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OVERVIEW

One major but unrecognized force behind Ban-
gladesh’s progress enrolling approximately 

3 million more girls in secondary school between 
1991 and 2005 is the rise of madrasa education. 
For many religiously minded Muslim parents in the 
country, madrasas offer a comforting response 
to a rapidly globalizing world with an education 
that will help preserve the social values of society 
while ensuring that the honor of their daughters 
is protected. But even though madrasas provide 

over 1.5 million girls with the important opportunity 
to attend school, the majority does not receive a 
quality, relevant education and will not complete 
secondary school. Drawing from limited madrasa 
education data in the Sylhet region and the prin-
cipal author’s 15 years of experience working in 
education and madrasas there, this discussion 
guide and program plan first spells out what the 
problems and challenges are for girls’ education in 
madrasas, and, second, outlines two strategies for 
improving the quality of girls’ education in madra-
sas for the next five years.
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“Quality education is not just about numbers and letters,  
but also about empowerment.”1 

Types of madrasas

With global terrorism a serious concern for the global community, madrasas have often been char-
acterized by the media as socially backwards and complicit in training terrorists across the regions 
of South Asia and the Middle East.  Painted as a responsible counterpart in spreading extremist 
ideology, these images have led many madrasas to reform and modernize their curriculum.  Today, 
madrasas in Bangladesh are structured in one of two ways: Aliya and Qaumi. 

This paper focuses on Aliya (state-reformed) madrasas. Aliya madrasas are supported by the state 
with a modified Dars-e-Nizami curriculum that combines general secular education with religious 
education. Aliya madrasas are also known as mainstream madrasas, providing graduates with a sec-
ular education from primary to tertiary levels that prepares them to compete for university admission 
and enter the workforce.  

Within the Aliya stream, Cadet madrasas are an emergent category. These private, English-medium 
madrasas are styled after kindergarten schools in Bangladesh, and offer residential education and 
a somewhat regimented life, including offering physical activities and other co-curricular activities.

The Qaumi (unreformed, traditional) madrasas, which are not recognized or supported by the 
state, are often considered to be extremist and operate on donations and charity outside the state 
from sources unknown. Because Qaumi madrasas are organized informally, our knowledge of school 
enrollment numbers, gender composition, curriculum offered, and the scope of student transitions to 
higher education and the job market is very limited.  

In Sylhet, a region in northeastern Bangladesh, where, like the national average, 88 percent of the pop-
ulation is Muslim, madrasas offer an important source of education for both girls and boys. There are 
228 government-registered madrasas offering up to grade 10 in Sylhet, compared to 691 non-madrasa 
state schools. In addition to the Aliya madrasas, Qaumi madrasas are also popular in Sylhet.

INTRODUCTION

Research around the world has demonstrat-
ed the important role that education plays 

in the empowerment of girls and women.2 Provid-
ing girls with a quality education can help prevent 
early marriage, prevent drop out from school, 
facilitate successful transitions to adulthood, in-
crease wages, and launch them into more active 
roles leading their communities.3 In short, a qual-
ity education can “kick-start a virtuous cycle of 
development.”4 But in Bangladesh, despite tre-
mendous progress enrolling 3.9 million girls in 
secondary school in 2005—up from 1.1 million 

in 1991—the majority of girls are not receiving a 
quality, relevant education in a safe, supportive, 
and empowering environment.5

One major but unrecognized force behind the en-
rollment success in Bangladesh is the rise and re-
cent reform of madrasa education.6 With over 1.5 
million girls7 in the country attending school in Aliya 
(reformed) madrasas (see text box), madrasa edu-
cation has become the preferred form of schooling 
for the more religiously minded communities in the 
country. Observing Islamic religious teachings—for 
example, about girls and boys occupying separate 
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spaces—madrasas give parents a peace of mind 
when it comes to concerns about protecting the 
honor of their daughters while in school.8 For these 
religiously minded parents, madrasas—which offer 
both secular and religious education—offer a com-
forting response to the social influence of a rapidly 
globalizing world. Poor and rich parents alike are 
turning away from “regular” state schools to madra-
sas to help preserve the social values of society, 
and they are choosing to send their daughters to 
madrasas on the belief that madrasas are safer for 
girls. Unfortunately, few studies have been conduct-
ed on madrasas and reliable gender-disaggregated 
educational statistics for madrasas are not collect-
ed by the state. Therefore, little is known about the 
particular challenges girls face when being educat-
ed at a madrasas.

