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Introduction
Girls’ education is known as an essential component of skilled human resource development and 

for enhancing people’s socio-economic status in all societies across the world (Karim, 2012; Sarkar, 
2014; Sarkar, 2015; Sarkar, 2021; UNICEF, 2018). Researchers, who emphasized on gender, education 
and human development, also recognized it as a pivot around which a quick development of financial, 
political, sociological and human resources revolves in any country (Ojobo, 2008; Karim, 2006; Sarkar, 
2009; Karim, 2012; Sarkar, 2012, Sarkar, 2015; Sarkar, 2021 ). During the last couple of years, like any 
other vulnerable group, Rohingya children have received greater attention from development experts, 
policymakers and education practitioners, especially in availing the educational opportunities for 
this vulnerable community (Devitt, 2011; Haque, 2012). However, operating a regular educational 
curriculum for the Rohingya children at primary and kindergarten levels was restricted by the 
Bangladesh government (Feeny, 2001) although the government allowed, on a limited scale, a secondary 
level of educational attainment for them in the areas of the camps. During the last four years, the 
education program for Rohingya refugee children has gained paramount concern, especially due to 
the fact that the launching of the learning campaign has been continued and implemented by different 
types of development organizations and supported by national and international donor agency as well 
(UNHCR, 2016).

Implications of  the Learning Campaign on Girls’ Educational Attainment
The ‘Back to Learning’ campaign is an initiative of providing education to a large number of 

forcibly displaced Rohingya children living in different camps located in Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh. It has 

Learning Campaign Influencing Girls’ Educational 
Attainment: Experiences from the Rohingya Ref ugee Camp 
in Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh

This article explores the influence of a learning campaign on girls’ educational attainment 
in the Rohingya refugee Camp, Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh. For attaining the objective, key 
informant interviews using both primary and secondary sources of information were used 
to analyze the influence of learning centres on girls’ educational status. The study reveals 
that learning centres for girls’ educational attainment of Rohingya refugees in Cox’s Bazar, 
Bangladesh surely is an advancement platform over their life. More specifically, a learning 
campaign through the learning centres plays a significant role in accessing basic skills and 
education, which ultimately results in enlightening the stateless girls in many ways.
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aimed to facilitate safe spaces and a safe educational environment through communication and social 
mobilization efforts to attract the learners of 1-4 grades. The learning campaign has gained the most 
attention from the stakeholders in order to ensure access to education of drop-out Rohingya children. 
The venture also helped a significant number of girl children to continue their education and save them 
from being at risk of dropping out of learning at the Child-Friendly Spaces (CFS).

It was an immensely popularized learning campaign designed and implemented by the national 
and international development stakeholders that played a noteworthy role in accessing basic education 
for Rohingya girls (UNICEF, 2018). The majority of the learning centres were designed with aneco-
friendly infrastructure adjoining to the camps where girls have easy access to the centres. As a large 
number of the parents has an experience of forcible dislodgment and are predominantly from 
disadvantaged socio-economic groups, the government, local and international stakeholders afforded 
essential educational equipment, (e.g.; books, writing notebooks, pencils etc.,) free of cost to create the 
learning sessions attractive to the learners (UNICEF, 2018). Such a playful learning environment for 
the Rohingya refugee girls also has ensured their houseful participation. Additionally, this initiative 
has helped students, especially those very young female students suffering from diverse psychosocial 
problems mostly caused by the displacement from their home country, Myanmar. Additionally, the 
‘Back to Learning (BTL)’ campaign is a well-timed, low-resource based rational initiative designed to 
provide affordable educational support to children and their poor parents. In a humanitarian setting 
like Cox’s Bazar, this learning campaign was targeted at both young boys and girls for safeguarding 
displaced children’s psycho-social and physical growth and development. This learning platform has 
unveiled the opportunity of continuing the girls’ studies and it has also opened an avenue to keep a large 
number of underprivileged girls’ dreams alive.

