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Rohingya children and their prospects. In this scholarship, the author attempts to answer the
questions-what are the current formal and non-formal educational services in the Rohingya
refugee camps and how and to what extent do the existing educational services intensify the other
crisis in their lives, and what are the prospects for them going forwards.

Method: ology: This study is primarily based on secondary sources of data. It focuses on the
available educational services and key obstacles that affect Rohingya children’s formal and non-
formal educational opportunities in Bangladesh and their prospects in Myanmar.

Findings: The study found the absence of formal and non-formal education for Rohingya children
in refugee camps has a significant impact on their ability to become an active member of society.
Although refugee children and their parents express a willingness to formal education under the
Myanmar curriculum, limited educational services and various structural and legal barriers
hinder their progress. Finally, the study explores the prospects of formal and non-formal edu-
cation for Rohingya children in Bangladesh and concludes with recommendations to improve
their educational opportunities.

Limitation: The study results can differ in other contexts and countries hosting refugees.
Practical implications: Findings of the study may be helpful for policymakers and practitioners.

1. Introduction

The number of refugees in the world has significantly increased [1]. Many countries are facing refugee crises and struggling to
provide basic needs, such as shelter, food, and healthcare [2,3]. Refugees are passing through turbulent times and facing numerous
challenges worldwide for their life and security [4,5]. Due to the lack of protection and rights in their home countries, many refugees
are forced to flee and seek a better life elsewhere, causing a strain on hosting governments in Asia and Africa, who are struggling to
provide necessary services and resources [6]. The Rohingya refugees are the most prominent example of displacement in the Pacific
Asia region. The Myanmar military’s atrocities have forced them to flee their homes, and they have been deprived of their fundamental
rights and identity since Myanmar gained independence from the colonial power [7,8]. Millions of Rohingya hosted in Bangladesh
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started in 1978, and augmented in 2017 and became the highest total displaced in Southeast Asia [9]. Bangladesh currently hosts the
largest number of Rohingya refugees, and over half of them are children who require immediate assistance in various areas such as
education, health, food, and security [10]. Refugee children face significant obstacles, including limited access to education. Education
is crucial for their development and can help reduce inequality [11,12]. UNHCR has reported that a significant number of children are
born in refugee camps every year, and without education, they face an increased risk of harm and reduced opportunities for growth and
development [13]. Providing education for refugee children is crucial as it can help bridge the gap between them and the rest of the
society, leading to better financial opportunities, greater independence, and improved health outcomes. Education can also pave the
way for future livelihoods and ensure sustainable development.

The education situation of the thousands of Rohingya children who have sought refuge in Bangladesh, most of whom are not
receiving an education, is a matter of concern. The global community needs to take action to address this issue because the future of
any civilisation depends on investing in its children and youth. The Rohingya refugee children are in a vulnerable position, and it is
crucial to guide them back to the classroom. According to the Reliefweb report.

[14] and UNICEF’s estimates, approximately 300,000 refugee children have access to education in 5000 learning centers. Still,
about 16% of children aged 3-14 and 81% of adolescents aged 15-24 have no access to education in the refugee camps. Without access
to education, children are at risk of being exploited for child labor, trafficking, and sexual abuse [15-17] and extremist ideologies, and
parents who cannot find jobs may resort to child labor for income. Further, parents who cannot find jobs and live under legal re-
strictions may rely on child labour for income in the refugee community, mainly if schools are beyond access.

The concept of education was primarily associated with schools and universities, requiring basic learning skills and leading to a
profession. However, over the last fifty years, the concept of education has expanded, and life-long learning has become the central
idea in Europe and beyond [18,19]. Consequently, the way we perceived education has evolved and the concept of formal, informal,
and non-formal education have emerged. Formal education occurs within a structured system, following pre-defined curricula, and
typically involves classes with intended learning outcomes and certifications [20,21]. For refugee children, formal education is
important as it provides a pathway for them to acquire knowledge and skills that are recognized by the wider community and can lead
to further education or employment opportunities. In contrast, informal education occurs in everyday life, such as community-based
training, vocational training, and life skills education. Non-formal education takes place outside of schools and without curricula but
under an expert facilitator, it aims to achieve clear learning objectives in different settings, based on principles such as democracy,
human rights, and social inclusion [22]. Non-formal education is designed to develop personal and social skills that enable individuals
to play a more active role in their community, although there can be overlaps with formal and informal education in the same activity
[23]. However, it is often more flexible and adaptable to the needs of specific groups, including refugee children who may have unique
challenges in accessing education.

Education is considered a fundamental right of all human beings, crucial for the growth and development of both society and
individuals [24]. Non-formal education, on the hand, plays a vital role in enabling active and responsive citizens. It allows individuals
to learn from others by asking questions, sharing opinions, and preparing for activities that are essential for refugee children to break
free from their existing vulnerabilities. Formal education can be a lifeline for refugee children seeking emancipation from their plight,
while non-formal education can train them to become active members of their community or society, allowing them to respond to
issues related to their interests. Research has shown that both formal and non-formal education can have a positive impact on the
well-being and academic outcome of refugee children. A study conducted in Uganda reported that formal education was associated
with increased social integration and reduced levels of psychological distress among refugee children [25]. Meanwhile, non-formal
education programs such as vocational training have been identified to enhance the employability of refugee youth [26,27]. In
addition, non-formal education that incorporated social and emotional learning activities improves the mental health outcomes of
refugee children [28,29].

