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Abstract:
This paper strives to single out the determining factors that impact the sustainable
progress of English language policy in Bangladesh. It also argues that the tension
revolves around the debate on either accepting English as a language of daily affairs
or discarding it emanating from the historical legacy dating back to the colonial
period. The sensitivity of the people of Bangladesh to the issue of language choice is a
fall out since the Pakistani rule that stigmatized their psyche with the imposition of
Urdu as state language. Resultantly, the very proposition of the practice of the English
language is often seen with suspicion, especially when the Bangladeshi people come
to know the hidden aim of the English Education Act 1835 in the then colonial India.
Behind this standpoint, this paper attempts to evaluate the major trends of English
education policy in Bangladesh and also explores the related research findings and
recommendations for the English language within the pragmatics of a post-colonial
mindset and the socio-cultural expectations of the Bengali nation. The study offers
useful and effective implications to speed up better English Language Learning (ELL)
and framing a sustainable language policy based on the results of reviewed literature
and observation.
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1. Introduction
Today, English language is neither a matter of imperial nor a colonial legacy of the

West but it is a global matter. Hussain Ahmed Liton mentions that “English may or
may not be the official language of a nation. For example in the Middle Eastern
countries like Saudi Arabia, it is emerging as the chief foreign language to be
encountered in schools, colleges and universities” [1]. Language always plays a
pivotal role in the negotiation of power relationships both at an interpersonal and
societal level. Increasingly, since English has become a lingua franca, competency in
English is not only instrumental but also related to one’s status and life-career skill.
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Kachru and Nelson (1996) state, that “…there is little question that English is the
most widely taught, read, and spoken language that the world has ever seen” [2].
David Crystal (2003), to this end, rightly adds “… that a global language [English]
will eventually come to be used by more people than any other language …[and
finally] English has become the dominant language of this globe” [3] whereas the
context of Bangladesh is not an exception to that. But unfortunately, it is noticed that
Bangladesh has not yet paid much attention to language education especially English
language in its policy. English has been considered as Second Language (SL) for its
massive uses after the mother tongue ‘Bangla’. After independence of Bangladesh up
to the present day, seven National Education Commissions were formed and most of
the Commissions sought to pay some attention to planning, pedagogy and learning
English in Bangladesh. The First Education Commission in 1972 widely known as Dr.
Kudrat-E-Khoda Education Commission seems to be more dominant than the rests.
This Commission published its report in May, 1974 where in Chapter IV under the
title “Medium of Instruction and Place of Foreign Language in our Education
System” gave hints about what the status of English education policy should be [4].
The aim of that Commission was to ‘decolonize’ the education system and English
was not given importance. Yet, in the backdrop of persistent nationalistic favoritism
towards Bengali, English is still widely used as an essential language. Besides, the
excessive application of different technological tools as teaching-learning materials,
English language now-a-days has become an integral part of our everyday life.
Moreover, the implementation of various projects of the World Bank namely SEQEP,
HEQEP etc. as part of Education Policies of the Ministry of Education have interacted
with Commissions. Some critics have pointed out that frequent shifting from one
policy to another according to the suggestions of different education commissions
causes its tardy progress. This complex set of factors makes it difficult to get the
modest outcomes of English language teaching in Bangladesh. Behind this backdrop,
the aim of this paper is to critically examine the English language policy and planning
in Bangladesh based on extensive literature review with special attention to its socio-
political, economic and cultural perspectives.

Historical, Socio-political and Cultural Background
The sociolinguistic context of Bangladesh is also an important and relevant study of

this work which will help demonstrate its ground-reality. We know that Bangladesh
is a densely populated Muslim-majority country in South Asia where more than 160
million people live in a land area of 143,598 square kms. Although the country has
made some progress in recent decades in reducing poverty and malnutrition, poverty
still remains a chronic problem here. Besides, Bangladesh is often portrayed as a
monolingual country with 98 % of the people speaking Bangla, the national language.
To speak to this point, education policy in the section 4.2 of the Dr. K. Khuda
Commission has laid emphasis on Bengali nationalism and Bangla language in all
levels of education which finds its expression in the following words:

Although Bengali is used as a medium of instruction at the lower levels
of education, English to-day continues to be the medium of instruction at
the higher levels as a result of the colonial education system still
prevalent. This is an impediment for the pupils and has an adverse effect
on their creative faculty. This system has created major drawbacks in the
fields of science, technical education, commerce and agriculture. As a
result, we have not been able to make any original contribution to the
great fund of knowledge available in these fields. We have therefore to
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take more effective steps to use Bengali as the medium of instruction in
the higher stage of education as well [4].

