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HE Asian Development Bank's
initiative in the distance cduca-
tion arena stems from a professional
staff paper published by the Educa-
tion Division (IFED) of the Bank in
1985. This paper taid the ground

~work for a major Regional Seminar

on Distance Education which was
arganised by the Bank. in Bangkok
in 1986 The Bangkok seminar
2uthered together a group of interna-
jonally renowned distance education
:xperts and the papers presented {or
the seminar (now published in two

volumes) are recognised as a seminar

resource in the ficld. One of the
recommendations of the Bangkok
serhinar was to give scrious consid-
cration to the cstablishment of a
mechanism  for  cnough regional
cooperation.in Distance Education,
As a follow-up of this recommenda-
tion..the .Bank sponsored a Round
Table Conference on  Distance
Education for some countrics 1n
1989. which was hcld in Pakistan,
The {function. form. epcrational and

| financial viahility of such a mechan-
provided the central agenda of -

ism
the Round Table Conference. The
papers prepared for the Round Table

| Conference were published by the

Bank. in a book from. In addition to

1 the pmpu.scd Bangladcah Open Uni-

versity project. the Bank is prepanng
projects in the scctors of Pakistan

{ and Sri Lanka and is considering
| increased involvement in other coun-

trics.
Bingladesh & one ul' the cduca-
tionally backward nations. Qut of the

total population of 115 million. the ‘
1 numbr of children of 6-10 vears age

group is 14.87 million. All of them
should be in primary schools but only
11.56 million. are in schools and the
remaining 3.31 million add to the
mass of illiterates numbering abowt
75 million. Not only this, 65% of

in-school children. i.¢ 7.5 million will -
-also dropout before teaching class 5.

There are 19.63 million children in
the age group 11-17. out of whom

';_ only 3.{4 millton arc cnrdlled in
'm:cundarv schools.

The remaining
16.63 million children arc illiterates
or dropouts from primary. grades.
There arc 9.90 million adolescents in
the age group 18-21 out of whom
only 0.70 million are -cnrolled in
colleges. universitics and other insti-
tutes uf higher learning. The remain-
ing 9.20 million consist of illiterates

| and dropouts {rom primary and
secondary grades. ‘There arc many

difficultics 1n recruiting and traiming
sufficient  numbher  of  qualificd
tcachers to improve primary and
secondary cducation. In 1989, the

number of untraincd primary and

secondary tcachers was 41.898 and
94RO respectively-
- Higher cducation in Bangladesh is

ithe privilege of the few:. There are
14'18 ¢olicgeswith

i ttir.fl’{nmimcm of

650.300. dn- dditign are 7

UI‘II\'LI‘.‘.:HES | -188(?1} j 18
(4000}, four

Polytechnics BITs
(2.400). onc BUET (5(0). threc

Agriculture Colleges and onc Agn-,

culture  University .(7.400). ninc
Mcdical Colleges (7. 400). one De-

“ntal College (60). onc IPGMR {200).
‘and one Cﬂilch of Nursing {20).

There is ficrce competition among
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students to gain admission in these;.

institutes. For example 28.2M) stu-
dents applied for admission in -the
. University of Dhaka in {990-91

against 3.635 seats. As a result only,
12.87% applicants were admiited. In’
the entrance test for admission in-
BUET. 2598 students appeared and.
only 508 qualified.’On one¢ hand the,
majority of students are unable to get!
admissions, and on the other the;’
output of existing institutions is snl

low that the human resource nceds
cannol he met. For example. in 1985

the stock of graduate physicians and!

dental surgeons was 16,000 and SO0
It was expected 1o be raised to 22,500
and 7.500 respectively by 1990, but
the gap has not been [illed up. At

present the number of graduate doc- .-
tors s 18925 and the number of . P
dentists is 530, i.¢. the increase in six!

vears has bcen only 2925 and 3.
rcspcctwclv which s depreusmglv
tow in the context of the population.

No precise data about the human
resource  demands’ of the. country

vis-a-vis the training capacity of the

institutes in different sectors is avail-
able. But the information collected
by the tcam of consultiants {or the

" BOU project has revealed that there

arc 7000 trained and emploved
nurses who desire to undergo a de-
gree course in Nursing but the only
College of Nursing in the country.
admits only 120. p.a.: the actual
stock of Health Assistunts in 1984-85
was 15,000 and it was.to be raised to
23.000 in 1989-9). During [98R-9),
5000 Health Assistants were trained
leaving a backlog
tion to this backlog, XN} more
Health Assistants will be recruited in
1991 for whom a training programme
is being designed but the existing

backlog of 18000 will continue. -

There was no stock of Family Plan-

ning Assistants and Family Welfare
Assistants in [1984-85 but the target
~ for -[989-90 was 4.500 and 35.0XN)

respectively.  Discussions  in  the

- Directorate of Agricultural Exten-,

sion have revealed that there are
13,000 ¢mployees under the Directo-
ratc who have completed the two-

“year inscrvice course in Agriculture,

Extcnsion and arc now working as
Block Supervisors. Junior Extension
Officers “and  Assistant Agncullurc
Officers. A one-year course for up-

~grading their knowledge and skills

has been designed by the Directorate
but it is unable to train the above-
mentioncd extension staff through
the cxisting extension institutes be-
cause of inadequate factlities and
financial constraints. .
Similarly. during the consultants’

discusston with the Exceutive Direc-.

for. Mass Education Programme. it
was found that uptil June 1991, a
total of 519090 lcarners in 11-45
years age group henefitted through
1254 literacy courses of about orig-
“year duration -cach’ 'Thu-t. Courses

b
were organised in unh 177 Upazikas.

