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Education is a process through which people learn
to create new institutions, use new technologies,
cope with their environment and alter their patterns
of behavior. Economic and social development of
a nation depends on these factors. In a broad sense
education improves the capacity of individuals and
institutions that contributes to the social, economic,
cultural, and demographical changes which are
related with the national development. As a whole,
education is a process of providing enlightenment and
skills to a nation. It is not clear how these changes
occur through education but evidence suggests
that schooling and education can make major
contributions to poverty reduction, gender equity,
responsibility of citizenship and equality of life. On
the other hand, some research has shown negative
impact of education, as unequal school opportunities
create discrimination based on wealth, gender, and
socioeconomic role (Glick & Sahn, 2000).

In many developing countries equity in access to
schooling remains an important challenge. Bangladesh,
regarded as one of the poorest countries in Southern
Asia (Asian Development Bank, 2001) also faces
this challenge, as poor students have less chance of
completing any given education cycle than more

affluent ones. Bangladesh is an Islamic Republic.

The Constitution of Bangladesh begins with the name
of Allah and it says, "Pledging that the high ideals
of absolute trust and faith in the Almighty Allah”
(Constitution of Bangladesh 1979:1). This country is
bordered by India on the Western, Eastern, Northern
sides, on the southeast Myanmar and in the south the
Bay of Bengal. The total area of Bangladesh is 147,570
square kilometers. Bangladesh is one of the poorest
countries in Southern Asia (Chowdhury & Alam, 2002).
According to the World Fact Book, in 2005 Bangladesh
was an over-populated, poor and often ill-governed
nation despite existing domestic and international efforts
to improve economic and demographic conditions.
The total population of Bangladesh was 144,319,628,
with almost two-thirds of all Bangladeshis employed
in the agricultural sector, with rice as the single-most-
important product.

After independence in 1971, it was hoped that
economic emancipation would lead to political
freedom, and that poverty would be eradicated.
Now after 36 years of its independence, there are
disappointments in the achievements. Nearly half
of the population still lives under the poverty line.
According to social sectors of South Asia, almost 38
percent of the population of Bangladesh is illiterate,
but barely 20 percent are truly functionally literate.
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The female literacy rate is 26 percent and the male 49
percent.

This paper focuses on the inequitable education
system in Bangladesh. The emphasis is on the
difference between classes in rural and urban schools
as well as between the Bengali medium and English
medium schools. A major goal of this dissertation
is to consider implications, for language policy and
planning in the educational system of Bangladesh.

Education can contribute to reduce poverty.
Indeed there are many studies which demonstrate
that the key to poverty reduction is human capital.
For example one-year of additional schooling leads
to a rise of 16 percent in the wages of Malaysian
men and 18 percent in the wages of Malaysian
women (Bangladesh 2020, 1998). The corresponding
numbers for Thailand are 17 percent and 13 percent.
Bangladesh however does not have enough schools
nor do many of the schools meet minimal quality
standards. Moreover the existing schools are
failing to provide instruction to meet the demands
of globalization. As a result, Bangladesh has not
developed a workforce capable of competing in
technical skills with other Asian developing countries
(Bangladesh 2020, 1998).

According to Bangladesh 2020, in the higher
secondary level of public education, the rate of
inefficiency is very high. Bangladesh has an adult
literacy rate of only 38 percent, which is much lower
than Sri Lanka, for example (90 percent). Fifty
percent of the students who enter in the primary
schools of Bangladesh do not complete their five-
year education and many of them achieve only a
second-grade level of attainment. It takes an average
of more than 12 years to complete the 5 years cycle
(Bangladesh 2020, 1998). In 1996 only 200,000
students (three percent of the 11-15 year age group)
graduated from secondary schools in Bangladesh.
This number is for a country of 144,319,628
million people, too few to supply the talents for the
development of Bangladesh. Although Bangladesh
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spent 2 percent of its GDP on education to elevate
learning achievement, the task facing Bangladesh
seems to be challenging (Bangladesh 2020, 1998).

This paper examines the language situation and
language policy of Bangladesh both before and after
independence. I review different policies implemented
during the colonial period. I also describe the different
language policies and educational reforms after
independence in 1971. The status and functions of
Bengali and English are considered in the context of
language practices in school.

The purpose of this paper is to describe and
examine the present status of Bengali and English in
the educational system of Bangladesh. The emphasis
is on the difference between classes in rural and urban
schools as well as between the Bengali medium and
English medium schools in terms of language use in
the classroom.

