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 The period from 1971 to 2000 represents a transformative era 
for primary education in Bangladesh, driven by post-
independence reforms and the government’s commitment to 
universal education. This study critically examines 
government-led initiatives aimed at improving access to and 
the quality of primary education. Key programs analyzed 
include the Universal Primary Education initiative, the 
Primary Education Development Program (PEDP I), and 
conditional cash transfer schemes such as Food for Education 
(FFE) and the Female Secondary Stipend Program (FSSP). 
Employing a policy analysis framework, the study evaluates 
the design, implementation, and long-term impacts of these 
initiatives. Findings reveal notable progress in primary 
education enrollment, with rates increasing from 75.6% in 
1991 to 96.6% in 2000. Gender disparities also narrowed 
significantly, achieving near parity in primary school 
enrollment by the end of the decade. Despite these 
achievements, the education sector faced persistent 
challenges, including high dropout rates, insufficient teacher 
training, overcrowded classrooms, and systemic resource 
mismanagement. Political interference and bureaucratic 
inefficiencies further hindered the effective implementation of 
educational policies. This study highlights the dual nature of 
Bangladesh’s educational progress: while access to primary 
education has expanded considerably, issues related to the 
quality of instruction, curriculum relevance, and equitable 
resource distribution remain unresolved. The findings 
underscore the need for a more integrated approach to policy 
implementation, focusing not only on enrollment but also on 
educational outcomes and sustainability. These insights offer 
valuable guidance for future policy reforms aimed at 
achieving universal access to high-quality primary education 
in Bangladesh. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Child education is universally recognized as a fundamental pillar for socio-economic 
development, laying the foundation for human capital formation, social cohesion, and sustainable 
economic growth (Čajková & Čajka, 2021; Hariram et al., 2023). Education not only empowers 
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individuals but also fosters community development by reducing poverty, promoting gender equality, 
and enhancing social mobility (Amri & Sihotang, 2023; Calle Müller & ElZomor, 2024; Thomson et al., 
2022). In developing nations, particularly those recovering from periods of political instability or 
conflict, the role of education becomes even more critical. It serves as both a tool for rebuilding national 
identity and a means to foster long-term development (van der Veen & Datzberger, 2022; Wanjiru, 
2021). Bangladesh, a country that emerged from the tumult of its independence war in 1971, exemplifies 
this dynamic, where education has been positioned at the core of national reconstruction and 
development efforts. 

Following its independence from Pakistan in 1971, Bangladesh faced overwhelming socio-
economic challenges, including widespread poverty, political instability, and the destruction of much of 
its infrastructure (Ali et al., 2021; Wasima & Rahman, 2022). Among the most pressing issues was the 
need to reform and rebuild the national education system, which had suffered from years of neglect and 
systemic inequalities (Husaini & Davies, 2022; Roy et al., 2020). The new government recognized that 
investing in primary education would be crucial to addressing these challenges, fostering national unity, 
and laying the groundwork for sustainable development. Consequently, education was declared a 
fundamental right in the 1972 Constitution of Bangladesh, mandating free and compulsory primary 
education for all children (T. C. of the P. ’s R. of Bangladesh, 2019). 

Despite this constitutional commitment, the path to achieving universal primary education in 
Bangladesh has been fraught with challenges. At the time of independence, the country faced a severely 
underdeveloped educational infrastructure. Many schools were either non-existent or in disrepair, 
especially in rural areas, which housed the majority of the population. The literacy rate hovered around 
a mere 20%, and gender disparities were stark, with girls having significantly less access to educational 
opportunities compared to boys. Furthermore, the country grappled with a shortage of qualified 
teachers, inadequate teaching materials, and widespread poverty that forced many children into labor 
instead of school (Ali Riaz, 2024). 

