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PREFACE

The International Centre for Diarrhoeal Disease Research,
Bangladesh (ICDDR,B) is an autonomous, international, philan-
thropic and non-profit centre for research, education and
training as well as clinical service. The Centre is derived
from the Cholera Research Laboratory (CRL). The activities of
the institution are to undertake and promote study, research
and dissemination of knowledge in diarrhoeal diseases and
directly related subjects of nutrition and fertility with a
view to develop improved methods of health care and for the
prevention and control of diarrhoeal diseases and improvement of
public health programmes with special relevance to developing
countries. ICDDR,B issues two types of papers: scientific
Teports and working papers which demonstrate the type of research
activity currently in progress at ICDDR,B. The views expressed
in these papers are those of authors and do not necessarily re-
present views of International Centre for Diarrhoeal Disease
Research, Bangladesh. They should not be quoted without the
permission of the authors.



ABSTRACT

An assessment of the accuracy of 1974 census information
of literacy of Cholera Research Laboratory at Matlab, Comilla
was made in this investigation. In a systematically selected
sample of 11,334 census population a follow-up study was
conducted o measure the validity of verbal responses of
literacy by means of literacy test. The reported literacy
rate of Matlab was 30.3 compared to 24.3 for Bangladesh for
the same year. The overall misreporting rate of literacy of
Matlab was found to be 7.5. In primary and secondary plus
educational level reported literacy rate was 61.9 and 96.8 res-
pectively. The rate of misreporting was 10.6 in primary edu-
cation compared to 1.5 secondary and above level. In Matlab at
least two completed years of schooling was necessary for a person
to maintain the ability to read and write a simple vernacular
statement, Reported male literacy rate was 41.5 and for that of
female 18.5. Males showed higher misreporting rate than those of
females in certain age groups but females showed higher mis-
reporting rate than those of males in some other age groups. The
Hindu reported literacy rate was 35.2 compared to 29.6 for the
Muslims. The Hindus reported higher literacy rate than that of
the Muslims in most of the age groups though the Hindus had

?ég?ir misreporting rate than the Muslims only in age group



INTRODUCTION

Literacy according to the United Nations, is defined as the
ability of a person to both read and write with understanding, a
short simple statement on his everyday life (9). lLiteracy is a
useful index of the educational standard of a country. Fducation
is hoth an indicator and a human factor in social progress.
Literacy is the first essential requisite in education, which in
turn is the sin qua non to the process of nrogress. Accurate
and reliable knowledge and data on literacy are essential to
undertake epidemiological, nutrition, health and population
control programmes. The national economic and health policy
makers need to know the correct literacy status of the country's
population in order to improve their standard of living and
health condition.

This study was undertaken at Matlab thana (Police Station)
and its neighbourhood areas in Comilla district of Bangladesh to
estimate the accuracy of the customarily collected census infor-
mation of literacy. The validity of verbal responses of
literacy was studied by means of literacy test following a census
conducted by the Cholera Research Lahoratory during May-June,
1974, Some of the census informations comprising of education
level, age, sex and religion are cross-classified with literacy
data collected during a followup survey. This naper presents
the analysis of (a) literacy rate according to verbal statement,
{(b) the rate of misreported response obtained through literacy
test and (c) comparison of literacy rate of Matlab with those of
other Bangladesh sources. :

RACKGROUND OF THE STUDY AREA

The Cholera Research Laboratory had been operating a demo-
graphic surveillance system in Matlab thana and its surrounding
areas involving cross-sectional censuses and longitudinal
registration of hirths, deaths, marriage and movements. This
surveillance system began in 1566 and was expanded from time to
time by means of periodic cemsus. A census was conducted in
233 villages in 1974 with an estimated population of 277,000,
Nearly all the study villages are in Matlab thana but several
are in adjacent thanas and not all Matlab thana villages are
included in the study area. Several authors have eariier des-
cribed in detail the hasic design and operation of the Matlab