My study had two objectives. The first objective
was to find out differences between the classes
observed in one rural and two urban schools. The
second objective was to find out the differences
between one observed English-medium and two
observed Bengali-medium schools. In Bangladesh,
English-medium schools are located in urban areas.
There is no English-medium school in a rural area.
The following framework can provide a picture of the
schools’ location in Bangladesh.

Table:1 Frame work

Urban Rural
English-medium school Y X
Bengali-medium school Y Y

My research questions were:

(a) What are the differences between the classes
observed in two urban schools and one rural
school?

(b) What are the differences between two observed
Bengali medium schools and one English
medium school?



I visited the three secondary schools in Bangladesh
during March and early April 2006. After visiting
and observing classes I found that the learning
environment of the three schools varied greatly. I will
summarize my findings and discuss their significance.

Rural-Urban Differences

In this section I will mention the differences
between the rural and urban schools. The urban
schools are well equipped and has good facilities,
such as books, chalk, dusters, desks, good buildings,
toilets and surroundings. Most of the teachers
are female. Some of them have teacher-training
certificates. The school has a good environment to
learn and teach English. My understanding from
my short visit is that the students of this school are
interested in learning English.

The rural school is situated in a remote area of
Bangladesh. This school is not adequately equipped
and has broken doors and windows. This school
lacks the basic facilities such as books, dictionaries,
blackboards, toilets, classrooms, satisfactory buildings
and surroundings. Most of the teachers are male and
non-subject teachers. Teachers as well as Students
lack fluency in standard Bengali. The school does
not have an adequate environment to teach and learn
English. Students depend on rote learning at this
school.

Through my observations and my interviews with
teachers I found that teachers’ proficiency of English
language varied between the rural and urban schools.
In Shobujbagh Government Girls High School (urban
Bengali-medium school), some young teachers
were proficient in English but some senior teachers
lacked the ability and confidence to teach English
effectively. Most of the teachers did not make any
grammatical mistakes though they have problems of
pronunciation.

In Shinabahar High School (rural Bengali-medium
school), there were only two English teachers. They

were non-subject teachers and were not adequately
proficient in English language. They made many
mistakes in grammar (See chapter V). Because of
their poor command in English, they seemed to
lack confidence in English teaching. I also felt that
they lacked confidence because of their low level of
education. One teacher majored in Islamic Studies
and another teacher graduated from the general line.
Though they received training from the National
Curriculum Textbook Board for three months, my
classroom observation showed that they lacked
knowledge of the basics of English, typical teaching
methods, grammar, fluency in English and acceptable
pronunciation in English.

From my classroom observations and also from the
policy planners’ interviews, it is clear that the teachers
who teach English (especially in the rural area) are
poorly educated. Teachers of English themselves have
not been exposed to suitable oral models. Moreover,
there are many problems, such as poorly equipped
schools, inadequately financed programs and less
affluent institutions.

The living conditions of the teachers as well as
the students also varied in the urban and rural area.
During my visit to Gazipur schools, I visited two
teachers’ homes close to the school. I found that they
have tin-framed houses with a tin roof. The teachers
have one or two room traditional rooms. I also visited
one teacher’s house of the Bengali medium school.
(Because I had been a student of that school, she
invited me). I found that she lives in an apartment in
a middle class locality where most of the tenants are
government employees.

In the urban area, the number of school children
out of school is small, because there are maximum
opportunities to attend and minimum obstacles.
Children are not needed for gardening, farming and
so on. In the rural area, children need to do house
work and help their parents in farming, gardening
etc. For this reason, the number of rural school-age
children out of school is comparatively high.
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The number of students also varies in these schools.
In urban Bengali and rural Bengali schools, we find
that classes are very large but in the urban English
medium school, the number of students per class is
much lower than in the Bengali medium schools.

In rural classrooms, I observed a traditional
teaching style and rote learning. The few books
available were outdated. Most classroom blackboards
had a list of sentences and words in English which
the students had to memorize each day. Sometimes
sentences were grammatically incorrect and
nonsensical in the context of daily lives. In one class,
one teacher wrote a definition of “voice” on the
blackboard that I did not understand. The students
memorized words or sentences which they never
used in their daily life. Most of the time students use
Bengali in their homes. In spite of this fact, English
remained the instructional medium of the secondary
school. Due to these problems, students will face
difficulties when they go to tertiary level of education
where the medium of instruction is only English.

