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Problems of women’s education and role of Open 
University (Bangladesh perspective).

Abstract: This paper deals with the multifarious problems of educating girls and women 
of Bangladesh and shows how ODL and ICT can work to address these problems. 
Education is the light to which everybody has equal right. Men and women both are 
endowed with bright and noble faculties. So education cannot be an exclusive possession 
of any class, sect or sex. It is true that women have many special tasks in life and their 
spheres of duties are different from those of men but we should remember that these tasks 
also need proper training and education. Unless women get proper education, all their 
prospective faculties get crippled. It is only by imparting proper education to them that 
we can expect them to discharge their duties nicely and decently. Moreover, we cannot 
have educated and ideal citizens when mothers themselves are not educated and potential. 
Social responsibilities should also be shared by men and women. The role of women in 
national life is as much important as men. Women empowerment and freedom of women 
have become a common issue nowadays in every corner of the globe. It is also the much-
hyped issue and the most trying phenomenon of the moment. It is the buzzword in the 
unassailable excellence of sci-tech when the modern civilization has reached its height. It 
entails a wide range of aspects including financial and decision making capacities of 
women. It also comes first in the pursuit of international development concept. But 
gender disparity is the underlying cause of the mounting human discrimination. It has 
been a powerful undercurrent in some of the emergent Asian country’s history, especially 
in Bangladesh. Women empowerment has entered into the mainstream of development 
thoughts to underline its importance and reality. Empowerment of women from every tier 
of society in the field of politics, economy and religion is tremendously essential. But
regrettably speaking, equitable empowerment of the fair sex, supportive programs and 
technical assistance for gender equality is still a far cry. The gender issue is rapidly 
reaching a boiling point. In our male dominated society, women have been used as a 
commodity or as an instrument for sexual gratification from time immemorial. The 
discriminatory treatment has long-term negative effects on the body and mind of the girl 
children and women in a family. Due to superstitious belief, fanaticism and social 
constraints, our women are not exposed everywhere and naturally they cannot receive 
proper learning. Illiteracy, low life expectancy, low rate of labor force participation, no 
ownership of land, higher rate of unemployment, high fertility, mortality and morbidity 
form a vicious circle adversely affecting women in Bangladesh. So, in spite of her being 
the pioneer in women’s emancipation and schooling, women in the country are politically 
exploited, socially suppressed, legally ignored and technologically deprived. But days are 
changing rapidly. Internet has now tremendous impact on the sphere of education. 
Anybody can browse Internet and collect necessary information. They need not go to the 
library physically, rather, they can click and enter the virtual libraries and download 
necessary reading materials. Only they need to have a little technical knowledge.
Hopefully, this century is ushering an era of new hopes and aspirations for the women 
folk. Open and distance learning system may come up with a big hope for them. This 
paper recommends some measures that show how the pace of women development and 
their empowerment in Bangladesh can be accelerated by collective efforts of government, 
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NGOs and multinational organizations. The paper also suggests how distance learning 
system can promote ICT opportunities for women and create an enabling environment to 
support their self-determination and economic development. 
Key words: women, education, empowerment, problem, technology, right, development, 
fanaticism, Internet, ICT.
Introduction: Problems of women education in Bangladesh is a burning question of the 
day though the country has been being ruled by two female prime ministers for two 
decades. Due to the traditional structure of our society and set cultural values, women 
enjoy lower status than men do. Not only in Bangladesh but in the whole Indian 
subcontinent, husband is the dominant authority in a family and he possesses the superior 
position to his wife. It is considered that women’s sphere of activities is confined to her 
household duties. Due to increasing trend of illiteracy among women they are being 
deprived of employment opportunities. As a result, they are unable to contribute to 
national economic development and to the welfare of the family. Nevertheless, illiteracy 
causes poverty, poor health condition, mal-nutrition and child mortality. Compared to the 
death of 6 thousand children per year in developed countries, 5 lakh children die each 
year in the developing countries and illiteracy of mother is believed to be the main cause. 
Women constitute half of the population of Bangladesh. Therefore, equal participation of 
women in both social and economic development is necessary. Due to social constraints, 
age-old tradition, illiteracy, lack of appropriate technical and employment opportunities, 
a large portion of women are to integrate in mainstream of national development. The 
basic constraints of women education in Bangladesh are fanaticism, superstitious belief
security and seclusion or, purdah. Due to these restrictions, women are not allowed to go 
outside of home and they feel reluctant to learn from a male teacher. Under the 
circumstances, only through media and technology package learning materials could 
reach into their drawing room. On the other hand, it is the only possible way to minimize 
the shortage of trained teachers. Through electronic media and technology a trained 
teacher can reach to hundred of learners at a time, which could reduce time, cost and 
space barriers and make innumerable women in Bagladesh educated.
Objectives of the study: The primary objective of this study is to highlight the present 
measurable condition of women, constraints of women education and women 
empowerment in Bangladesh. Attempts have been made to identify the problems 
associated with women education and to show the impact of ICT that could bring about 
changes over the prevailing condition through a modern approach. Further attention has 
been given on how open and distance learning could cover a lot to meet those problems.
Methodology: The paper is mainly based on field study. The study is conducted with a 
view to identifying and analyzing the major problems of girls’ and women’s education in 
Bangladesh. Direct interviews have been taken and extensive online studies have been 
done to collect necessary data for the present study. The collected data have been 
analyzed and simplified. An effort has been taken to show the present status of women in 
Bangladesh and some recommendations have been given how to overcome the problems 
and the role of ICT has been given importance.  Primary data are collected from direct 
interviews with some deprived and drop-out girls’ and secondary data are comprised of
relevant official documents, records and publications of various researchers and agencies.
Face to face interview is conducted with some female students, guardians and teachers to 
establish the facts described in the paper.
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Treatment towards Women: Though women play a vital role at home, shoulder almost 
the entire burden of the housework right from early childhood to old age, they have not 
only been unfairly treated but also looked upon as feeble creature and confined within the 
four walls of the house mostly in a developing country. This attitude of men has held 
women away from participating in social and economic activities; they are ranked 
inferior in the eyes of men; they are deprived of the right of life.