Contextualizing the Displacement and Girls’ Educational Attainment
Both the Rohingya women and men are the victims of protracted socio-economic marginalisation, 

which ultimately d them to an escalated level of physical and psychological violence committed by the 
forces or agencies served for the country. This situation also accelerated their displacement from their 
home country, Myanmar. The Rohingya people have been described as one of the most persecuted 
community frequently denied the basic human rights including citizenship, job, freedom of movement 
and basic education as well. Specifically, after stripping them of the Burmese Citizenship Law1982, 
their participation in the public domains has been constricted and as of 2017, their voting rights have 
been denied. 

A May 2019 policy document acknowledges that “the children and adolescents in their camps will lose 
their golden time for learning” unless provided with education, but it recalls the National Task Force’s 
instructions “to provide ‘informal’ learning either in Myanmar or English language” and states that 
Bangladesh’s education policy “chooses to be modest in its aspirations” because of “the practical difficulties 
of space” in the camps where the government requires Rohingya to live; limited “resources,” although 
the government does not contribute to the refugees’ education; and “limited learning time,” since “it is 
expected that the repatriation [to Myanmar] will take place within two years ((Human Right Watch, 2019) 

Although Bangladesh claims that Rohingya children do not need formal education because they 
will soon return to Myanmar, the denial of education to Rohingya children is an entrenched policy that 
Bangladesh has imposed for decades (Haque, 2013). This raises grave concerns that it will persist however 
long the Rohingya refugees remain in Bangladesh. Rohingya also fled to Bangladesh from previous 
waves of persecution in 1978 and 1991-92. Bangladeshi authorities coerced most of these Rohingya to 
return to Myanmar – including by restricting their access to food, leading thousands to starve to death – 
but registered a fraction of those who remained as refugees. Their children, born in Bangladesh, are also 
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“registered” refugees, and live in camps run by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR)

Bangladesh eventually permitted UNHCR to introduce a non-formal, English version of the 
Bangladeshi school curriculum for registered refugee children, but even today, these Rohingya boys 
and girls, who were born and lived their entire lives in Bangladesh, are only permitted to study up 
to class 8, and are barred from attending schools outside the camps (Ullah, 2011). Some Rohingya 
children managed to enrol in secondary schools by passing as Bangladeshi nationals, but in early 2019, 
the Bangladesh government ordered their expulsion, after an investigation by one of the country’s 
intelligence agencies.

Socio-economic Status of  Rohingya Women and Girl
Men have limited participation in the forced labour market and development projects while women 

and girls are said to be the most vulnerable part of the Rohingya population. In their home country, 
Myanmar, both Rohingya men and women are denied to recruit in the army force or any other government 
project. As per traditional barriers, women are not welcomed to perform in any development projects 
outside the home. For men, participation in the job market is subjected to employment against their 
own will. For example, men are mostly allowed to perform indecent work, an equivalent to sentry duty 
one day a week only.

Patriarchal gender ideology is highly prevalent in all societies around the world. The Rohingya 
community seems to be no exception. Conservative gendered norms discouraged Rohingya women 
and girls’ mobility to perform productive roles outside the home. Men are considered to be the primary 
breadwinner and the head of the household while women are treated as subordinated and unpaid family 
caregivers. In most cases, the households are headed by men or senior male members of the family, women 
lead the household only in the absence of men in the family. In the Rohingya community, women and 
girls, especially from the socio-economically marginal families, dominantly played housekeeping roles 
covering cooking, cleaning, food preparing tasks and assisting their mothers or senior female members 
in the domicile. At the beginning of their adolescent period, girls are occasionally allowed to go outside 
to take care of their young siblings. In addition, during puberty girls’ movements outside the home is 
strictly prohibited, and the incarceration is continued until their marriage. 