studv area (7-8). Matlab i1s the administrative headquarters

of the thana and the main centre of activities. The distance
of Matlab from the metropolitan Dacca City is about thirty
miles. A metalled road connects the thanaz with the Comilla
district headquarters and the sub-divisiopal town of Chandpur.
Most of the local communication is hv country hoat or on foot.
Matlab is a low-lyine area having a net-work of rivers and
canals. The average population density is about 1,400 neople
per square mile. Almost 38 percent of the inhabitants are
Muslims and the great majority of the remaiwmwder are Hindus (5).
Majority of the Muslims are cultivators and the Pindus are
mainly fishermen. Major crops are paddv, jute, notatoes, wheat
and oil-seeds.

MATERTALS AND METHODS

In May-June, 1974 a census was carried out by tcams of
trained and experienced Field Assistants with the active help
of resident {female workers of each village, called Dais. All
census workers were given special instructions so that adequate
standard and uniformity could be maintained in the procedure of
data collection. The work of several census teams were super-
vised and completed census forms were verified in the field by
senior staff members. Discussion meetings were arranged among
the Census Teams to improve the quality of work. Pre-planned
and pre-tested census proforma (Appendix AI and AIl) was used
to collect data in a house to house visit. lInquiries included
in the census were about selected demographic and socio-economic
characteristics of cvery family member as well as of the family
as a whole, ‘"very individual, family and village were identi-
fied by well-defined numbering system. The head of the family
or in his absence any other family member capahle to represent
him was usually the respondent at the time of census.,

In a sample population of 11,304 persons 5 vears aun' above,
4,824 persons who have ever attended school .were used as a
frame to estimate literacy rate. 5% of familics were systemati-
cally selected from everv village after the completion of
census., The information about the ability to read and write
were collected at this stage. The enumeration showed 3,426
~literate persons. The family members who reported literate
and were present at the time of visit were tested in order to
estimate the response bias. Through this procedure a total of
1,882 persons anpeared for the test. Among thosce anpeared



142 persons over-reported their ability to read and write.
When & census team visited the sample families one of the
family members gave information on the ability to read and
write for every member with education. The responses, 0-
illeterate, R-rTeads only, W-writes only, RV¥-reads and writes,
was entered in the sub-column designated by 'A' under the 'Read/
write' column (Appendix AIT) of the census form. The members
who reported ability to read and write (R¥)} only were tested,.
They were requested to read and write one out of the two
vernacular scripts printed on a separate form (Appendix-Bj.
These scripts contained description of phenomena of local
interest and activities of daily 1ife. Lessons on the scripts
were alternately offered to family members to avoid influencing
response when they were tested. Respondents who could read and
write part of either lessons or a few words were considered
successful in the literacy test. The responses of the test,
0-illiterate, R-reads only, W-writes only, RW-reads and writes,
was recorded in the sub-column designated by 'P’' under the
'Read/Write' column (Appendix A II) of the census form. The
determination of response bias of literacy was done by
comparing the responses of these two columns ('R' and 'A') and
the estimate of these biases were presented in terms of
percentages.

RESULTS

Reported and misreported literacy according to educational
level. '

Table 1 presents literacy rates.of Matlab by educational
level. Total literacy rates are reported 30.3 and misreporting
7.5. The lowest literacy rate (13.0) is reported in educational
level I. Reported literacy rate sharply increases in educational
level 1T (61.9). A higher literacy rate (85.9) is reported for
educational level IIT to V and the highest literacy rate (96.8)
is reported in educational level VI and above. Reported
literacy rate estimated is 61.9 in the primary educational
level and 96.8 in the secondary and above level (difference
significant, 7«<0.001).