Refugee children are currently provided only with informal education in Temporary Learning Centers (TLCs) run by NGOs and
coordinated by UNICEF. However, both formal and non-formal education equip refugee children with the necessary skills to overcome
future challenges and contribute positively to their community or society, providing them with a brighter future and protecting them
against child labor, violence, and early marriage. Education can also help in redesigning the civil and political characteristics of
refugees in their camps in the host country, making it a transformative tool that is especially urgent for refugee children who are out of
normal livelihoods [30,31]. It is widely acknowledged that education can predict a society’s civic and political participation.
Educational policies and research can positively impact formal education [32,33]. Besides, non-formal education is also crucial for
refugee children and youth, especially during a political crisis where the pro-independence attitudes of rulers have complicated their
plight. The deeper political interface demands a profound analysis of the role of education which has had a significant impact on the
socialization and integration of refugees, empowering them to rebuild their community and society with knowledge and hope. Ed-
ucation is an asset that stays with them wherever they go, and it is the responsibility of the international community to provide refugee
children with opportunities to enhance their thoughts, widen their prospects, and support their communities’ growth and develop-
ment. That is why studying formal and non-formal education in the context of refugee children is crucial to identify the barriers to
education, improving access to quality education, and informing the development of effective interventions that can improve the
well-being and academic outcomes of this vulnerable population.

The main goal of this research is to investigate the present educational crisis faced by Rohingya refugee children in Bangladesh. It
aims to analyze the provision of both formal and non-formal education to refugee children in the camps and assess the opportunities
and challenges associate with it. The article addresses various issues related to the education of Rohingya refugee children, including
the availability of formal and non-formal education, the obstacles they face, and the potential for future education. By examining the
current state of formal and non-formal education, and identifying the challenges and prospects, the study provides an understanding of



A.N.M.Z. Hossain Heliyon 9 (2023) e18346

the existing educational framework and opportunities for refugee children, as well as potential obstacles to promoting education and
sustainable development.

2. Theoretical framework

The arrival of Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh brought with it numerous challenges, similar to those faced by refugees worldwide,
as they struggled to adapt to a new and unfamiliar environment where they were not readily accepted into the host culture [34,35].
Around 50% of the Rohingya children are in need of education as a humanitarian response [10], but it is not easy to integrate them into
the existing conventional education system, particularly when they have to learn a new language to meet the minimum requirement
for interacting and attending school [36]. Therefore, there is a need to find an appropriate teaching methodology to meet the new
educational needs of the refugee children. To do so, it is essential to plan for the implementation of formal and non-formal education
programs, which should be developed through a framework to ensure harmonized and functional practices. However, the issue of
language becomes significant when the GoB refuses to provide education to the refugees in their own language, and there is a shortage
of quality teaching staff for both languages. It is also challenging for the children and teachers to learn and teach languages, as it
requires a broad understanding of the functions in a multilingual ecosystem when it is connected with social relationships, shaping
values, attitudes, and feelings [37]. Literacy in a language is crucial for the refugees to attain various goals, as it empowers them to
“read the word” and “to read the world” to learn new knowledge and develop their skills [38]. Formal education is essential for all,
while non-formal education is an integral part of education in general, involving a “deliberate, systematic, sustained effort to transmit,
evoke or acquire knowledge, attitudes, values and skills or sensibilities” [39]. The distinction between formal and non-formal edu-
cation lies not in their aims and functions, but in the variety of fundamental key behaviors that lead to a legal and valid behavioral
pattern [40,41]. Furthermore, non-formal education can adapt to changing environments and educational challenges with its inherent
flexibility, particularly when the challenges are pertinent to the psychological development of younger children.

The theoretical underpinnings of formal and non-formal education for refugee children are essential for their educational devel-
opment, socialization, and future prospects. One of the theoretical underpinnings of this study on formal and non-formal education for
refugee children is the concept of education as a human right. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, adopted by the United
Nations in 1948, recognizes education as the fundamental right. This principle is reinforced by various international laws and
agreements, such as the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), which emphasizes the right of every child to education [42,43].
Another important framework is culturally responsive education, which aims to create an inclusive learning environment that rec-
ognizes the learners’ cultural background and diversity, particularly relevant for refugee children who come from diverse cultural
backgrounds and may have experienced trauma and displacement [44]. Additionally, the socio-cultural theory of learning highlights
the significance of social interactions and cultural contexts in shaping learners’ knowledge and skills, emphasizing the importance of
creating a supportive learning environment that provides opportunities for social interaction and collaborative learning in both formal
and non-formal educational settings [45,46]. In addition, integration theory suggests that refugee children should be integrated into
the host country’s education system to reduce marginalization and promote social cohesion. This theory advocates for formal edu-
cation within the host country and for non-formal education programs to supplement formal education, as studies found that, both
have had importance in their development [47].

The theoretical approaches suggest that children in crisis or emergencies need to be integrated into the education system for their
legitimacy and personal identity through formal and non-formal education, enabling them to adapt to a multicultural environment. For
refugees, their experiences of displacement and rebuilding a sense of belonging in a new country can be challenging. Therefore,
creating an atmosphere of respect and recognition through education is essential to help them reconstruct their sense of belonging,
which is crucial for restoring their confidence and belief in future prospects through life-long learning.

3. Research methodology

The study focuses on analyzing the educational crisis faced by the Rohingya refugee children, using mainly secondary data sources.
Rohingya refugees have been displaced and deprived of basic services since decolonisation, making them the most displaced people in
Southeast Asia. The objective of the study is to assess the pros and cons of current formal and non-formal education provided to
Rohingya refugee children in Bangladesh, as well as identify future opportunities. The study primarily relies on academic and grey
literature as data sources. While grey literature may have limitations in terms of authorship, bibliographic standards, reliability, and
authenticity, it can still provide valuable information that traditional publications and databases may not include [48]. The author
took care to consider only reliable and credible grey literature for this study, despite the potential limitations.