This programme has to be extended
to other Upazilas and will reguire
training of additiona! mass cducation
teachers, trainers, orgamsers and su-
Pervisors.

Thus. it is cledr from the foregoing
description that the existing facilitics
in the cducational system are in-
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ddequate to meet the educational

and training needs of the country.
- On the.other hand it is not possible

to expand- the conventional system

because of financial  constraints.
Bangladesh must therefore look for
an alternative system of education. It

must take education: out of the-
stranglehoid. of ivory towers, away

from the clitist approach and open

the gates of education at all levels to

the masses. The education svstem
has to be democratised because edu-

cated peoplc can be an asset in the

building up of an emnumlcallv sound
natton.

The education of people in the :
villages. and above all. the women
and rural youth, nceds to be given

priority in all future cducational
lans. The need today is to provide

varied kinds of functional cducation

10 these people 50 as 10 help them
increase their carnings and come out

Education at all levels must be made
relevant to the needs of socicty and
the nation. The conventional system

its limitations. Thercfore what 1
needed is a highly innovative system

of education which shouid mdcn__‘
access to education at all levels and

provide meaninglul education. Of
course some general basic education

is needed to instilt values of life in the

minds of the people. particularly the
upcoming generation. But how can it
be done when thousands of the
teachers warking in the schoois, con-
tinue to remain untrained. THs indi-

cates another direction for the new
system of Education for the Masses
i.¢. training of the trainers. We must
remember that with the rapid growih
of knowledge, cducation has to b
regarded as a continuing. hic-long
process. People engaged 10 all voca-
tions and professions  will m.:..d[
periodical updating  education i’
order 10 keep themselves abreast of
the new knowledge and develop-

' ments, in their ficlds.

Fortunately, we now havie highly
developed communtication technolo-
gics which transcend time and dis-
tance and can thus help provide,
cducation to the masses where they,
live and grow. Printed course mite-
rials supplemented by Radio. T.V.,
Audio and Video Cassettes and
other inventions in this arca can help

in providing an cffective education:

system.
Let us thercfore step out of the
beaten track and adopt an alternative

cducational system which can help in.

achieving the goul of ¢ducation for
the masses. The existing conditions

~in Bangladesh strongly favour the.

idea of an Open University. which
can usher in a new cra by taking
cducation to the doorsteps of the
p;.uph. Jhe conventional ¥ stem oo
can ‘Continue to;perfofnt fan-impor

tamt role by rcuh'lpmnﬁhur curriculii
dnd’hv mahm educaiion relévant (o,

the nceds’ of thr: socteis Teachers
working in the copventiondl system
will be considerably involved in pre-
paration” of open university course
materials and providing counseiling

. assignments. Thus there will be.

mutual give-and-take. a pooling and
sharing of knowledge and ideas, ex-
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millions of farmers. extenston work- | |,

" the achievements and uscfulness of ; i!

immediate challenge facing the gov-
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pcncnccs and resources. cic. The
conventional system too would hcjl
ncfil from this by trving to convert’
the age-old class room system into an |
inter-disciplinary “and multi-media ¢
teaching system. This could best be

achicved by allowing students

-mobility between the two systems.

The conventional system can not

- offer wide course. offerings to their

students because of various limita- *
tions. whereas the open university |
can. However. if the students’ mobit- |
ity is allowed it should be posstble for -
the conventional svstem to include
some courses of the open university
if they find such courses to be more
rclevant to their needs. i
The open university through dis-
tance education could provide a wide
varicty of courses at levels ranging
from literacy programmes to higher
degrees and assisting the poor and f
those residing in far-flung. rurat

of the wretched environs of poverty, | . arcas to develop functional literacy. ;

livelihood skills. self-reliant enter-
priscs. and information ‘useful to
their own personal growth. Open
learning system is the mcans for
millions of teachers. new and in-
scrvice. to upgrade themselves: for. I
government employvees to achieve:
higher educational levels: and for,

ers and rural families to get up-m-:
date market information. more ¢m- |,
ployment skills and production |’
know-haw. Without detracting from . |’

the schooling system. the overriding
concern is how to promote sell-; |
reliance as a strategy for cdbcation
thus libcrating the lcarner to achicve
the ultimate goal of education for all
(which T doubt could be achicved
without' full usc of communication
technologies}) especially with sell-
learning capabilitics as lcarners will
become their own best teachers and
will not be dependent upon the,
provision of a school and a tcacher to
acquire knowledge. Ali these charac--
teristics and functionat advantages of
Distance Education have to be har--
nessed for the education of the mas-
scs and to achieve the goals in the
shortest possible time with DE's
proven cfficiency and effectivencss. |
lgnorance is the singular  great’
cnemy: liberatton of the learner is
the ultimatc mission: and  scl- |
reliance the strategy for cducation. |
Finally. the most potent weapon 1
for self-reliance is the cducation of
people in gencefib—ceducation mod-
clied on visions. aspirations, capabi-
lities of the people concerned. n the
context  of their  socio-political-
cconomic_ environments, traditions |
and cultures. | gnorance should be
tackled with sérious plans for action,
and_not with empty rhetoric. The

crnment teaders is to device practical
strategics. CNooUrage communitics 1o
take? the, lcad” and to .implement - ¥
activitics *for growth. Furthermore. I ,'
strategies  need  to have
appropriate resource Suppori: men.
money, media and  management.
{Paper circulated at a recent work-
shop on open university. in Dhaka). W
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