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Executive Summary 

The recent decline  in national examination performance in secondary and higher 
secondary level has forced Bangladesh to think of new realities of education system. 
The HSC (Higher Secondary Certificate) results shows that only 68.45% of 
Secondary School Certificate (SSC) candidates and 58.83% of Higher Secondary 
Certificate (HSC) candidates achieved passing grades whichindicates to a failure 
rate of 42% and 32% respectively (Government of Bangladesh, 2025). These 
figures, however, do more than record a temporary setback; theyr rather compel to 
think of a mismatch of standards in classroom learning and institutions that are 
inadequately designed as opposed to the actual requirement. This paper explores 
how that erosion in higher secondary level will affect universities through falling 
enrollments, tighter finances, and a widening gap between graduate skills and 
employer needs. It argues that the current emphasis on memorization and 
credentialing must give way to programs that teach applied skills, digital fluency, and 
basic AI competence. If policy and institutional leaders treat the problem only as an 
exam crisis, the sector will deteriorate further. If they respond by aligning curricula, 
pedagogy, and industry links to concrete labor-market demands, the same moment 
can become the basis for a long-sustaining reform. 

1. Introduction 

Bangladesh’s education system is confronting a crisis whose implications extend far 
beyond the classroom. When nearly two out of every five students fail to meet basic 
academic standards at the higher secondary level, it affects the flow of students into 
undergraduate level, the preparedness of future graduates for the labor market, and 
the broader trajectory of national development. (Hasan & Khan, 2023). 

3 The final draft was tested using the Quillbot AI Detector (paid version), which indicated an estimated 
15% AI usage.  
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Source: The Daily Star, Dhaka Tribune, Prothom Alo, bdnews24.com (compiled by CES, 
2025) 

If we dissect the event closely, we can see several factors have converged to create 
this situation. To start with, the prolonged impact of the pandemic disrupted learning 
outcomes and widened the inequalities. The pandemic warranted a sharp shift to 
technology based learning that the students were not fully prepared for the shift. So 
to speak, teachers also struggled to enrue fair delivery of curricula. Adding more to 
the sorrow,  historical weaknesses in pedagogy, teacher training, and assessment 
practices have left many students ill-equipped for higher studies. Despite the rise of 
technology and AI the teachers and the curriculum delivery infrastructure mostly 
remained the same. It is also fair to say economic pressures have also pushed both 
families and students toward short-term decisions rather than mindful investment in 
quality education (World Economic Forum, 2023). 

This white paper therefore explores three interconnected questions. Firstly, what are 
the immediate repercussions of dropping HSC and SSC pass rates for Bangladesh's 
universities and other higher education institutions in Bangladesh? Secondly, how 
must educational institutions restructure themselves to remain relevant in an AI and 
automation driven economy? Lastly, what role must students, parents, and educators 
play in preparing the next generation for this new landscape of work and learning? 
The paper also argues that survival and relevance in the coming decade depend not 
on incremental reforms, but on radical reimagining of educational purpose and 
delivery. 

2. The Crisis: Declining Pass Rates and Institutional Implications 

It is visible that the crisis is not merely academic; it has deep seated profound 
demographic, institutional, and economic implications. Universities, already under 
pressure to maintain quality amid financial strain, now face a shrinking pool of 
eligible students. Its effects are already visible in shrinking enrollment pipelines, 
mounting financial stress within universities, and a widening mismatch between 
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academic preparation and labor market demand. The following sections outline 
these implications across three key dimensions. 

2.1 Demographic and Enrollment Impacts 

The decline in HSC pass rates which dropped to 58.83% this year, has immediate 
and rather far-reaching demographic consequences for higher education enrollment. 
Fewer students qualifying for university admission means that the country’s 
enrollment pipeline has contracted at the very moment when most institutions are 
struggling with rising operating costs and stagnant revenues. (Ministry of Education, 
Bangladesh, 2024). For regional and mid-tier private universities that depend almost 
entirely on tuition income, this shrink is a direct threat to financial viability. It is also 
important to point out that fixed costs such as faculty salaries, infrastructure, and 
utilities remain unchanged, which may create deficits that many institutions will find 
difficult to absorb. 