Even though madrasas provide over 1.5 million 
girls in Bangladesh the opportunity to be educat-
ed, the data that do exist indicate that the majority 
will not complete secondary school or transition 
to university. According to madrasa principals in 
Sylhet interviewed by the principal author, only 
3-4 percent of girls matriculating from Aliya ma-
drasas will go on to complete a tertiary education. 
Data from the Madrasa Education Board of Ban-
gladesh on the number of girls and boys who sit 
for their grade 8 (Junior Dakhil Certificate, JDC), 
grade 10 (Dakhil), and grade 12 (Alim) exams 
give an approximation of the female dropout rate 
from madrasas in the Sylhet region: On average, 
33 percent fewer girls sit for their grade 10 exams 
than on the grade 8 exam. By the time they sit 
for their grade 12 exam, 79 percent of girls from 
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the original cohort have disappeared from school. 
This is compared to 16 percent and 66 percent 
fewer boys not appearing for their grade 10 and 
12 exams, respectively (see Figure 1). Further-
more, only a small percentage of girls attending 
madrasas will enter the labor market.

Although the lack of data severely constrains 
what we know about girls’ education in madrasas, 
observations in and experience with co-educa-
tional madrasas in the Sylhet region, where the 
principal author’s nongovernmental organization 
(NGO) Empowerment and Human Development 
Society (EHDS) has worked, indicate that girls 
face multiple challenges stemming from poor 
quality education and an unwelcoming classroom 
environment for girls. For example, most madra-
sas are run by male principals and classes are 
taught by male teachers. In some rural madrasas 
that observe Islamic religious teachings about 
gender segregation, a cloth divider is used to 
separate girls from boys and male teachers in the 
classroom, affecting girls’ ability to see the black-
board and sometimes even their teachers. 

Understanding issues like how cloth dividers, a 
lack of female teachers, an irrelevant curriculum, 

or poor educational quality affect girls’ ability to 
learn in madrasas are largely unknown and left 
unaddressed, first, because little research is con-
ducted on girls’ education issues in madrasas; 
second, because madrasas receive less attention 
from the national and local governments; and, 
third, madrasas are often not engaged by NGOs 
working on improving gender equality in schools. 
If left to the status quo, over 1.5 million girls in 
Bangladesh’s madrasas will be unable to receive 
a quality education, will continue to drop out of 
madrasas in large numbers, and will not experi-
ence the empowering benefits of education. 

This discussion guide and program plan attempts to 
fill the gap in knowledge and call on the government 
of Bangladesh, NGOs, and local community leaders 
to take serious action to improve the quality of girls’ 
education in madrasas. Drawing on existing litera-
ture, interviews conducted with madrasa principals 
in the Sylhet region, and the principal author’s 15 
years of experience in education in Sylhet, includ-
ing working with 300 madrasas in the region, the 
recommendations put forward outline a plan of ac-
tion for the next five years.
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WHAT’S THE PROBLEM? A 
DISCUSSION GUIDE FOR 
MADRASA STAKEHOLDERS

The following summary of discussion points 
highlights what data and observations have 

indicated are underlying problems for girls’ edu-
cation in madrasas at the level of the school and 
the community. The final cluster of problems per-
tains to the lack of data and research, which fur-
ther extenuates the lack of concrete knowledge 
about the challenges facing girls in madrasas.

School-level problems

• Teacher training: A major impediment to 
improving the quality of education in ma-
drasas is that teachers are not trained to 
teach the curriculum efficiently. Ministry of 
Education data indicate that only 8.5 per-
cent of Aliya madrasa teachers in Sylhet 
are trained, compared to 49.6 percent of 
state secondary school teachers.13 Cur-
rently, teacher training is not prioritized, 
especially in English and social science, 
with which the principal author is most fa-
miliar. There is only one teacher-training 
institute for all madrasa teachers in the en-
tire country. This is insufficient for provid-
ing training and continuing support across 
the country. In fact, only 10-14 percent of 
madrasa teachers attend training work-
shops offered by the institute.14 

• Too few female teachers: Although the 
number of female teachers in madrasas has 
almost septupled since madrasa reforms 
were initiated by the state in the 1980s,15 
6.9 percent female teachers is too low for an 
education system where almost half of the 
students are girls. In Sylhet region, there are 

even fewer female teachers—some schools 
have none, others may have two or three—
and there are no female principals or school 
administrators across the 300 madrasas fa-
miliar to the principal author. Research from 
other countries shows that hiring female 
teachers is important for improving girls’ ed-
ucational outcomes in socially conservative 
communities where girls cannot go to the 
school unless there are female teachers.16 
And since madrasas are traditionally male 
dominated, the presence of a female teacher 
is even more important for girls. 

