should be,
but are not in, primary schools.

The value ofBRAC's program lies not only inJhe number but in the type
of children served. BRAC's NFPE program targets the children whom
fonnal primary schools find most difficult to reach and retain: the rural poor
and, more specifically, poor girls. BRAC's 70 percent target for girls'
enrollment helps to address the gender imbalance in primary education,

,~.. , .......

• ADVANCING BASIC EDUCATION & LITERACY (ABEL) 91



PRIMARY EDUCATION FOR ALL: LEARNING FROM THE BRAC EXPERIENCE

which is diminishing but still persists. The program has demonstrated how
a modest per-child expenditure can be used cost effectively to provide
basic education. As BRAC's NFPE program begins to serve a significant
proportion of the primary school age cohort, its accomplishments will
become better known and appreciated, the formal primary education
system will be more inclined to recognize BRAC's contribution, and
lessons from BRAC's experience will be more likely to influence the
national primary education system.

Support Other NGOs
As noted earlier, many NGOs recognized the futility ofefforts to eliminate
adult illiteracy without addressing the unending stream of children and
youth who do not receive basic education. CAMPE, the NGO forum on
basic education, has compiled a preliminary list of 108 NGOs with
children's education programs. In addition, almost every thana in
Bangladesh has at least a few primary schools that h;ilvr.l,!:"r;u~!~l,HshtU

or are supported by a local non-governmental welfare and development
organization or an ad hoc group of community members. Most of these
schools are established with the goal that they will eventually be taken
over, or at least subsidized, by the Government. These schools follow the
same curriculum, textbooks, teaching practices, and school organization
as those ofGovernment schools. Barring some halfdozen notable excep
tions other than BRAC, the small-scale NGO efforts in primary education
have not attempted significant innovations in teaching methods and
content, school organization and management, teacher qualifications and
preparation, or mobilization and use of resources.

Small, local NGOs do not have the technical and financial resources to
develop new approaches and methods to overcome the obstacles to
primary education for the targeted children. A systematic training and
support program that provides the learning materials, textbooks, and
training modules for teachers and supervisors as well as actual training
and advice to small NGOs would greatly enhance their capacity to play
a much larger role in primary education throughout Bangladesh. Over
the last five years, BRAC has experimented with various ways to share
its NFPE program model with other NGOs. The primary lesson from
these experiments was that teacher training and the use of the BRAC
curriculum are not enough to ensure a successful program. Without
incorporating BRAC's management model, the quality ofother NGOs'
NFPE programs was very uneven.

In September 1991, BRAC created the Educational Support Project (ESP)
to streamline the dissemination ofits NFPE programmodel to otherNGOs.
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By July 1992, 26 partner NGOs had received in-kind materials. training,
and supervision as well as small grants to set up five schools each. In 1992,
ESP added another 20 partner NGOs, each with five schools. In 1993, ESP
plans to add an additional seven schools to each ofits partners. BRAC also
assisted in organizing the CAMPE, a resource organization for nonfonnal
adult and primary education.

Other NGOs receive BRAC training and materials on a pay-as-you-go
basis. In part because of their association with BRAC's proven NFPE
program model, two partner NGOs in the ESP program have already
secured independent funding for their five schools and have graduated to
a pay-as-you-go basis.

Improve Community Participation in Local Compulsory
Primary Education Planning and Management

,._ ,.~ .~~" e~was noted earlier, the Government's compulsory primary education
. '{CPE) program was launched in 68 thanas in the beginning of 1992 in an

effort to address the limited effectiveness ofthe formal primary education
system. These limitations relate to the physical or quantitative constraints
ofthe system such as classrooms, teachers, and learning materials as well
as the system's qualitative constraints such as poor morale and motivation
of teachers and supervisors, absence ofeffective involvement ofcommu
nity members and parents in school affairs, and the lack of a process of
accountability for performance.

BRAe, other NGOs, and NGO-supported community members can help
in overcoming the quantitative and qualitative deficiencies in local
primary education by creating and participating in a mechanism for
planning and managing local schools and nonfonnal programs, mobi
lizing resources at the local level, and making effective use ofGovern
ment resources. NGOs can also be the intermediary for community
participation in local planning and management by raising popular
awareness of educational issues and helping citizens improve their
skills in civic participation.

As mentioned in Chapter III, the Sadar thana's (Kushtia district) integrated
basic education program is an example of an NGO's contribution to local
educational planning and management. In Kushtia, BRAC and another
local NGO, Jagoroni Chakra, have been active participants with the
Government primary education authorities and the local civil administra
tion in developing the integrated education program for the thana. The
program brings all school-age children and youth into avariety ofcomple
mentary Government and non-government primary education activities,
facilitates their effective functioning, and mobilizes resources and support

j .
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for the total program. This cooperative effort, which originated at the local
level rather than bynational education authorities at the central level, needs
nurturing and support by the educational administration hierarchy and
replication in other parts ofthe country.

Coordinate Local Primary Education Planning and
Management
Few would argue against decentralized local planning and management of
primary education as a necessary condition for realizing the goal of
primary education for all children. Many in Bangladesh, however, dispute
the practicality and feasibility of instituting a true devolution ofresponsi
bility and authority to communities. The obstacles cited by the skeptics are
the political environment that militates against community and popular
authority, the opposition ofthe teacher's union, the culture and tradition of
acentralized bureaucracy, the absence ofacohesive communitystructure.
and the lack of necessarjskiIrs at the -;c·cal!evel,

These constraints indeed are real and formidable. BRAC, however. with
its proven record ofworking effectively with the disadvantaged groups in
communities, works with Government agencies in developing ways to
build community-based planning and management mechanisms for pri
mary education and other related basic education components.

With Government agreement, BRAC could work in designated thanas,
especially in those where BRAC already has a substantial presence
through its rural development and education programs, to establish the
local educational planning and management structure. BRAC could
develop acomprehensive local plan for universal coverage encompassing
Government schools, nonformal centers, and other institutions such as
religious schools that offer primary instruction and then manage the
resources available from the Government and those mobilized locally.

Precedents for these types ofactivities already exist. BRAC took this type
ofresponsibility from 1980to 1990 in helping achieve national goals in the
health area by successfully planning and organizing a massive project to
educate 13 million rural families about the effective homemade oral
rehydration treatment for diarrhea, amajorkillerofyoung children (Lovell
1992,60-61). In two other activities-the Child Survival Program and the
Women's Health and Development Program-BRAC worked closely
with the Government and the local community in achieving the national
targets for universal child immunization and improving the health status of
mothers and children (Lovell 1992, 62-65, 65-68).

,~"..
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Provide General Support to the Government Primary
Education Program
A frequently-asked question is whether the major elements that make the
BRAC NFPE program effective can be incorporated into the Government
primary education system. Beginning in July 1988. BRAC provided
assistance to 324 Government primary schools in nine thanas in three
districts through the Facilitation and Assistance Program for Education
(FAPE). The premise underlying this effort was that a number of BRAC
personnel, working with the teachers, supervisors, and community mem
bers in the three districts, could help activate the community bodies such
as the school managing committees and parent-teacher associations. This
interaction would improve the management and supervision skills of the
thana level supervisors and headmasters ofGovernment schools and thus
bring about positive changes in teacher behavior and classroom practices.
During the three-year experiment, BRAC personnel conducted briefings
and orientations for community members and local civiladmii1i5tnltion~

officials, organized teacher and supervisor training, helped prepare action
plans with school managing committees and parent-teacher groups, and
worked with teachers in improving classroom practices and making the
schools more attractive to children.

Although a thorough assessment of the experiment has not been under
taken, adescriptive account prepared in early 1991 and conversations with
researchers who have collected data for an evaluation ofthe project suggest
that FAPE has not been a resounding success (Latif 1992; Latif and Huq
1992). BRAe's activities led to some increase in the number of times the
school managing committees and PTAs met, some improvement in
frequency of supervision of schools and teacher attendance, and some
increase in enrollment and attendance by students.