If we look beyond information numbers, the quality composition of entering university 
cohorts has also taken a drastic turn. Students who do gain admission increasingly 
speak for a bifurcated population: primarliy those from affluent backgrounds with 
access to private tutoring and international curricula, and those from public schooling 
whose foundational skills in mathematics, language, and critical thinking are 
increasingly inadequate for university-level work (Rahman & Ahmad, 2023). This gap 
in turn greatly affects teaching and learning outcomes, as universities must 
simultaneously remediate basic skills for some students while maintaining academic 
rigor for others. Over time, such disparities risk inviting social inequality within higher 
education itself. Although, universities were supposed to bridge the divides.  

2.2 Revenue Pressures and Institutional Survival 

For Bangladesh's private institutions, which depend significantly on tuition income, 
dwindling enrollment is a direct danger to their good governance and operations. As 
student intake diminishes, fixed expenses on wages, utilities, and maintenance stay 
unaltered which in turn causes deficits that many institutions cannot sustain.(Ahmed 
et al., 2022). It is also true that institutions that are weaker and do not have 
endowments or government assistance may have to close or merge with stronger 
ones. At the same time, it is reasonable to predict that the best colleges will likely 
gain market share by recruiting the smaller pool of eligible students, boosting prices, 
and investing in new programs. This kind of concentration of advantage will make 
the difference between top schools and failing schools even bigger.  

Public universities, while partially insulated from revenue pressures through public 
funding, may face different but equally pressing challenges. Declining enrollment 
reduces their case for budgetary allocation.  

2.3 Labor Market Misalignment 
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It has been argued for decades that the current education system is not aligned with 
current industry needs.The outdated syllabus and curriculum produces talents that 
are not equipped with the right group of skills and mindset the employer requires. 
The current education crisis also exposes this disconnect. Slowly but surely, 
Bangladesh’s economy is moving toward higher-value sectors that demand technical 
proficiency in artificial intelligence, data analytics, automation, and design. (World 
Bank, 2023). Yet the current education system, both secondary and tertiary, rewards 
rote memorization, examination performance, and disciplinary silos rather than 
analytical reasoning or problem-solving. (Sultana, 2023). The result is a paradox that 
now defines Bangladesh’s graduate labor market. Employers report a shortage of 
candidates with the right skills, while a growing number of degree holders remain 
underemployed or unemployed. This imbalance limits productivity growth and 
undermines the promise of the country’s demographic dividend. 

3. Transformation Imperatives: From Knowledge Delivery to Skills Creation 

To stay relevant, higher education must adapt its curriculum, pedagogy, and 
partnerships to prepare graduates for a world where human judgment and machine 
intelligence increasingly interact. The following sections outline the key areas where 
such adaptation must begin. 

3.1 AI Literacy as Foundational Competency 

The rise of large language models, generative AI, and automation technologies has 
fundamentally altered what constitutes educational value. The traditional competitive 
advantage of university graduates, which is access to information and declarative 
knowledge, has been heavily commodified and made widely accessible through AI 
tools (Brown et al., 2020). This shift requires a rethinking of what universities are 
meant to deliver and what kind of graduates they must produce. 

AI literacy must therefore become a foundational skill for all students, comparable in 
importance to reading, writing, and numeracy. It should not be viewed as a technical 
specialization or confined to computer science departments. Instead, AI literacy 
means the ability to understand how intelligent systems work, recognize their 
limitations, and use them responsibly in professional and social contexts. 

Developing AI literate graduates involves several layers of competency. Firstly, 
students must learn to interpret and evaluate the outputs of AI tools rather than 
accepting them uncritically. They should be able to apply AI applications within their 
own disciplines, especially  in business analytics, design, communication, or policy 
and understand the ethical, social, and economic implications of algorithmic 
decision-making. Building these competencies requires changes in curriculum 
design, faculty training, and institutional mindset. (Ng, 2023). A below model has 
been derived from the hypothesis.  
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Source: CES Analysis based on Ng (2023), Brown et al. (2020), and author’s synthesis. 