• Curriculum: Although the curriculum in 
Aliya madrasas has been modified and 
textbooks have been revised, there is se-
rious concern about the quality of learning 
in madrasas.17 Currently, there is a heavy 
emphasis on reading and memorizing 
textbooks and little to no attention to the 
development of soft skills like leadership. 
Co-curricular activities and life skills train-
ing (including mentoring and girls’ guides, 
human rights education, leadership devel-
opment, and global citizenship education) 
are not included in daily activities or in-
tegrated into the curriculum. Unlike state 
schools, where government and NGOs are 
more likely to collaborate and implement 
such innovative life skills programming, 
madrasas are less likely to receive the 
kind of external attention or support that 
would lead to partnerships and initiatives 
targeting the social and cultural obstacles 
impeding girls’ educational outcomes.

• Lack of and distance to higher-level ma-
drasas: After completing Alim class (grade 
12), many girls drop out from school due 
partly to the unavailability of madrasas  
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offering higher class levels in their commu-
nity. For example, in Sylhet region, there 
are 228 madrasas offering up to grade 10 
and only 62 madrasas offering up to grade 
12, leaving many girls without a school to 
attend beyond grade 10. Furthermore, the 
availability of only 11 Kamil (masters) ma-
drasas across the region is not enough to 
enable all students in madrasas to contin-
ue their education through higher levels of 
schooling that could improve their employ-
ment outcomes. While boys can continue 
their madrasa education in cities traveling 
via bicycle, bus, or train, girls have few-
er options since social norms prohibit girls 
from using public transportation unaccom-
panied, and they will often discontinue their 
schooling as a result. Research shows that 
in contexts where adolescent girls’ mobili-
ty is restricted, longer distances to school 
means greater opportunity costs in invest-
ing in girls’ education. Families have to 
make extra arrangements and bear addi-
tional costs to transport their daughters to 
and from school.18   

Community-level problems

• Early marriage: Barriers outside the class-
room add another layer of challenges for 
girls attending madrasas. Factors like early 
marriage contribute to girls dropping out of 
madrasas before completing the second-
ary level. UNICEF reports that 66 percent 
of girls in Bangladesh are married before 
the age of 18, and over one-third of girls 
are married before the age of 15.19 In many 
cases, due to parents’ low levels of educa-
tion and strong religious ideology, teachers 
and principals of madrasas have report-
ed that once girls complete grade 9 their  

parents arrange for them to be married 
to men living overseas, particularly in the 
Middle East and the U.K., and sometimes 
to men who are much older. Due to the 
high rate of emigration and the rise of re-
mittances from abroad, new inequalities 
have been introduced in Sylhet affecting 
young women the most.20  

• Low parent and community motivation and 
engagement: Evidence illustrates that ma-
drasas are more likely to be located in poor 
rural areas, where parents are illiterate and, 
as a result, have limited understanding about 
the benefits of educating their daughters. 
This means that as girls mature, families and 
communities experience decreasing support 
for and engagement in girls’ education.

• Lack of involvement by local government, 
NGOs, and donors: A repeated concern 
by principals of madrasa and officials from 
the Madrasa Education Board is that the 
Bangladeshi government, national and 
international NGOs (including influential 
organizations such as Bangladesh Rural 
Advancement Committee, or BRAC), and 
international agencies (including the World 
Bank, UNICEF, and UNDP), provide ed-
ucational assistance and supplemental 
programming for girls in state schools, but 
very few provide such extensive or consis-
tent support for girls in the madrasa com-
munity. Some assistance occurred in the 
1990s when the Bangladesh government 
introduced a number of substantial policy 
incentives for the Aliya madrasas as part 
of its policy to develop primary, secondary, 
and higher secondary education across the 
country. But in order to receive such sup-
port from the government, madrasas in 
the private sector, like other categories of 
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educational institutions, have to be regis-
tered with the government. Many madrasas 
around the country are unregistered, and in 
order to become registered and receive a 
license from the state, the madrasas must 
fulfill specific standards and requirements 
of the government. This structural problem 
continues to hold back progress. 