Nevertheless, both the 1991 report and the preliminary analysis of the
evaluation data cast doubt about the substantive impact of the indicated
changes in terms of reaching the UPE goals and the sustainability ofthe
changes after the withdrawal of the BRAC personnel. The system of
accountability for performance, the pattern ofincentives and motivation of
personnel, and the emphasis on interaction with the community in BRAC
are the features farthest from the dominant characteristics of the Govern
ment schools. Perhaps even more important, the FAPE program did not bring
with it any additional funds or proven methods for raising funds locally.
Withoutsuch fimds, operationalizationofeventhe mostmodest improvements
developed by the school management committees proved impractical.

In the summer of 1992, several Government officials described BRAC
schools to us primarily in terms ofseveral elements: their satellite charac-

.;: .... " .
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teristics; their part-time nonprofessional teachers; their emphasis on rural
girls; and the relatively active parenUschool relationship. Most were
convinced that the BRAC schools were much more expensive than the
Government schools. No officials mentioned any of the management
components discussed in Chapter V as the cornerstone of BRAC's
success: the large proportion ofthe budget allocated for management and
supervision; strong field support, including provision oftransport and fuel;
a rolling design that incorporates feedback from the field as well as from
regular external evaluations; etc. Until such management components are
appreciated and steps are taken to restructure theMinistryofEducation and
its budget accordingly, the likelihood BRAC will be able to "facilitate"
management reforms at the local level appears limited.

Contribute to Monitoring andAssessing Progress in Basic
Education
"i _t.aS·h~f.lJ:5'i:;;';;~·eariier that Bangladesh lacks the basic planning data
necessary for planningand managingprimaryeducation. The numbers and
proportions ofchildren who complete the full cycle, the resources that are
mobilized at various levels, the use of those resources, the qualitative
information on children's learning, and even the total number ofchildren
eligible for primary education are all a matter of debate.

The Government's routine reporting system, under the auspices of the
Bangladesh Bureau ofEducational Information and Statistics (BANBEIS),
appears to have built-in incentives to inflate statistics at all levels in order
to show progress. The data are not analyzed and reported on time. In
addition, the data are not presented in aform that is helpful for planningand
management functions at different levels or for appraising policies. and
options. Moreover, irrespective ofmeasures taken to improve the routine
reporting system, it is still useful to have independent data collection
mechanisms that provide a validity check on the routine system and
complement the routine data with additional information that helps address
major issues in primary education.

Taking the cue from the health sector, BRAC and other NGOs can
establish sentinel sites in different parts of the country in order to collect
and analyze essential quantitative information and undertake to collect and
report on qualitative and longitudinal data necessary for probing qualita
tive issues. A reliable source of relevant information can provide the
ingredients of an "education watch" function for assessing and reporting
on the nation's progress in basic education. Periodically presented, inde
pendent education watch reports that address critical issues could have a
significant impact on policy dialogue and social mobilization.
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The activities of the RED of BRAC indicate what systematic, well
designed, and professionally conducted monitoring and analysis can
contribute to policy development and programming. RED research efforts
result in benchmark monitoring, diagnostic, impact, and policy-related
studies. An ambitious long-term village study project started in 1989 is
designed to identify the process of change in villages and to operate a
laboratory area for testing new project inputs. In 1992 RED completed an
exploratory study of basic education learning achievement of 11- to 12
year-olds by adopting the cluster sampling technique used in the health
sector. The methodology needs further development and trial, but it shows
promise as asimple, affordable, and quick assessment oflearning achieve
ment that can provide valuable information for considering policy and
management options. Such information is not available at present through
existing educational data collection and reporting systems. RED also has
provided research on infant feeding practices to policymakers as well as to
BRAC staff at die operationalleveJQ~ve1!:!~?:.~tJ4648).

Develop aPost-Primary Nonformal Program
At present, onlyhalfofthe children completing primaryeducation (which
is only 15 percent of the relevant age group) enter the junior secondary
level. The number ofschools with junior secondary grades six to eight in
Bangladesh is less than one-quarterofthe number ofprimary schools. The
junior secondary schools, therefore, are not easily accessible to most
children. This distance constraint affects all those in rural areas who
completeprimaryschool butisparticularlydetrimental to ruralgirls. Successful
expansion ofprimary education leading to asignificantly higherproportion of
children completing primary education will increase proportionately the
demandforsecondaryeducation.TheprobablegrowthofthesecondaIysystem
in the foreseeable future will fall far short ofthe rise in demand.

The problem ofa post-primary learning gap for the large number ofyoung
people not entering the secondary school after primary education needs to
be addressed. An answer may lie, given a scarcity of resources and the
deficiencies of the national education establishment, in flexible, locally
adapted, nonformal programs that can help young people in their transition
from the relatively sheltered world of primary education to the world of
work and life. It is no longer a matter of debate any more that primary
schools by themselves cannot be expected to prepare young people for
occupations and employment and also fulfill the central role ofequipping
them with basic literacy, numeracy, and life skills.

Moreover, in order not to close the door of education permanently to
anyone, nonformal courses at the post-primary level, consisting of func-

1
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tionallearning based on real life experience, could be counted as "credits"
for an existing fonnal or new nonfonnal secondary education program. In
the absence ofany post-primary transitional program oflearning, BRAC, with
its combined experience in managing marketing and entrepreneurial activities
and in implementing nonfonnal primary education, could indeed be a pace
setter in developing aviable model for nonfonnal post-primary education.

Conclusions
BRAC's NFPE program offers basic education opportunities to children
and youth who are typically left out of the educational system. The need
for such low-cost, rapidly expandable-and contractable-programs will
be acute during the next decade or two while the gap between the capacity
of the fonnal system and the size of the primary school-age population
remains very large. BRAC's current expansion plan-to 50,000 schools
by 1995 and to 100,000 by 1998-will only bridge a fraction of this gap;
the other NGO and Government programs incorporating the BRACcc!'
other models will have to expand dramatically as well. The potential for
BRAC's NFPE program model to playa significant role in filling this gap
will depend to alarge extent on its abilityto expand faster, on a largerscale
than it has to date.

The analyses in this report indicate that BRAC's NFPE program model is
asound one and that BRAC as an organization appears both ready and able
to expand to 50,000 schools by 1995. Its current proposal for such an
expansion needs to be refined, however, to ensure that the new areas where
it plans to work are within the geographic scope ofits support services and
are indeed underserved byotherprimary education programs, both fonnal
and nonformal. Alternatively, BRAC may develop a partnership with the
Government and other NGOs to ensure comprehensive coverage of all
primaryschool-age children within selectedthanas designated forcompul
sory primary education. The dialogue necessary to create such partner
ships, however, given the current state of Government/non-government
relations in Bangladesh, will likely require months, ifnot years. The initial
BRAC plans for expansion to 50,000 schools should not be heldback while
this necessary, but time-consuming, dialogue proceeds. Given BRAC's
commitment to work in rural areas and the relative scarcity of formal
schools outside towns and urban areas, the potential for overlap with
Government programs is not so overwhelming as to make prior planning
for the first 50,000 schools essential.

,:'.
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Expanding the NFPE Program in Bangladesh:
Implementation Issues

Of the potential roles for BRAC in supporting UPE in Bangladesh,
expanding the program to reach more children appears to be the highest
priority. An expansion plan has already been developed.

This expansion plan is divided into two phases. Phase I involves increasing
the number ofcenters from the present 8,000 to 15,000 by the end of 1993
in areas where BRAC already works and adding another 35,000 centers
between 1993 and 1995 in areas where BRAC has not worked before. The
funding ofcenters in areas where BRAC already works is beingconsidered
by an existing consortium of donors now funding BRAC's larger rural
development project. A new consortium is coming together to fund the
additional centers to be opened by 1995. Phase II, which is still very
tentative, invol~es expanding to 100,000 centers ifPhase I is successfully
compl~ed:;.:::-::::.:..~~,.·"'··

Expanding the BRAC education program in Bangladesh from 8,000 to
50,000 centers is a quantum leap that has implications beyond just the
increase in number. A sizeable proportion of the children and youth in
Bangladesh receiving their primary education in BRAC schools will affect
how BRAC is perceived by the Government and society at large and,
indeed, how BRAC perceives itself. All of the issues regarding program
policy and implementation that are nascent at present may be magnified by
the growth of the BRAC program.

