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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Background. Economic growth, poverty reduction, and human resources development
(HRD) have been key strategic thrusts of the Government of Bangladesh (GOB) over the past
two decades. The GOB’s HRD priorities were placed on basic education, covering primary
education (PE) (grades 1-5) and nonformal education (NFE), and later extended to cover
grades 6-8 in secondary education (SE). During the early 1990s, only 35% of the country’s
adult population was literate, and heavily skewed between males and females (44% versus
22%) as well as between urban and rural areas. The PE gross enroliment rate (GER) was only
68%, and the cycle dropout rate was as high as 60%. The GOB’s commitment to improving
basic education was reflected in its adoption of the Education for All (EFA) agenda in the early
1990s, which provided the basis for assistance from various development partners (DPs). The
EFA was upgraded to a national action plan in 2003. The plan was derived from the GOB’s
long-term Perspective Development Plan (1980-2000), part of which aimed at eradicating
illiteracy by 2000 (subsequently changed to 2006 and then to 2015). It is consistent with the
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which aim to halve poverty and achieve substantial
HRD improvements by 2015. With continued joint GOB and DP efforts, universal GER has
almost been reached with gender balance, but the institutional capacity and quality aspects
have not improved much (e.g., low adult literacy rate of 55% and high cycle dropout rate of
about 50%). These aspects emerged as the key issues that need to be further addressed.

Objectives and Goals. To help in addressing these issues, this sector assistance
program evaluation (SAPE) aims to (i) assess the combined performance of the Asian
Development Bank’s (ADB) and other key DPs’ assistance in the Bangladesh education sector
during 1989-2007, including the DPs’ combined performance in the ongoing subsector-wide
approach (SWAp) modality jointly adopted in the Second Primary Education Development
Program (PEDP-II); and (ii) apply a strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT)
analysis to identify positive and negative factors during the design and implementation stages—
both within and beyond DPs’ control—to explain the reasons behind what worked well and what
did not work well. Based on these SWOT factors, the SAPE goals are to (i) provide findings to
be used as an input in the preparation of the DPs’ joint country assistance evaluation, (ii) derive
lessons to guide DPs’ future operations; and (iii) identify recommendations to be used in the
preparation of ADB’s next country partnership strategy for improving future ADB performance in
Bangladesh’s education sector.

Scope. The SAPE assesses the combined performance of four DPs' education
strategies and assistance programs in Bangladesh—ADB, the Department for International
Development of the United Kingdom, the International Development Association (IDA) of the
World Bank, and the Japan International Cooperation Agency of the Government of Japan—
because they are the ones involved in preparing joint country strategies for Bangladesh for the
period 2006—2009. The DPs’ products and services evaluated in the SAPE are both education
strategies and assistance programs for Bangladesh. The products and services included in the
latter are loans; advisory technical assistance (ADTA) grants; policy dialogue; partnerships; and
economic, thematic, and sector work. Since this is a sector-level evaluation, these products and
services are assessed together as a package, rather than as individual projects.

Subsector Coverage. The SAPE focuses on assessing the combined performance of
the four DPs’ education strategies and programs in Bangladesh’s PE subsector, because PE
(i) is a major strategic priority of the GOB; (ii) exhibits strong cooperation among these four DPs
and other DPs; and (iii) accounts for the largest investment by the GOB and DPs combined—
almost $2 billion for the ongoing PEDP-Il SWAp. The SAPE also evaluates the performance of



ADB alone in the NFE and SE subsectors, because (i) coordination among DPs in these two
subsectors is not as strong as that in PE; and (ii) most of the ADB assistance programs in these
two subsectors were provided separately, like those of other DPs.

Time Coverage. The SAPE period starts from 1989 for education strategies and from
1990 for education programs until end-2007, so that it is long enough to trace the (i) historical
evolution of the four DPs’ education strategies for Bangladesh, and (ii) historical performance of
their corresponding programs. The SAPE starting point of 1989 reflects the year in which ADB'’s
first “official” country operational strategy (COS) for Bangladesh started. It provided strategic
direction for ADB’s country assistance program (CAP) for 1990-1993, during which ADB loans
for Bangladesh’s education sector accounted for almost a quarter (23%) of the total ADB loans
for the sector from the beginning (1978) up to the planned 2011. During the SAPE period
(1989-2007), ADB had four official country strategies—the 1989 COS, 1993 COS, 1999 COS,
and 2005 country strategy and program—which guided subsequent periods of CAP loans and
grants: 1990-1993, 1994-1999, 2000-2005, and 2006—-2011, respectively.