The highest misrevmorting rate (56.4) in literacy test 1s
‘obtained in educational level 1. A sharply decreased mis-
reporting rate (24.2) is obtained in the educational level II
and still lower misreporting rate (5.7) in educational level IiI



TABLE 1

REPORTHEDR AND MISREPORTED LITERACY IN  MATLAR

BY EDUCATIONAL LEVEL, 1974
Educational Reported Reported Fersons Persons Misreported
Level Population Literite Literacy tested Misreported Literacy
Rate Rate

~1
wn

All 11304 3426 30.3 1892 142

No education 6480 - - - - -

3]

i1 ' LY 394 61.9 182 44 24,
ITT to V 1962 1685 85.9 1004 57 5.7

VI and above 1263 1222 096.8 651 10 1.5




to V. The lowest misreporting rate (1.5) is found in edu-
cational level VI and above. 1In primary and secondary plus
educational level, misreporting rate in literacy test is 10.6
and 1.5 respectively (difference significant, P<0.01),

Male and female reported literacy according to age.
Table 2 presents reported literacy rates of Matlab by age and
sex. Total reported literacy rate is 41.5 for males and 18.5
for females (difference significant, P<0.001}. In age group
5-9 the lowest literacy rate (6.5) is reported. A sharp increase
of literacy rate (40.9) is reported in age groun 10-14. The
highest literacy rate (43.8) is reported in age group 15-24.,
Considerably declining literacy rate is reported in age group
25-44 (30,9) and 45 plus age group (24.6). 1In age group 5-24
and 25 plus reported literacy rate is 31.8 and 21.3 rvespectively
(difference significant, P<0.01).

Males have reported higher literacy rate (7.5} than that
of females (5.1) in age group 5.9 (difference significant,
P<0.05). Literacy rate among males (59.1) is more than one and
half times higher than that of females (31.7) in age group 10-14
(difference significant, P<0.01). Male literacy rate (57.1) is
about two times higher than that of females (29.2) in age group
15-24 (difference significant, P<0.001). Literacy vate of the
males (46,9) is ahout three times higher than that of females
(16.6 percent)} in age group 25-44 (difference significant
P<0.001)., Males have reported a literacy rate morc than nine
times higher (42.9) than that of females (4.6) in age group 45
and ahove (difference significant, P<0.001}. In age group
5-24 and 25 plus reported literacy rate is 38.8 and 45.1
respectively for males (difference significant, P<0.01) comparecd
to 24.0 and 12.0 respectively for females (difference signi-
ficant, P<0.05).

Male and female misreported literacy according to age.
Table 3 presents misreported literacy rates of Matlab by age
and sex. Total misreporting rate in literacy test is 7.5 ! male
misreporting rate 7.7 and female misreporting rate 7.2. The
highest misreporting rate (43.3) is found in age groun 5-9. A
sharp lower misreporting rate (7.9) is obtained in age groubp
10-14. The lowest misreporting rate (2.7) i5 found in age
group 15-24. Misreporting rate considerably rises in age group
25-44 (7.3) followed by a little higher rate (8.8) in age group
45 and above. In age group 5-24 and 25 plus misreporting rate
'is 7.3 and 7.8 respectively (difference, not significant to be
noted as n.s. hereinafter).

Females have a much higher misreporting rate (54.2) than
that of males (37.2) in age group 5-9 (difference significant,
P<0.001)., On the contrary, males have a much higher misreporting



TABLE

IN MATLAB

Population

A

BY AGE AND SEX, 1974

Reported Literate

Reported Literacy Rate

beoe Both  Male Female Both Male Female Both Male Female
All 11304 5793 5511 3426 2404 1022 30.3 41.5 18.5
5-9 1879 1093 786 122 82 40 6.5 7.5 5.1
10-14 2027 1014 1013 829 508 321 40.9 50.1 31.7
15-24 2448 1250 1198 1072 714 358 43.8 57.1 29.9
25-44 2942 1386 155¢ 909 650 259 30.9 46.9 16.6
45 and 2008 1050 - 958 494 450 44 24.6 42.9 4.6