Issues

How Big Can the NFPE Program Become?

Given the primary education gap in Bangladesh described earlier in this
paper and BRAC's demonstrated abil ity to target and reach those children
left out of the formal primary education system, the need for an NFPE
program expansion is not in dispute. There are, however, three major issues
associated with the rapid expansion ofany program and NFPEinparticular:

• the availability ofthe necessary human resources to staffthe expansion;

• the capacity ofthe organization to accommodate the expansion without
sacrificing the integrity and quality of the program; and

• the possibility of mobilizing resources for expansion.

BRAe's success in rapid expansion will depend largely on its ability to
address these issues.

!
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Availability ofthe Necessary Human Resources

Like BRAC's other programs, the quality and consistency of the NFPE
program depends on diligent, motivated, well-trained, and well-supervised
POs. In the short-term, NFPE program's expansion rate, to agreat extent, will
depend upon BRAC's ability to recruit, train, and retain enough good POs.

BRAC should be able to staff an expanded program. Although BRAC is
currently undergoing a major expansion in another of its programs, the
Rural Development Program (RDP), as of 1992 there appeared to be an
adequate pool of candidates in Bangladesh to recruit for both of these
programs. The large number ofunemployed college graduates and young
people with secondary level education in Bangladesh will contribute to
provide sufficient numbers ofqualified candidates for the new administra
tive and teacher positions implicit in the two expansion plans.

BRAC also should be able to provide the initial training to any new staff.
An RDP ill appraisal in the first half of 1992..AAtid~lidnE !!tr:~\d~~~

bottleneck, drew attention to the need for a consOi"lOateltraining needs
assessment for all BRAC's programs in order to project the total demand
on BRAC's training facilities over the next five years. In response to this
report, in mid-1992 BRAC developed a consolidated training plan that
included the initiation of NFPE program-specific training facilities to
accommodate planned expansion of both teachers and POs.

On-the-job training, however, which is an important part of PO develop
ment, may prove to be more challenging. As the numbers of new POs
continue to grow and the NFPE program moves into field offices indepen
dent ofBRAC's other more-established development activities, new POs
will have less contact with the larger BRAe operation, both in terms of
their interaction with POs from other BRAC programs and in terms of
exposure to more senior BRAC staff through monitoring visits and field
trips. BRAe may want to consider the advantages of rotating new POs
through NFPE programs in RDP areas prior to assigning them to the more
sparsely-staffed non-RDP areas.

In order to meet the NFPE program's medium-termgoals, it is particularly
important that POs develop a broader perspective of development activi
ties. NFPE will need enough good POs to fill a rapidly increasing number
ofField Officer (FO) and trainerpositions and to subsequentlyprovide FOs
with enough intensive on-the-job supervision and training to enable
BRAC to maintain quality control at the field level. Adequate contact with
accomplished senior staffwho can model and supervise a more participa
tion-oriented approach to development, training, and management is the
only insurance BRAC has that its programs will remain adaptive to
grassroots realities, that the innovative approaches introduced in short-
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tenn training don't get lost enroute to the field, and the rapid pressure for
expansion does not result in "management by shouting."

Capacity to Maintllin Quality During Expansion

Can BRAC maintain its reputation for efficiency, results, and its standards
ofaccountability under the strain of such a rapid increase in personnel and
geographic scope?

Already, the overall impression of a visit to NFPE program's offices is a
combination ofexcitement and fatigue. Staffappear uniformly convinced
of the pressing need for and the efficacy of the NFPE program, yet the
demands are taxing. BRAC'scommitment to keeping its head office small
means a relatively small number of senior NFPE program staff in Dhaka
must deal with an ever-increasing flow of visitors and juggle frequent
requests from donors and Government agencies in the city to participate in
"coordinating" meetings that contribute little to ongoing NFPE program

..~ .~,id.plementation.While BRAC's recently expandedpublic relations office
can handle some of these inquiries and requests, many visitors are quite
senior and expect to meet directly with senior staff.

Long-term and short-term programs ofstudy and travel provide welcome
respite tothe selected staffmembers and bring fresh ideas into the program,
but the small NFPE program head office staff suffers keenly from their
absence. In 1993, during NFPE program's majorexpansiondrive, the head
ofBRAC's RED, the new education specialist, and the NFPE program's
chief materials developer will be in long-term training for at least half the
year. In addition, the NFPE Program Coordinator has an ongoing contract
with UNICEF to provide expert consulting to nonformaI NGO primary
education programs in Africa, which takes her away from Bangladesh for
several weeks at a time.

The flood ofnew POs and teachers pouring into the NFPE program have
placed strains on BRAC's formal training system. While BRAC has
adequate plans to address the NFPE program's medium-term training
needs, arecent BRAC-wide management and training review (Young and
Hossain 1992) calculated a training overload in 1991 of8,350 participant
days and suggested that a significant overload might also result in 1992.
This overload, stretched over a two- to three-year period, translates into
trainer fatigue and reduced time for training follow-up.

The NFPE program expansion will also result in a rapid increase in the
number ofNFPE program field offices, which will increase the number of
opportunities for field staff to be promoted to middle management posi
tions and, therefore, in and of itself will create a certain amount ofenergy
and enthusiasm. More field offices, however, require more field visits from

i
I '

i

.;. '..:

III ADVANCING BASIC EOUCAliON & LITERACY (ABa) 101



PRIMARY EDUCATION FOR ALL: LEARNING FROM THE BRAC EXPERIENCE

an essentially static number ofsenior head office staffin order to maintain
a modicum of contact between central office staff and field staff. Such
contact is worth maintaining for several reasons. First, contact with the
field provides reality checks as head office staffgrope for ways to improve
the program and measure changes in quality. Second, until qualitative
measures of program performance can be articulated, regular contact is
critical to staffmorale and may help head office staffgauge the feasibility
of existing quantitative targets during a period when field staff may,
lacking any other measure oftheirperformance, be reluctant to admit their
inability to meet the targets. Third, given the occasional weaknesses ofthe
current formal information and feedback channels described in Chapter V,
this contact may provide the most dependable channel for exchange of
general information between the field and the head office. Fourth, several
staffare expecting decreases in BRAC'shallmark indicators-attendance
and completion rates-as the program expands and quality control be
comes more difficult. n-:~u:a~ \iP;"l,i J;",",ussttms'Rt the fieid ievei concern
ing the situation contributing to any such declines are needed to influence
head office decisions about how much slippage is acceptable and at what
point expansion plans need to be adjusted. While central office contact
with the field staffis important, however, devoting significant amounts of
time to this aspect leaves little time for other program-related activities.

Nevertheless, BRAC has been in arapid growth mode since its inception,
even though its supporters and donors have continuously sounded a note
ofcaution about its ability to manage this pace ofgrowth. "In spite ofthe
cautions," as Lovell put it, "BRAehas continued to scale up and continues
to have the capacity to manage; and according to the most recent evalua
tions, it has the capacity to manage effectively." (Lovell 1992, 133-34).

This obviouslydoes not mean that there can be an unlimited growth in size,
complexity, and diversity of programs without ever reaching a breaking
point in management capacity and quality. The proposed expansion ofthe
education program, however, does not add to the complexity and diversity
ofthe program. Awell-tested structure ofmanagement and supervision for
the education program has been developed overthe past several years. This
system also has grown in a modular fashion with self-contained supervi
sory and training structures for clusters of schools, field offices, and area
offices added to the existing system. Itappears that this pattern ofmodular
growth can accommodate the anticipated expansion of the education
program without a major strain on the management system.