Research/data problems

• Lack of reliable data to inform knowledge 
of the problems and solutions: Policies and 
programs targeting quality improvement in 
madrasas in Bangladesh must be based on 
a sound empirical foundation.21 Unfortunate-
ly, a sound empirical base is not available: 
Support of educational research on girls’ ed-
ucation in madrasas and the collection of ed-
ucational statistics in madrasas are urgently 

needed. Currently, the number of studies 
investigating madrasa education in Bangla-
desh, as well as around the world, is very 
low. None of the available national data sets 
provide reliable information on enrollment 
in madrasas or a comprehensive account 
of gender differences in attendance or aca-
demic performance in madrasas. Numbers 
cited in this paper are the best approxima-
tions based on available data sources pro-
vided by the Madrasa Education Board and 
UNICEF, as well as information from the few 
research studies on madrasas. The lack of 
gender-disaggregated data and educational 
statistics in madrasas affects our knowledge 
about the problems, challenges, and scope 
of issues facing girls’ quality education in 
madrasas, as well as overall quality issues 
for both girls and boys. 
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WHAT’S THE SOLUTION? 
A PROGRAM PLAN FOR 
2015-2020

Addressing the above problems and ensuring 
a quality education for girls in madrasas can 

be achieved by taking strategic steps. Consider-
ing the availability of resources, funding, data, 
and the capacity of local organizations, the fol-
lowing two goals should be prioritized over the 
next five years. New data from monitoring and 
evaluating these efforts and from future research 
can inform action steps post-2020, allowing for 
a more gradual approach to improving girls’ ed-
ucation in madrasas as our understanding of the 
issues, challenges, obstacles, and opportunities 
becomes more concrete.

Goal 1: All teachers in secondary  
Aliya madrasas in Bangladesh should 
be trained in English and social science 
teaching methodologies.

Teachers are an important key to improving the 
quality of education in madrasas and learning 
outcomes for both girls and boys. Teachers inter-
act directly with students and are responsible for 
implementing the curriculum in the classrooms. 
More trained English and social science teach-
ers at the secondary level—and eventually also 
mathematics and science teachers—will ensure 
textbooks are taught properly—not simply memo-
rized to pass tests—and that interactive and par-
ticipatory activities like project-based and hands-
on learning are incorporated in the classroom in 
ways that observe religious requirements with 
respect to gender segregation. Trained teach-
ers, especially trained female teachers, will also 
help ensure girls acquire the four skills of listen-
ing, speaking, reading, and writing in English; in-
troduce girls to topics in the social sciences like 

human rights, good governance, and citizenship; 
and help them gain the confidence and skills 
to continue to higher studies and employment. 
Teacher training in English and social science 
is the first step to improving the level of educa-
tional quality for girls and boys in madrasas in 
the short-term, and to improving girls’ education-
al and life outcomes in the long-term, including 
reducing drop out and delaying the age of mar-
riage. However, the effects of teacher training on 
the quality of madrasas needs to be monitored 
and sustained through accountability to commu-
nity leaders and local government and continued 
professional support from teacher trainers and 
teacher-training program providers.

Goal 2: Establish a functioning girls’ 
club in every Aliya madrasa to build the 
capacity of girls.

“Learning by doing” is a powerful and effective way 
to extend learning beyond the classroom. Girls’ 
clubs in madrasas can provide girls a safe envi-
ronment to engage in important capacity-building 
training and to acquire relevant life skills, like lead-
ership, communication, and negotiation. Gaining 
skills means gaining confidence in themselves, 
and that confidence will help them to stay in school 
longer and to speak out about the importance of 
their education. As demonstrated by girls’ clubs 
and girls’ capacity-building programs implemented 
previously by EHDS and BRAC in Sylhet, ensur-
ing madrasas have a functioning girls’ club where 
girls can participate in year-long projects will en-
able them to have the opportunity to take on lead-
ership roles in school, work with mentor-teachers, 
practice communication and public speaking, and 
acquire new experiences and exposure to new 
environments. Involving parents and local lead-
ers in girls’ clubs activities is also important for  
demonstrating to parents and the community the 
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value of investing in girls’ education. Together, with 
the observable gains in skills and confidence by 
girls—skills that will serve them throughout their 
lives and livelihoods within their future families, ca-
reers, and communities—parents will be more like-
ly to consent to allow their daughters to travel fur-
ther distances for higher studies when higher-level 
madrasas are not available in the nearby commu-
nity. Additionally, a functioning girls’ club will also 
provide local leaders and government a space to 
be involved in improving the quality of educational 
experiences in madrasas.

