Quality

by Musharraf Tansen

R more than two decades, Bang-
Fladea.h has presented techmnical and

vocational education and training
as a cornerstone of its development
strategy. The amhbition is understand-
able. As the country strives to hecome
an upper middle-income sconomy,
it neads techmicians, electricians,
mechanics, programmmers, health as-
sistants, agro-technicians and skilled
workers far more than it needs another
genearation of graduates holding degreas
that bear little relevance to the labour
market.

Government policy has repeatadlyv
recognised this reality. The target of in-
creasing participation in techmnical and
vocational education to around 30 per
cent by 2030 reflects an important shift
away from an education system that
has historically privileged academic
credentials over practical skills,

Fet, beneath these ambitious targets
lies a troubling contradiction. While
new progranunes and institutions con-
tinue to be approvad, many vocational
institutions remain largely dysfunc-
tional. Hundreds of approved voca-
tional sections have virtually ceased to
exdst in practice. Many operate only on
paper, with no enrolled students, inad-
aquate facilities or no teaching at all.
Others struggle with a chronic teacher
shortage, outdated equipment and
weak oversight. Expansion has become
aasier than ensuring quality.

This should concern everyons inter-
asted in Bangladesh's economic future.
The praoblem is not that Bangladesh
has invested too much in TVET. The
problem is that expansion has often
outpaced planning. In many cases,
vocational programmes were approvecd
without ensuring the minimuum condi-
tions necessary for effective teaching.
Skilled instructors were not recruited.
Workshops and laboratories remained
incomplete. Industryv partnerships
never materialised. Predictably, stu-
dents and parents lost confidence in
programmes that promised employvahle
skills but delivered little more than
classroom lectures.

Vocational education cannot
firietiarn s cornveritiona] scadarmie

before TVET expansion
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recruitment has, therefore, become
more than an administrative issue; it
has become the defining quality issue
within the TVET system.

Countries with successful vocational
svstems such as Germany, Singapors,
Sonth Korea and Finland invest heaw-
ily in vocational teacher preparation.
Many instructors spend years working
in industry bafore entering teaching,
while continuing professional develop-
ment remains mandatory throughout
their carears. Bangladeash has vet to
institutionalise such a system,

huch of the discussion on TVET
focuses on buildings and laboratories.
These are undoubtedly important.
However, infrastructure alone does not
puarantee quality. Many workshops
contain obsolete equipment that bears
little resemblance to technologies
currently used in industry, Some cur-
riculums continue to teach outdated
practices while emplovers increasingly
demand competencies in automation,
digital manufacturing, artificial intel-
lizence, renewahle energy, robotics and
advanced information technology.

A vocational curriculum that is
disconnected from the labour market
ekl haromes iresslatrant Toolvietre:

ily difficult. Establishing structured col-
laboration with industries, chambers of
commerce and local enterprises should
therefore become an essential compo-
nent of vocational education reform.

A large number of vacant seats
across many vocational institutions
should not simply be interpreted as de-
clining demand. Rather, they reprasent
declining confidence. Students and
parents are making rational decisions.
They compare aducational pathways
according to perceived amployviment
opportunities, social status and educa-
tional quality. If vocational programimes
appear under-resourced, poorly staffed
and disconnected from emplovinent,
many understandably choose general
education instead, even when employ-
ment prospects are uncertain.

‘This is particularly unfortunate
becamse international evidence consist-
ently demonstrates that high-guality
vocational education can improve
school-to-work transitions, increase
productivity and reduce vouth nnem-
plovment. The challenge, therefore, is
not convincing students that vocational
education matters. It is convincing
them that Bangladesh's vocational

et titione car aoriniinielt deliver

desh cannot prepare voung people for
tomorrow’'s economy using vesterday's
cccupational models.

Vocational education must therefore
become significantly more flexible,
Modular traiming, micro-credentials,
recognition of prior learning, lifelong
upskilling and stronger links with em-
plovers should become central features
of the system.