Ability to Mobilize Resources

In order to ensure a smooth and efficient expansion process, BRAC needs
the staffand the time-and the funds needed to provide them-to carryout
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two types of activities well in advance of reaching the first intended
beneficiaries. First, BRAC needs to secure new donors and receive new
funds for majornew NGO activities in Bangladesh, tasks that often require
two or more years ofdialogue with donors and the Government, proposal
development, and the development and dissemination of relevant back
ground studies. Second, BRAC needs to print additional project materials
(in the case of the NFPE program, textbooks, teacher manuals, and PO
manuals), hire and train additional staff, secure field office and residential
space, and construct or rent project sites. BRAC needs at least six months' lead
time to hire new POs, set up new field offices, survey new areas, hold at least
three parents' meetings, procure school materials, and hire and train teachers.

Whether or not funding arrives in a timelyway, targets linked to schedules
tend to take on a life oftheir own. BRAC management and donors need to
ask themselves if BRAC would be better served by linking targets to the
receipt offunding rather than to calendar years. Fortunately, so farI3Jt~.C

has managed to attract sufficient international support, and ftl11dingtor Hie'
1993-95 expansion plan appears to have been fully secured or pledged.

How Can BRAC Balance Quantitative and QuaUtative Goals?
Every staffmember in the NFPE program knows that BRAC's target is to
open 50,000 schools by the end of 1995. There are, however, many
answers when the staff try to explain the goal of opening these schools.
Everyone agrees that the schools are designed to reach children left out of
the formal primary system, but it is not clear whether these schools are to
provide aself-sufficient, well-rounded, basic education appropriate in the
rural context, replace the need for adult literacy programs for this genera
tion, or provide a primary education at least equivalent to that provided in
the formal system. These pwposes, like the seven items listed in the June
1992 version of the 1993-95 NFPE program goal statement, are not
necessarily mutually exclusive. Management literature suggests, how
ever, that although multiple goals are useful for holding together multiple
stakeholders with diverse interests, it is harder to hold together large,
highly decentralized organizations when goals are broad, ambiguous, or
contradictory. In other words, while BRAC's expansion program can
readily address a large number of broad goals, field staff and managers
need afew, clearly articulated goals that can provide guidance and help set
priorities when all the broad goals, inevitably, cannot be met at once.

Articulating qualitative as well as quantitative goals is particularly critical
during a period of rapid, ambitious expansion. During such periods, there
is a tendency for concrete quantitative goals to take precedence over more
difficult-to-measure qualitative goals. The NFPE program's vulnerability
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to such pressures was recently illustrated when several field offices, unable
to meet supervisory schedules, falsified routine reports rather than report
a legitimate inability to meet those schedules (two out of four POS were in
training, and no replacement POs were provided during the training period).
This false reporting, and the unrealistic targets Wlderlying it, were relatively
rapidly Wlcovered and addressed. The incident, however, points to the NFPE
program's need for asuccinct, easilyWlderstood goal statement, to which staff
can moderate their approach to meeting targets and adopting innovations.

Should NFPE Provide Basic Education or Serve as a Feeder School?

One of the goal-related issues is whether the NFPE program should
provide self-contained basic education. BRAe's NFPE program was
started to provide a self-contained basic education to children who have
been left out of primary school. The premise was that three years of
education would permit the older children and adolescents to acquire a

··-:~efi6ir.~~ I~verof literacy, numeracy, and basic knowledge that would
enabie them to continue learning on their own and become productive
members ofsociety. As mentioned in Chapter VI, however, because ahigh
percentage ofBRAC'sgraduates were continuingto Class IVin the formal
system, BRAC adjusted its NFPE school goals to encompass preparation
for formal schools as well. The results of the "Basic Education Assess
ment" discussed in greater detail in Chapter VI show that only 53 percent
ofasample ofNFPE program graduates successfully pass the assessment.
While the results show BRAC students scoring higher on average than
rural children in general and even higherthan asub-sample ofGovemment
students, they clearly demonstrate that basic education is not generally
achieved in three years of primary schooling in Bangladesh, whether in
Government formal schools or nonformal schools.

BRAC has developed plans to address those who enroll in formal school
and those who do not participate in educational programs after their
involvement in the NFPE program. To provide primary education for the
older (11- to 16-year-old) children, BRAC will add a third year to the two
year course. The assumption is that the more mature children in this
program can handle the equivalent ofafive-yearprimaryeducation inthree
years with appropriate modifications to the curriculum and to teaching
practices. This assumption remains to be tested in practice. Having the
three-year program accepted as a full equivalent ofprimary education in
terms ofeligibility for secondary education for those who want to go on to
the secondary level will also be astruggle. Thejustification for making the
older children's program equivalent to the full cycle ofprimary education
is that when these children, especially girls, complete two years of the
program, they are already at least 13 years old and would feel uncomfort-
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able in the fourth or fifth grades ofprimary school with eight- to ten-year
old children. For the older students, who do not usually persist beyond
Class IV, BRAC is considering community librariesand newsletters to help
them maintain their literacy and nwneracy skills.

Since over 90 percent ofthe program graduates enroll in Class IV or V of
the primary school, BRAC plans to continue the NFPE program for the
eight- to ten-year-old groups with the current three-year duration, using it
as a feeder program. Feeding into the formal school presents its own set of
obstacles, however. The weaknesses of primary schools, with their poor
learning environments, weak management and supervision, low teacher
morale, and the gap in physical capacity for absorbing additional children,
have been described earlier. There are also the social and psychological
obstacles that BRAC children, coming from the low end ofthe social strata
and just having been in a supportive learning environment with sympa
thetic teachers, face when they join the primary school in fourth or fifth
grade with children who are awect group,ha.vtttg'sWVivedaveryhigh rate
ofdropout inprimaryschools. Not surprisingiy, thedropout rate for the first
cohort of BRAC students transferring to primary school was high (42
percent). In the subsequent two years for which data are available, the
dropout rate declined somewhat, due to specific efforts in NFPE program
schools to better prepare children for primary school.

To the extent that BRAC's NFPE program becomes a significant feeder to
the higher grades ofthe primary school, all ofthe various ways BRAC can
work with and strengthen the national primary school system discussed in
the previous section need to be pursued vigorously. The implication for
BRAC is that there has to be aserious and systematic effort to interact with
the primary education system at both the national level and the local areas
whereBRAC is active. Thiseffort needs to be reflected in BRAC'spolicies
and program priorities even though the Government education hierarchy
may not always be enthusiastic about interaction and collaboration witli
NGOs. Another implication for donor support for BRAC is that a propor
tion of the funds should be designated to support BRAe's collaboration
with the national system.

Whom Should the NFPE Program Serve?

Atargeted approach to rural development helps to ensure that development
programs to benefit the relatively poor do not disproportionately benefit
the relatively rich. In aUPE campaign, however, the target group is notjust
the relatively more disadvantaged poor but all children of a certain age.
Given the relatively uneven distribution ofpermanent structures to house
the formal primary schools, as the Government designs its UPE strategy,

. , .
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NGOs with NFPE programs might be asked to move into geographically
underserved areas. In such areas, an invidious separation between an
NFPE program school for the relatively more disadvantaged and aGovern
ment school for the relatively bener offchildren is likely to create political
problems and social tension. Consequently, NGOs that agree to work in
such areas should be prepared to plan their efforts within the framework of
a plan to provide comprehensive geographic coverage for all income groups.

To date, NFPE program has been framed entirely in terms ofcapturing the
children "left out" of formal primary schools due to their relatively low
socio-economic status. It is not clear what, if any, changes would need to
take place in the NFPE program should BRAC attempt to switch to a
comprehensive approach. In the communities where BRAC is already
working, one NFPE program school is usually not adequate to cover all
left-out children in one three-year cycle. To cover both the left-out and the
better-offchildren in one community, would BRAC start several schools
simultaneously in one community? Or would it start one school in !'na.!!~r

communities and seek to· cover the entire range of primary-school age
children in those communitiesoverthe courseofseveral three-yearcycles?

Adecision to provide comprehensive coverage raises issues about student
composition and patterns of coverage as well as issues relating to parent
committee composition and patterns ofcommunity participation. Because
BRAC does not, at this time, provide comprehensive coverage, it is able
to pick and choose among potential students. One of the criteria BRAC
uses to choose students is the commitment and expectedparticipation level
ofparents. This is because, as described in Chapter IV, parentcommitment
is one ofthe most important variables in regular attendance, which in tum,
is agood predictorofcompletionand achievement. NFPE programstudent
absences are rigorously followed up with the parents; ifthe absencesoccur
frequently during the first three months of the first year of the NFPE
program cycle and follow up does not result in more regularattendance, the
child may be removed from school and replaced by another on the waiting
list. This replacement procedure is one contributing factor to BRAC'shigh
attendance and completion rates.