In response to these challenges, the government of Bangladesh launched a series of ambitious 
initiatives aimed at overhauling the primary education system. These included the nationalization of 
primary schools in 1973 under the Primary Education (Taking Over) Act of 1974, which brought over 
36,000 schools under state control to ensure standardized management and funding. The enactment of 
the Primary Education (Compulsory) Act of 1990 further underscored the government’s commitment, 
making primary education both free and mandatory (Mousumi & Kusakabe, 2021). These legal 
frameworks laid the foundation for a series of Five-Year Plans that prioritized educational reforms, 
infrastructure development, and efforts to increase enrollment rates. 

The First Five-Year Plan (1973-1978) focused on expanding access to education, aiming to 
increase enrollment from 6 million to 8.1 million children, with specific targets for improving gender 
parity. Subsequent plans, such as the Second (1980-1985) and Third (1985-1990) Five-Year Plans, 
introduced significant reforms, including the establishment of the Directorate of Primary Education and 
the implementation of teacher training programs. The Fourth (1990-1995) and Fifth (1997-2002) Five-
Year Plans continued this trajectory, emphasizing the role of education in human resource development 
and fostering partnerships with non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to expand educational access, 
particularly in underserved rural areas (Education, 2023). 

Despite these efforts, the Bangladeshi education system continued to face significant obstacles. 
High dropout rates, particularly among girls, remained a persistent issue, as did the challenges of 
overcrowded classrooms, insufficient numbers of trained teachers, and disparities in educational access 
between urban and rural areas. Political interference and bureaucratic inefficiencies further 
complicated policy implementation, leading to gaps between policy intentions and actual outcomes. 
Corruption within the educational administration also hindered progress, with resources often 
misallocated or mismanaged, limiting the effectiveness of well-intentioned programs (T. I. Bangladesh, 
2008). 

One of the most innovative government initiatives during this period was the introduction of 
conditional cash transfer programs aimed at incentivizing school attendance among children from 
impoverished backgrounds. The Food for Education (FFE) program, launched in 1993, provided food 
rations to families in exchange for regular school attendance by their children. This program was later 
replaced by the Cash for Education (CFE) initiative in 2002, which offered direct financial support to 
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families. These programs significantly boosted enrollment rates, particularly among girls, and 
contributed to narrowing the gender gap in education (Lhazom et al., 2008). Similarly, the Female 
Secondary Stipend Program (FSSP) provided financial incentives for girls to continue their education 
beyond the primary level, further promoting gender parity. 

By the year 2000, Bangladesh had achieved remarkable progress in increasing primary school 
enrollment, with gross enrollment rates rising from 75.6% in 1991 to 96.6% in 2000 (Statistics, 2023). 
Gender disparities in enrollment had also diminished, with near parity achieved by the end of the 
decade. However, these quantitative gains were not always matched by improvements in educational 
quality. Many schools remained under-resourced, teachers were often poorly trained, and the 
curriculum relied heavily on rote learning, limiting the development of critical thinking skills among 
students. Additionally, high dropout rates persisted, particularly in rural areas, where economic 
pressures often forced children to leave school prematurely to contribute to household income 
(Balagopalan, 2019; Deb et al., 2020). 

While numerous studies have documented the general progress of primary education in 
Bangladesh, there remains a lack of comprehensive analyses that critically evaluate the long-term 
impacts of government-led initiatives on both access and quality of education. Existing literature often 
focuses on specific programs or isolated aspects of the education system, without providing an 
integrated assessment of how various initiatives have collectively shaped educational outcomes over 
time. Furthermore, the interplay between policy design, implementation challenges, and socio-political 
factors has not been thoroughly examined, leaving a gap in understanding the effectiveness and 
sustainability of these initiatives. 

This study aims to fill this gap by providing a detailed analysis of government initiatives for child 
education in Bangladesh from 1971 to 2000. By adopting a policy analysis framework, this research 
evaluates the design, implementation, and outcomes of key government programs, such as the Universal 
Primary Education initiative, the Primary Education Development Program (PEDP I), and conditional 
cash transfer schemes like FFE and FSSP. The study examines both the successes and limitations of these 
initiatives, considering factors such as political interference, resource allocation, and administrative 
capacity. Additionally, it explores how these initiatives have influenced not only enrollment rates but 
also educational quality, equity, and long-term development outcomes. 