The following theory of change (see Figure 2), 
based on evidence from previous teacher-training 
and girls’ capacity-building programs implemented 
by organizations like BRAC and EHDS, illustrates 
how the prioritization of teacher training and girls’ 
clubs over the next five years serves as an import-
ant first step to improving the quality of education 
for girls in madrasas. Addressing other underlying 
problems mentioned earlier, including school-level 
problems like the low number of female teachers or 
the availability of higher-level madrassas, should be 
considered as more data becomes available from 
this initiative.

To accomplish these goals, the following activities 
and steps should all be taken. 

Plan 1: Provide one week of extensive training to 
the English and social science teachers of all sec-
ondary Aliya madrasas in Bangladesh (all seven 
divisions) through collaboration between NGOs 
and local governments.

Community-level leadership activities:

• Form local councils on quality teacher 
training in madrasas: This advisory board 
should be composed of volunteer members 

from the local government, local communi-
ty leadership, principals from participating 
madrasas, and teacher-training program 
providers (ideally two from each entity). 
The board, of which at least half should be 
women, should oversee activities targeted 
at improving the quality of teacher training 
and provide necessary feedback to ensure 
girls’ education issues are understood and 
addressed in teacher-training programs.

• Provided the relevant authorities an ac-
knowledgment letter by teacher-training 
program providers: An acknowledgment 
letter will inform relevant governing au-
thorities about teacher-training activities, 
aims, objectives, and expected outcomes. 
The letter must be brokered with the dis-
trict administration office, Madrasa Educa-
tion Board, and the district and sub-district 
education offices before engaging with 
madrasas. Gaining permission from these 
bodies is critical for gaining the support 
necessary to implement teacher-training 
activities in the madrasas. 

• Sign agreements between teacher-train-
ing program providers and participating 
madrasas: An agreement letter will help 
establish mutual understanding and con-
sent about program conditions, outcomes, 
and expectations between program pro-
viders and selected madrasas. In addition, 
signing an agreement letter will serve to ex-
press a madrasa’s interest in improving the 
quality of education, especially for girls.

• Establish a connection between madra-
sas, the community, and local govern-
ments: Prior to teacher-training activities, 
a one-day workshop for madrasa princi-
pals and administrators, local government 
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• Increased teacher qualifications, 
especially teaching skills and knowledge 
about methodologies and approaches.

• Increased teacher sensitivity to how 
classroom management impacts girls.

• Guidelines developed for teacher 
training in English and social science.

• Teachers receive continued support and 
feedback on classroom teaching.

• Creation of professional development 
and continuous training pathways for 
madrasa teachers.

• Increased national- and international-
level knowledge sharing about 
teaching methodologies and classroom 
management.

• Teacher-led initiatives to improve girls’ 
education.

• Recognition of progress made in girls’ 
education in madrasas.

• Increased involvement in madrasas by 
the community and local government. 

• Increased engagement of parents in the 
teacher training process. 

• Increased understanding of teaching 
methodology issues and girls’ education 
issues.

Community-level  
leadership 
activities

Community-level  
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• Establishment of linkages between the 
community, local government, NGOs, 
and madrasas.

• Increased ownership of teacher training 
initiatives and investment in improving 
the quality of madrasa education.

• Increased teacher and principal 
accountability.

• Increased confidence of teachers.
• Teachers are more gender sensitized.
• Materials for teaching English and social 

science are more readily available to 
trainers and teachers.

Sustainability  
efforts

Sustainability  
efforts

• Creation of a more supportive teaching 
environment.

• Opportunities for continued 
professional development.

• Increased awareness among 
government, community, and NGOs of 
issues underlying quality teaching in 
madrasas.

• Increased teacher leadership

• Increased engagement in girls’ 
education in madrasas by parents.

• Increased involvement in madrasas by 
the community and local government. 

• Increased understanding of girls’ 
education issues. 

• Community ownership of girls’ 
empowerment initiatives. 

• Increased community and parent 
support and investment in girls’ 
education. 

• Establishment of linkages and 
opportunities for collaboration between 
the community, local government, 
NGOs, and madrasas.

• Guidelines and learning materials 
developed for teachers and facilitators. 

• Teachers trained to mentor girls.
• Increased support for female students 

by teachers.
• Soft skills development by girls.

• Teachers are more gender sensitized.
• Materials for conducting soft skills 

training for girls and for establishing 
girls’ clubs are readily available.

• Improved knowledge about leadership 
and other topics by girls.

• Increased confidence, knowledge, and 
empowerment of girls.

• Increased access to resources and 
involvement in co-curricular activities 
by girls, including public speaking and 
leadership roles.