The Position of Women in Bangladesh: Women constitute almost half of the total 
population of Bangladesh. But social customs and traditions, illiteracy, lack of technical 
and vocational training facilities, lack of adequate employment opportunities have forced 
them to stay far away from the main stream of the country’s economic and development 
activities. Like almost all the developing countries of the world they are traditionally 
bound in a cobweb of social limitations. Powerlessness or disempowerment of women in 
Bangladesh begins at birth. Most parents want to have children so that they can, when 
they are older, supplement their family income or help with domestic work. In the 
existing socio-economic set-up, male children are best suited to this purpose. So, girls are 
born to an unwelcome world. There are some people who strongly oppose to female 
education. However, they are assigned, rather confined to, domestic chores. Some of 
these girls may be at school but all their work--domestic or academic, stops as soon as 
they are married off, which is the prime worry of the parents about their daughters. Until 
recently their main occupations were to attend household work and rearing up the 
children. Husbands were the main decision makers of the family. Superstition, taboo and 
a residue of demeaning customs continue to restrict them to go out of house freely. 
Besides, the financial conditions of a family cannot afford the girls to pursue education.
This has been continuing since ages. But the situation is changing gradually. The 
following table shows how numbers of female students are increasing in higher-
secondary level:

Enrolment in colleges by management and sex
Year Management Male Female Total
1995 Public

Private
3981
108016

1841
80258

5522
188274

1996 Public
Private

2838
122186

1645
102228

4483
224414

1997 Public
Private

4646
141421

1808
107932

6454
249353

1998 Public
Private

6063
148069

1458
122327

7521
270396

1999 Public
Private

5667
182098

1896
164325

7563
346423

Let us see the picture after five years:
Year management male female total
2005 Public

private
1295
135479

3031
122424

4326
257903

2006 Public
Private

1494
736609

2732
124424

4226
861033

2008 Public 2367 4575 6942
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Private 169108 173771 342879
2009 Public

Private
24606
231665

19526
209360

44132
441015

Female education rate is much higher in towns and cities than rural areas. Recently I 
visited a secondary school, Rajshahi Cantonment Board High School situated at the very 
hub of Rajshahi town in Bangladesh. I asked the Headmaster of the school to give me the 
real picture of male and female students of the school. He gave me the following picture:

Rajshahi Cantonment Board High School
2013

Class Male students Female students Total 
Ten 58 50 108
Nine 62 60 122
Eight 65 65 130
Seven 72 71 143
Six 74 76 150
The Headmaster mentioned that some parents get their daughters married off (early 
marriage) after they are promoted to class eight or nine. Only for this reason the number 
of girls in higher classes often gets reduced. Early marriage is prohibited now in the 
country but the rule is often violated. The situation is worse in rural areas. Some parents 
in rural villages still think that primary education is sufficient enough for a female child 
and she should not be sent for higher studies. The following case studies will show the 
picture of rural villages of Bangladesh.
Case Study: 1. Rowshon Ara, the Headmistress of Alipur govt. primary school joined 
that school in the year 1994. She started with 60 students out of which only 10 were girls. 
She said that she used to go to the parents every afternoon and requested them to send 
their female children to school but to her utter disappointments, she found that most of 
the parents were reluctant to educate their girls because of their conservativeness. She 
continued motivating them and today she feels proud to inform me of the fact that the 
total number of the students of school has reached 297and out of them132are girls. 
According to her, even rural people have become conscious about the future of their 
female babies and they are sending their female babies to school without any motivation. 
The development of information system is changing the mind-set of people day by day. 
They are now self motivated and gradually they are overcoming their outworn old ideas 
and beliefs. But still the guardians don’t feel secured of their girls when they are grown 
up. Social security for the girls is not yet up to satisfactory level. Cases of kidnapping or 
acid throwing occur frequently and frustrate parents to send girls to school.
Case Study: 2. Rashida Khatun took teaching as a profession in the year 1995. She 
joined Bugmara govt. primary school as an assistant teacher. She found only 54 students 
in her school out of which only 10 were girls when she joined. The school is situated in a 
very remote area and communication system is very poor. At that time most of the people 
of that locality were illiterate and poor. They hardly understood the value of education. 
Rashida, with the help of her three other colleagues arranged a meeting where all the 
villagers attended. All the teachers delivered their speech one by one and everybody tried 
their best to convince the villagers to send their kids to school. This worked effectively 
and the number of students especially female ones began to increase from the next day. 
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Rashida smilingly told me that today all parents are sending their female children to 
school and now she is teaching 170 students of which 86 are female and the rest 84 are 
male. The reason, she said, is that people now realize that education is equally important 
for both men and women. The government has also come forward to make primary 
education compulsory for all and has made it free of cost.
Role of Bangladesh Open University: Open learning by incorporating cost-effective, 
self-instructional system and towards learner-centre approaches have already achieved its 
both theoretical and practical considerations. As open learning is mainly based on the
emergence of the technology, it will result in a significant shift from school-based to 
home based education. Open learning system has already been proved effective in 
Bangladesh. Bangladesh Open University has launched a good number of formal 
education programs including S.S.C and H.S.C programs. The programs are mostly 
media and technology based and a limited number of tutorial sessions (twice in a month) 
are offered. The huge number of dropouts, specially the women consider BOU’s 
programs as their second chance of life-long education. Moreover BOU is the only 
university that has 12 regional resource centers, 80 co-ordination centers and 1000 
tutorial centers. So, only BOU can perform the immense task of educating huge number 
of illiterate people living in rural areas. Hopefully, BOU is working in full swing to fulfill 
its arduous task. Recent data from Bangladesh Open University shows how the system is 
working effectively to educate mass dropouts and especially women in Bangladesh. Let 
us see the table below:
Year Program School Male Female Total
2011 S.S.C Open School 33225 22234 55459
2012 S.S.C Open School 32176 23419 55595
2011 H.S.C Open School 31918 26849 58767
2012 H.S.C Open School 24101 21486 45587

It is to be noted that in traditional system their unmatchable gap is prevailing, as the 
number of girls’ student is sharply half of the male student. But in S.S.C and H.S.C 
programs of BOU the difference is reduced significantly. So, it is undeniable that 
Bangladesh Open University is playing a vital role in educating the vast number of 
women in this country. The reason is that BOU imparts education through flexible mode, 
home based and affordable way. But BOU itself suffers from various problems. It cannot 
provide its learners with all technological facilities because of the shortage of fund and 
government grants. Its tutorial centers are not yet fully equipped with modern scientific 
equipments and some of them are not connected with Internet. Learners do not get 
necessary Internet facilities. Most of the learners are from poor families and they cannot 
afford to buy laptop or desktop computers. Naturally BOU fails to fulfill its mission to 
educate mass people of the country. But still BOU is a boon to the poor people and
particularly to women of Bangladesh.
Findings: The present study is undertaken to find out the root causes and actual problems 
of our women’s education and their empowerment and also to recommend some ways 
and means to overcome them. While carrying on the study, I had the following findings:

1. Girls and women of Bangladesh are still deprived of proper education and 
empowerment because of old tradition, conservative mindedness and superstition;
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2. Ice has begun to melt very recently. With the introduction of ICT, social system is 
changing though the progress is not satisfactory yet;

3. Because of poverty and incapability of the mass people, rural women are not 
getting the benefits of modern technology and still most of them are leading a 
vulnerable life;

4. Since the head of the state is a woman, the present government is much aware of 
women education and empowerment. The government has already taken some 
steps to improve the condition of women of the country but more steps are 
required to be taken.

5. Social and democratic consciousness has overcome after the country had become 
independent. Some women’s organizations have come up and raised voice to 
establish equal rights to women.

Recommendations: After much thinking and doing research on the entire matter I have 
the following recommendations and suggestions which could improve the present 
condition of women of Bangladesh:

1. Huge programs can be launched through government radio, community radio, 
television and mobile phone technology to inspire and educate rural women;

2. Rural areas should be connected with Internet and all technological devices 
should be made available and affordable to rural people;

3. Television, community radio and mobile phone technology should be used 
extensively to impart education because these are now available in every corner of 
Bangladesh;

4. Government should raise Bangladesh Open University up to such a rich position 
that it can provide mass people with all facilities to receive education;

5. Not only government but NGOs should also come forward to materialize the 
plans for women development;

6. National women development program should be launched;
7. Action should be taken from grass root level;
8. Institution and infrastructure can be developed in this regard; 
9. Social awareness should be built up;
10. Extensive research can be done on equality in sex and gender.

Conclusion: A single individual cannot change any environment or situation overnight. 
A concerted effort is needed for any radical change. With the development of ICT 
women in Bangladesh are also coming to touch with different women movement around 
the globe and learning how to establish their right and live worthily. The day is not far 
away when women of Bangladesh will enjoy equal right and empowerment as men do.
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