Should BRAC adopt a comprehensive approach to enrollment, it might
have to accept the less along with the more motivated parents. Less
motivated parents translate into less regular student attendance, which, in
turn, calls for more stafftime devoted to follow-up with parents who may
be less receptive to BRAC staffs moral suasion. A move toward a more
comprehensive approach, therefore, has both cost and effectiveness impli
cations: staff costs are likely to increase, and attendance and completion
rates are likely to decrease. (The overall issue ofcurrent cost effectiveness
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and the implications ofthe proposed expansion plan and more comprehen
sive plans were discussed more fully in Chapter VI.)

Who Should Fund NFPE?

Implementation ofBRAC's NFPE program expansion and other primary
education activities will depend on the availability of external financing.
Two questions are often asked about external financing. First, should a
basic education program, especially one run by an NGO, depend almost
entirely on external funding, since basic education is a fundamental
responsibility of the Government? Second, what would happen to the
program if external financing dried up?

On the question of dependence on external assistance, the reality is that
over80percentoftotal developmentexpenditure inallsectors inBangladesh
at present is financed by external assistance. There is no justification for
subjecting only Rrimary education to the principle ofself-reliance. More-

o:~...~:-lhe:BRAGpro--graril,even at the peakofitsanticipatedexpansion,will
serve no more than 15 percent ofthe childrenofprimaryschool age. At the
same time, it has the potential to influence significantly, though not
determine, thenational primaryeducationpoliciesand strategies. All these
are arguments for international assistance for the program.

The second question can be put another way: How long will external
support on a substantial scale be available for the nonformal primary
education program? It is difficult to answer this question definitively, it
should be noted that external donors seriously interested in assisting basic
education in Bangladesh should not anticipate terminating theirassistance
at the end of a three-year commitment. External assistance for the
Government'5 formal education efforts has grown in recentyears and in all
probability will grow further in the future. The question for donors, then,
is whether a part of this assistance would not be better utilized through
NGO-managed basic education activities. By the same token, if a new
partnership of Government, NGOs, and community becomes a key ele
ment in the strategy for UPE, a part ofthe regular Government budget for
primary education could support nonformal programs of NGOs. Policy
dialogue with the Government on the part ofexternal donors in negotiating
assistance programs for education could encourage a move in this direction.

What Should Be BRAC's Relationship with the Formal Primary
Education System?

BRAC considers its schools a stop-gap measure until the Government is
prepared to implement its own mandate to provide UPE. The components
of BRAC schools that are worth integrating into a permanent school
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system remain to be determined by education experts and policymakers
inside Bangladesh. That evaluation and decision process, as well as the re
orientation of the educational bureaucracy and the creation of a local
funding base for more ambitious CPE and UPE initiatives, is a medium
rather than short-term activity. In the meantime, there is likely to be
continued tension between a dynamic, nonformal but temporary school
system and a moribund formal school system which, nonetheless, will
provide the base for a new primary education system in Bangladesh.

For example, already there exists considerable overlap in Government
primary and BRAC NFPE program schools' catchment areas. BRAC
claims it only recruits children who drop out of or never enroll in
Government schools. It targets eight- to ten-year-olds who have already
had several opportunities to enroll in Government schools and 11- to 16
year-olds who have already dropped out and are too old to return. BRAC
schools open three months after Government schools, and in recent years
Field Officers have presented their liSt \1; :~"~11,";~1: i;;: Bi; A;:"Uld~nts to tne
thana education officer bdore the NFPE program begiii5lo ensure that no
current Government students are enrolled in BRAC schools. In addition,
because BRAC schools meet in temporary structures without benches or
desks and are taught by village women, there is asense, at least during the
first three-yearcycle, among the better-offvillagersthat BRAC schools are
somehowsecond-rate. This, in itself, helps to minimize the number ofnon
target children.

Nevertheless, the Khan and Arefeen (1992) study reported that Govern
ment teachers occasionally charge that BRAC is luringstudents away from
the formal schools. Since the target group for the Government schools is
all children ofprimary age, it is in fact true that BRAC's target group is a
subset of the Government's target group.

Further, anecdotal evidence suggests some parents worry that access to
other BRAC programs-health, credit, disaster relief-may be at risk if
their children do not attend BRAC schools. Such misunderstandings are
more likely to arise when inexperienced and/or overly enthusiastic POs,
anxious to meet their targets, meet cautious villagers. Particularly in areas
where BRAC is running a second or third three-year cycle, non-target
children-boys or children from middle- or upper-income households
may be enrolled in BRAC schools to ensure 30 students per school. These
indeed may be children who otherwise might have attended formal schools.

At this time, the Government has no system for identifying those children
most likely to be left out of formal schools nor has it concluded that
nonformal non-government primary educational programs are the best
"lay to reach these children. A smooth working relationship with formal
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schools and local Government education officials could help in identifying
students for both programs.

The importance of local level leadership in helping to overcome this
tension was highlighted during a visit to the Kushtia project, described as
one example of "participation in local compulsory primary education
planning and management" given in Chapter VII. A fine political balance
has to be struck between the need to develop coherent, decentralized plans
that integrate both Government and non-government contributions and the
imperative to meet the educational needs ofthe 40+ percent ofthe children
who are left out ofthe current system. Keeping the momentum for change
high and pushing forward with immediate programs to meet the needs of
the neglected children require the finesse of accomplished local leaders.
The process ofidentifying and recruiting such leaders is not an explicit part
of any of BRAC's current programs, although it easily might be.

Jnaddition, local 'fonnal school committees will not become empowered
untirsuch time as they have at least a modest amount of funds at their
disposal. This points to the need for generating sources of funds for local
schools that do not depend on disbursements from central authorities.
Gustavsson (1990) provides a menu of potential s.ources of local school
financing. More work deserves to be done in this area. It should be noted
that the funding area is not one in which BRAC at this time has a great deal
to contribute. At present. BRAC and its donors pay the full cost of
establishing all BRAC NFPE program schools.

Summary and Conclusions
BRAC's plan to add 35,000 new NFPE centers by 1995 and operate
100,000 centers by the year 1998 is an ambitious one and challenges even
this established, well-managed organization. Nevertheless, BRAe ap
pears to have access to the human manpower and the ability to mobilize
resources quickly while maintaining quality. Questions about quantitative
and qualitative goals, the target audience, funding sources, and BRAC's
relationship with the formal primary school system will need to be
addressed as the NFPE program expands.

As stated in Chapter VII, given the current state of GovemmentINGO
relations in Bangladesh, the dialogue necessary to create many of the
potential partnerships described in Chapter VII will require months, ifnot
years. During this time, thousands of children will go unserved. Well
documented reports ofNFPE program's expansion and further research on
the achievements of NFPE program graduates could help to move the
dialogue more quickly. BRAC has demonstrated the expertise, capacity,
and needed commitment to establish schools and provide instruction. It
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therefore seems likely that BRAe's 1993-95 NFPE program expansion
could proceed as planned. As noted earlier, given BRAe's commitment to
work in rural areas and the relative scarcity offonnal schoolsoutside towns
and urban areas, the potential for overlap is not so overwhelming as to
make prior planning essential.

The government/non-government dialogue is likely to provide direction
forthe second stage ofBRAC'sNFPEprogram expansion, which involves
increasing the numberofschools from 50,000 to 100,000 schools in 1996
1998. By 1996, BRAC will have helped more than 100 other NGOs
implement its NFPE programmodel, and these NGOs, hopefully, will have
secured independent funding to continue their own expansion after their
pilot grants from BRAC arelinished. While these NGOs will add substan
tially to the capacity of the nonfonnal system, the effort required to
coordinate the growing number of actors in this system, to maximize
coverage of the left-out children, and to minimize overlap offonnal and
nonfonnal ~y~~~i7.;; .~~:: ~c 3~b~a!!tial. The Gov~rnment/non-govemment
dialogue that should take place over the next three or four years is likely to
be the best forum for developing an appropriate coordinating mechanism
for these two systems.