The policy of Kudrat-E Khuda Education Commission sets the backward movement
of teaching-learning English language in Bangladesh.

Moreover, according to Morshed (1994), the national language is “divided into
several regional dialects” [5], one of which has been claimed by Hossain and
Tollefson “as a separate language” [6]. To further complicate the sociolinguistic
landscape, over 300,000 Pakistanis who speak their language (Urdu), have still been
living in Mohammadpur, Dhaka and Saidpur, Nilphamary region since the end of our
liberation war in 1971. Added to this, the dominant presence of Hindi in Bollywood
films, TV serials, Cartoon series and musical shows have become more popular than
their local English-in-Education Policy and Planning in Bangladesh.

Yet, English has a strong presence in the country, particularly in the education
sector. Several authors like Hamid (2009, 2011a, 2011b) [8], Hamid and Jahan (2015)
[38], Hossain and Tollefson (2007) [6], and Zaman (2003) [7] etc., have discussed
the establishment of English in Bangladesh from its colonial origin. Drawing attention
to their views reflected in their works, we may get a brief overview of the history and
the development of English language teaching-learning in Bangladesh. As a global
language, English enjoys a special status in Bangladesh. First introduced by the
British East India Company in the early seventeenth century and later established
through British colonial rule, according to (Zaman) “the language has passed through
phases of significant ambivalence during its long journey to its current state of
prominence” [7]. Despite this, “English has not only survived but has also been
established on the highest rank on the linguistic hierarchy – most plausibly due to its
association with social elitism and power” [8,38].

Of other ex-British colonies [of South Asia], Sri Lankan politicians had severely
curtailed English education… [In India] most politicians at independence wanted to
eliminate English, then seen as a vile colonial implant, and replace it with Hindi.
Socialists like Lohia were rabidly anti-English, and launched an Angrezi Hatao
agitation in 1957. The Jan Sangh in 1963 launched a violent agitation for abolishing
English… Later in 1967 the Official Languages Act was amended and English
became an official language in India. Today, India has a competitive advantage in
outsourcing because of its English-speaking population. As a result, the movement
which aimed to banish English from India appears to have gone into self-
establishment [9].

After the repatriation of the British, language policy became the concern of all the
postcolonial states including erstwhile united (East and West) Pakistan in South Asia.
In erstwhile Pakistan, the language policy was undertaken inspired by the spirit of
desperate nationalism, of which the main aim was to allocate Urdu as the national
language at the expense of other languages. By this language policy, the Government
of Pakistan ignored the other languages spoken in the provinces, including Purbo
Bangla, Balochistan, Punjab, Sindh and North-West Frontier Province. The effects of
this policy have manifested in the language situation of present day Pakistan. A case
in this point is Punjabi–though it is the mother tongue of about 50 percent of the
citizens of Pakistan but is not taught as a subject at school level. The present day
Bangladesh has no explicit national language policy. It is, however, implicit that
Bangladesh has some kind of mechanism which compensates for an actual language
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policy. To speak to the 21st century context, till today no language commission is
formed to produce the skilled manpower for global workforce.

Although English education was introduced by Christian missionaries mainly for
proselytizing purposes, the language became an object of social desire when it
replaced Persian as the language of colonial bureaucracy. The long debate between
the Orientalists and Anglicists over the introduction of English education for the
natives ended with the apparent victory of the latter when Macaulay’s infamous
Minutes of 1835 were accepted, paving the way for the teaching of English (Hamid,
2009) [10]. At the turn of the century, the deleterious consequences of English
education were conspicuous, as noted by Spear (1938):

…..… the most serious effects of British language policies and practices
were the Excessive emphasis on English in the schools, the neglect of the
vernacular languages as subjects and instructional media, and the
unrealistically early introduction of English as a teaching medium (p.
277) [11].

Nevertheless, English came to be associated with social elitism given a wide gap
between the demand and supply of English. The result is that it was mostly the
privileged groups located in the urban areas that were able to access English for their
children. The formation of the Dominion gave new status and legitimacy to the
colonial language. Finally, English served as the link-language between East and
West Pakistan and the British were successful in establishing their ‘divide and rule
policy’.