TABLE 3

MISREPORTED LITERACY IN MATLAB BY AGE AND SEX, 1974

A Persons Tested Persons Misteported Misreported Literacy Rate
# Both Male Female Both Male Female Roth Male Female
All 1892 .1075 817 142 83 59 7.5 7.7 7.2
5-9 67 43 24 29 16 13 43.3 37.2 54.2
10-14 496 277 219 39 28 11 7.9 10.1 5.0
15-24 590 319 271 16 q 7 2.7 2.8 2.6
25-44 490 237 é53 36 14 22 7.3 5.9 8.7
45 and 249 199 50 22 16 6 8.8 8.0 12,0

above




rate (10.1) than that for females (5.C) in age group 19-14
(difference significant, p<0.05, fale and female misreporting
rate in age groun 15-24 is 2.8 and 2.6 respectively (difference,
n.s.). Misreporting rates are considerably higher for females
than those for males (8.7 versus 5.9 and 12,0 versus 8.0) in
age groups 25-44 and 15 plus (difference, n.s. for both groups).
In age group 5-24 and 25 plus nisreporting rate is 8.3 and 6.9
Tespectively for males compared to 6.0 and 2.2 respectively for
females (difference, n.s. for both groups).

Muslim and Hindu reported literacy according to age.
Tahle 4 presents reported literacy rates of Matlah by religion
and age. Literacy rate remvorted for the Muslims is 29.6 and
that for the Hindus 35.2 (difference significant, p<0,01}). The
Muslims and the Hindus reported almost equal literacy rates 6.3
and 6.3 respectivelv) in age group 5-9. The Hindus have reported
higher literacy rate (46.3) than that of the Muslims (40.1) for
age group 16-14 (difference slightly significant, p<0.10). The
Hindus have reported higher literacy rate (46.5) than that of the
Muslims (43.4} in age group 15-24 (difference, n.s.). The
Hindus have reported much higher literacy rates {40.0 versus 29.7
and 29.8 versus 23.8) for age groups 25-44 and 45 plus (difference
significant, p<0.01 and p<0.05 respectively). 1In age group 5-24
and 25 plus reported literacy rate is 31.4 and 27.3 respectively
for the Muslims (difference significant, p<0.91) compared to
34.9 and 35.6 respectively for the Jlindus (difference, n.s.).

Muslim and Hindu misreported literacy according to age.
Table 5 presents misreported literacy rates of Matlab by
religion and age. Misreporting rate in literacy test for the
Muslims is 7.2 and that for the Hindus, 8.9 (difference, n.s.).
Misreporting rates for the Muslims and the Hindus are about the
same (43.3 and 42.9 respectively) in age group 5-9. The Hindus
have much higher misreporting rate (16.7) than that of the
Muslims (6.2) in age group 10-14 (difference significant, p<0.01).
The tindus have higher misrteporting rate (4.9) than that of the
Muslims (2.4) in age group 15-24 (difference, n.s.), contrary to
the former two age groups, the Muslims have higher misreporting
rates (8.1 versus 4.3 and 9,2 versus 7.0 respectively) in the age
groups 25-44 and 45 plus (difference, n.s. for both the age
groups). In age group 5-24 and 25 plus misrevwcrting rate is 6.5
and 3.5 respectively for the Muslims (difference, n.s.) compared
to 12,0 and 5.1 resnectively for the Hindus (difference signi-
ficant, p<0.085).



TABLE 4

REPORTED LITERACY IN MATLAB BY AGE AND RELIGION, 1974

Population Reported Literate Reported Literacy Rate
Age Muslim Hindu Muslim Hindu Muslim Hindu
All 9918 1386 2938 488 29.6 35.2
5-9 1657 222 108 14 6.5 6.3
10~-14 1770 257 710 119 40.1 46.3
15-24 2151 - 297 934 138 43.4 46.5
25-44 2597 345 771 138 29.7 40.0
45 and ‘ 1743 265 415 79 23.8 29.8