In Bangladesh, there is a big difference between
the urban and rural life as well as income. Middle
class and lower middle class families in the rural
areas differ from the urban middle and lower middle
class families. In urban areas, Bengali medium
public schools are more expensive than rural public
schools, but cheaper than urban private schools and
English-medium schools. Most of the elite class
sends their children to the private schools. Normally
such private schools are very expensive. Urban areas
are comparatively well developed economically,
compared to rural areas. Urban schools have good
facilities including the school building, desks,
furniture, textbooks, school surroundings and sanitary
system while in the rural schools students do not have
enough classrooms and they often must sit under the
shade of a tree to attend the class. Teachers’ quality
also varies greatly. A low enrollment rate and high
drop out rate are primarily rural problems.

Students and teachers have problems with standard
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Bengali language. The quality of English teaching
in the urban Bengali school (Shobujbagh Girls High
School) is also not very high. Teachers and students
in the rural area have very little or no contact with
English in their daily life. Students study English
because it is the gate to enter into higher education or
to get Secondary and Higher secondary certificates.

Thus a key finding of this research is that there is
a huge disparity between rural and urban education
in Bangladesh. Rural students lag behind the urban
students and are disadvantaged. In spite of all these
facts, English is compulsory from the first grade
of school and English is an important part of the
secondary education curriculum. Through my
classroom observations I found many secondary
students, mostly in rural schools, have studied English
from the age of five yet do not understand it.

There exists significant inequality among different
social groups and regions, and rural children are most
vulnerable to it. Most of the secondary schools are
located in rural areas. Considering the English class
in the rural Bengali-medium school (Shinabahar High
School), the teachers’ performance and student’s
competence in English is highly questionable. Due
to lack of proficiency in the medium of instruction,
children of the rural schools face serious problems in
the English classes. My classroom observation shows
that classroom performance of the rural students is
Very poor.

In Bangladesh around 38% of the people are
illiterate, which means that almost 62% of the
population is deprived of basic education. Moreover,
about 42% of all people live under the poverty line.
Poor people cannot bear the school costs for their
children. In this social situation learning a foreign
language seems to be a major burden for the poor
people.

From my discussion of my observations and
interviews, it is clear that there is a great disparity
between urban and rural schools. In practice a wide
variety of procedures operate under differing local



conditions. This applies to use of teaching methods,
physical condition of the classrooms, use of teaching
aids, preparation and use of lesson plans, educational
qualification and professional experience of the
teaching staff, teacher’s language ability, class
size and sitting arrangements, classroom teaching,
classroom management, sex of teachers, age at which
the students enter in the school, performance of the
learners, use of textbook and dates of terms.

Differences between Bengali-medium
and English-medium Schools

In this section I will mention the differences
between the Bengali and English-medium schools.
Bengali-medium and English-medium schools
represent two very different student populations.
Moreover, very different socio-educational practices
operate in each school. The use of textbooks,
pedagogical tools, learning styles, teaching materials
and medium of instruction are different in these
schools. These practices contribute to inequalities
among the learners. In my experience, it seemed that
students in Bengali-medium and English-medium
schools belong to two different worlds.

The English-medium school is situated in a
posh area of Bangladesh. This school is adequately
equipped with books, dictionaries, blackboards,
library, air-conditioner, toilets, classrooms, satisfactory
buildings and surroundings. The teachers are properly
trained and fluent in English. During my observation
period, I was impressed by their proficiency in the
language. Teachers in the English medium school live
in a posh area in Dhaka. Most of them come to the
school by private car. Thus, the living standard of the
teachers was quite high.

In the English-medium school, teachers use many
reference books in the classroom. But in the Bengali-
medium schools (both rural and urban) teachers depend
heavily on the textbook, which is not adequate. In the
Bengali-medium schools (especially in the rural school)

I felt that teachers had a lack of confidence. Many
teachers in the Bengali—-medium schools depend on
translation methods from English to Bengali. Teachers
needed to use Bengali in the English language classes.
In Bengali-medium schools teachers could not correct
individual’s mistakes but in the English-medium school
teachers were able to take care of all students’ needs.

In Bengali-medium schools, teachers were mainly
focused on grammar. The teachers needed to pay
attention to grammar, as the students in the rural
schools do not understand the text after reading it.
Classroom instructions in grade IX and X (both
in Bengali- medium schools) generally deal with
grammatical features like tenses, verbs and articles.
But in the English-medium school, teachers need not
deal with grammar to that extent. Instead students are
engaged in creative writing and self-learning much of
the time.

Discipline within the schools also varied. The
English-medium students are well disciplined in
the schools. But there is limited socialization in
the English medium school, as many students lack
regular social interaction outside of school. There is a
kind of isolation and exclusiveness within the school.

The Bengali medium schools are more crowded
than the English medium school. My classroom
observation shows that the number of students in one
class in the English-medium school is not more than
15 but in Bengali-medium schools (both in rural and
urban areas), the number of students is as many as
100 in one class.