The study concentrated on using secondary sources specifically related to Rohingya refugees and their children. The author fol-
lowed a systematic approach [49] to gather data from different databases such as Google Scholar, Research Gate, Mendeley, Scopus,
ProQuest, and Web of Science. The author used keywords such as ‘Rohingya’, ‘Refugee’, ‘Rohingya Refugee’, ‘Refugee Children’,
‘Children’, ‘Education’, and ‘Bangladesh’ to find literature related to the educational crisis of Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh and
Myanmar. The author included both primary and secondary studies, such as journal articles and reports from various international
organizations written in English. The study aimed to synthesize previous research on funding for advancement and overcome the
limitations of individual studies focusing on only one aspect of refugee children’s education. The study focused on formal and
non-formal education facilities, existing challenges, and future opportunities for education for Rohingya refugee children in
Bangladesh.
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4. Literature review on Rohingya refuge children in Bangladesh

The Rohingya community, who have been displaced since the decolonisation era, is considered the most vulnerable and disad-
vantaged community in Southeast Asia, lacking rights and opportunities. They began fleeing from Myanmar to Bangladesh in 1978 and
their situation worsen in 2017 when the military government of Myanmar started killing them and burning their houses in Rakhine
(Fig. 1) [50]. Myanmar was established on a weak structural base by its colonial power, and ethnic groups were used to consolidate its
rule, leading to the exclusion of the Rohingya from national resources for over fifty years [51]. As Johnson [52] noted, “the colonising
nations affected the history of political ideologies and policies to set up standard social and economic policies for the colonised
nations."

The emerging field of nonfiction literature in refugee studies mainly focuses on refugees’ experiences, starting from their invol-
untary displacement, especially when it involves ethnic cleansing and the study of genocide [53,54]. However, in 2017 Rohingya crisis
was not the first instances of violence against this group, as similar incidents occurred in the early 1990s [55]. The Rohingya com-
munity has suffered a great deal due to the policies of the state’s ruling minority, including military dictators’ establishment of
“disciplined democracy” to restore order [56]. This has resulted in the displacement of thousands of people, including Rohingya, in
Rakhine. The global literature reveals that refugees and displaced persons are the consequences of war, conflicts, natural disasters, and
political unrest, which has led to the development of international non-state players’ functioning structure (i.e., UN, UNHCR, IOM,
WHO, UNICEF, etc.) from relief to coordinate their humanitarian development activities [57] and categorising the transnational laws
to protect the refugees’ rights [58]. As a result, refugees’ rights and opportunities vary depending on the domestic laws of the host
country, and many countries are out of the 1951 refugee conventions and its protocol of 1967, which allows them to limit refugee
rights. Thus, the focus is on the emerging refugee field that combines refugee experiences from composition to migration and hu-
manitarian responses from the aid agencies and host countries to illustrate their experiences that can lead to their future well-being
[59,60].

The Rohingya refugees are the most displaced and live in overcrowded refugee camps, facing constant adversity. The Myanmar
government is not supportive of creating suitable conditions for their voluntary return, and efforts of regional and international nations
and humanitarian organizations have been unsuccessful in convincing them otherwise. The international community has not been
effective in addressing this crisis, and the interests of regional powers have hindered the refugees’ peaceful settlement [61,62].
Resolving this requires collaborative, and global initiatives that not only focus on the movement of refugees but also their past and the
issues of national security, border control, identity, citizenship, and statelessness. The role of local and international agencies is to
provide assistance, establish, and manage camps and facilitate resettlement [63], while ensuring the protection and advancement of
refugees’ rights and opportunities.

During the late twentieth century, only 300,000 refugees sought shelter in Bangladesh, due to the socio-political turmoil in
Myanmar, this number has increased significantly in the second decade of the twenty-first century. In 2017, more than 700,000
refugees fled from military brutality in Rakhine, with 90% percent of them seeking refuge in Bangladesh. Numerous studies have
shown that women and children are especially vulnerable during civil war or conflict, and this is no exception for the Rohingya, as
evident in Table 1. A concerning aspect is that more than 50% of the refugees are children who require basic necessities such as food,
education, and healthcare to survive. Although educational support is critical, it is often inadequate, with a greater focus on food and
health. Nevertheless, providing robust educational support can benefit both refugees and the host society. Over the half of Rohingya
refugee population consists of children, of which 70% are adolescents (Fig. 2). These adolescents have experienced stress and trauma
and require care to ensure their future well-being. In their distressed journey, refugee children need special support to learn, develop,
and create integration and repatriation possibilities [64]. The previous Rakhine incidents have had a severe impact on the mental

Rohingya Flows in Bangladesh (1978-2017)
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Fig. 1. Rohingya refugee flows in Bangladesh (UNFPA, December 2019).
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Table 1

Demographic distribution of Rohingya refugee.
Age Group Male Female Total

n (%) n (%) n (%)

Infant-17 years 26 25 51
18-59 20 25 45
60+ 2 2 4
Total 48 52 100

Source: UNHCR, 2020 [65].

DEMOGRAPHY OF REFUGEE CHILDREN
m Male n (%) m Femalen (%)

O0-4 YEARS 5-11 YEARS 12-17 YEARS TOTAL

Fig. 2. Demography of refugee children in Bangladesh [65].

health of these children, which earnestly requires proper intervention, and education can be a lifeline for their recovery.