• Expansion of girls’ social networks. 
• Recognition of progress made in girls’ 

education in madrasas.
• Increased participation by parents in girls’ 

education.

• Reduced female drop out and increased 
motivation to continue schooling. 

• Greater awareness of girls’ education 
issues in madrasas among government, 
community, and NGOs.

• Greater investment by parents in girls’ 
education.

OUTPUTS OUTCOMES IMPACTINPUTS

Data from 
M&E efforts 
inform new 
understanding of 
the problems in 
girls’ education 
in madrasas and 
help to identify 
next action steps 
post-2020.

Figure 2. Theory oF change For improving The qualiTy oF educaTion For girls in madrasas
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officials, and community leaders should be  
conducted. This workshop will help intro-
duce key stakeholders to each other, es-
tablish grounds for collaboration and in-
volvement in madrasa education, as well 
as inform all parties about program activ-
ities and expected outcomes and impact. 
The aim is to break down barriers between 
the madrasa and the larger community and 
local government, and to overcome limited 
opportunities for interaction.

Teacher-training activities:

• Develop teacher-training materials: Two 
separate training manuals for English and 
social science teachers should be devel-
oped to enhance teaching methodologies, 
teachers’ capacity to effectively incorpo-
rate textbooks into their teaching tech-
niques, and their ability to recognize how 
their classroom setup and management 
practices affect girls. Teacher-training ma-
terials not only serve as guidelines for the 
trainers, but also an important reference 
throughout the school year for trainees.

• Train facilitators: In order to implement a 
quality teacher-training program, facilita-
tors must also be trained and familiar with 
techniques and materials. Where possible, 
training female facilitators should be prior-
itized. Teacher-training facilitators should 
be selected to participate, ideally for three 
days, in a training of trainers based on 
their interest, experience, and commitment 
to improving the quality of education for 
both girls and boys in madrasas.

• Provide one week of extensive field-lev-
el training for English and social sci-
ence teachers: A group of teachers, ideally  

between 20 and 25 teachers giving prefer-
ence to female teachers, should be invited 
from 20 madrasas for each teacher-training 
session. The training should be arranged in 
a central madrasa so that all teachers can 
commute easily. During the week-long train-
ing, teachers will learn to use new teaching 
methodologies that focus on the effective 
use of textbooks in the classroom and on 
gender-sensitive classroom management 
practices. Demonstration classes should be 
a core component of the training.

Activities to sustain and improve teacher-training 
efforts:

• Monitor and support: When trained teach-
ers begin to implement their new skills in 
the classrooms, efforts should be made to 
continue to provide teachers with support 
and feedback. Teacher-training facilitators 
should be involved in monitoring the teach-
ers’ classroom teaching and provide on-
going performance feedback and profes-
sional development support. This will also 
allow program providers to collect mean-
ingful data on the intervention in order to 
improve it over time, and to identify issues, 
challenges, and opportunities in the qual-
ity of teaching in madrasas for girls. This 
continued relationship between madrasa 
teachers and teacher-training providers 
also means teachers can be informed of 
professional development opportunities ar-
ranged by NGOs, international NGOs, and 
other international agencies.

• Connect teachers with national and inter-
national (U.S. and U.K.) schools: Teachers 
can benefit from national and international 
exchanges, like the International Research 
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and Exchange Board’s Teachers for Global 
Classrooms or the British Council’s Connect-
ing Classrooms initiatives, through the ex-
panded opportunity to learn from and share 
ideas with a larger professional network 
about quality teaching methodologies. Not 
only does facilitating connections contribute 
to ongoing teacher professional develop-
ment, but it also helps lay the groundwork for 
partnerships, collaborations, and friendships 
with teachers from other schools, including 
non-madrasa, state schools in Bangladesh. 

• Share lessons learned with the larg-
er community:  Following a year of 
implementation, an end-of-year knowl-
edge-sharing workshop should be held 
where members of the Council on Quality 
Teacher Training in Madrasas, NGOs, lo-
cal media, local government, community 
leadership, and parents gather to learn 
from teachers about how they implement-
ed their new teaching methodologies. This 
workshop will allow teachers to share suc-
cess stories and lessons learned to the 
larger community, while also further en-
gaging madrasa stakeholders in the pro-
cess of improving the quality of education. 
Activities such as demonstration classes 
will help hold all stakeholders and partic-
ipating teachers accountable to the vision 
of quality madrasa education. 