Practising Purda (veil system) norm is very common in their community. Educated women working 
and or searching for a job outside the home also maintain the Burqa (a garment which covers the entire 
body from the top of the head to the ground) and the Niqab (a veil that covers the whole face except 
the eyes) (BBC, 2018) in order to avoid extra scrutiny and harassment. As per community practices, 
married women follow the traditional gendered norms rigidly. One of the few reasons that allow women 
and girls to leave their homes is access to emergency health care services for their early aged children. 
Pregnant mothers are also not permitted to get admission to hospitals or clinics to receive the antenatal 
and post-natal health care services. Unskilled traditional birth attendant from their home community 
usually provide this services voluntarily. Women and girls are viewed as an economic and social burden. 
Their contributions to the family are not valued in monetary terms, rather their roles are acknowledged 
as obedient housekeepers. In most cases, girls get deprived of educational attainment since they are 
not viewed as economically productive to their parents. Therefore, parents of girl children pay greater 
attention to marrying off their daughters in the early years because of economic insecurity and traditional 
norms. In some cases, women and girls are considered too valuable as household workers to be able to 
perform the household responsibilities skilfully.

Women’s position in the family depends on age, seniority and availability of financial resources 
among the family members. More precisely, women with a handsome amount of resources enjoy greater 



Sarkar R. K. and Rabiul Karim K. M. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 18, n. 1 (2022) 555-562558

preference in accessing different facilities. The Dowry, a wedding gift or package valued in financial 
terms given by the bride family to the groom compulsorily, is a common practice in the Rohingya 
community during the marriage ceremony. Traditionally, gold, money, land property or an equivalent 
amount of other resources are paid in the Dowry transaction. Documents suggest that women and girls 
of the Rohingya community suffer from diverse interpersonal relationship complications mainly caused 
by Dowry-related dealings. It has also been a significant source of intra-family conflicts and violence 
against women and girls most of which are perpetrated by husbands or in-law senior male members.

Designing the Learning Campaign for the Educational Attainment of  the 
Rohingya Girls
During the influx of a large number of Rohingya, the Government of Bangladesh declared that 

providing shelter to the Forcibly Displaced Myanmar People (FDMN) is an interim initiative undertaken 
on humanitarian grounds.. Therefore, the building of a permanent infrastructure with the support of 
national and international development stakeholders for prompting their educational attainment has 
slowed down severely. Although with the attempts of different stakeholders working for the Rohingya 
children in Cox’s Bazar, near about 3000 learning centres were constructed, a significant number of 
them were made of low quality materials, and some of them were found to be overcrowded and volatile 
also. Since at the beginning phase of the Rohingya inflow in Cox’s Bazar, adequate initiatives was not 
found to give refugee children access to education, launching the learning campaign and forming the 
learning centres, at least, seemed to be a point of light at the end of a dark tunnel. However, due to 
substantial efforts undertaken by the host country and development partners, the Rohingya children 
obtained an opportunity to advance their early years education, got access to a safe and playful learning 
platform to support their future livelihood, and availed themselves of the psycho-social development 
counseling to be a confident and vital role player to those within their community.

As there is a shortage of space in the camp, a limited number of learning centres were established 
to operate the educational attainment functions for the oversize number of children. Additionally, to 
ensure education support to a large number of underprivileged children in the overcrowded camps, three 
tailors made learning sessions introduced a day. Each of the learning sessions continued for two hours. 
The learning centres are furnished with chairs and tables for the children, despite the inaccessibility of 
safe drinking water and electricity connection was the major challenge most of the centres have to face.

The Bangladesh government’s insistence that the refugees will return to Myanmar has led it to 
prohibit humanitarian groups from constructing permanent, brick-and-mortar school buildings in the 
refugee camps. Barred from opening schools, the NGOs have constructed about 3,000 “learning centres 
since 2017 (UNICEF, 2018): small, temporary bamboo structures that can accommodate up to 40 
children at a time (Human Right Watch, 2019). Many learning centres “have rotted already and need 
to be replaced, since the little worms have been doing their work on the bamboo,” as a humanitarian 
official noted (HRW, 2019).

Because the lack of space in the crowded camps limits the number of learning centres that could be 
built, most learning centres operate three shifts daily, of just two hours each, in order to reach a larger 
number of children. Designs for sturdier, two-story bamboo structures, which could accommodate 
more students using the same amount of land, had not yet been piloted when the 2019 monsoon season 
began (HRW, 2016). As of August 2019, only about 1,600 out of 3,000 learning centres had bathrooms 
or potable water nearby; none that Human Rights Watch visited had electricity, desks or chairs. Most 
children who attend the learning centres are 11 years old or younger, while fewer than 4 percent of 
children ages 14 and older attending. Some older children prefer unofficial Islamic religious schools in 
the camps. A girl who attended an Islamic religious school in the camps said it was “serious,” while the 
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learning centres are for playing, not for education (HRW, 2019).