2. Significance of the Study
Kaplan and Baldauf [12,37] identified seven key areas of policy development for

Language Education Policy (LEP) and implementation. Their model includes access,
curriculum, materials and methods, personnel, resources, evaluation and community
policy which seem to be complemented by Chua and Baldauf’s [13] framework of
contexts and levels of Language Policy and Planning (LPP). It also indicates that
instead of being confined to the traditional macro context, language policy initiatives
should be located in supranational (global) as well as sub-national (local) domains.
Within this frame, we also draw on the critical LPP as prescribed by Baldauf [14]
with reference to the works by Canagarajah, Lo Bianco, Pennycook, Phillipson,
Ricento and Tollefson [39,29,30,40,32,31]. These works help us to understand the
complexity of English language policies in developing societies like Bangladesh. To
this end, this study will be a significant scholarship in initiating a critical look at the
policies what will yield to develop English language policy for Bangladesh for the
benefits of today’s generation of interconnected globe.

3. Literature Review
Education is the major concern of a nation and language as the medium of

instructional process underlines equal important. This factor works as a complex issue
for our country long before the War of Independence. When the British colonial
empire ruled over the Indian sub-continent, there was a long debate on what should be
the language of education in India. The Muslims raised their voice for the Persian
language and the Hindus for Sanskrit as the language of educating the Indians.
Macaulay [15] gave arguments dismissing the logics of the native Indians as he
considered all those languages as the language of uneducated or half-educated people
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which cannot be the language of education. Finally, on 2 February 1835, the then
British govt. circulated Minute on Education -- a treatise that offered definitive
reasons for why the East India Company and the British government should spend
money on the provision of English language education as well as the promotion of
European learning, especially the sciences, in India. From then onwards, problem
under the rug—is the divisive nature of the education system. Three major parallel
streams of education (i.e., General, Madrasa and English Medium) [10] divide the
nation, entrenching social and economic disparities, and stand on the way of building
a modern and prosperous nation.

Besides, the socio-political, historical and cultural dynamics have given birth to a
complex pre-university education system in Bangladesh which comprises three major
streams [10]. The dominant stream is ‘general or secular education’ which caters for
83 % of the school-going population. This stream follows the national curriculum in
which Bangla is the language of instruction. The second one is ‘madrasa education’
which provides Islamic education together with secular subjects such as English,
mathematics, sciences and social sciences. This education is funded and overseen by
the Government through a national board of religious education. Bangla is the
medium of instruction in this stream with Arabic and English being taught as
compulsory subjects. The student of madrasa education is mainly drawn from lower
and lower-middle class families and it caters for about 16 % of the school age
population [10]. The third is ‘English-medium education’ which is provided by
privately run schools for the social elites and members of the professional and
business communities. It caters for 1 % of the student population in the country.
Although some other forms of schooling are also available for example different types
of religious and vocational education. However, a discussion of these three sectors is
sufficient to highlight the complexity of educational operations in the country and the
resulting diversity in terms of educational quality and outcomes. More critically, it
demonstrates the limits of the public sector to provide quality education and of macro-
level language planning to address language issues for the whole society, as noted
previously.

It is important to note that Bangladesh has one of the largest English learning
populations in the world. More than 30 million students have been learning English as
a compulsory subject from Grade 1 in the different streams of pre-tertiary education.
However, the status of English language education varies significantly in its various
sectors of education. In secular education, it has the same status as the national
language in the school curriculum and occupies almost 19 % of the curricular space.
Like Bangla, English is taught every day in the class, between one and two class
periods of 40–45 min. But English teaching and learning outcomes are in no way
comparable to those in English-medium schools, where English is the dominant
language and Bangla has a peripheral role [16,8]. Despite the compulsory presence of
English in madrasa education, it generally has a marginal status compared to Bangla
and Arabic. Therefore, a patterned relationship can be seen between the
socioeconomic conditions of the sector of education and the role of English in the
sector. English is dominant in the elitist English-medium schools and has a marginal
status in lower status madrasa education [17]. English has a higher status in secular
education, but nowhere near that of English-medium schools. Large-scale evaluations
of English language teaching in Bangladesh have rarely been undertaken in any of the
sectors [12]. Thus, adequate and reliable evidence that measures the success of
English language teaching is hard to come by, despite the awareness of the
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importance of English and curricular reforms and teacher development activities [18].
All such evidences suggest that English learning outcomes in the three streams of
education can be correlated with resource investment. Optimal investment in English-
medium schools (from private sources) results in optimal output while poor English-
learning outcomes in madrasas can be attributed to negligible resource investment in
English teaching. The situation is comparable to a similar hierarchy of the three
streams of education in Pakistan, which are distinguished by their quality of standards
and learner achievement, particularly in terms of teaching communicative English
[19,20].

