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SECTOR ASSESSMENT (SUMMARY): Preprimary and Primary Education 

1. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities 

1. In Bangladesh, education is compulsory for children aged 6–10 years of age through a 
5-year primary cycle. The primary education system now serves over 16 million students 
through formal and nonformal channels, up from 12 million in 1990—an increase of almost 30% 
in coverage. The notable expansion in primary education provision is due in part to non-state 
providers that operate on the margins of the core public education system. These providers 
extend the reach of schooling to the most marginalized, and complement state resources by 
mobilizing domestic and international finance. The ambiguous and often tense relationship 
between state and non-state providers of basic education is a central theme.   
 

2. Primary education gross enrolment rates have risen from 93.7% to 107.8%, and net 
enrollment rates from 87% to 95.6% from 2005 to 2010.1 Primary completion rates have increased 
from 51% to 60.2% over the same period. Gender parity has been achieved, with slightly more 
girls than boys in school. Nevertheless, regional and socioeconomic disparities in enrollment 
increase with the level of education. Poverty remains a major barrier in access to education for 
the most disadvantaged groups.  
  
3. Improving the internal efficiency of government primary schools, especially in the early 
grades of primary education, remains a challenge. Repetition rates in 2010 were over 11% of 
grade 1 and 2 children, over 14% of grade 3 and 4, and 7% of grade 5—a stable trend since 
2005. In 2010, the grade 5 completion examination pass rate was 89% overall. However, about 
300,000 of the 2.49 million children registered for the examination did not appear—nearly double 
the dropout rate of 2010. 
  
4. Absenteeism. It has been reduced from 23% in 2005 to 19% in 2008, but remains 
relatively high. This adds to the risk of children falling behind and eventually dropping out. The 
multiple indicator cluster survey data show a net attendance rate in primary school of 80.2% for 
boys and 82.5% for girls. Although primary schooling is designed to be 5.0 years, grade repetition 
increases the overall net year input to 8.1 years. While this is an improvement on 8.6 years in 
2005, repetition is not only wasteful in terms of system resources, but damaging to a child’s self-
esteem and motivation, so it also increases the risk of their dropping out. In remote areas, teacher 
shortages or their irregular attendance have an impact on children’s learning. Reduced contact 
hours and poor role models for attendance may encourage students to become irregular attendees 
and lose interest in learning. Because of recruitment difficulties, teachers in the most difficult areas 
tend to be the least qualified and least skilled, which does not help to counter the disadvantage 
faced by children from these communities. 
 
5. Learning outcomes. The success of any education system is determined, ultimately, 
by learning outcomes. As in many developing countries, Bangladesh has little data to assess 
systematically the progress over time in acquiring basic skills at the primary level. Nevertheless, 
the results of national assessments and public examinations provide some evidence that 
learning outcomes are not yet optimal. Two sample-based assessments of primary school 
learning conducted in 2006 and 2008 reveal similar trends and challenges; children’s 
performance is improving very slowly over time.  
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6. Reduction of disparities. Overall, Bangladesh has been successful in steadily 
improving access to education at all levels while narrowing gender and social disparities in 
enrollment. However, low internal efficiency and indications of poor learning outcomes 
suggest that further effort is needed to improve the quality of education, and to address the 
needs of the most disadvantaged groups. The education divide persists between regions 
(urban, urban slum, rural, and remote areas) as well as between children from well-off and 
less well-off families. Targeted interventions—such as stipends, school feeding, and school 
health care—contributed to increased enrollment among disadvantaged groups. However, 
performance needs attention as pass rates and promotion rates are low for those groups.  
  
7. Management capacity. Under the ongoing Second Primary Education Development 
Program (PEDP II),2 there have been many improvements in systems management, including 
transparent recruitment of teachers, improved financial management systems, the introduction 
of results-based management to support evidence-based planning, and the introduction of 
school level improvement plans. Other reform agendas, however, were constrained by a 
centralized education bureaucracy with a complicated organizational structure and weak 
capacity to effect change at subsidiary or school levels. High turnover of senior officers at the 
central level and staff vacancies at the field level made mainstreaming innovations a challenge. 
The success of efforts to deconcentrate or devolve functions was stymied by the absence of a 
cohesive plan and school decentralization measures, limited by a rigid regulatory framework for 
government primary schools.  
 
2. Government’s Priorities 
 
8. In its National Plan of Action (NPA II) for education for all (EFA), the government 
highlighted the need to improve quality while retaining the focus on equitable access to basic 
education. The revised National Strategy for Accelerated Poverty Reduction, 2009–2011 
identifies ensuring the completion of quality primary education for all children as a key element 
in poverty reduction. The government’s proposed Third Primary Education Development 
Program3 builds on the NPA II and the achievements of the PEDP II to support its ongoing 
commitment to EFA.  
 