The Bangladesh government extended its bans on formal education, Bengali language instruction, 
and secondary education to Rohingya children who fled after August 2017. To make matters worse, 
in the fall of 2017 Bangladesh’s National Task Force forbid teachers to teach newly-arrived refugee 
children the non-formal version of the curriculum that was allowed in the older, UNHCR-run camps 
for registered refugees. The informal education program represents a substantial improvement over the 
status quo ante, in which learning-center instructors lacked lesson plans and students lacked textbooks. 
Once completed, the informal program will have five levels, intended to be equivalent to nine years of 
school (UNHCR, 2016). The hours of instruction in levels three and four will increase, from 2 hours 
to around 3.5 hours per day. Some instructors told Human Rights Watch they had received only a few 
days of training; humanitarian groups in the education sector also intend to improve the quality of 
education through increased teacher training (UNHCR, 2016).

But the informal education program does not meet Bangladesh’s obligations to fulfil the right to 
education for all children, without discrimination, under the Convention on the Rights of the Child. 
The government has never indicated it will certify Rohingya children’s education, permit them to take 
national examinations, or transfer them to formal education. By contrast, Bangladesh plans to establish 
“learning centres that would follow the national primary education curriculum” as part of a strategy 
to help one million out-of-school Bangladeshi children integrate into the formal education system, 
supported by a no-interest, $700 million loan from the World Bank (HRW, 2019).

Objective 
This paper is an attempt to unfold the status of educational attainment of Rohingya refugee children 

living in different camps of Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh, with a specific attention to learning campaign 
intervention.

Methodology
Key informant interviews using an open-ended structured questionnaire and semi-structured 

interviews of Rohingya children were used to collect the primary data. The semi-structured interviews 
were conducted with 18 Rohingya refugee children (four boys and eight girls, four parent and two 
teachers) who were 8 to16 years old at the time of the interview. Four parents of the refugee child 
respondents, two teachers of schools within the study site and two community mobilization volunteers 
were chosen for the key informant interviews. Data analysis was performed through quotation and 
statement analysis. The study is qualitative in nature and is based on primary and secondary data from 
a wide range of sources. Secondary data was collected from various sources, including books, journal 
articles, conference papers, reports of various NGOs and other organizations, UNHCR and UNICEF 
documents, and news and feature articles from contemporary newspapers. The study obtained informed 
consent permission from respondents and preserved their privacy and anonymity.

Effects of  Learning Campaign on Girls’ Educational Attainment: Major Findings
During the last couple of years, after being displaced from Myanmar, along with the men, a large 

number of Rohingya women and children have taken shelter in the refugee camps of Teknaf and 
Ukhiya, at Cox’s Bazar. Due to the limitations imposed by the local authority and prescribed guidelines 
by the Government of Bangladesh for operating the academic curriculum, educational attainment 
for the early years learners of the 1 to 4 grades is being performed through the Learning Centres. For 
meeting the multipurpose needs and applications, these centres are also used as Child-Friendly Space 
(CFS). The Learning Centres are designed to prompt a safe and cost-effective learning podium where 
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girls avail themselves of the opportunity of accessing education adjacent to their residence.  With the 
assistance and collaboration of local and international agencies, significant numbers of learning centres 
were established inside the camps, where a good number of girls have access to education with a playful 
environment. Additionally, in learning centres, the educators play a responsive role in making the 
learning sessions realistic to the students. Students are also passionate to get pleasure from the non-
traditional learning sessions (HRW, 2019).  