Approach. The SAPE uses the “bottom-up (subsector/program level)” and “top-down
(DPs’ strategic and country level)” evaluation approach, with equal weights. The former consists
of four criteria: (i) relevance; (ii) efficiency; (iii) effectiveness (achievement of outcomes or
bottom-up results, inclusive of those related to institutional development, governance, and
gender impacts); and (iv) sustainability. The latter consists of three criteria: (i) contributions of
DPs’ bottom-up sector outcomes to the country’s achievement of long-term development
results/impacts or MDGs (top-down results); (ii) strategic relevance of DPs’ education
strategies for Bangladesh, based on three subcriteria: (a) relevance to the country’s education
issues, (b) relevance to the GOB’'s education plans, and (c) consistencies among DPs’
education strategies; and (iii) strategic positioning/coherence of DPs’ education strategies,
based on four subcriteria: (a) DPs’ subsector focus and selectivity based on comparative
advantage by component or geographical area, (b) DPs’ partnerships through appropriate
modalities to create synergies, (c) DPs’ long-term continuity to create a critical mass of
beneficiaries, and (d) client perceptions of DPs’ performance in the education sector.

Top-Down Assessment. The SAPE rates the DPs’ overall top-down combined
performance as successful due to the combination of (i) partly successful contributions of
their bottom-up sector outcomes to the country’s long-term development results/impacts or
MDGs (e.g., adult literacy and poverty reduction have not improved much); (i) strategic
relevance of their education strategies (e.g., in relation to the country’s key education issues,
the GOB’s education subsector priorities, and consistencies among their own strategies); and
(i) satisfactory positioning of their education strategies (e.g., good focus and selectivity in the
design of their education strategies, good partnerships to create synergies, long-term continuity
to create a critical mass of beneficiaries, and good client perceptions of their performance). The
partly successful rating of the country’s achievement of development results indicates that while
major bottom-up outcomes in terms of increased enrollment access have largely been achieved,
they are not sufficient to contribute to substantial increase in adult literacy. This points to the
need to focus more on improving the quality aspect of education. The successful rating of the
DPs’ education strategies implies that they provided good directions for their programs to follow.

Bottom-Up Assessment: PE Subsector. DPs’ joint support to PE can be divided into
three investment cycles. The first cycle started in 1990 (jointly supported by 10 DPs), with ADB
and IDA as the major DPs. The DPs’ focus was divided by component and geographical area.
The DPs’ investments included six subprojects, with separate project implementation units
(PIUs). The second cycle started in 1997 (jointly supported by eight DPs), with ADB and IDA as



the major DPs. The DPs’ focus was again divided by component and geographical area. Their
investments consisted of eight subprojects, with separate PIUs. But this time, the DPs agreed to
operate under the GOB’s common policy framework. The third cycle (the PEDP-II, started in
2003), jointly supported by 11 DPs, uses a SWAp modality, with ADB taking the lead role. In this
cycle, there is only one program management unit (PMU), the activities of which were designed
to be integrated into the executing agency’s (EA) normal operations. The SAPE rates the DPs’
performance in the three cycles combined as successful (relevant, less efficient, effective, and
likely sustainable). The relevant rating is due mainly to good design in terms of focus and
selectivity, long-term continuity, and partnerships and synergies with appropriate choice of
modalities evolving from the project type, to the project type with a common policy framework,
and then to the SWAp. The less efficient rating is due mainly to long implementation delays in
() the second cycle caused by delayed budget approval, underprocurement, and the lack of
institutional diagnosis of EA capacity, thus shifting back to the use of the project-type modality
instead of the SWAp as originally planned; and (ii) the ongoing PEDP-II cycle caused by too big
a SWAp ($1.815 billion) with too many DPs, resulting in difficulties in managing and
harmonizing diverse expectations and requirements (e.g., many procurement procedures),
hence high transaction costs among DPs. The effective rating is due to significant achievement
of subsector outcomes, especially in terms of increased access and gender balance, resulting in
almost universal PE and a large critical mass of beneficiaries. However, although institutional
management capacity and quality of students have not improved much, many of the indicators
are evolving with positive signs of progress under the ongoing PEDP-II. The likely sustainable
rating is due to (i) the DPs’ long-term continuity of support to facilitate further achievement of
outcomes and consolidate whatever has been achieved in order to sustain the results; (ii)
sufficient GOB budgetary support, particularly in terms of the high share of the total
development budget for education allocated to PE (62.5%), although the corresponding
recurrent budget share is much less (33.9%); and (iii) institutionalized PMU activities as part of
the EA’s normal operation system.