Therefore, the evidences drawn from various sources suggest that English teaching
and learning has yet to produce desirable outcomes across the country. It is more
evident in secular state schools and madrasas where the majority of children are
schooled. Some pockets of success can be seen in a rise in pass rates in public
examinations at the end of Years 10 and 12. In the past few years, these levels have
risen to around 70 % or higher, meaning that larger numbers of school students have
successfully passed English together with other subjects to graduate from that level of
education [10]. Nevertheless, those who fail in public examinations usually do so in
English and/or in mathematics [10,22]. Moreover, this success does not necessarily
point to students’ functional proficiency in English, a like situation also observed in
Malaysia [23] and also in Indonesia [21]. In fact, poor levels of English proficiency
are common among students and teachers alike in Bangladesh. Baseline studies
undertaken in 2009, for example, found little evidence of progression through primary
and secondary school and concluded that the majority of students remain at their basic
ability levels year after year [35]. Regarding teachers, these studies found that a
majority of teachers are teaching students at higher levels than their own ability in the
language. Low levels of English are particularly common in rural areas, where Hamid
and Baldauf (2008) [24] reported that not a single Grade 10 student in a cohort of 14
students interviewed was able to introduce themselves properly after 10 years of study
of English.

Seemingly, it reflects that the diverse literature review related to the factors that
impact on students’ learning English and language policy in Bangladesh underpins the
urgency and necessity of introducing collaborative modern language curriculum
reflecting learners’ real needs and pedagogic portfolio as well as heightens the
effective teaching-learning policy and the significance of the present study at this turn
of 21st century digital age.

4. Materials and Methods
This research stands on the basis of information and data collected from the

previously published related literature in journals and different printed materials like
books, journals, reports etc. and other online resources. The study maintains APA
referencing manual. It is a qualitative work which deals with the ideas, views and
opinions of previous researchers, scholars and their works. Primarily, it reviews the
reports of Bangladesh Education Commissions formed after the Independence up to
the present day, analyzing policies for English language learning in Bangladesh. It is,
in fact, an empirical study that explores the factors that impede the English language
teaching-learning and to find out the suggestions for developing a sustainable English
language teaching-learning curriculum policy within the matrix of the socio-economic
and cultural framework of Bangladesh because linguist, Mishan [25] claims that the
central pedagogical rationale for using authentic materials in FL teaching stems from
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what is called ‘the 3 c’s’, that is to say, culture, currency, and challenge. He explains
that, “Culture, in that authentic texts incorporate and represent the cultures of speakers
of the target language; currency, in that authentic texts offer topics and language in
current use, as well as those relevant to the learners; challenge, in that authentic texts
are intrinsically more challenging yet can be used at all proficiency levels”.

Critical Analysis of Policy Outcomes
English language education policies in Bangladesh have met limited success in the

true sense. These disappointing results of English teaching and learning are not unique
to Bangladesh in non-English speaking contexts. Research has suggested similar
outcomes in other parts of the world. For instance, Qi [26], based on a comparative
assessment of English teaching outcomes in Japan, Korea, China and Taiwan,
observed that “countries in East Asia are investing considerable resources in
providing English, often at the expense of other aspects of the curriculum, but the
evidence suggests that these resources are not achieving the instructional goals
desired” (119). It would seem advisable, for governments and educational
bureaucracies to review their policies in ELT purview. We, therefore, critically
explore why the implementation of successful English language teaching is only met
with very limited success in Bangladesh. In doing ‘so’, we draw on Kaplan and
Baldauf’s [12,37] framework that was previously mentioned. While the seven
components constituting the framework are relevant to an understanding of English in
education in Bangladesh, there are additional issues that can be examined by referring
to Chua and Baldauf’s (2011) [13] framework of contexts and levels of LPP that we
introduced in the introduction.