above

- 0'[ ~



TABLE 5

MISREPORTED LITERACY IN MATLAB BY AGE AND RELIGION, 1974

Persons Tested Persons Misreported Misreported Literacy Rate
Age Muslim Hindu Muslim Hindu Muslim Hindu
All 1590 302 ' 115 27 7.2 8.9
5-9 60 7 26 3 43.3 42.9
10-14 418 78 26 13 6.2 16.7
15-24 509 81 12 4 2.4 4.9
25-44 397 93 32 4 8.1 4.3
45 and - 206 43 19 3 9.2 7.0

above

- '['[ -



DISCUSSIONS

The literacy rate of Matlab (30.3) is much higher than
that of Bangladesh (24.3) in the same year (Appendix-C). The
presence of more primary schools in Matlab than that of
Bangladesh average is one of the main reasons which might
explain the higher literacy rate of Matlab. There are 473
children of school going age, 5 to 14 vears per one primary
school in Matlab area* compared te 571 such children in
Bangladesh.** 1In Matlab at least two completed years of school-
ing is necessary for a perscn to maintain the abhility to read
and write a simple statement. On completion of one year of
school education only less than one half of the literate persons
have succeded compared to more than three-fourth on completion
of two years. 1In 1972 a literacy survey of 28,736 people in
several villages around Savar was carried out on the basis of
vernacular newspaper reading by respondents. It was found that
only 8.4 percent of men and 1.2 percent of women were literate
and at least five years of schooling was necessary for a person
to maintain the ability to read (4). The very low literacy
rate found in the above study might be due to apnlication of
more difficult testing criteria than those used in this study.
Newspnapers usually contain complex words, unfamiliar terminolo-
gies and media of test. Printed letters in a n2wspaper are
usually smaller and may apnear difficult to nersons who claim
minimum standard of literacy. Newspaper is deemed more as an
index of modernity than simnle statement of daily events.

Admission in primary schools takes place little late in
rural Bangladesh. The obligation of attending one or two years
of religious education in Maktab and performance of domestic
activities are the main obstacles in early school attendance.
Few children under age ten are found literate. Much higher
literacy rates are reported by adults and elderly versons than
those under age ten. Performance of adults and elderly PEeTrsons
in the literacy test is much better than that of young children
who are beginners of primary education. Adults and elderly
persons, on the otherhand, includes literate persons who have
acquired higher educational levels. Grown-up children and young
people have reported highest literacy rate and registered

* Census data of Matlab in 1974 combined with a special survey
which enumerated the number of primary schools in the area
in-1975.

** Statistical year book of Bangladesh, 1975.

.



superior performance in literacy test, Some literate persons
of this group may he presently continuing education in higher
grades and some others who have discontinued should have more
maturity of intelligence and understanding than those persons
junior to them. They should have received better educational
opportunities than those of adults and elderly persons who have
reported lower literacy rate and have shown inferior perfor-
mance in literacy test,

Male literacy rates are significantly higher than that of
females in all age groups. This fact reflects the traditional
disparity in educational field between the two sexes in rural
society. However, in the literacy test certain groups of
females have shown better performance than that of the males.
Though minor children, adults and elderly persons have rerforned
better than their female counterparts, grown-up female children
have reversed the performance in literacy test by responding
much hetter than that of the males. Grown-up female children
might come of families with higher socioc-economic status. They
might have received better parental care than that of grown-up
boys due to their prospect as future brides. The males and
females of young age have performed equally in literacy test due
to their mature understanding. It appears that literate grown-
up female children and young females are overcoming the obstacle
of purdah system. This is more evident from the fact that the
females are now-a-days competing with their male countervart in
the field of higher education in the urban areas. Literacy data
of recent years show that females have made relatively better
progress than males. During the intercensus period of 1961 and
1974 the literacy rate of Bangladesh increased by 3.6 percent
for the males and 5.2 percent for the females (Appendix-C).