In doing so, this research contributes to the broader discourse on educational policy and 
development in post-conflict and developing nations. It offers valuable insights for policymakers, 
educators, and development practitioners seeking to understand the complexities of implementing 
large-scale educational reforms in challenging socio-political contexts. By highlighting both the 
achievements and ongoing challenges in Bangladesh’s primary education sector, this study aims to 
inform future policy efforts aimed at achieving universal access to high-quality education, thereby 
supporting the country’s continued socio-economic development. 
 
METHODS 

This study employs a qualitative policy analysis framework (Gaber, 2020) to evaluate government 
initiatives aimed at improving primary education in Bangladesh between 1971 and 2000. The research 
design is based on a documentary analysis approach, focusing on the examination of policy documents, 
government reports, and statistical data to understand the development, implementation, and outcomes 
of educational reforms. 

Primary data sources include official reports from the Directorate of Primary Education (DPE), 
the Bangladesh Bureau of Educational Information and Statistics (BANBEIS), and policy documents 
published by the Government of Bangladesh. Additionally, international reports from organizations 
such as UNESCO, the World Bank, and UNICEF were reviewed to provide a comparative perspective on 
Bangladesh’s educational progress within a global context. Secondary data were collected from 
academic journals, books, and previous research studies that discuss educational reforms and policy 
implementation in Bangladesh. 

The study utilizes a thematic content analysis to systematically examine the collected documents. 
This approach allows for identifying recurring themes, patterns, and trends related to policy objectives, 
implementation strategies, and educational outcomes. The analysis focuses on key government 
initiatives such as the Universal Primary Education (UPE) initiative, the Primary Education 
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Development Program (PEDP I), and conditional cash transfer programs like the Food for Education 
(FFE) and the Female Secondary Stipend Program (FSSP). 

Quantitative data, such as enrollment rates, dropout rates, and gender parity indices, were 
extracted from statistical reports and analyzed descriptively to track changes over time. These data 
were used to support the qualitative findings and provide a comprehensive understanding of the impact 
of government policies on primary education. To ensure the validity and reliability of the findings, data 
triangulation was employed by cross-referencing information from multiple sources, including 
government publications, international reports, and academic literature. The consistency of statistical 
data was verified by comparing figures from different institutions (e.g., DPE and BANBEIS) to ensure 
accuracy. Additionally, potential biases in secondary sources were critically assessed to maintain 
objectivity in the analysis. 

While this study provides a comprehensive overview of government initiatives, it is limited by the 
availability of historical data and the reliance on secondary sources for certain aspects of the analysis. 
Some policy documents and reports may reflect political biases or incomplete information due to the 
challenges of record-keeping in the early years following Bangladesh’s independence. Furthermore, the 
study focuses primarily on national-level policies and may not fully capture regional disparities or the 
localized implementation of educational reforms. 
 
RESULTS  

This study presents comprehensive findings on the progress of primary education in Bangladesh 
between 1971 and 2000, focusing on five key dimensions: enrollment rates, dropout and completion 
rates, gender parity, quality of education, and regional disparities. 
 
Enrollment Rates 

Between 1991 and 2000, Bangladesh experienced a marked increase in gross enrollment rates in 
primary education. The enrollment rate rose from 75.6% in 1991 to 96.6% in 2000. This growth reflects 
significant efforts by the government to expand educational access through policies and programs 
implemented during this period. 
 

Table 1. Gross Enrollment Rates in Primary Education (1991-2000) 
 

Year Total Enrollment (%) Boys (%) Girls (%) 
1991 75.6 78.4 72.8 
1995 92.0 85.0 89.6 
2000 96.6 97.0 97.0 

Source: Directorate of Primary Education (2023), Bangladesh Bureau of Educational Information and 
Statistics (2023) 
 

The introduction of the Food for Education (FFE) program in 1993 contributed to this increase, 
particularly in rural areas. Enrollment in rural schools increased by 15% between 1993 and 2000, with 
many families enrolling their children to benefit from food incentives provided under the program. 