5. Findings on formal and non-formal education for Rohingya children

The response to the Rohingya crisis has not yet ensured the community’s dignity and self-reliance, but education is inevitable for
any group’s sustainable development in society. Additionally, skill-building and education are vital for effectively managing refugees
and achieving practical, long-lasting solutions. The number of refugee children in the Bangladesh camps is around 400,000, and it is
the responsibility of the host country to provide educational facilities for their future well-being [66], as recommended by interna-
tional law for refugees (Article 22) that mandates equal opportunities for refugee and local children [67]. Education is also essential for
improving refugee livelihoods and increasing their opportunities to migrate, repatriate or reintegrate.

5.1. Existing formal and non-formal education: structure, logistics, and support

5.1.1. Structural and logistic support for refugee children’s education
The main issue concerning education for Rohingya children is the government’s policy, which denies them formal education due to

Learning facilities already established in camps
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Fig. 3. Types and numbers of (informal) learning centers [71].
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their legal status and documentation [68,69]. The policy prevents around 400,000 refugee children from accessing education, leaving
them without the opportunity to receive primary and secondary education in their camps. The government is resistant to providing
permanent structures in the camps, as they anticipate the refugees’ return to Myanmar when conditions improve [70]. However, the
government acknowledges that education is essential to empower refugee children and reduce their dependence on the host country
for enduring harmony and societal cohesion. Despite this, the government has only allowed informal education for Rohingya refugee
children in English or Burmese in the refugee camps and is unwilling to provide financial support [70]. As a response to this, NGOs has
established temporary learning centers that can accommodate only a small number of students [71]. These centers have no tables,
desks, or electricity, and children receive only 2 h of schooling due to a shortage of space. Religious schools (Quami Madrasa) are also
available in the camps, but they are not recognized by the education system of Bangladesh. In addition, multidimensional barriers,
including socio-cultural factors, economy, safety, hygiene, and toilet facilities contributed to limited access to education, particularly
for females [10].

In 2019, around 3200 learning centers were operational, and 70% of them were supported by UNICEF. Currently, there are over six
thousand learning facilities (as shown in Fig. 3) in the refugee camps, which includes a learning centre (LC), a community-based
learning facility (CBLF), and a cross-sectoral shared learning facility (CSSLF). However, despite these efforts, there is still much to
be done to improve the situation of refugees, as only 30% of the Joint Response Plan (JRP) targets have been achieved in the camps
[14]. Consequently, due to legal and administrative barriers and a lack of quality teaching staff, educational preparedness is insuf-
ficient for children and youth in the Rohingya camps.

5.1.2. Legal framework for education to Rohingya refugee

The safety and security of individuals are no longer solely the responsibility of a single state, as international law has been
recognized the rights of minorities, whether they are defined by-ethnicity, religious, or linguistics. Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh
have been issued identity cards by the Ministry of Home Affairs to improve service delivery and protect them, but they still lack of
formal education and economic integration, as well as other basic rights. Despite being neither a signatory to the 1951 Refugee
Convention nor its 1967 protocol, Bangladesh has failed to provide refugees with formal education and economic inclusion, instead
offering vague commitments for their future. While several international laws protect the rights of refugees, Bangladesh has made a
reservation about some of them such as the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW),
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), and two of Convention on the Rights of the Children (CRC), when
ratifying their optional protocols. On the other hand, the Global Compact on Refugees (GCR) 2018, an intergovernmental treaty,
emphasizes the rights of refugees, including their right to education, in paragraphs 68 and 69 [72] building on International Human
Rights Law and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and expanding it in the CRC. CRC seeks to legally replicates the status and
rights of refugees, promoting non-regression and non-discrimination, and serves as an instrument for cooperation between multiple
countries and other non-state actors [73]. GCR empowers both states and the United Nations to protect the rights of migrants and
refugees [74], with a particular focus on education for the refugees and sustainable development.

5.1.3. Teachers and teaching facility at camps

In order to educate refugee children, it is crucial to have well-trained and properly equipped teachers in emergency education. This
requires attention and support at both the policy and operational levels. Teachers play a significant role in transferring knowledge,
supporting children’s growth, promoting their potential, and helping them navigate their future. There are handful numbers of uni-
versity graduates available in the Rohingya refugee camps to serve as teachers. Donors and humanitarian agencies are suffering to
recruit enough instructors with at least a high school education to operate the informal learning centers. A recent report on Rohingya
education reveals that when selecting teachers, academic qualifications, experience in teaching, English language proficiency, and age
are prioritised selecting teachers among the host society, while, educational qualifications, age, the ability to conduct lessons, and
educational certification are prioritised for Rohingya [75]. Trained and skilled teachers are essential to achieving educational goals for
refugee children. Teachers have the ability to inspire and learn from children and guide their intelligence, and they are the most
important factor in providing quality education, even more so than the physical school infrastructure. Therefore, well-trained and
skilled teachers are needed for both formal and non-formal education in refugee camps. Pre and in-service training is critical for
teachers, as it can improve their employment prospects and encourage to deliver better services for refugee children. However, the
existing informal education system has limited potential for achieving the structural benefits of education due to the lack of training,
resources, and logistics for the teachers. While their performance can be improved by developing skills to promote formal and
non-formal education, the teachers receive little training on informal education [71] and no expert orientation for non-formal edu-
cation within the existing framework.