Thus from my observation, it is clear that there
are significant differences between the English and
Bengali-medium schools. English-medium schools are
more advantaged than the Bengali-medium schools.
All policy planners and teachers agreed that English
is highly esteemed as a language of prestige, power,
economic prosperity and social mobility. But very
few people in rural areas need English and very few
of them leave the country to work. English plays very
limited role in the lives of most rural Bangladeshi
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people. English education benefits a small proportion
of the population in Bangladesh. The gap between
rural and urban schools and between English-medium
and Bengali-medium schools contributes to inequality
in Bangladesh. To date no special programs have been
taken to minimize the rural-urban disparity.

Bengali plays a crucial role in Bangladesh, but it
has not been adopted as a medium of instruction in
formal education or other sectors of education. Despite
the fact that Bengali has played an important role in
the ideology of Bangladeshi nationalism, Bangladesh
has not taken steps to make Bengali an effective
co-equal language of instruction. Production of
Bengali textbooks and other educational materials is
inadequate for widespread use of Bengali for subject-
matter instruction. Indeed, English is widely seen as
the preferred language of textbooks. Moreover, the
difficulty for teachers is enormous, as few teachers
outside the capital have sufficient English language
skills to teach English well, and the high student-
teacher ratio (secondary level 1:56; up to 1:73 in
many areas) makes language teaching enormously
difficulty, even for the most highly qualified teachers
(Khandoker, 1997; World Bank, 2000).

Without question, English is linked with
socioeconomic class in Bangladesh. English is
used in the home and in many social settings
among upper-class families, and the language offers
significant economic opportunity and previleges for
its speakers. As a result, elites are generally reluctant
to support universal Bengali-medium instruction.
Although it may reduce social inequality, Bengali-
medium education would also reduce the linguistic
advantages currently enjoyed by English speakers
(see Hossain, 2004). Given the obvious economic
advantages that English affords its speakers under the
current system, middle class families try to ensure
that their children have access to English-medium
instruction. Thus public pressure for English language
teaching at an early age is widespread, including
the policy of teaching English from grade one. Yet
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for most children, English language proficiency is
quite low (Baumgardner, 1996; Hossain, 2004), in
part because of the low level of teachers’ English
language proficiency and the low quality of English
language education. Thus the present policy continues
to support advantages for groups having access
to English education, while contributing to the
ongoing educational difficulties facing the rural and
urban poor. The medium of education, Bengali or
English-medium, distinguishes the well-educated
and economically advantaged urban dwellers from
the under-educated and economically distressed rural
population. Facing the consequences of the current
medium of instruction policy is one of the most
important issues for policymakers in the educational
system of Bangladesh.

Bangladesh needs to formulate an education and
language policy which would provide benefit to all
people of Bangladesh, including rural agricultural
workers. The following are my recommendations,
based on my research findings.

Recommendation for Education and
Language Policy in Bangladesh

1. Literacy

Bangladesh should make eradication of literacy
a higher priority than English language learning. At
present the rate of literacy in Bangladesh is very low
(about 38%). Although Literacy of all citizens has
been a declared aim of the national education policy
of Bangladesh, only limited progress has made,
and freeing the country from illiteracy remain an
unachieved goal.

2. Full Enroliment in Primary Education
Although enrollment in primary schools has
increased, full enrollment remains an unattained
goal, even though primary education is free and
compulsory. It is important to increase the rate of
enrollment in the primary schools in Bangladesh.



To do this, Government needs to take steps to aid
poor families, whose parents cannot bear the cost for
uniforms and food. The school should take measures
to attract students, perhaps by providing scholarships
for poor families.

3. Unified Educational System

Promotion of one education system in Bangladesh
is necessary. The country has three different systems
of education which are running parallel to each
other. There is almost no connection between the
Bengali-medium schools, the English-medium
schools and the Madrasha system of education. These
three systems serve three classes of the society. The
English-medium schools serve upper class, Bengali-
medium represents middle class and Madrasha system
represents the poor class of the society. Madrasha
education and English-medium schools have little
in common, except that both are separated from the
culture of the country. They follow different syllabi
and use different media of instruction (Choudhury,
2002). In past it was possible for the students to move
from one stream to another stream, but at present
the gap between these three streams has become too
wide, and it is almost impossible for students to move
from one stream to another stream.

4. Teachers Training

At present, there is a shortage of qualified teachers
in secondary schools. Many teachers cannot get
training when they get a job. Teacher training courses
must be included at the graduate level.