 
Dropout and Completion Rates 

Despite the rise in enrollment, dropout rates remained a challenge. In 1995, the national dropout 
rate stood at 52%, indicating that over half of the students who enrolled in primary education did not 
complete the full cycle. By 2000, this rate had declined to 33%, showing improvement but still reflecting 
a significant proportion of students leaving school prematurely. 
 

Table 2. Dropout and Completion Rates in Primary Education (1995-2000) 
 

Year  Dropout Rate (%) Completion Rate (%) 
1995 52.0 52.0 
2000 33.0 67.0 
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Source: Directorate of Primary Education (2023) 
 

The completion rate improved from 52% in 1995 to 67% in 2000, indicating progress in student 
retention. However, disparities in completion rates persisted across different socio-economic groups 
and regions, with rural areas and economically disadvantaged communities experiencing higher 
dropout rates. 

 
Gender Parity in Primary Education 

Significant progress was made in reducing gender disparities in primary education during this 
period. In 1991, the gross enrollment rate for boys was 78.4%, compared to 72.8% for girls. By 2000, 
this gap had narrowed considerably, with boys’ enrollment at 97% and girls’ enrollment at 96%. 
 

Table 3. Gender Parity Progress in Primary Education (1991-2000) 
 

Year Boys Enrollment (%) Girls Enrollment (%) Gender Gap (%) 
1991 78.4 72.8 5.6 
1995 85.0 89.6 -4.6 
2000 97.0 96.0 1.0 

Source: Bangladesh Bureau of Educational Information and Statistics (2023) 
 

The Female Secondary Stipend Program (FSSP), launched in 1992, played a critical role in 
promoting gender parity by providing financial incentives for girls to continue their education. By the 
late 1990s, girls’ enrollment in primary education had nearly equaled that of boys, and in some rural 
areas, girls outnumbered boys in primary schools. 

 
Quality of Education 

Although enrollment rates and gender parity in education showed significant improvement, the 
quality of education did not progress at the same pace. Several key indicators highlight persistent 
challenges. The national student-teacher ratio remained high, averaging 60:1 in 2000, with some rural 
schools exceeding 70:1. This resulted in overcrowded classrooms and limited individual attention for 
students. Additionally, while the number of formally trained teachers increased over the decade, only 
76% of primary school teachers had received official training by 2000, leaving many schools reliant on 
unqualified or underqualified instructors. Efforts to modernize the curriculum began in the mid-1990s 
with the introduction of competency-based approaches; however, many schools continued to use 
outdated textbooks, and supplementary learning materials remained scarce, particularly in rural areas. 
Furthermore, the rapid increase in enrollment placed significant strain on educational infrastructure. 
Despite the construction of thousands of new classrooms under the Primary Education Development 
Program (PEDP I), many schools continued to lack essential facilities such as sanitation, safe drinking 
water, and adequate classroom space. 

 
Regional Disparities in Educational Access 

The study revealed significant regional disparities in educational access and outcomes, 
particularly between urban and rural areas. While overall enrollment rates increased nationwide, urban 
regions consistently reported higher enrollment and lower dropout rates compared to rural areas. By 
2000, the dropout rate in urban schools stood at 25%, whereas rural areas faced a significantly higher 
rate of 38%. This gap highlights the persistent inequality in educational opportunities across different 
regions. 

Additionally, children from ethnic minority groups and marginalized communities encountered 
unique barriers to education. Language differences, geographic isolation, and socio-economic 
disadvantages contributed to lower enrollment rates among these groups compared to the national 
average. Their dropout rates were also substantially higher, indicating the need for targeted 
interventions to address these disparities. 
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Economic factors played a crucial role in determining educational outcomes, particularly for 
children from the poorest households. Many students were forced to leave school to support their 
families financially, often engaging in child labor. Although initiatives such as the Food for Education 
(FFE) program provided some relief, these measures were insufficient to fully overcome the economic 
challenges faced by the most disadvantaged groups. 
 