This sex difference between literacy rates could be viewed as
an achievement towards social status-of girls. Given increased
literacy women are likely to have more effective participation
in decision-making of households. In childbearing period of
women such participation in decision-making might have impact
in making choice regarding number of children a couple would
like to have. A study of socioceconomic survey of working versus
non-working women of Dacca city showed that in urban area of
Bangladesh education is inversely related to fertility and
positively associated with practice of contracepntion. It was
further noted that female education was particularly found to
be more effective in reducing family size than hushand's
education (2). Two other studies have shown that female edu-
-cation and literacy are greatly responsible for postponement. of
marriage which causes reduction in hirth rates. "The postpone-
ment of marriage to ages beyond 20 tends biologically to reduce
births. Sociologically, it gives women time to get a better



education, acquire interests unrelated to the family and develop
a cautious attitude towards pregnancy'(1l}. "The average age at
marriage for girls in lttar Prodesh, Modhya Prodesh and Bihar
ranges between 13 and 14. Literacy among women in these states
is the lowest in the countrv, excent for Jammu and Kashmir. In
Kerala, where literacy is as high as 39,00 percent, the average
age at marviage is 21 years'(3).

In Matlab study area rate of reported literacy is higher
among the ilindus compared to the Muslims. Literacy rate of the
ilindus is proportionately nigher among elderly persons than that
of the younger ones. Hindu grown-up children and YOUNg Dersons
have much higher misreporting rates compared to the Muslims.
Muslim adults and elderly persons on the otherhand, have much
higher misreporting rates than that of the Hindus. It appears
that the liindus could still maintain their traditional interest
in the field of education though the Hindus who are of school
going age have not performed well in literacy test. This might
be attributed to the increasing cconomic hardship the Hindus
might have undergone. Another possibility of explaining this
deficiency might be that the Muslims are presently taking greater
interest in education than they showed in the past.

CONCLUSION

Quality of census data of literacy and their estimation
depends on the definitions employed and the competence and
accuracy of data collection. An examination of the last two
national census definitions of literacy shows that a uniform
concept of literacy was not followed for Bangladesh. Though
1961 census considered persons who could read any languape with
understanding and write that language as literates, 1974 census
included those nersons as literate who could read and write a
simple letter in any language (0). 1t should he noted that the
definition of literacy used during 1961 national census is more
comparable to the concept of literacy used in this investigation.

The findings of this study show that the rate of response
hias is significantly high (10.6) in the primary education
compared to that of secondary and above education level (1,5).
Considered in the light of the findings of this study it can be
concluded that a more refined literacy rate of Bangladesh would
have heen less than what was found in the 1974 census. The above
facts reflect a poor picture of status of literacy in Bangladesh.



To make proper assessment of Bangladesh literacy we urgently
need an acceptahle definition fulfilling the standard criteria
enanciated by the U,N, To eliminate the most response biases
of literacy, correct and timely steps should be taken for
smooth functioning of the primary education.

Since the time span hetween censuses 1s usually quite
long, literacy rate based on literacy test in sample surveys
may provide current and more refined rate than that of natiomnal
census. Sample survey is a more flexible data collection instru-
ment than the censuses. It is possible to include questions on
literacy in the survey that would he deemed marginal to or in-
appropriate for a census inquiry. This study presented a
unique methedological issue which was probably not explored
before. The test of this methodology was facilitated in Matlab
study area where the Cholera Research Lahoratovy developed an
excellent demographic surveillance system for over a decade.
This methodology which cemhined census and sample survey deserves
to he tested in other localities of Bangladesh.
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Appendix ~ A(II)
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APPENDIX C

.. REPORTED LITERACY OF BANGLADESH BY SEX, 1961 AND 1974

(Pop. in '000")

... Lensus year Popu.lation Literate Persons Literacy Rate

Both Male Female Both. Male Female Both Male Female

1961* -+ 415760 21769 19807 8277 6376 1901 19.9 29.3 9.6

. 1974** 0 59404 31056 28348 '14420 10223 4197 24,3 32.9 14.8
4. .. . Source : . . * Population census of Pakistan 1961, Census

Bulletin No. 2

o Statistical year book of Bangladesh, 1975
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