• Award mini-grants to qualified teachers: 
Trained teachers should be provided the op-
portunity to continue the momentum gained 
around teacher training and professional 
development efforts. Teachers should be 
invited to submit proposals to teacher-train-
ing providers for a follow-up mini-grant, 
funded by the NGO partner, to implement a 

six-month project of their own choosing that 
uses their experience as a trained teacher 
to make a difference in their community.

Plan 2:  Provide a four-day capacity-building 
training for girls and establish girls’ clubs in the 
madrasas through collaboration between NGOs 
and local governments.

Community-level leadership activities:

• Formation of a Girls’ Club Advisory 
Board:  This advisory board should be 
composed of volunteer members from the 
local government, local community leader-
ship, principals from participating madra-
sas, and teacher-training providers (ide-
ally two members from each entity). This 
board, of which at least half should be 
women, will oversee activities targeted at 
girls’ capacity building, the formation and 
operation of girls’ clubs in each madrasa, 
and provide necessary feedback to ensure 
that girls’ educational needs are under-
stood and addressed.

• Girls’ capacity-building program provid-
ers supply an acknowledgement letter 
to the relevant authorities: An acknowl-
edgment letter will inform relevant govern-
ing authorities about girls’ capacity-build-
ing training activities, aims and objectives, 
as well as expected outcomes, especially 
with the establishment of girls’ clubs in ma-
drasas. The acknowledgment letter must 
be brokered with the district administration 
office, Madrasa Education Board, and the 
district and sub-district education offices 
before engaging with madrasas. Gain-
ing permission from these bodies is crit-
ical for gaining the support necessary to  
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implement girls’ capacity-building activities 
in the madrasas.

• Signed agreements between girls’ capac-
ity- building training providers and par-
ticipating madrasas on the selection of 
girls for training and the establishment 
of girls’ clubs: Selected madrasas must be 
prepared to participate for one year, includ-
ing the four-day capacity-building training 
and the operation of a year-long girls’ club. 
A formal agreement with madrasa princi-
pals will help to ensure co-curricular ac-
tivities associated with girls’ clubs receive 
support and assistance over the course of 
the year. The agreement will also establish 
a participant selection process for a group 
of girls, ideally around 20 to 25, from grades 
7, 8, and 9 on the basis of their leadership 
skills, interests, and commitment to partici-
pate in the training and the girls’ club and to 
share their lessons learned with other girls 
and the larger community.

• Establish a connection between ma-
drasas, the community, and local gov-
ernments: Prior to girls’ capacity-build-
ing training, conduct a one-day workshop 
with principals and vice principals of ma-
drasas, local leadership, and local gov-
ernment officials. This workshop will help 
introduce key stakeholders to each other, 
establish grounds for further collaboration 
and involvement in co-curricular offerings 
in madrasas, and inform all parties about 
the girls’ capacity-building training activ-
ities and expected outcomes and impact. 
The workshop will also serve to introduce 
stakeholders to challenges and issues 
around girls’ education in madrasas. The 
aim is to break down barriers between the 

madrasa and the larger community and lo-
cal government, while raising awareness 
about the quality of education in madrasas 
for girls.

Girls’ capacity-building activities:

• Develop girls’ capacity-building training 
materials: Materials for the girls’ capaci-
ty-building workshop should be developed 
by trainers and facilitators in collaboration 
with national consultants and curriculum 
experts from other organizations who have 
done similar work, like BRAC, CARE, and 
the British Council. The training materials 
should be focused on leadership, sister-
hood, and good governance. These mate-
rials can also serve as guidelines for the 
girls’ club in addition to the development of 
materials and information on how to form 
and sustain a club. 

• Train facilitators and mentors: Girls’ ca-
pacity-building workshop facilitators should 
be trained on how to conduct a girls’ ca-
pacity-building workshop and to promote 
girls’ leadership development. Facilitator/
mentors should be selected on the basis 
of their experience and education, level of 
interest, and their commitment to empow-
ering girls. The performance of these fa-
cilitators should be reviewed by the Girls’ 
Club Advisory Board.

• Provide a four-day capacity-building 
training for girls: A group of girls, ideally 
around 20 to 25, and two teachers (English 
and social science, with preference given 
to female teachers) should be selected 
from participating madrasas to attend a 
capacity-building training hosted in their 
home institution. Along with the main topic 
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of introducing girls to topics in leadership, 
sisterhood, and good governance, girls will 
also learn valuable soft skills like working 
in teams, problem solving, presentation 
skills, negotiation skills, and public speak-
ing, as well as self-confidence. Participat-
ing girls should be given a pre- and post-
test assessment on their familiarity with 
and development of soft skills.