DISCUSSION 

This study highlights the substantial progress made in primary education in Bangladesh between 
1971 and 2000, alongside persistent challenges that have limited the effectiveness of government 
initiatives. While the increase in enrollment rates and the achievement of gender parity represent 
significant milestones, the quality of education, regional disparities, and high dropout rates reveal 
systemic issues that require attention. This discussion critically evaluates these findings in relation to 
existing literature, explores the implications for educational policy, and identifies areas for future 
improvement. 
 
Progress in Enrollment and Gender Parity 

The remarkable increase in primary school enrollment—from 75.6% in 1991 to 96.6% in 2000—
demonstrates the effectiveness of government initiatives such as the Universal Primary Education (UPE) 
program and the Primary Education Development Program (PEDP I). These programs successfully 
expanded access to education by building new schools, providing free textbooks, and recruiting 
additional teachers. The Food for Education (FFE) program, in particular, played a pivotal role in 
increasing enrollment in rural areas by providing food incentives to low-income families, as supported 
by Lhazom et al. (2008), which found a 15% increase in rural enrollment linked to this initiative. 

Achieving near gender parity in primary education by 2000 is another noteworthy success. The 
Female Secondary Stipend Program (FSSP) provided financial support that encouraged families to send 
their daughters to school, addressing long-standing gender disparities. This aligns with findings from 
previous study, who noted that financial incentives significantly improve girls’ enrollment and retention 
rates, particularly in conservative rural areas where socio-cultural barriers to girls’ education are more 
pronounced (Abdullah et al., 2022; Kaur & Byard, 2021; Subramanee et al., 2022). 

 
Persistent Challenges in Educational Quality 

Despite quantitative gains in enrollment and gender parity, the quality of education did not 
improve at the same pace. The student-teacher ratio remained high, averaging 60:1 nationally, which is 
well above the recommended standard of 30:1 by (UNESCO, 2006). Overcrowded classrooms reduce 
individual attention for students, negatively affecting learning outcomes. This finding is consistent with 
previous study, who argues that high student-teacher ratios contribute to lower academic achievement 
and increased dropout rates (Alam & Zhu, 2022; Haque & Sharif, 2021; Kaiser, 2023). 

Furthermore, the study reveals that only 76% of primary school teachers had received formal 
training by 2000. Inadequate teacher training limits the effectiveness of instructional delivery and 
contributes to a reliance on rote learning methods, which focus on memorization rather than critical 
thinking and problem-solving skills. This aligns with previous study, who criticizes the Bangladeshi 
education system for its failure to transition from traditional teaching methods to more student-
centered approaches (Ali Riaz, 2024; Kaur & Byard, 2021; Rabbi et al., 2024). 

The curriculum reforms initiated in the mid-1990s were insufficient to address these issues. While 
competency-based curricula were introduced, the lack of updated textbooks and supplementary 
learning materials hindered their successful implementation. Many schools, especially in rural areas, 
continued to rely on outdated educational resources, further widening the gap between urban and rural 
educational quality. 

 
Regional Disparities and Inequities 

The study highlights significant regional disparities in educational access and outcomes. While 
urban areas benefited from better infrastructure, higher teacher-to-student ratios, and more qualified 
teachers, rural regions lagged behind in all these indicators. By 2000, the dropout rate in urban areas 
was 25%, compared to 38% in rural areas (Statistics, 2023). These disparities are consistent with 
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findings from previous study, who emphasizes that rural schools in Bangladesh often suffer from 
inadequate infrastructure, lack of qualified teachers, and limited access to educational materials 
(Hossain, 2023; Mamun-ur-Rashid, 2023; Shohel, 2022). 

Children from marginalized communities, including ethnic minorities and the poorest households, 
faced additional barriers to education. Language barriers, geographic isolation, and socio-economic 
disadvantages contributed to lower enrollment and higher dropout rates among these groups. This 
finding is supported by previous study, who argues that systemic inequalities in the education system 
disproportionately affect marginalized populations, perpetuating cycles of poverty and exclusion 
(DeMatthews, 2021; Diemer et al., 2022; Watson & Collins, 2023). 