5.1.4. Existing educational structure in the refugee camps

Refugee children are receiving education through the “Learning Competency Framework and Approach” (LCFA) an informal ed-
ucation structure adopted and implemented by UNICEF. The majority of the children are at LCFA levels one and two, which corre-
sponds to primary level two in the formal education structure. The LCFA covers only four subjects (English, Mathematics, Burmese, and
Life Skills) and teachers are from the Bangladeshi community, with the assistance of Rohingya refugee in teaching Burmese. Although
this has improved the situation of refugee children, the lack of curricula, structured lesson plans, textbooks, and inadequate training
has resulted in lower educational quality. In addition, government policies have prevented refugee children from pursuing formal
education and taking national examinations [70]. Besides, the absence of plans and programs of non-formal education hinders the
development of skills and competencies. UNICEF provides informal education to adolescents, and this is insufficient for those aged 15
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to 18 who need a high school education to prepare for the undergraduate level. According to the UNHCR report [76], there are
structural barriers to refugee students accessing post-primary education, resulting in significant enrolment inequalities at all levels of
education. To address this issue, Caritas Switzerland has developed a pedagogical approach called the ‘Essence of Learning’ (EoL),
which offers mental and educational support during crises and includes weekly monitoring of educators and sensitisation workshops
for parents and caregivers [77]. This program represents a small step toward overcoming the challenges faced by refugee children and
improving their prospects for the future.

5.2. Challenges of formal and non-formal education for Rohingya

5.2.1. Absence of structured curriculum for formal and plans for non-formal education

The future of Rohingya refugee children’s education is uncertain due to lack of a structured curriculum for formal education.
Curriculum development is essential for early education, as it helps create interest among students and enables the transfer of acquired
knowledge. In International and Comparative Education (ICE), curriculum development is the fundamental aspect that focuses on
teaching, funding, and management methods based on the political changes, and labour market trends. However, the absence of a
structured curriculum has resulted in only informal education being available to refugee children aged four to ten, with no formal
education or non-formal education programs for the older age group. Non-formal education is an alternative and supplement to formal
education, that is organised outside of schools for developing work and life skills for social and cultural development [78]. The benefits
of non-formal education are numerous-including flexibility and adaptability to society’s changing needs and attitudes that can foster
tolerance, a valuable asset for refugee children. Additionally, language is crucial for their formal education.

5.2.2. Language barrier

In 2017, the government of Bangladesh banned education in the Bengali medium to prevent demographic integration, causing
learning centers to stop offering education in Bengali. This ban has affected many children who were born and raised in Bangladesh
and have never been in Rakhine. The government suggested redesigning the curriculum for all Rohingya for their further education in
the Burmese language [79], but in refugee camps, students only receive informal instruction in English and Burmese. This is because,
many educators and instructors are from Bangladesh and are not proficient in Burmese causing problems in the education process.
Moreover, Rohingya speak a local language, that does not have a written form and use Bengali keywords to communicate with aid and
development workers in the camps. The effectiveness of monolingual and bilingual instruction is currently unknown. The language
mix in the Rohingya refugee camps has turned into a political battleground and a source of integration and exclusion from both
Bangladesh and Myanmar. The absence of formal and non-formal education, along with language barriers, has exacerbated their crises
faced by Rohingya children, impacting their future well-being and gender-based equality at the refugee camps.

5.2.3. Absence of gender equity in education at refugee camps

Incorporating both genders in mainstream formal and non-formal education is necessary for holistic development of refugees and
the host society. Educating mothers, in particular, is widely recognized to have a positive impact on health and education of their
families, including reducing rates of early marriage, unwanted pregnancy, and infant and maternal death. However, refugee girls face
challenges in accessing education, with fewer girls than boys attending primary school globally and even fewer attending secondary
school. Educated mothers can also care about safe and clean water and healthy food for the children and hygiene issues of their
surroundings, which is crucial to protect their family members from threats. Refugee girls, in particular, face discrimination, cultural
conflicts, and mental and physical harassment, which demotivates them from attending school, especially during young adulthood
[80]. Limited participation of adolescent girls in Rohingya camps further exacerbates these challenges, with an overcrowded camp
lacking suitable space for teaching and studying [75]. The current informal education cannot provide gender equity teachings, which is
where formal and non-formal education can make a difference. Structured curriculums and planned systems can provide the op-
portunity for girls to learn about their equal rights and potential, leading to comprehensive and sustainable development where girls
are treated equally in society.

5.2.4. Certification and future higher education

The education sector reports [81] that registered refugee children who receive an education can obtain a certificate upon
completion; however, children who arrived during the 2017 influx are not allowed to receive certificates [37]. Some children were
previously able to receive education through the local community, and a few even obtained undergraduate degrees using false national
identity cards. The newly arrived children are hopeful about receiving formal education at the secondary and higher levels in
Bangladesh, which would support them in the future [80]. Non-formal education at these levels can offer refugee children with a better
understanding of their surroundings and enhance their skills and potential, making them more responsible members of their society
who can respond better during a crisis. However, expert and trained teachers are required and continuous training is necessary for
ongoing benefits.

5.2.5. Inadequate number of teachers and training

The proportion of teachers in refugee camps is less than one per thirty-five students for Rohingya refugee children. This inadequate
number of teachers with limited skills has led to poor learning outcomes in the refugee camps at Cox’s Bazar. Due to their traumatic
situation, refugee children require extra attention from their teachers. Without proper training and appropriate skills, teachers may not
understand the students’ mental abilities and fail to achieve their teaching goals. Both pre and in-service training are essential for



A.N.M.Z. Hossain Heliyon 9 (2023) e18346

newly recruited and experienced teachers for both formal and non-formal education and intended learning outcomes, but such training
is limited in the refugee camps.