Activities to sustain and improve girls’ capaci-
ty-building efforts:

• Form girls’ clubs: After completing the 
capacity-building training, girls, with the 
support of their teachers, should estab-
lish a girls’ club in their madrasa. Each 
club would form an executive committee 
of student members who are responsible 
for running the club, initiating projects, 
and coordinating with the training provider 
and madrasa. Materials developed earlier 
on how to run a club could be provided as 
guidelines, in addition to materials like a 
white board, markers, pens, and colored 
paper. Girls who received training will meet 
weekly to arrange open seminars for oth-
er students of the madrasa, to organize 
mini-projects aimed at bettering their com-
munity and practicing the skills acquired in 
their training. These projects could include 
learning a handicraft for income-genera-
tion; practicing their English skills; sharing 
their skills with other students; educating 
the elder generation about leadership, 
good governance, and the benefits of stay-
ing in school; and engaging in community 
outreach about early marriage.

• Monitor and support: Girls’ clubs should 
be monitored by the two teachers who  

attended the capacity-building training, as 
well as by members of the workshop pro-
viders, each providing feedback and sup-
port on a weekly basis on how to practice 
and develop the soft skills acquired during 
the capacity-building workshop. Teachers 
and training providers should also identi-
fy ways to encourage girls’ club executive 
committee members to increase participa-
tion by other girls.

• Provide certificates and share lessons 
learned:  Following a year of implemen-
tation, an awards ceremony and end-of-
year knowledge sharing workshop should 
be conducted in the district center. Girls 
should be given the opportunity to present 
the end products of their mini-projects. The 
local media, NGOs, local government offi-
cials, local leadership, and advisory board 
members should be invited to attend and to 
engage the girls in dialogue and discussion. 
The girls and their schools should be award-
ed with a certificate that recognizes them 
for their contributions; and clubs should be 
especially recognized for their outstanding 
contribution to girls’ empowerment and their 
commitment to bettering their community.

• Handover to the committee: To ensure local 
ownership, at the end of the first year of oper-
ation, girls’ clubs should be officially handed 
over from the oversight of the training provid-
er to the madrasa’s running committee—a 
governing body comprised of people from the 
community, madrasa teachers, and the local 
government, similar to a school management 
committee. Efforts at monitoring, evaluating, 
and providing feedback should be continued  
under the oversight of the madrasa running 
committee.
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CONCLUSION

The strategies outlined above are directed at 
two specific first-step strategies necessary to 

catalyze a larger movement to improve the quali-
ty of girls’ education in madrasas in Bangladesh. 
In order to measure progress, baseline and end-
line measurements should be collected through 
a survey among targeted madrasas. This survey 
should identify: 

• the number of students enrolled (disaggre-
gated by gender),

• the number of teachers (disaggregated by 
gender),

• student attendance and absentee rates,

• student drop out from grades 6-10 or 12,

• student test results on internal and exter-
nal tests,

• co-curricular offerings (type and frequency),

• student participation in curricular and 
co-curricular activities (disaggregated by 
gender), and

• the quality of the relationship with local com-
munity leadership and local government.

In addition, pre- and post-test assessments should 
be developed and administered for the teachers 

and girls participating in the teacher-training and 
capacity-building workshops. Relevant indicators 
for measurement for teachers include: knowledge 
about teaching methodologies, awareness about 
the impact of classroom practices on girls, atti-
tudes about the value of girls’ education, and fa-
miliarity with girls’ educational needs. For girls, 
relevant indicators should be developed to mea-
sure growth in soft skills like leadership, self-con-
fidence, and negotiation. Community initiatives 
and mini-projects developed by teachers and 
girls’ club members can also be used as quali-
tative indicators of the effectiveness of training 
and program activities on improving the quality of 
girls’ educational experiences in madrasas. 

These strategies, although the first of many steps 
needed to be taken, will directly help improve girls’ 
outcomes both inside and outside of the madra-
sa, including improving girls’ learning outcomes, 
decreasing girls’ early drop out from school, de-
creasing early marriage rates, and improving the 
prospects of her parents agreeing to allow her 
to continue her education beyond her immediate 
community. However, more research is needed to 
understand the challenges and barriers to girls’ 
education in madrasas, and more monitoring and 
evaluation is needed to better understand the im-
pact of efforts to improve girls’ education on girls’ 
life outcomes. 
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