Another reason that the system in Bangladesh has limited success—and this is of
course linked to financial limitations—is because of the lack of professionalism
among English teachers regarding their language proficiency, content knowledge and
pedagogical skills; in other words, there is an inadequate personnel policy. Teacher
issues have been highlighted as a major source of ELT failure in many studies from
Asia and other parts of the world [21,27,19]. Focusing on the gap between the
necessity of teacher professional skills and the reality of teachers’ existing skills and
their potential impact on student learning outcomes, Hamid (2010) [28] observed that
policy makers in Bangladesh “have not taken into account the resource and personnel
policies required for successful implementation, thereby revealing the weakness of
[the] state’s commitment and political will to transform policies into efficient and
goal-oriented pedagogic action” (305) [28].

5. Results and Discussion
This paper based on the review of diverse literature comes across various issues and

factors hindering the smooth journey of TEFL/TESL in Bangladesh. It is reflected that
English in Bangladesh suffers from an extremely complex web of history, geography,
politics, political economy and social psychology. By analyzing the motivations and
interactions of these multi-faceted factors from critical study of English language
policy and its ecology perspectives of (Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997; Lo Bianco, 2014;
Pennycook, 2000; Tollefson, 1991, 2013) [12,29,30,31,36], we have discussed
various issues that have affected the implementation of language-in-education policy
and policy outcomes. However, studying the complexity of the situation, it is truly a
tough task to establish cause-effect relationships between each of the factors and the
outcomes. It cannot be denied that English in Bangladesh, as elsewhere in Asia, has
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been informed by discourses of English and its development in the context of
globalization [30,32,33]. Policy making in this regard seems to be discourse-
induced—rather than evidence-based. An obvious consequence has been the existence
of ambitious policy aspirations unmatched by the realities on the ground which has
led school instruction in English to a dysfunctional state. This makes the principle of
social justice and equality behind the introduction of English for all mere official
rhetoric [42]. The complexity of the situation may discourage suggesting
recommendations that may appear simplistic. Therefore, the study finds the following
points towards developing English Language policy-making for a sustainable progress:

Recognizing complexity of the situation;

Delivering clear and honest messages about the value of English and what it can do
for people, within certain constraints (along with general education, digital literacies);

Bring together all parties, stakeholders by ensuring continuity not only between and
across education projects but also across all development projects (i.e. recognizing
that education is embedded in a complex web of other environmental, social and
political factors);

Utilizing ELT projects for attaining sustainability and self-dependence;

Making use of new technologies and new architectures of teacher professional
development as illustrated by EIA.

Continuing to focus on government schools and giving attention to madrasa
education;

Working at a high level of policy such as pre-service teacher training programs and
examination system; and

Supporting the professionalism of teachers, along with teacher salaries and working
conditions.

6. Conclusion
This paper divulges some important implications along with the underlining magna-

matter factor that teaching-learning English in Bangladesh crosses some detours and
bumps due to unrealistic decision of different education commissions formed by the
government in various times. The major trends of English education policy as enacted
through four decades of reformation have played out in the education system within
the pragmatics of a postcolonial mindset and the socio-cultural expectations of
stakeholders, running behind the complexities of transition from policy to practice. In
particular, it problematizes the almost irreconcilable friction between English and
Bengali forged through the nationalistic sentiment born in the Language Movement of
1952, an episode unique in the history of the world. Rather than looking into the
politics of policy planning and bureaucratic complexities, it should frame the viable
education system fostering English as a gateway to knowledge sharing and learning as
well as global communication which must address the “21st century skills… refer to
certain core competencies such as collaboration, digital literacy, critical thinking, and
problem-solving that advocates believe schools need to teach to help students thrive in
today's world” [34]. Finally, the study recommends that stakeholders should
undertake a survey to determine learners’ needs and to diagnose the gap between
appearance and reality of existing English language education system from primary to
per-university level. In addition, the analytical result of the paper lays emphasis on a
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timely English teaching-learning pragmatic policy to meet up the needs of the nation
in mapping up the exact reality of socio-cultural, economic and learners’ background
aspects. It also expects that Bangladesh will evolve out of pitfalls and detours of
curriculum defects and policy-matters towards a better planning for sustainable
English language learning in Bangladesh in this interconnected globe.
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