NFE Subsector. ADB provided two NFE projects. The first one was completed
successfully, and the second one has just been resumed after several years of suspension due
to the abolition of the EA by the GOB. The SAPE rates ADB'’s performance in the two projects
combined as partly successful (relevant, less efficient, less effective, and likely sustainable) so
far. The two projects had good design, but the SAPE rates them together as relevant, rather
than highly relevant, in view of the discontinuity of the EA. The less efficient rating is due to
long implementation delays associated with the suspension of the second project, hence
delayed progress in the NFE subsector. The less effective rating is because some outcomes
were not achieved during the first project, which would have been achieved under the second
project had there not been discontinuity. The likely sustainable rating is mainly because the
second project has already resumed (after the GOB’s establishment of the new EA) and is likely
to build on the achievement of the first project, with efforts putting to strengthen institutional
capacity of the new EA through an ADTA.

SE Subsector. ADB has provided four SE projects. The first two were completed
successfully, whereas the last two are ongoing, with the last one having just started. The SAPE
rates ADB’s performance in the four projects combined as successful (relevant, less efficient,
effective/evolving, and likely sustainable). The relevant rating is because, despite the design
drawbacks encountered by some SE projects, the first one helped GOB draft the Secondary
Education Sector Development Plan, which is still in operation and provided the basis on which
the subsequent projects were built, while the fourth (ongoing) one was designed to have an
appropriate modality—a combination of project and policy-based loans—to address key policy
and institutional reforms needed. The less efficient rating is due to implementation delays in



the past projects. The effective/evolving rating is due to some substantial outcomes achieved
in terms of access and gender balance. Although the institutional capacity and quality aspects
have not been improved much, they are evolving, with good prospects of being achieved under
the two ongoing projects. The likely sustainable rating is due to (i) the long-term continuity of
ADB successive investments; and (ii) sufficient GOB budgetary support, with a relatively high
share of the total recurrent education budget allocated to SE (53.8%), although the institutional
aspect of sustainability has not been achieved much due to high turnover of trained staff which
is being addressed in the ongoing policy-based loan.

Overall Top-Down and Bottom-Up Assessment. Although ADB'’s bottom-up
performance in the NFE subsector is rated as only partly successful, its successful performance
in SE and the DPs’ combined successful performance in PE have contributed to ADB's
successful bottom-up performance. At the top-down level, while the contribution of the
bottom-up sector outcomes to the country’s achievement of long-term development
results/impacts is rated as partly successful, the DPs’ combined performance in the other two
criteria (strategic relevance and positioning of their education strategies) are rated as relevant
and satisfactory, respectively, rendering successful top-down performance and, in turn,
overall successful top-down and bottom-up performance combined.

However, the rating scale of 1.8 for the overall successful performance is not
considered high (borderline), implying that there remains scope for improvement, particularly in
terms of education quality and institutional capacity. The DPs’ combined performance in the PE
subsector, together with ADB’s performance in the NFE and SE subsectors, over the past two
decades have worked well in terms of increased access and gender balance in enrollment,
which did not require much time to achieve by their nature. The GOB’s conducive policy and
institutional environments (e.g., strong ownership/commitment to the EFA agenda) are found to
be among the positive reasons (opportunities) supporting these achievements. By contrast, the
DPs’ combined performance did not work well in terms of improving education quality and
institutional capacity, and to some extent equity in access (e.g., literacy rate, cycle completion
rate, and enrollment rate by the poorest groups remained low). This was due partly to some
risks/threats associated with the GOB’s nonconductive policy and institutional environments
(e.q0., weak decentralization, rigid project proforma and regulations, lack of professional
education cadre, lack of appropriate teacher development programs, and fragmentation of
education management information system [EMIS] between PE and SE), which will take time to
improve. On the DPs’ side, the following factors are found to be key positive reasons (strengths)
and negative reasons (weaknesses) affecting their overall performance in the education sector:

(1) DPs’ Strengths or Value Addition. Much of the success achieved to date has
been the result of the DPs’ good education strategies in terms of relevance and
positioning/coherence, which provided appropriate directions for the DPs to
design well-coordinated, focused, and long-term assistance programs. The DPs
have, in turn, translated their education strategies into generally well-designed
assistance programs, in partnership with GOB, by providing long-term continuity
of support using appropriate modalities, with more focus and selectivity within a
particular subsector to create synergies and a critical mass of beneficiaries.
These are the DPs’ key strengths or value addition of their education strategies
and assistance programs over and above the financing provided.

(i) DPs’ Weaknesses. While the overall sector rating is successful, the rating scale
is not considered high, due mainly to the less efficient ratings in all three
subsectors, associated with long implementation delays caused by the following



weaknesses of the DPs: (a) weak design of the EMIS and monitoring system; (b)
lack of a sector analysis of issues and directions for improving the entire
education sector, linking different subsectors in an integrated manner and
suggesting effective mechanisms for close coordination; (c) ad hoc and inefficient
use of ADTA grants, rather than using them at the early design stage to help
address the EA’s capacity gaps and the needed institutional and policy reforms;
and (d) high transaction costs associated with complicated implementation
arrangements, especially through the big SWAp introduced in the PEDP-II during
the time when the EA’s capacity was not sufficient to handle it and when initial
necessary conditions for harmonization were not put in place. Questions thus
arise as to whether or not the SWAp is the best modality and why.

Is SWAp the Best Modality? To answer this question, the SAPE synthesizes its key
findings below:

(i)

(ii)

What Is a SWAp and Why Is It Expected to Be one of the Best Modalities?
A SWAp is a systematic approach allowing DPs to work together in partnership
with a government by pooling resources to support sector/subsector-wide
development in an integrated manner under the government's common policy
framework. It requires good sector analysis, policy framework, and expenditure
plan. Based on global experience, it is expected to be one of the best modalities
when it is designed and implemented properly, as it should help increase
efficiency in implementation by (a) avoiding duplicative and piecemeal efforts,
thus increasing synergies in achieving outcomes; (b) increasing harmonization of
DP and government implementation procedures (e.g., procurement; accounting;
reporting; and a common PMU integrated into the EA’s normal operations, rather
than separate PIUs), thus reducing transaction costs on both sides; and
(c) encouraging the government and DPs to coordinate closely through special
mechanisms for policy dialogue and fiduciary risk management led by the
government, thus reducing transaction costs among DPs, since it helps reduce
program monitoring costs. Experiences in some countries showed that SWAps
tended to have high transaction costs at the beginning, which became lower only
after key priorities were identified jointly by DPs and the governments.

What Worked Well in the PEDP-Il SWAp and Why? While its overall rating is
successful, there are areas in which the SWAp worked well and did not work
well. It worked well in terms of being a relevant modality, because it evolved as
a natural step, in the early 2000s, based on the DPs’ long-term experience of
having close coordination in PE, starting from the first investment cycle in 1990
through the project-type modality, and then in the second investment cycle in the
late 1990s through the project-type modality within the GOB common policy
framework. It is also an appropriate modality because it allowed the DPs to
coordinate more closely using pooled funding resources and to engage the GOB
to take the lead and drive the program for improving the PE subsector. It is also
found to be an effective modality in achieving many access- and gender-related
outcomes by jointly identifying key priorities to mainstream implementation
arrangements, while some quality and institutional capacity outcomes are
evolving with positive signs of progress. The PEDP-Il SWAp’s strengths, which
are part of the reasons for making the program effective/evolving, are as follows:
(a) it has a single PMU (rather than separate PIUs as in the first two investment
cycles), the activities of which are integrated into the EA’s normal operations to



(iif)

(iv)

ensure EA ownership and sustainable capacity after completion; (b) it enables
the DPs to have stronger coordination during implementation (compared with the
modalities used in the first two investment cycles) through consortium meetings,
with the project liaison unit (PLU) playing an active role in facilitating the process;
(c) it allows for regular joint reviews and monitoring; and (d) there is a consensus
that the PEDP-II has enhanced GOB leadership and ownership and opened up
many priority areas (e.g., inclusive education and decentralization) that have
remained the country’s big challenges to improving quality, institutional capacity,
and equity in access for a long time.