5.2.6. Proximity and polarisation of religion-based education

The impact of religious education has been significant in the life of Rohingya both in Myanmar and Bangladesh. The Prime Minister
of Bangladesh allowed the opening of Quami Madrasa in refugee camps and gained popularity as a solid alternative to formal edu-
cation, especially when it is not available [82]. Many Rohingya children prefer Islamic education over informal learning centers, and
their parents also prefer to send them to the madrasa [37]. However, the perceptions of both students and parents about the learning
center is not favorable and hindering the development of their skills. For example, a girl answered a question about the learning center
that “it was serious, while the learning centers are for playing, not for education” [70]. Consequently, there is a smaller participation of
adolescent girls in learning centers compared to boys because the parents do not want to send them during puberty [37,80]. Unless the
perception of the students and guardians changes, development through formal and non-formal education will not be possible.
Furthermore, studies suggest that non-formal religious education is incapable of equipping individual with new skills and techniques
necessary for professional development and being responsible citizens [83]. Both teachers and students in Islamic study centers face
numerous challenges in terms of funding, services, and organisational fragility [84].

5.2.7. Prone to natural disasters and unhealthy environment

The refugee camps in southern Bangladesh are susceptible to natural disasters, particularly during the monsoon season [85]. This
region is prone to landslides during this season, and inadequate sewage and sub-standard toilets pose a danger of overflow. The
pungent smell from the overflowing sewage makes it challenging for children and teachers to attend the classes. In addition,
ear-splitting intercepted the class during the construction works around the refugee camps, while the loud noise from construction
works around the refugee camps also hinders their studies. Furthermore, learning centers are poorly built, making them vulnerable to
damage during heavy rains and storms. These learning centers are not as well-established as formal schools in the host community. Due
to the restricted mobility of refugee children and youth, non-formal education is crucial for them within the existing administrative
framework. Nonetheless, non-formal education can be beneficial for the children in times of crisis and can help them support each for
better livelihoods within the refugee camps.

5.2.8. Less time and involvement in education in and outside of the centers

The limited classroom space and high student population in the learning centers make it impossible to have more than 40 students
in one class, resulting in shorter class times and multiple shifts in the same place. In addition, informal education does not motivate
Rohingya children as does not offer any prospects future studies, despite parents being interested in income-generating activities for
their children, which have limited opportunities. Moreover, instructors struggle to manage official formalities and meetings with
various NGOs and GOs, and other humanitarian agencies, reducing the interest and time spent in the informal learning centers. In
contrast, formal and non-formal education can change the mindset of both the children and parents, increasing their interest and
enthusiasm as it provides prospects for their career and personal development.

5.2.9. Power conflict among teachers and superior complexity

The Rohingya refugee faces multiple vulnerabilities, including insufficient number of teachers recruited to teach their children.
Prodip and Garnett [37] found a ‘cold conflict’ between the Bengali and Burmese teachers. The Bengali teachers always feel superior
complexity and try to control the Burmese teachers and are forced to follow their instructions as they are vulnerable. Also, Bengali
teachers are comparatively more educated than Rohingya teachers, inspiring them to look at the Burmese teachers with a downgraded
outlook. This mind game created an unpleasant situation among the teachers and impacted the refugee children’s informal studies. A
formal education system can reduce this power conflict. It has a standard and legal framework for recruitment irrespective of caste,
religion, and ethnic groups that can allow them to enjoy equal rights and benefits for the terms and conditions of their positions.
Moreover, positive teacher relationships can impact both formal and non-formal education outcomes for the students at all levels,
increasing prospects for success.

5.3. Prospects of formal and non-formal education

5.3.1. Rohingya parents and children’s readiness for formal education

The Rohingya refugee children and their parents are eager to resume formal education. The country director of Bangladesh’s Save
the Children also reemphasised their educational emergency. He said, “efforts need to be re-doubled to provide quality education to
Rohingya children. This can be achieved through community outreach to convince families to send their children back to school and by urgently
resuming the rollout and expansion of the pilot program to allow Rohingya children to study in their mother tongue using the curriculum.”
However, due to lack of logistics and trained teachers, non-formal education is not currently available in the camps where the children
are confined. The absence of trained teachers and facilitators to conduct the lesson and session made it beyond imagination. Non-
formal education is crucial because “every individual has to learn and practice what they want to achieve perfection” as the great
philosopher Socrates mentioned. It focuses on the process and can also change and influences one’s knowledge, skills, and attitudes. It
can also broaden the curious mind and stimulate searching for answers and self-esteem to obtain value with formal education.
Nowadays, non-formal education is given priority in youth development to help individuals learn consciously and map their skills and
knowledge to become members of their community and to complement formal education.
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5.3.2. Recent development on the formal curriculum and certification of education

The learning facilities available to Rohingya children need to be improved. Despite a large number of teenagers aged 15 to 18 not
having access to education, only a small percentage of refugee children are currently attending school [86]. In response to the urgent
need for education among the refugee population, the Government of Bangladesh (GoB) has authorized the use of the Myanmar
educational system, and local and international humanitarian partners have taken the responsibility for educating Rohingya children
in Bangladesh. The initial phase targets 10,000 refugee children, grades six to nine [87]. The Rohingya people see participation in
formal education under the Myanmar educational system as a crucial step toward their eventual return to Myanmar and reintegration
[88]. To date, this is the latest initiative to address the formal education of refugee children. They can get the certificate for their
education and use it anywhere in the future. “In emergency context through the recovery, it is important that national authorities,
educational institutions, and employers recognise curricula and the certificate awarded. Communities want to that their children’s
education has a value that national authorities recognise that value” [89]. This initiative has a significant impact on the refugee
community, Taslim, a nine years old student, reported, “this would help me to be a doctor or teacher and be able to fulfill my dreams,” when
talking with Save the Children, co-leader of the education coordinator at refugee camps. It is also true that offering non-formal ed-
ucation with formal education could help them build up their future with hundreds of possibilities within their earned potentials that
society requires nowadays.