3.2 Project-Based and Problem-Centered Learning 

Competence in digital technologies and artificial intelligence cannot be achieved 
through theory alone. Project-based learning which allows students to engage in 
real-world problem solving issues, using modern tools and methods, has consistently 
proven to be one of the most effective ways to build both technical ability and 
higher-order thinking. (Krajcik & Blumenfeld, 2006). Universities therefore need to 
rethink curricula to embed projects across all disciplines where engineering students 
build AI-enhanced solutions to infrastructure challenges; business students use data 
analytics to solve supply chain problems; social science students employ 
computational methods to analyze policy interventions. Notably, it has been 
observed that when projects are linked to real economic and social problems, 
learning becomes not only more relevant but also more sustainable as it has real-life 
use cases.  

Such an approach requires fundamental changes to assessment. Traditional 
examinations that focus on measuring recall and procedural knowledge must be 
supplemented or replaced by portfolio-based assessment, where students 
demonstrate competency through project work, documented learning processes, and 
real-world impact. 
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3.3 Industry Partnership and Curriculum Relevance 

The increasing shoft in technology and labor markets renders traditional curricula, 
which are revised on 5-10 year cycles, almost factually obsolete before 
implementation. Universities must establish formal partnerships with industry to 
ensure curriculum remains contemporaneous with sectoral needs (Mansell & 
Steinmueller, 2020. Such collaboration should include joint program design, 
co-teaching arrangements, and internships that to some extent bridges theory to 
workplace application. Industry partners can introduce real-time problem sets, 
provide access to emerging technologies, and participate in assessing learning 
outcomes. These forms of engagement will help to keep curricula updated and also 
build a feedback loop between education providers and employers. 

For Bangladesh, this alignment is particularly important. Given the nation's emerging 
IT services sector and global outsourcing opportunities, it demands a steady supply 
of graduates with applied technical and analytical skills. In this case, 
university-industry partnerships can play a catalytic role by co-developing programs 
in areas such as data analytics, software development, and automation 
management.   

3.4 Hybrid and Flexible Learning Modalities 

The COVID-19 pandemic, despite its disruptions, demonstrated the pedagogical 
viability of hybrid and online learning models (Hodges et al., 2020). Bangladesh's 
geographic disparities, economic constraints preventing universal access to 
on-campus residential education, and the growing sophistication of educational 
technology make hybrid models not merely optional but necessary.  

Hybrid models allow universities to reach dispersed populations, reduce per-student 
infrastructure costs, and individualize learning pathways. Flexible scheduling 
accommodates working students and non-traditional learners. Successful adoption 
of hybrid learning, however, requires deliberate investment. Universities must 
develop easy-to-interact digital platforms for students and teachers, train faculty in 
online pedagogy, and design assessments that ensure academic integrity and active 
engagement. The goal is not to replace in-person learning but to integrate flexibility 
into the academic model so that education becomes more resilient and responsive to 
student needs. 
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4. Educational Transformation: Pathways for Students and Families 

4.1 Reorienting Parental Priorities 

Parents seeking to support their children's long-term success must resist the cultural 
prioritization of examination grades divorced from skill development. . For decades, 
social mobility in Bangladesh has been closely tied to examination results and formal 
credentials. That relationship is now changing. While qualifications continue to 
matter, they no longer guarantee stable or meaningful employment. The link between 
academic performance and economic opportunity has become uncertain, influenced 
by the rapid transformation of technology and the labor market. 

Parents must therefore move beyond a narrow focus on grades and encourage 
learning that builds curiosity, creativity, and problem-solving ability. Students who are 
comfortable with ambiguity and capable of teaching themselves new skills are more 
likely to thrive in an unpredictable world of work. These metacognitive abilities are 
now more important than mastering a fixed curriculum. Reorientation also requires a 
shift in attitudes toward technology. Instead of viewing digital tools as distractions, 
parents and educators should promote their alternate use. AI tools, online platforms, 
and digital workspaces can strengthen analytical reasoning, improve collaboration 
opportunities, and expose students to global knowledge ecosystems, which the 
current infrastructure vastly lacks. Below is a roadmap of Higher Education System 
Transformation.  

 

Source: CES Analysis based on Ng (2023), Brown et al. (2020), and author’s synthesis. 