 
Impact of Economic and Political Factors 

Economic factors played a critical role in shaping educational outcomes during this period. While 
programs like Food for Education (FFE) and the Female Secondary Stipend Program (FSSP) helped 
alleviate some financial barriers to education, poverty remained a significant obstacle for many families. 
Children from the poorest households were more likely to drop out of school to contribute to household 
income through child labor, as noted by the Lhazom et al. (2008). Additionally, the political landscape 
influenced the implementation and effectiveness of educational policies. The study found that political 
interference and resource mismanagement limited the success of many initiatives. Recruitment, 
promotion, and transfer of teachers were often influenced by political considerations rather than merit, 
as highlighted by Transparency International Bangladesh (2008). This politicization of the education 
sector undermined efforts to improve educational quality and equity. Moreover, bureaucratic 
inefficiencies and over-centralization of decision-making processes hindered effective policy 
implementation. Previous study stated that the lack of autonomy at the school level and the absence of 
robust monitoring mechanisms contributed to poor accountability and suboptimal outcomes in primary 
education (Alajmi, 2022; Mizrahi, 2021). 

 
Implications for Educational Policy 

The findings of this study carry significant implications for educational policy in Bangladesh. 
While expanding access to education remains a priority, future policies must emphasize improving the 
quality of education. This requires reducing the student-teacher ratio, strengthening teacher training 
programs, and updating curricula to promote critical thinking and problem-solving skills. A shift in focus 
from mere enrollment numbers to the overall learning experience is crucial for long-term educational 
development. 

Addressing regional disparities in educational access and outcomes is another key policy 
consideration. Targeted interventions should aim to improve infrastructure, enhance teacher 
deployment in rural areas, and allocate additional resources to marginalized communities. These 
measures can help bridge the gap between urban and rural education systems and ensure more 
equitable learning opportunities for all students. 

Additionally, strengthening governance and accountability in the education sector is essential for 
effective policy implementation. Reducing political interference and increasing transparency can lead 
to better decision-making processes. Decentralizing educational governance and empowering local 
authorities can improve responsiveness to community needs and enhance overall accountability. 

Finally, sustainable financial support is critical for overcoming economic barriers to education. 
Expanding conditional cash transfer programs, such as Food for Education and Female Secondary 
Stipends, can provide financial relief to disadvantaged families. However, these initiatives should be 
integrated with broader poverty reduction strategies to address the root causes of educational 
inequality and create long-term improvements in access and quality. 

 
CONCLUSION 

This study highlights the significant progress Bangladesh has made in expanding access to 
primary education between 1971 and 2000. Enrollment rates increased from 75.6% in 1991 to 96.6% 
in 2000, and gender parity was nearly achieved, with girls’ enrollment rising from 72.8% to 96% over 
the same period. Government initiatives such as the Universal Primary Education (UPE) program, the 
Primary Education Development Program (PEDP I), and conditional cash transfer schemes like Food for 
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Education (FFE) and the Female Secondary Stipend Program (FSSP) were key drivers behind these 
improvements. However, despite these gains, the quality of education remains a critical challenge. High 
student-teacher ratios (averaging 60:1), insufficient teacher training, outdated curricula, and 
inadequate infrastructure continue to hinder effective learning. Furthermore, regional disparities 
persist, with rural and marginalized communities facing higher dropout rates and limited access to 
quality education. 

Addressing these challenges requires a shift from focusing solely on enrollment to improving 
educational outcomes. This includes investing in teacher training, updating curricula to promote critical 
thinking, and ensuring equitable distribution of resources across regions. Strengthening governance 
and reducing political interference are also essential to enhance policy implementation and 
accountability. Future research should explore the long-term impacts of these initiatives on student 
achievement and socio-economic mobility, particularly in rural and marginalized communities. By 
building on past successes and addressing ongoing challenges, Bangladesh can move closer to achieving 
universal access to high-quality primary education, laying a robust foundation for its future socio-
economic development. 
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