5.3.3. Formal education preparation and future expansion

As mentioned earlier, the GoB has approved a pilot program to provide formal education to ten thousand Rohingya children from
sixth to ninth grade who have had limited educational opportunities than their younger counterparts. This initiative will require an
additional 250 teachers, with the existing 8900 teachers. Since refugees start their formal education under the regular curriculum, they
will become more confident about their future. Then refugee people also get equal employability in any society if they fulfil the
recruitment criteria. If and when safe and dignified circumstances allow for voluntary repatriation, education under the formal and
familial curriculum will support their future integration into the education system of Myanmar. Furthermore, humanitarian agencies
announced their plans to expand formal and non-formal programs to increase the capabilities of refugee children, contributing to their
future development. However, it requires an institutional and organisational structure to provide formal education to them.

5.3.4. Structural development for refugee education

Infrastructure development is underway to improve the informal education of refugee children. Recently, several sub-sectors have
recognized the importance of implementing formal primary and secondary education in Rohingya refugee camps. New buildings,
furniture, and wash block have already been made to intensify the informal primary education for many refugee children. Although the
playground is partially constructed, a solar panel for continuous energy supply has yet to be established. Additionally, a multimedia
classroom has been established for 60 primary-level students. The government of Bangladesh initiated scholarships for meritorious
students at the secondary level and improved logistics including classrooms, benches, multimedia facilities, science labs, and wash
blocks have been established with the help of the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) and GoB to expand the formal
education in the refugee camps. To complement this formal education, it is necessary to structure non-formal education for the refugee
children and youth as part of their lifelong learning process in various settings and improve teachers’ training.

5.3.5. Training for the teachers

Refugee children have specific needs and vulnerabilities that require teachers who are skilled and trained to understand their
particular needs. Both the newly recruited and experienced teaching staff need cross-cultural training to conceptualise and encounter
the needs of helpless children in the refugee context [47,90]. The education sector of Bangladesh has been shut off since March 2020
due to the Covid-19 outbreak and resumed slowly with continuous mass vaccination in later 2022. Therefore, a new way to educate
Rohingya children is essential, where ICT intervention is the best and most suitable alternative for continuing informal education in
this crisis period. The government of Bangladesh has trained teachers to cooperate with other stakeholders to promote ICT-based
learning for refugee children. Foundation training, E—monitoring, and distance learning program orientation have allowed teach-
ers to share their knowledge among themselves and with students, building more interactive connectivity. An increasing number of
sub-cluster training will help the teachers concentrate more on their students for achieving their education goals. In addition, the latest
recruitment of teachers will reduce the teachers’ load and help to contribute more focus on students’ learning outcomes. To make it
happen, the teachers need professional development through a structured framework for continuous improvement of knowledge and
skills [91]. Besides, the training on ICT-enabled learning and sub-cluster training will strengthen teachers’ capacity to develop more
interactive lesson plans, deliver lessons for formal education and construct non-formal education plans and programs for better lifelong
learning outcomes.

6. Discussion

This study examines the educational crisis of Rohingya refugee children in Bangladesh, particularly in terms of formal and non-
formal education available at their camps. In order to address the needs of these children, it is important to identify the challenges
and prospects of the existing educational framework. Refugee children face a myriad of challenges in their camps, and addressing their
specific needs is crucial for their integration into an education system (Fig. 4). By providing formal and non-formal education, their
sense of belonging, identity, and protection can be strengthened, helping them overcome trauma. A structured curriculum is a pre-
requisite for the successful integration of refugee children into formal education, providing them with comprehensive development
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opportunities in the camps. Inclusive education models that consider their needs, policies, and partnering with allied agencies can be
used to address these needs (Fig. 4). The study found that refugee parents and children are eager to learn under formal curricula which
enlighten them to look at the world around them and respond. The language of instruction, Burmese, is an asset to them in their
educational journey. Non-formal education can help refugee children gain civic and political knowledge, which can be useful in their
camp life and even after repatriation or resettlement. However, non-formal Islamic education (NFIE) in Rohingya camps lacks essential
components such as questioning, interactions, and debating which are crucial for critical thinking-a core skill that can be fused with
formal education [83]. Integrating refugee children into education acknowledges their diversity and capability to navigate multiple
cultures [92]. Inadequate knowledge of language and discouraging teacher approaches are the main challenges in non-formal edu-
cation for critical thinking in Rohingyacamps. Despite these challenges, teachers can create a “creative alternative space of
becoming”’[93] for children, helping them renegotiate the borders of identity and belonging. They can build an environment “conducive
to creating futures, rather than simply inheriting them” [94]. This study also acknowledges that Rohingya children require specialized
assistance in various forms to reconstruct and rebuild their selves, allowing them to move forward with the support of education.

Regarding the education of Rohingya refugee children, teaching them in the host language is challenging due to government policy,
while teaching them in their original language is hindered by several factors such as the uncertainty of repatriation and inadequate
availability of teaching staff. Regardless of the language used for instruction, creating an environment that recognizes their abilities
and potential is crucial for the educational development of enthusiastic refugee children. By using their original language, education
can focus on fundamental communication skills and engage them in innovative collaborations for daily activities, even with limited
competencies. Such an approach can provide a therapeutic environment for traumatized children and help rebuild their sense of
belonging and confidence [95].