The ambitious expansion plan does raise questions about the feasibility of
BRAC to implement many of the potential, additional roles described in
Chapter VII during the proposed 1993-95 expansion period. The develop
ment and coordination of each of these roles will require substantial
amounts of senior staff time that will be needed simultaneously in the
expansion effort. Prior to committing itselfto explore any ofthese roles,
BRAC will, of course, project the senior staff requirements of the NFPE
program expansion program, taking into acCOtmt the additional field visits
recommended above and the additional workload implied by planned,
long-tenn training for senior staff. Such projections would have to include
non-NFPE senior BRAC staff, such as the Executive Director, those in
RED, and those in other key support offices. Based on these projections
and the priorities it establishes with the Bangladeshi Government and
international donors, BRAC can then decide to which, ifany, ofthese roles
it is prepared to commit its limited senior staff time.
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SECTION 4
Implications for Bangladesh and Other Countries

This section addresses the third question in this case study:

What elements ofthe BRACprogram mightprove useful to other

countries embarking on new, large-scale EFA initiatives?

The section consists ofChapterIX, which includessummaries ofthe NFPE

program's primary school modeJ, its administrative and financial manage

ment approach, and its potential roles in Bangladesh. Implications for

educational planners and policymakers conside~ngEF A i~itiati~es are

included after each summary.

While the chapter provides implications, it stops short ofoffering definite

conclusions or lessons learned. It is difficult to be conclusive from asingle

case study; to determine the cause of "effectiveness," one must compare

one or more effective schools with one or more less effective schools.

Rather, it is hoped that this study will be the first in a series examining

several programs that have the potential to move EFA implementation

forward in some ofthe most challenging areas ofthe world. When several

case studies are completed, it may then be possible to derive alternately

appropriate concrete lessons.
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ChaptcI4 IX
Program Summary and Implications

The NFPE program's rapid expansion together with BRAe's proven
reputation in implementing other development initiatives suggest that the
first phase of BRAe's proposed expansion plan-increasing from 8,000
to 50,000 schools-has a good chance of being successful in providing
basic education to underserved families throughout the country. Findings
on the NFPE program's implementation in Bangladesh also imply that
some, ifnot all, ofthe program could be beneficial to othercountries in the
developing world.

Implications drawn from the implementation ofBRAC's NFPE program
relate to three major areas: BRAe's approach to nonformal primary
education; BRAe's approach to administrative and financial manage
ment; and BRAe's potential roles in Bangladesh.

BRAe's Primary School Model

As detailed in Chapter IV, BRAC provides primary level instnlction for
disadvantaged children, 60-70 percent of whom are girls, who are from
some of the most disadvantaged families in Bangladesh. Instruction is
provided through two types ofschools: three-year schools for eight-to ten
year-olds who have never attended formal primary school; and two-year
schools for II-to 16-year-oldswho have dropped outofprimary school and
are unlikely ever to re-enroll. The program is characterized by the follow
mg:

• free education, with no hidden costs for tutoring, books, materials, or
supplies;

• small, minimally equipped community-based schools, located within a
radius oftwo kilometers from the child's home, in buildings rented in the
community;

• modestly paid, paraprofessional teachers hired for two to three hours a
day from the local community who are trained and supervised through
out the program cycle;

• a simplified curriculum that mirrors the formal school curriculum;

• a shorter instructional day and a longer school year that results in more
engaged instructional time than is provided in the formal school system;

• a classroom environment with a30: I student/teacher ratio, and teacher
centered as well as child-centered approaches to instruction; and

• parents who contribute little financially but participate in planning the
program and ensuring student participation.
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More than 90 percent of the children who start BRAC schools graduate,
and the proportion ofNFPE program graduates who complete Class III and
enter Class IV is much larger than the proportion ofstudents in the fonnal,
public system who reach Class IV. BRAC students perfonn as well as
Government students on exams given at the end of Class IV, and many
continue to Class V. On a national exam to test mastery ofbasic education,
more than 50 percent of the BRAC graduates passed the exam, compared
with 20 percent ofthe Government students.

Implications from BRAe's Primary School Model

• Part-timeparaprofessionals can make good teachers for the lower
grades of primary school, providing they are adequately trained,
supplied with a very structured curriculum, and, most impor
tantly, adequately supervised. BRAC's model for teachers is not that
of part-time paraprofessionals, but rather part-time paraprofessionals
plus continuous trainingplus intense supervision.·'Low~~~~~ .
fessional teachers need more "higher-cost" supervision and guidimce
than do "high-cost" professionals. Paraprofessional teachers also need
detailed teacher versions of the textbooks to guide them through the
lessons.

• Primary school participation can be improved, even with tradi
tionally hard-to-reach populations. The BRAC case supports other
studies that suggest that primary school enrollment is strongly affected
by cost and safety, persistence is strongly affected by school quality and
parental as well as teacher follow-up, and timely completion is strongly
affected by continuous assessment and follow-up.

• Abasic, no-frills program that is fully implemented is better than
a more progressive one that is not. BRAC school studentsare scoring
as well on several standardized achievement tests as Government
students who have been exposed to a more elaborate curriculum.

• The features needed to increase girls' access to and persistence in
primary school Deed Dot make schools more expensive. Features of
the BRAC model that were adopted fortheir low-costproperties-small
schools with small catchment areas and female paraprofessional teach
ers hired from within those catchment areas-are also attractive to girls.
It is usually easier, however, to plan these features into a new school
system than to introduce them into an existing one.

• NFPE schools do Dot appear to be handicapped by a lack of
permanent school buildings. Renting school rooms on a part-time
basis enables BRAC schools to start up quickly. When one three-year
cycle is finished, the second cycle can eitherbe held in the same location
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or moved to one closer to the new students. Rental costs appear lower
than Government investments in permanent school buildings and main
tenance costs.

• Securing significant participation by illiterate parents requires
not just appropriate participation structures but also ongoing
individual follow-up. In addition to convening monthly parent meet
ings, BRAC field stafffollow up absentee students with home visits, and
the staffare encouraged to develop contacts and rapport with individual
parents and parents' groups. This individual contact is a significant
contributing factor to high attendance rates at school and parent meetings.

• Nonformal programs for older girls must balance preparation for
participation in the Government system and participation in the
work force. Given the high levels of private costs expected, if not
required, to remain in Government schools, BRAC is not convinced that
the majority of its students will be able to complete Class IV and V in

··-··~::;'.,·_·~"'::::fh'bifbftmmenf system. Already it has discovered that most of its KK
graduates, who are far beyond primary school age, will not persist in
Class IV in the Government system. BRAC is therefore discussing ways
to make the curriculum even more relevant for girls who are not likely
to finish primary school and who will need to make their own employ
ment opportunities as access to land in rural areas continues to drive a
larger proportion of the rural population out of agriculture.

BRAe's Approach to Administrative and Financial
Management

The Development Management Approach

BRAC has earned global recognition for its health programs and operates
the largest non-governmental rural development program in Bangladesh.
Hence, while BRAC appears to be a relative newcomer to primary
education, it has brought to the education sector over 20 years ofexperi
ence in designing and delivering grassroots social service programs. The
NFPE program can be effectively targeted to the children most likely to be
left out of the fonnal system because NFPE program staff have at their
disposal time-tested household survey techniques developed by other
BRAe programs. NFPE program field staff are able to mobilize parents
using participatory methodologies developed by the rural development
program. Having learnedbytrial and error not to burden each ofits sectoral
programs with the goals of all the others, the NFPE program keeps its
structure simple, operating with the support ofbut without time-consum
ing coordination with all other BRAC sectoral programs. Finally, BRAC
has already "gone national" with its health programs and has learned many

• ADVANCING BASIC EDUCATION & LITERACY (ABEL) 115



PRIMARY EDUCATION FOR ALL: LEARNING FROM THE BRAC EXPERIENCE

lessons that will facilitate implementation ofthe proposed NFPE expan
sion plan summarized previously in Table IV.l.