What Did Not Work Well in the PEDP-Il SWAp and Why? Theoretically, while
a SWAp is expected to help increase efficiency in implementation, the opposite is
found for the PEDP-Il SWAp, as it is rated as less efficient due to the long initial
delays in implementation of about 2 years and high transaction costs among DPs
(although it helped reduce transaction costs for the GOB). This is due to the
following weaknesses: (a) the program size is too large to manage, with as
many as 11 DPs and a wide extent of activities involved; (b) an institutional
analysis was not provided at the design stage to diagnose the EA capacity areas
that should be developed prior to SWAp implementation; (c) ADTA was provided
alongside program implementation, rather than up front at the design stage to
equip the EA with the necessary kinds of capacity to implement the complex
SWAp; (d) DPs’ and the GOB'’s procedures could not be fully harmonized, since
different procedures had to be continued (e.g., procurement and funds flow)
under the SWAp; (e) separation of the PLU from ADB’s Bangladesh Resident
Mission blurred the roles, responsibilities and expectations of the lead DP (ADB),
the consortium chair, and other DPs; and (f) inclusion of the SWAp’s consortium
functions in the PLU blurred mutual accountability between the lead DP and the
consortium, and also required BRM to get overly stretched with support to the
consortium.

Lessons: How to Make SWAp Work Better. While the PEDP-II SWAp has
some weaknesses, it also has some strengths that have contributed to achieving
many evolving outcomes, ensuring GOB leadership and ownership, and
mainstreaming important priorities for long-term sustainability. Thus, it can be
considered as the right modality for the PEDP-II despite its weak implementation
efficiency due to its large program size (although there should have been
economies of scale from large programs) and complicated implementation
arrangements, hence high transaction costs among the DPs. Since high
transaction costs among the DPs have emerged as a major weakness of the
PEDP-II SWAp, the following lessons are drawn as a guidance for the DPs on
how to reduce the transaction costs under their ongoing or future SWAps in order
to make them work better: (a) design the program size to be manageable, with
an appropriate number of DPs in relation to the extent of activities, depending on
the DPs’ availability of staff and resources, the extent of procedural
harmonization, and the EA’s initial institutional and staff capacities; (b) provide
ADTA at the design stage to strengthen the EA institutional capacity prior to
implementing a SWAp; (c) target ADTA for analytical studies and technical
support to ensure efficient joint annual reviews; (d) focus on strengthening the
EMIS for improving the results framework to monitor and report on progress; (e)
collectively strengthen the results framework to meet all the DPs’ reporting needs
so that a single report can be prepared annually, not quarterly, to assess
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progress and support policy dialogue; (f) adopt more stringent partnership
agreements (including further harmonization of implementation procedures)
among the participating DPs under GOB leadership; (g) set up the SWAp
administrative unit (such as the PEDP-II PLU) within the resident mission of the
lead DP, rather than outside, as in the PEDP-II case, in order to avoid any
confusion regarding the roles and responsibilities of the lead DP; (h) separate the
consortium functions from the lead DP functions as a self-contained arrangement
(as in the SWAp in the health sector) to enhance mutual accountability; and (i)
include special arrangements to expeditiously address critical cases like
corruption without jeopardizing regular implementation.

Other Lessons. In addition to the SWAp-related lessons drawn above, the following are
generic lessons not related to the SWAp:

(i)

(ii)

(iii)

(iv)

In designing future projects/programs, the choice among different modalities
should depend on (a) the EA’s institutional and staff capacities, (b) the DPs’
availability of staff and resources, (c) the extent of project/program activities, and
(d) the key situations or issues within that particular subsector (e.g., if the
subsector is in need of many policy and institutional reforms, then a policy-based
modality in combination with a project-type modality might be an appropriate
choice; but if the EA has had good implementation experience and DPs have
been coordinating closely before, then a SWAp of an appropriate size might be
the proper choice to pool resources).