7 



4.2 Self-Directed Learning and Skill Building 

Critically, students cannot rely solely on institutions to facilitate necessary skill 
development. By now it is evident that the speed of technological change has 
outpaced curriculum cycles, leaving gaps between what is taught and what is 
required. This reality calls for a culture of self-directed learning, where individuals 
take responsibility for continuously updating their skills (Zimmerman, 2002). Online 
learning platforms, AI-assisted tutors, design labs, and open-source data 
environments allow motivated students to develop competencies that go beyond 
university syllabi. Learners who use these tools purposefully  can build tangible 
portfolios of applied work that speak more convincingly to employers than academic 
transcripts do. In many professional fields, demonstrable skill and adaptability are 
beginning to outweigh institutional pedigree. 

It is important to note that the ability to learn independently also builds resilience. It 
enables students to stay relevant as industries evolve and to navigate transitions 
across careers. Encouraging self-directed learning is more of an investment in 
long-term employability rather than short-term credentialism. 

4.3 Building Adaptive Capacity 

Perhaps most importantly, students must develop what researchers term "adaptive 
capacity. It is the ability to learn new skills, pivot between domains, and maintain 
effectiveness despite technological and organizational change (Pulakos et al., 2000).  

Students must learn to view failure not as defeat but as part of the learning process. 
This perspective, often described as a growth mindset, helps individuals persist 
through uncertainty and complexity. Adaptability combines emotional resilience with 
cognitive flexibility, allowing learners to respond constructively to change rather than 
resist it. 

In practical terms, universities and educators can help by creating learning 
environments that reward inquiry and experimentation. Assignments that involve 
iteration, feedback, and real-world problem solving encourage students to internalize 
this approach. When adaptive capacity becomes part of both personal and 
institutional culture, education evolves from a static process to a lifelong capability 
(Dweck, 2006). 

5. Conclusion: Crisis as Catalyst for Reimagination 

The Great Education Shock, reflected in declining pass rates and institutional strain, 
warrants an overdue conversation that leads to overhauling of the entire education 
infrastructure. This moment is for understanding the limits of an inherited model of 
education that is no longer economically or socially efficient. 

The evidence suggests that transformation is not optional. The labor market has 
already shifted massively; automation and AI are no longer speculative threats but 
present realities that are a time-sensitive adaptation. Educational institutions that 
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continue privileged rote knowledge delivery and traditional credentialing will produce 
graduates misaligned with labor market demands, perpetuating unemployment 
among degree holders while skilled positions remain unfilled. 

Conversely, institutions that embrace the transformation imperative such as 
integrating AI literacy, project-based learning, industry partnership, and flexible 
delivery happen to position themselves as relevant and valuable. Such institutions 
will attract motivated learners, maintain enrollment despite demographic contraction, 
and produce graduates genuinely prepared for contemporary and emerging work. 

For Bangladesh, the crisis has arrived at a time when there is also some political and 
institutional receptivity to change. The demographic dividend may still be a strategic 
advantage, but only if education policy and practice are in line with the needs of a 
digital and knowledge-based economy. This change is possible because the 
country's IT services industry is growing, its costs are competitive, and its digital 
infrastructure is becoming better.  

But for this change to happen, many people need to work together. University 
leaders need to be willing to make structural changes, parents need to shift their 
focus from grades to skill development, students need to take charge of their own 
learning, and policymakers need to make it easier for institutions to innovate by 
being flexible with regulations and making smart investments. The shock to 
schooling is bad, but it doesn't have to be the end. If managed strategically, it may 
spark a new way of thinking about education. 
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Source: CES Analysis based on Stiglitz (2010) and World Bank (2023).                                         

We need to work together to go ahead. Leaders at universities need to be willing to 
change how academic programs work. Parents need to change what they demand 
from their children, moving away from grades and towards skill-building. Students 
need to be more responsible for their own learning. Policymakers must facilitate this 
transformation via adaptable legislation, strategic investment, and enhanced 
integration between higher education and workforce planning. 

The educational shock is severe, but it is also instructive, to objectively put. If the 
shock can be taken as a fire-alarm and create roadmaps to transition keeping long 
term and short term implications in mind, as outlined in this analysis, it can drive 
positive changes; one that aligns Bangladesh’s education system with the economic 
and technological realities of the decade ahead. 
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