“In most cases, learners, especially girls were found to be in an enjoyable mood. It is also a safe 
and secured platform where they can learn in a playful environment. After being displaced from 
Myanmar, they took shelter in refugee camps and were very much concerned to continue their 
education. Now they are happy to get the basic education and also seek to prompt to the post-primary 
level. They are also thankful to the development organization working for them. Mothers of girl 
children expressed their gratitude to the government and organizers for arranging education for a large 
number of displaced girls living in the camps with a dream”. (In-depth interview, School teacher)

Parents can have negative attitudes toward educating their girls also led to school drop-outs of 
the female students (Feeny, 2001). Parents are reluctant to continue their girls’ education even free 
of cost since they are highly motivated by the traditional gender norms frequently practised in their 
surroundings.

“During the interview with parents of girl children, one thing was revealed by the mothers that a 
good number of the school going aged girl children were bound to discontinue their studies because of 
entering into a marital relationship before the age of eighteen. She also confessed that by no means did 
her husband want to carry out their daughter’s education rather he (husband) expects to marry his 
daughter before she is 13/14 years old. She also supports her husband partially and thinks that this is 
practical for them in the context of displacement. My son earned money from inside or outside the camp 
in many ways but my daughter has no chance to earn cash income, she is also unable to work hard as she is 
a girl, and therefore, she is treated as a family burden”. (In-depth interview, Mother of female student)

To ensure the participation of the Rohingya girls in education through the learning centres, 
implementing organizations provide varieties of motivation continuously. In some cases, offering snacks for 
their presence in the learning centres acted as an incentive to the children. Additionally, the implementing 
authorities provide relevant and practical educational equipment supports to the centres to increase the 
class attendance of the children.  One community volunteer expressed his experiences are as follows:

“Although the number of schools is limited and not attractive to the children living 
in the camps, thus, before joining the centres they passed their time unproductively. 
When the school authority and program management organize some meetings with 
their community leader, Imam and Majhi, rarely do they miss the learning sessions”.

Additionally, due to some reasons including food/snacks and a playful environment, the learning centres 
were crowded regularly. Moreover, on the basis of the schedule and class contents, teachers demonstrated 
different educational types of equipment which also motivates them in attending the learning sessions.  

“It was noteworthy that children’s attendance rapidly increased when the authority 
provides snacks or any other incentive. Our classes are full of practical equipment which 
attracted the learners in many ways and teaching-learning approaches also motivate them to 
attend the class regularly”. (In-depth interview with Community Mobilization Volunteer)

Discussion and Conclusions

During the Focused Group Discussion (FGD) and interview sessions with the study participants and 
stakeholders, we explored one of the major challenges, that is the high drop-out rates of the girl children 
from the learning sessions. More precisely, in a study of Rohingya refugee children in Cox’s Bazar, 
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Bangladesh, Feeny (2001) explored educational attainment from kindergarten to the end of primary 
school and found that drop-out rates of Rohingya refugee girl children were as high as 22%, although 
the rate was found to be identical for boys (21%). Prioritizing girls’ educational attainment, a recent 
study conducted by UNHCR (2016) reported that 82% of the  Rohingya children enrolled in primary 
level education, only 11% of them were promoted to grades 6 and 7 (UNHCR, 2016). This study also 
unfolded several reasons of dropping out from education for boys and girls. For example, the primary 
cause that was found to be associated with the boys’ dropping out was only the intention of earning 
while conservative socio-cultural norms were found to be a significant threat to the girls’ education. 
Additionally, child marriages, one of the leading causes of dissuading girls’ education and women’s 
empowerment throughout the world, was found to be coupled with the reasons for girls’ dropping out 
from education. As per traditional gender norms followed by displaced Rohingya, the majority of the 
parents are not interested in education rather they paid special attention to engaging their male child 
in cash earning so that it prompts their life and livelihood. Parents of girls children viewed education as 
one of the sources of knowledge that have little or no practical implications for their future betterment. 
Therefore, girls should pay greater attention to performing household chores so that they can maintain 
the family domains proficiently especially after marriage. During the interview sessions, mothers of 
girl children also revealed similar opinions indicating how traditional gender norms predominantly 
adept and affect all the spheres of the displaced women and girls’ life. However, despite experiencing the 
diverse hurdles throughout their life cycle particularly after taking shelter in the refugee camps at Cox’s 
Bazar in Bangladesh, different initiatives are undertaken by national and international organizations to 
improve the status of girls’ educational attainment.
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