Many of the achievements in the overall education sector have been the result of
DP partnerships among themselves and with the GOB through long-term
continuity of support using appropriate modalities, with more focus and selectivity
in a particular subsector, to create synergies and a critical mass of beneficiaries.
These strengths should be replicated in the design of future projects/programs.

Lack of a comprehensive sector analysis of issues and directions for improving
the entire education sector, linking different subsectors in an integrated manner,
is found to lead to a lack of effective mechanisms for close coordination between
the two ministries handling PE and SE to ensure smooth transition of the
curriculum from one level to the next. Close coordination between PE and NFE is
also needed, since the latter includes postliteracy and continuing education,
some beneficiaries of which could enter the formal PE system later. This
weakness should be addressed during the design of future projects/programs.

While access and gender targets have been largely achieved, the quality and
institutional capacity aspects, together with the equity in access by the poorest
groups, have not improved much, with the following issues remaining: (a) lack of
a common framework for curriculum, teacher development, financing, and
management; (b) lack of practical partnership arrangements to engage
nongovernment organizations in the provision of PE and NFE to meet the EFA
targets and to increase more equity in access; (c) weak decentralization as
reflected in weak capacities at the district, upazila, and school levels, and lack of
direct financing to schools; (d) weak capacities of the two education ministries in
results-based management, performance-based financing, monitoring, and
reporting; (e) lack of professional cadre and a career path, with high vacancies;



and (f) fragmentation of EMIS functions between PE and SE and within PE.
These issues should be addressed in the design of future projects/programs.

Recommendations. Based on both the SWAp and non-SWAp lessons identified above,
the following are recommendations mainly for consideration by ADB Management:

Recommended Actions for ADB (Ongoing Projects)

Responsibility

Time Frame

Collectively strengthen the results framework to meet all
the DPs’ reporting needs so that a single report can be
prepared for all DPs.

Based on the results framework that is now evolving through
the results-based management approach recently introduced
by the EA (to report on PEDP-II progress and provide a basis
for pursuing policy dialogue in the quarterly DP coordination
meetings with MOPME), all the DPs should work together to
strengthen such results framework to meet their reporting
needs in order to avoid separate reporting.

BRM in
collaboration
with the PEDP-
Il DPs and EA

Mid-2009

Recommended Actions for ADB (New Projects in the Pipeline)

Responsibility

Time Frame

Prepare a comprehensive sector analysis for improving
the entire education sector, linking different subsectors in
an integrated manner jointly with the GOB and other DPs.
This sector analysis could be done through economic,
thematic, and sector work or ADTA to develop a common
framework for curriculum, professional development, financing,
and management to ensure synergies across different
subsectors, within a holistic and longer-term vision. It should be
used as an input for the preparation of future projects/programs
in the pipeline—see section (iii) under “other lessons.”

Build on past success by focusing on issues related to
guality, equity, and institutional capacity in the design of
future projects/programs.

Most of the six issues identified in section (iv) under “other
lessons” should be addressed in the design of future
projects/programs in the pipeline.

Build on experience of the PEDP-Il SWAp for the design of
future SWAp programs.

Most of the nine issues identified in section (iv) under “lessons
related to SWAp” should be addressed in the design of future
programs in the pipeline if the SWAp modality is chosen.

SARD and
BRM, in
collaboration
with the PEDP-
Il DPs, EA,
and ELCG

SARD and
BRM

SARD and
BRM

During the design
stage of the new
projects/programs
for PE and SE in
the pipeline

During the design
stage of the new
projects/programs
for PE and SE in
the pipeline

During the design
stage of the new
projects/programs
for PE and SE in
the pipeline

ADB = Asian Development Bank, ADTA= advisory technical assistance, BRM = Bangladesh Resident Mission, DP =
development partner, EA = executing agency, ELCG = Education Local Consultative Group, MOPME = Ministry of

Primary and Mass Education, PE = primary education, PEDP-II = Second Primary Education Development Program,

H. Satish Rao
Director General
Operations Evaluation Department

SARD = South Asia Regional Department, SE = secondary education, SWAp = subsector-wide approach.
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