Equally important is integrating
transvarsal competencies — prohlam-
solving, communication, tearmwork,
digital literacy and adaptability — into
evary vocational programme. Emplaoy-
ers increasingly value these attributes
alongside technical expeartise.

Ferhaps the greatest challenge
remains cultural. Vocational educa-
tion continues to be viewsd by many
families as a second-choice option for
students who do not succeed acadenu-
cally. This perception is outdated and
economically damaging.

Modem economues depend on
highly skilled technicians every hit as
much as they depend on university
graduates. [n manyv countries, vocation-
al graduates enjov strong emplovment
outcomes and competitive earnings
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education. One cannot learn electri-
cal installation, welding, antomotive
maintenance, information technol-

oy or industrial production through
texthooks alone. Practical learning
requires qualified instructors, function-
ing equipment, sufficient consumable
materials and contimuons hands-on
practice. Where these ingredients are
ahsent, the qualification loses its value.

Perhaps, the most significant chal-
lenge facing vocational education is
the shortage of qualified teachers. Un-
like many academic suhjects, vocation-
al education demands instructors who
possess hoth pedagogical competence
and oocupational expertise. Finding
such professionals is not easy. Retain-
ing them is hard, particularly when
private industry offers considerably
better salaries and career opportuni-
ties.

The result is predictable. Existing
teachers become overstretched, institu-
tions rely on temporary arrangamsnts,
practical classes become irregular, and
students graduate without master-
ing essential competencies. Teacher

should, therefore, play a much larger
role in curricunlum development, com-
petency standards, assessmeant and
apprenticeship opportunities. Enploy-
ers understand emerging skill demands
better than educational bureancracies
do. Without this partnership, vocation-
al institutions risk producing graduates
for jobs that no longer exist.

Another neglected area is work-
hased leaming. Internationally, effec-
tive vocational education is built on
strong partnerships between educa-
tional institutions and emplovers. Ap-
prenticeships, intemships, workplace
attachments and industry mentoring
allow students to apply classroom
leaming in anthentic work environ-
ments while enabling emplovers to
assess future recruits. In Bangladesh,
however, such partnerships remain
sporadic and largely dependent on in-
dividual institutional initiatives rather
than a coherent national framework. As
a rasult, many students complete their
courses with limited expaosure to real
workplaces, making the transition from
education to employment unnecessar-
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valuable skills. Stop expanding. Start
consolidating.

Bangladesh may have reached a
point where consolidation is more im-
portant than further expansion. Rathar
than approving additional institutions,
policymakers should first evaluate the
performance of existing ones. Institu-
tions that consistently fail to enrol
students or provide quality education
TEQUITE SErions review, Some may need
restructuring, mergers or closure, Oth-
&rs may require targeted investments
to become fully operational. Expansion
without quality merely disperses scarce
resources more thinly,

A national mapping exercise conld
identify whera vocational programmes
are senuinely nesded, which sectors
require additional training capacity and
where institutions are already oversup-
plied. Evidence, not political considera-
tions—should guide future approvals.

The world of work is changing rap-
idly. Automation, artificial intelligence,
green technologies, digital services and
advanced manufacturing are transform-
ing labour markets across Asia. Bangla-

labour-market demand.

Bangladesh must work to elevate the
social status of vocational education
through better gquality, stronger amploy-
ment cutcomes and clearer progression
pathways into higher education and
lifelong learning,

Cuality teaching, compeatent instrie-
tors, modern equipment, industry
partnerships, labour-market relevance,
effective regulation and sustained
investment matter far more than
mstitutional expansion alone, The real
measure of success is not the number
of vocational mstitutions that exdst on
paper. It is whether praduates leave
those institntions with skills that em-
plovers trast and industries need.

If Bangladesh wants to compete in
an increasingly knowledge-based and
technology-driven global economy,
rescuing the quality of vocational
education is no longer optional. It is an
economic impearative.
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