9. The NPA II notes major weaknesses in indicators of classroom achievement and a 
growing quality divide between rural and urban schools. Building on the PEDP II, further reforms 
in education quality have been emphasized on (i) an integrated curriculum framework and its 
renewal, with greater focus on core competencies including life skills; (ii) bridging formal and 
nonformal education, which targets mainly the rural and urban poor, through equivalency and 
via partnership and coordination arrangements; (iii) textbook renewal, with improvements in 
instructional design, including simplifying textbooks and ensuring the use of supplementary 
materials; (iv) developing a teacher education and professional development framework and 
building on the new diploma-in-education training to establish teacher competencies, linking 
different training and mechanisms to accredit and monitor training; and (v) taking the whole 
school approach forward within a shared vision of effective learning outcomes to target 
improvements in classroom teaching and learning. 
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10. Successive governments have had a high commitment to education. The parliament 
approved the National Education Policy (NEP), which emphasizes holistic and balanced 
development of the entire education sector, in December 2010. The NEP emphasizes the 
urgent need to enrol all students in primary education and to raise the literacy level. It proposes 
restructuring school education: (i) vertical extension of primary education from grades 1–5 to 
grades 1–8 and integration of grades 9–12 at the secondary level; and (ii) horizontal integration 
of different types of primary and secondary schools into fewer types to reduce disparities. The 
MOPME and DPE have indicated that vertical integration in primary education will be done in 
two phases to make the process manageable: the first phase (2011-16) will help to consolidate 
improvements in the 1-year preprimary and grades 1–5; and the second phase (2016-2021) will 
help to establish a robust primary education system up to grade 8.  
 
11. The government has also emphasized curriculum revision to make the curriculum more 
relevant to the emerging needs of a rapidly modernizing economy; to provide more relevant 
teaching and learning materials; and to conduct examinations in grades 5, 8, 10, and 12 to 
ensure common learning outcomes for all children. The government aims to ensure that all 
children complete primary education, irrespective of their geographic, socioeconomic, ethnic, 
linguistic, gender, physical, and mental condition, with acceptable learning outcomes. It 
recognizes the need to expand the secondary education system to provide better access for 
primary school graduates. The government is also focusing on mainstreaming the madrasah 
(educational institutions) system to ensure equitable learning outcomes for all.  

3. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program 

1. ADB has played a major role in education over the past decades, supporting access and 
quality improvements through various projects and programs.  In primary education, ADB is the 
lead development partner for the ongoing PEDP II, which is jointly financed by the Government 
of Bangladesh and 10 other development partners including the World Bank. A major 
achievement has been substantial improvement in teacher recruitment in government primary 
schools. ADB is also supporting the Post Literacy and Continuing Education II Project,4 which 
engages major nongovernment organizations in Bangladesh at the district level, following the 
reformulation of the Project in 2005. This has greatly helped to consolidate implementation 
arrangements with much closer link between literacy and skills.  
 
2. Several DPs provide considerable support to the education sector. The largest 
proportion of external assistance is channeled to the primary education subsector particularly to 
PEDP II, followed by secondary, TVET, university, and nonformal education. While most 
development partners are involved in primary education, the major development partners in post 
primary education include ADB, Canadian International Development Agency, Department for 
International Development of the United Kingdom, European Union, Islamic Development Bank, 
World Bank and United Nations Children’s Fund.  
   

3. ADB will continue to help the Government achieve its goals in education, as set out in 
the 6th five year plan, the second poverty reduction strategy, the EFA policy, the MDGs and the 
NEP.  ADB will assist the government to improve the quality and relevance of the education 
system by emphasizing support for quality improvement, particularly in primary and secondary 
education, as substantial gains have been made in access and further gains require substantial 
improvements in quality to sustain the investments. To foster improved system management 
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 ADB. 2003. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan to the People’s 

Republic of Bangladesh for the Post Literacy and Continuing Education Project.  Manila. 
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and performance, ADB support will be closely linked to quality improvement and learning 
outcomes, system efficiency, targeting and more unified management structure to support more 
decentralized management and more balanced development of the education sector.  ADB 
investment assistance, in cooperation with other development partners, will support the 
strengthening of teacher training programs, the decentralization of management and related 
institutional capacity building, decentralized results based management, curriculum reform at all 
levels, adult literacy and skills training for the poor, and targeted support for school dropouts 
and girls in disadvantaged and vulnerable areas.   
 