BRAC's relatively flat organizational structure, with decentralized middle
management for each of its sectoral programs and support services at the
regional and national levels, also contributes to the NFPE program's
success. Within this framework, the NFPE program has adopted a highly
field-oriented, personnel-intensive, training-intensive management struc
ture similar to BRAC's larger Rural Development Program. Program
implementation is supported by field-based Program Officers through
weekly visits to local schools, regular interactions with teachers, and
meetings with parents. Information collected during these activities,
together with regular internal and external evaluations, internal and
external audits, and periodic research projects, is used to monitor progress
and ensure that the organization continues learning from its experience.

BRAC's executive and central adIn41is=;'~:'::!~ff ;r;m'·:~;~::S;COU!!ting.

research and evaluation, logistics, pill~ha:il1!g,piliHing; public reialioilli,
and other needed support services. The NFPE program also benefits from
a Donor Liaison Office set up to simplify BRAC's interactions with its
many donors and to develop a single reporting protocol that is acceptable
to all. BRAC's Office ofthe Executive Directorraises funds, which itdoes
to a large extent based on BRAC's reputation in other sectors. Finally, the
NFPE program is able to experiment with new approaches and expand on
its own schedule because BRAC's independent funds provide it with a
cushion from the delays often associated with foreign donor funding.

NFPE Cost Effectiveness

As indicated in data from cost studies ofthe Government primary educa
tion system and BRAC's NFPE program system, total public costs from
the classroom up to the sub-district level per enrolled student for BRAe
and the Government are almost equal: about US$14 per year. The NFPE
program's relatively low expenditure on salaries and high expenditures on
management and supervision (29 percent on teacher salaries and 27
percent on management and supervision for NFPE versus over 85 percent
for teacher salaries and less than 0.5 percent for direct management and
supervision by the Government) results in higher completion and achieve
ment rates for NFPE program students. These outcomes occur without
BRAC parents having to pay the private costs generally associated with
Government schools.

For BRAC, which graduates 28 ofevery 30 children who originallyenroll,
costs are about the same per graduate and per enrollee. The Government
system, however, suffers from high dropout andrepetitionrates; as aresult,
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less than half of the children who enter Class I graduate from Class III.
When considering the high private costs and low graduation rates, the cost
perGovernment Class III graduate is substantiallyhigher than BRAC'sper
graduate costs.

BRAe's development management approach raises many issues because
its potential is great and the situations in which it might be applied are so
varied. These issues include the tendency for the NFPE program to be a
program for women but run by men, the tension between developing
quality field staff with a clear vision of BRAe's operating style and the
need to send new staff to the field quickly, the tendency for clear
quantitative goals to override difficult-to-articulate qualitative ones, the
chronic pressure created by the donor funding process to repeatedly
produce dramatic results, and, finally, the tradeoffbetweenexcitementand
fatigue, both for the head office staff, who are not expected to expand
commensuratewith the rest oftheprogram, and for the field staff, who bear

-'c~e pressUre for ~eeting program targets.

No one can say with certainty that BRAC can handle its ambitious
expansion exactly as planned. In fact, BRAe has never implemented any
of its programs exactly as planned, and the programs appear to have
benefitted as a result. A somewhat rolling design process has been the
pattern for all BRAC programs, and the NFPE program appears to be
holding true to form. The only true test of the expansion capacity of the
BRAC NFPE program model is to try it on a large scale.

Implications of BRAe's Development Management Model

• Managerial expertise may be more important than technical
expertise in ensuring the rapid expansion of a basic education
program of adequate quality. The NFPE program's success to date
is related less to the rigor ofBRAC'soriginal technical design and more
to its willingness to "learn as it goes" plus its determination to fully
implement its no-frills approach.

• A key element of managerial expertise is the ability to recognize
services necessary to support any particular program and to plan
and budget for those services. BRAC'sprevious experience in setting
up field offices, ensuring timely delivery ofproject materials to remote
sites, developing staff training materials, and providing other support
services played a critical role in developing and expanding the NFPE
program.

• In addition to a pool ofexperienced, well-trained, support service
managers and senior executives, the start-up ofa new project can
benefit enormously from the availability of experienced, well-
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trained, mid-level managers who can be seconded from older,
successful projects to work at the field level. BRAC staffed its NFPE
program in the early days with experienced field managers from its other
rural development and credit programs. Inaddition, BRAC has routinely
allocated significant resources for in-country management training for
all of its managers and for overseas training at places like the Asian
Institute of Management for some of its staff.

• Donors interested in funding large-scale NGO projects should be
prepared to cover the full cost of the support services that each
project requires-i.e., motor pool, printing, stafftraining, etc. The
NFPE program budget includes adequate allocations for staff, training,
and logistical support for both technical and managerial functions.

• In the national EFAcommunity, depen~ing on economies ofscale,
it may be economical for certain agencies to specialize in specific
support services-such as textbook production or management
trainUu;::::c f::~cif~~ra~ench~8toconfractwith them for thOle
services. Because of the size ofBRAC's overall organization, econo
mies of scale make it possible for BRAC to provide most of its own
support services and even to provide some services-like training at its
Center for Development Management-to other NGOs.

• The benefits of economies of scale in either technical delivery or
support systems need to be carefully weighed against the dangers
of taking a monolithic approach. BRAC's model has created a
standard against which all other NGO programs are currently being
measured. There is some pressure for NGOs that are interested in
expanding their primary educational programs to adopt the BRAC
model. This pressure comes both from the NGOs themselves, because
the models that they may have been using to date are not clearly better
than the BRAC model, and from the donors, who want to fund the"best"
model.

• NGOs that provide basic education programs do not have to be
restricted to limited funding sources. In the processofseeking large
scale funding, national NGOs may be able to retain some indepen
dence-including the opportunity to experiment with alternative mod
els-in at least two ways: by developing profit-making enterprises that
can provide pilot funding for new activities and "bridge funding" during
periods ofrapid expansion; and by increasing the number ofdonors that
fund their projects. BRAC has used both ofthese methods successfully.

• National NGOs can reduce the amount of administrative and
coordination time required for multiple donors by forming donor
consortia, the members of which accept a single set of standard-
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ized reports and evaluations. BRAC already has a donor consortium
for its seven-year-old rural development program and is currently in the
process of forming a new one for its NFPE program.

• When one project initially succeeds in delivering some social
service to a high priority, difficult-to-reach target group, that
project may come to be seen as a potential vehicle for a myriad of
other services. The rapid expansion ofBRAC's NFPE program to date
is in part a function of its focus on a single purpose: providing basic
education to children left out of the Government system. Proposals to
add services to existing successful projects in BRAC are evaluated
carefully, on a case-by-case basis. For example, offers from donors to
add more components, like school feeding programs, must be viewed
very critically.

• Foreign donors are keenly interested in the impact of projects on
girls and women. BRAC has found that it may be easier to design
projects target~d at girls than to integratew'-"iJeji f')HYJ;ltO~~impie- .
mentation and management ofthose projects. BRAC is still working on
increasing the number ofwomen in mid- and senior-level management
positions in the NFPE program.

BRAe's Potential Roles in Bangladesh

Description ofBRAC's Potential Roles

BRAC appears well-positioned to contribute to the universal primary
education effort in Bangladesh in at least six ways: expanding its own
NFPE program; expanding its support to otherNGOs; improvingcommu
nity participation in local primary education planning and management;
coordinating local primaryeducation planning and management; monitor
ing and assessing progress in basic education; and developing a post
primary nonformal education model. The last four roles are illustrative of
what BRAC, or an NGO in asimilar position in another country, could do.
The degree to which BRAC assumes these roles will depend to a large
degree on Government interest and on the time constraints of its mid- and
senior-level staff.