5. English Teaching in Rural and Urban Schools
English can be made optional in rural schools
and compulsory in urban or elite schools. At present
English is compulsory for all secondary schools
in Bangladesh except the Madrassah Schools. But
my research shows that English education in rural
areas wastes time and energy. The socioeconomic
background of the rural students does not support

learning English in Bangladesh. Thus, English can
be made optional in the secondary schools especially
in the rural areas. Some elite schools or schools with
trained teachers can make English compulsory.

If this policy can be successfully implemented,
students can go to secondary school by taking
vocational training courses. After graduating from
secondary school, they can do work which is
favorable to their economic and social status.

6. Bengali as a Medium of Instruction

Bengali needs to be the medium of instruction in
the tertiary level, except in departments of English,
medical and engineering. At present English is the
medium of instruction in the tertiary level. Thus,
the students from the rural schools face problems to
adjust with the system. To solve this problem, English
language programs for poorly prepared students need
to be established in the universities. Some institutions
have such programs but not sufficient to fulfill the
needs of the society. Gradually Bengali needs to
become the medium of instruction in the tertiary level

too.

7. Textbook Translation and Production
Translating books into Bengali is necessary.
Although Government established the Bangla
Academy to meet the demands of textbook
production, it has not achieved its goal. Therefore a
new system of Bengali textbook production is needed.

8. Curriculum Development

English-medium schools are alienating Bangladeshi
children from the Bengali culture (Zaman, 2004).
A new language and education policy needs to be
implemented for English medium schools. Bengali
language and culture should be given importance
in English-medium schools. After passing from the
English-medium schools, students also face difficulty
to go to higher studies in Bangladesh. The syllabus
and curriculum needs to match Bangladeshi culture
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and society.

9. Vocational Education

Vocational and Technical education need to become
interesting and popular. In Bangladesh vocational
education is neglected. Vocational and technical
education can give student job opportunities. Some
attempts have been made but more is needed.
Specifically government should establish more
vocational and technical training centers.

In recent Secondary School Certificate examinations,
30% of the students failed the English exam. If
the students have the option to choose vocational
education instead of English, they could pass and
involve themselves in preparation for work which is
accessible to them. Students should have the option
to take technical and vocational education instead of
English.

10. Minority Languages and Dialects of
Bengali

Minority languages need to be considered in the
language and education policy. It is important to
note that Bangladesh is not a monolingual country.
There are 48 ethnic minority groups in Bangladesh
with their own languages (Zaman, 2004). Language-
in-education policy does not consider the many
minority languages in Bangladesh. Policy debates
focus exclusively on the roles of Bengali and English.
Currently, these minority children need to learn at
least three languages.

Only a small amount of literature exists concerning
the minority languages and Bangladeshi dialects.
More extensive is work is needed in this regard. To
work on language policy, future research on minority
language is needed to see how many minority
languages exits in Bangladesh. Some minority
languages are unwritten and those languages need
to be recorded. To make an effective language
policy in Bangladesh, this information is necessary.
Government should also take necessary steps to
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conduct research on dialects in Bangladesh. The
different dialects have yet to be described. Even
the most prestigious dialects need to be recorded. It
is hoped that government would conduct research
on minority languages and dialects of Bangladesh,
which will be helpful in future efforts to formulate an
effective language policy in Bangladesh.

This paper demonstrates that both Bengali and
English are introduced in all levels of education in
Bangladesh. Bangladeshi students have favorable
attitudes towards English. Despite the absence of
consistent language policy, the people of Bangladesh
accept the fact that English is necessary in education.
But this English education creates inequalities
among the students of rural and urban areas. It seems
that equity in access to schooling is an important
challenge for Bangladesh. The inequitable educational
system in Bangladesh offers less opportunity for rural
students to compete in any given educational cycle
than the students who are from the wealthy class.
This case study is by no means exhaustive and cannot
provide all the answers to the problems regarding
use of English in rural and urban contexts. But this
study may be a step in the right direction in the search
for adequate and functional alternatives to resolving
problems relating to language and social inequality.
A more dynamic language policy would undoubtedly
yield better results than those achieved until now.

The birth of Bangladesh (1971) lies in the language
movement. After 36 years of independence, it is time
to promote a language policy which would benefit
the whole nation. All citizens should have access to
education which would be helpful for the development
of Bangladesh. Rural students and students from
disadvantaged families should have access to equal
education. By analyzing the needs of Bangladesh,
government should formulate a language and education
policy which would be beneficial for all. I hope these
recommendations would help the policy planners to
formulate a language and education policy which would
give equal benefit to all citizens of Bangladesh.
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