4. ADB will step up support for the government’s efforts to reform secondary education 
through a more sector wide approach, and will continue to assist the government in its efforts to 
mainstream madrasah education and to harmonize it with mainstream primary and secondary 
education. ADB will continue to support the government to strengthen its capacity to deliver 
high-quality and sustainable literacy and skills training programs that are closely interlinked.  
 
5. Ongoing operations in primary education, secondary education (including teacher 
training), madrasah education, skills development and post-literacy and continuing education 
will help to build capacity, introduce reforms and identify good practice examples that can be 
scaled-up under the new Country Partnership Strategy.    
 

6. Should suitable opportunities arise, ADB's private sector operations will seek to assist 
companies involved in primary and secondary education, private universities, and technical 
education and vocational training institutions, increasing education opportunities and 
employability for all strata of society. Investments in such institutions may be associated with 
financial package programs to support poorer students. ADB's private sector operations could 
support establishing such programs through realistic public-private partnership modalities and 
other forms of private financing.  
 

7. ADB is placing greater focus on results and is exploring new funding modalities to link 
new interventions with key results. The sector results framework will be monitored through 
country portfolio reviews, Country Partnership Strategy reviews, and reviews of ongoing 
projects. 
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Education: Sector Results Framework 

Country Sector Outcomes Country Sector Outputs ADB Sector Outputs 

Outcomes with ADB 
Contribution 

Indicators with Targets 
and Baseline 

Sector Outputs with 
ADB Contribution 

Indicators with 
Incremental Targets 

Planned and Ongoing 
ADB Interventions 

Main Outputs 
Expected from ADB 

Interventions 
Transition rate from class 5 to 
6 stabilized 

Student performance improved 

Primary student completion 
rate (grade 5) increased  

Dropout rates reduced 

Literacy rate increased 

Improved education policy, 
decentralization, curriculum 
renewal, teacher development, 
results based management, 
and capacities built.  

Education expenditure 
increased to 2.8% of GNP 
by 2015 

Primary NER increased 
from 95.6% in 2010 to 
98% in 2015 

Primary cycle completion 
improved from 60.2% in 
2010 to 67%% in 2015 

At least 80% vacancies 
filled at all levels by 2015 

 

HRD Plan and 
Institutional Analysis 
Concluded 

SLIP prepared by all 
eligible schools 

Diploma in Education 
started to train teachers 

45,000 new teachers 
recruited 

40,000 new classrooms 
constructed 

Number of children with 
special needs increased 

 

Pupil-teacher ratio 
decreased from 52:1 in 
2009 to 45:1 in 2015 

Dropout rate reduced by 
2% yearly 

 

  

 

 

 

Ongoing 

Loan 2015: Second 
Primary Education Sector 
Loan  

Loan 2101: Teaching 
Quality Improvement in 
Secondary Education 
Project  

Loan 1881: Post Literacy 
and Continuing Education 
Project  

TA Madrasah Education 

Planned 

Third Primary Education 
Development Project, 
2011 

 

65,000 new teachers 
recruited 

28% government 
primary schools to run 
in single shift by 2015 

65,000 new 
classrooms, 15,000 
improved toilet 
facilities; 15,000 tube-
wells 

Full set of textbooks 
provided to all eligible 
primary students 

  

CPD = continuous professional development, GER = gross enrolment ratio, GNP = gross national product, HRD = human resource development, NER = net 
enrollment rate, PATA = policy and advisory technical assistance, PEDP III = Third Primary Education Development Program, PLCE = post-literacy and 
continuing education, SLIP = school level improvement plan, TA= technical assistance. 
Note. Data will be disaggregated by sex wherever applicable. 
Source: Asian Development Bank. 
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Problem Tree 
 
 

 

Poor skills, low functional 

liteacy, inequity and 

poverty

Mismatch between 

labor market needs 

and supply of skills

Low productivity and 

income

Poor social and 

economic outcomes

Poor quality and 

relevance of education 

and training to meet 

labor market and socio-

economic needs

Inadequate minimum 

standards and 

competencies, weak 

assessment and 

enforcement of 

quality standards

Inequity in access to 

acceptable quality 

education and 

training and 

opportunity for 

enhancing skills, and 

poor targeting and 

monitoring

Highly centralized and 

fragmented system, 

inadequate quality of 

human resources, poor 

incentives, weak 

monitoring and 

governance

Inadequate financing 

and weak partnership 

arrangements to 

optimize synergy 

between public and 

private resources

Unacceptably high 

internal and external 

inefficiency and 

inadequate 

participation in post 

primary level