The issues associated with these roles are numerous. Perhaps the most
important ofthese is the number of roles that BRAC can assume without
overextending itself. The Government must approve BRAC's expanded
participation in several roles. Approval is likely to be delayed until BRAC
and other NGO schools have expanded to serve a more substantial
proportion oftheprimary school-age population. Asnoted at the beginning
ofthis section, BRAC's participation in coordination meetings and other
potential contributions to the universalization of primary education in

,-
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Bangladesh will be limited in the short tenn by time constraints on its
senior staff.

There is, at the moment, no firm limit on BRAC's expansion capacity. As
the number of schools increases, however, or if the Government invites
BRAC to work in thanas where compulsory primary education programs
are being implemented, BRAC schools may need to consider more
carefully any potential overlap with the Government system. In the
meantime, BRAC has much to contribute in the areas of research and
development for pedagogy and learning and in strategies to ensure that its
target group, once literate, remains literate for life.

BRAC is not the only NGO working on these and other innovations. This
fact is sometimes obscured, however, by the immediate expansion poten
tial of the BRAC model and the apparent lack ofother NGO alternatives.
The development community throughout the world looks to NGOs to

A:"".JF~·';~0rm.!,,,~hvt»t ...~hnical approaches and social servicedeliverymecha-
.::~·~"'~niS'fi1S. In mutJ iu cOHtinue to play this role in Bangladesh, a variety of

NGOs need continuedsupport to experiment with approaches that diverge
from the dominant model-whether the Government's or BRAC's.

Without external funding, BRAC's NFPE program is perhaps no more or
less sustainable in the long run than any other development program
governmental or non-governmental-in Bangladesh. More than 80 per
centofthe Government's development budgetcomes from foreign donors;
likewise, more than 80percent ofthe funding forthe expansionofBRAC's
NFPE programwill come from foreign donors. At present, thisdependence
on foreign funding is justified in terms of providing both a basic human
right and also the foundation that Bangladeshi children need to participate
in the future in more productive forms ofoff-farm employment. BRAC's
NFPE program model does not presently include any form-innovative or
otherwise-of major local resource mobilization in support of local
primary schools.

Implications of BRAe's Potential Role in Bangladesh

• Short-term, rapid responses to EFA mandates with less than
national scope can be encouraged and supported while system
atic, medium-term EFAplanning among concerned Government
agencies, donors, and NGOs is proceeding. Byemphasizing its stop
gap nature, BRAC has been able to move forward with the NFPE and,
in the process, has been able to prove the viability ofseveral innovations
that may prove useful in the medium-term to the formal system.

• An NGO-sponsored, nonformal primaryeducation programwith
a proven management system and prior experience with EFA's
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target group will be more effective in the short term in reaching
EFA goals than formal government school education systems
constrained by traditional goals and embedded bureaucratic
procedures. The presence of teachers' unions in Bangladesh that are
unlikely to support the concept of paraprofessional teachers, the
Government's desire to use existing classrooms, the impossibility of
implementing all improvements simultaneously nationwide, and hence
the need to balance these factors explains, at least in part, why the
Government of Bangladesh has been slower than the NGO sector to
respond to EFA mandates.

Hence, the formal primary education system's slow response to poten
tial UPE initiatives relative to the nonformal system's response should
not be taken as prima facie evidenceofany lackofGovemmentcommitment
to EFA. BRAC sees the NFPE program as astop-gap measure that can be
useful until apennanent, fonnal Governmental system is inplace; it does not
see BRAC.sc~ls.~.:af~fij~~1Ii '::~Sdtut€7\Jr6ovettmtenf schools.

• NGOs need not,necessarUy, be limited to small pilot projects but
may also implement large-scale social service delivery projects.
BRAC has proven that in both health and education, with proper
management and an appropriateprogram, NGOs can assume asubstan
tial responsibility for large-scale delivery. At the same time, it should be
remembered that considerable commitment and training are necessary to

create acadre of real managers capable of large-scale implementation.

• As NGO programs increase in number and effectiveness, there
will be a growing need for better coordination between the Gov
ernment and other NGOs. Frequent turnover of senior Government
officials charged with elaborating Government basic education policies
and designing responses to EFAindicates that the Bangladeshi Govern
ment commitment to EFAgoals is probably weak at this time. From its
experience in the health sector, however, BRAC derived the lesson that
"NGO cooperation with the Government can work well in sectors that
have been assigned high priority by the Government (BRAC 1992a, 9)."

• Respected efforts, like those offered by BRAe, can inhibit other
innovations, as smaller programs are asked to conform to its
successes. A program like BRAC's, which has grown considerably
larger and is deemed successful, can inhibit other programs. Ironically,
its size and success may discourage the type of innovation that is
necessary to pilot new delivery systems, promote greater grassroots
participation in education, and increase services to disadvantaged
groups. BRAC has made special efforts to encourage and support other
NGOs, in part to alleviate this very feature of success.
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• National EFA networks and consortia provide opportunities to
foster support for a diversity of NGO models and individual
initiatives. Such networks can also foster an appreciation of the
complementary roles of government and non-government agencies.
The Campaign for Public Education in Bangladesh. as an example, is
currently acting as a clearinghouse for information on alternative
nonformal primary education materials. Its success in fostering diver
sity will depend to some extent on some donors' willingness to fund
alternative models.

The Relevance ofBRAe's Experience to Other Countries
The institutional environment in which BRAC operates is one that is
common to many developing countries. This environment includes orga
nizations that implement development activities as well as international
donors, national Government agencies, international non-governmental

".- organizations, and an entire subset of rules, norms; a.":i6.,:::u(\jI:.,i.i.l;:7,~;·~··""--"'~""'··y_",·~

associated with development. The institlltion~l environment; Cdtnmon ·to...
Bangladesh and other countries, is characterized by three key elements:

• aheavy reliance on foreign donor funds, which are typicallyprovided in
the form ofshort-term ''projects'' targeted at long-term problems, such
as universal primary education;

• national ministries ofeducation and formal primary education systems
that have aformal mandate to develop the primaryeducation system but
lack the human, financial, and administrative resources, as well as the
bureaucratic flexibility, to do so; and

• non-governmental organizations that have considerable flexibility and
often are able to reach specific groups of people more effectively than
governments, although they typically operate on a small scale.

On th~ other hand, the technical environment in which BRAC works-the
political stability, cultural and linguistic homogeneity, large and sophisti
cated NGO community, high levels of educated unemployment in rural
areas, and dense populations in areas underserved by the education
system-will not be found in many other countries. The BRAC model, in
its entirety, therefore, may be applicable only inafew countriesconsidered
high priority by the global EFA community. Nevertheless, individual
elements ofthe BRAC model, described in more detail in early chapters,
may prove beneficial and transferrable to some other countries. These
elements include:

• clear focus on a social goal widely perceived as important by parents,
students, and government;

122 ADVANCING BASIC EDUCATION & LITERACY (ABEL) •



..
PROGRAM SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS

• a simplified curriculum for primary education that focusses on basic
skills and is appropriate to the targeted population;

• paraprofessional teachers, selected from the community, with short pre
service training, scheduled in-service training, and strong supervision;

• small instructional units and correspondingly small catchment areas, so
that no student or parent is far removed from his/her home;

• active parent and community involvement as a major goal;

• comprehensive management support systems that emphasize staff
training, logistics, follow-through, and delivery of services;

• flexible timetable and an organization that adjusts services to the client!
student needs and alters its own organization depending upon its ability
to service its clients/students;

• reduced capital costs, where funds are expended for current operation
and services, and not on "bricks and mortar," and

~~::::::" <:-i1i:Yiam;;;;,-rtlutuattt~orttI1g::NGO/community partnerships character- .
izcd by regular and open communication and cooperative planning.

The conscious blending and restructuring ofthese elements in the existing
BRAC sites have created a critical mass of experience that allows us to
point to BRAC as an important success. Worldwide experience indicates
repeatedly, however, that wholesale transplanting of an innovation from
one country to another, without substantial "ownership" and sense of
origination by the recipient country, is doomed to failure. Careful under
standing and then use ofthe elements ofa success, like BRAC, within the
social, cultural, and political environment of a recipient country is the
necessary first challenge to committed educational entrepreneurs, educa
tional planners, and/or country policymakers.
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