The social inequalities of the Rohingya people and the crisis in the refugee camps have worsened the pre-existing disparities in
formal and non-formal education opportunities. In order to address these issues, it is essential to implement community-based pro-
grams that focus on reducing gender-based gaps in education in the camps. Bakali and Wasty [96] recommended the establishment of
Islamic education centers as a means of achieving this goal. Regarding the language of instruction, Rohingya parents and children have
opted for the Burmese language due to their basic knowledge of it, while the Bangladeshi government does not permit them to learn in
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Bengali. However, language preference can also be influenced by social prestige [97]. While education in Burmese may facilitate
repatriation, it is essential for the government of Bangladesh to recruit and teachers who can teach the Burmese language. According to
UNICEF spokesperson Karen Reidy, “the advantage of learning Burmese is that it would provide an opportunity for Rohingya children to
reintegrate into the education system in Myanmar in the future. It is their national language.” However, excluding the Bengali language could
result in their marginalization in the host society. It is noteworthy that formal and non-formal education have limited potential scope
to yield positive outcomes in the present situation due to the inadequate content in the existing educational structure. On the other
hand, Syrian refugee people in Turkey are allowed to join the national curriculum and benefit from language development, free
movement, job opportunities, and social cohesion strategies [98].

This study emphasizes the importance of education in emergencies (EiE) for the Rohingya community [10], but highlights that it
may not be enough due to the uncertain nature of their repatriation and prolonged statelessness. Without host country’s willingness
and repatriation efforts, there is a risk of a ‘lost generation’ in the Cox’s Bazar refugee camps. The initial ‘interdependent’ migratory
flow with eventual repatriation may transform into a James Rosenau ‘turbulent’ and anomic situation in the absence of appropriate
support and intervention [99].

Refugee children have the potential to enhance their non-formal education with relevant resources, even amidst crises such as
covid-19 pandemic and socio-economic unrest [100]. However, many refugees are confined to camps and face social exclusion,
highlighting the need to integrate them into education. Extensive research has shown that integrating refugee children into education
can improve their self-confidence and resilience, enhance community relations, and provide skills necessary for a better future [34,
101]. Without formal and non-formal education, however, refugee children risk being marginalized for the long term [102].

To overcome the formal and non-formal education challenges in an emergency situation, the commitment of host nations, donors,
practitioners, and other stakeholders are critical [72]. While the GoB has initiated a few pilots formal learning centers, more must be
established, and adequate support for quality education must be provided. Collaborative efforts between the host nation, stakeholders,
and the refugee community can bring about changes in protection, challenge psychological beliefs and intellectual roles, and prioritize
educating refugees during emergencies. Few examples exist of educating refugees during crises with a focus on adverse socialization,
exacerbating trauma, escalating conflict, and targeting extremists. Formal and non-formal education can contribute to the develop-
ment of refugee children, enabling them to apply their knowledge and skills in daily life and promoting sustainable development for a
better future.

7. Conclusion and recommendations

The crisis in education for the Rohingya, from their displacement in Myanmar to their arrival in Bangladesh, is a complex and long-
standing issue that cannot be solved quickly. This crisis was sparked by the decolonisation and democratisation process in Myanmar.
Providing formal and non-formal education is critical for the survival of Rohingya children and could be the key to their future success.
However, Ullah [103] has argued that the international community has not done enough to bring justice for the Rohingya refugee,
while the involvement of the Chinese and India in the region has increased tensions and hindered efforts to promote justice [104].

Education is an essential tool empowering “learners to make informed decisions and responsible actions for environmental integrity,
economic viability, and a just society, for present and future generations, while respecting cultural diversity” [105]. Education is critical for the
future of Rohingya children and political stability and security in Bangladesh. UNESCO [106] also emphasized that education can
enhance social and civic competencies including knowledge, skills, and attitudes that promote active citizenship through formal and
non-formal education. To achieve educational goals and outcomes, both the teachers and students internalize them. Formal and
non-formal education can help students make decisions and prepare them for future livelihoods. However, there is a lack of adequate
institutional and structural support for refugee education, and an insufficient number of experienced teachers and logistical challenges
have put pressure on the fragile informal education system for refugees in Bangladesh. Addressing the education crisis for refugees
requires a focus on formal and non-formal education with long-term targets, specific goals, and funding to produce effective and
sustainable outcomes for refugees and host communities.

It is essential to establish a partnership between refugees, donors, and humanitarian agencies to ensure that formal and non-formal
education is consistently and sustainably provided through both governmental and non-governmental initiatives. This requires
continuous pressure both from within and outside the refugee community, to urge the government of Bangladesh to initiate and
support such education programs. Adequate funding, both locally and globally, is also critical for developing curricula, training
teachers, and establishing more educational centers. Furthermore, the successful pilot project on formal education must be continued,
and quality teaching staff must be recruited and provided with regular training and competitive salaries to ensure the sustainability of
education services. Policies and programs for educational certification and community service are also necessary to install confidence
among the refugees and promote their integration into society. The importance of formal and non-formal education for refugee
children lies in their learning outcomes, which are crucial for their mental well-being. Studies have shown that ‘learning’, through both
formal and non-formal education, is a persistent goal for refugee children’s education in various locations. As Filippo Grandi, the high
commissioner of UNHCR, rightly pointed out, addressing this challenge requires a massive and coordinated effort, which we cannot
afford to ignore.
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