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Abstract  

In its initiative to promote gender equality, the government of Malaysia had 
imposed a 30% quota in 2011 for women to be part of the decision makers in 
the corporate sector. This paper examines the evolution of women directorship 
on corporate boards in Malaysia, as well as their respective profiles from the 
perspective of academic qualification, independence, commitment, industry 
experience, financial background, and multiple directorships during the pre- 
and post-quota period. The findings indicate an increase in the women 
representation on corporate boards from 2010 to 2018. A closer look into the 
women directors’ profiles indicates that there was a positive shift from the pre- 
to post-quota from the perspective of academic, independence, commitment, 
industry experience, financial background, and multiple directorships. In other 
words, the appointment of women directors in Malaysia has generally been 
made based on quality, not just to make up the numbers in the quota. 
 

1. Introduction 

The issue of gender diversity in the boardroom has been one of the much-publicised agendas in 
corporate governance. Evidently, there is a growing demand for more women to be given the 
opportunity to undertake top leadership positions in corporations. Deloitte (2015, 2017) 
highlighted that the number of countries with government legislation or relevant programme on 
gender diversity in the boardroom has increased from 13 countries in 2011 to 49 countries in 
2014 and 64 countries in 2016. Nowadays, the presence of women directors is becoming more 
relevant and important (Lunawat et al., 2021). A study shows that there were only 10.6% women 
board members in the Fortune 1000 companies in 1996 and in 2017, the number of women board 
members in Fortune 500 companies has been recorded as 20.2% (Frances, 2018). Daily and 
Dalton (2003) suggested that companies with no woman director are exposed to the risk of 
negative publicity because the absence of women directors may imply unequal opportunities. To 
avoid any negative publicity, major stakeholders are becoming more at ease and appreciative 
upon the appointment of women directors (Lückerath-Rovers, 2009).  

In the effort to increase the recruitment of women for the top leadership positions, countries 
across the globe have implemented various degrees of legislation (Chan et al., 2021). For instance, 
Australia has established the “If Not, Why Not” self-disclosure and censure programme; while 
Malaysia and India seem to be more aggressive with their quota-based system and strong 
legislative encouragement. Notwithstanding the tactic adopted by these countries, these policies 
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are seen to have initiated the intended positive changes (Stevenson & Norris, 2016). In particular, 
Malaysia and India have evidenced a significant increase in the woman directorship 
appointments as a result of their respective government policies. Meanwhile, in the U.S., the state 
of California had passed a law in 2018, which requires at least three women on the boards of each 
California-based public corporation by 2021 (Green, 2018). Potentially, there are more states in 
the U.S. to follow suit (Green & Vittorio, 2018).      

While it is conjectured that there is a significant positive correlation between boardroom gender 
diversity and corporate performance, the existing literatures show mixed results. While some 
studies (Lückerath-Rovers, 2009; Campbell & Minguez-Vera, 2010; Abdullah et al., 2012; 
Abdullah et al., 2016; El-Khatib, & Joy, 2021) suggested that women directors create economic 
value (based on the accounting and market performance of the firm), their presence in the 
boardroom is unfortunately discounted and undervalued by the market. Interestingly, Conyon 
and He (2017) found that the positive relationship between gender diversity and firm 
performance is dependent on the type of firms, whereby larger positive impact of gender 
diversity is found in high performing firms than their less-performing counterparts. The offered 
plausible reasons are that the latter is less likely to attract highly qualified women directors, and 
less effective in exploiting board members' human capital and social capital. Mitra et al. (2021) 
also suggested that shareholders are more supportive towards the women director’s 
appointment. This effect is even more apparent when the existing board has low or no female 
representation in it.           

On the other hand, some other studies (Chauhan & Dey, 2017; Bauweraerts, et al., 2017) failed to 
establish any significant relationship between the presence of women directors and firm 
performance. For instance, Chauhan and Dey (2017) found that there was no relationship 
between women directorship and firm performance in India because of their low participation in 
the strategic decision-making process. Similarly, Fernández-Temprano and Tejerina-Gaite (2020) 
did not find significant support for the relationship between gender diversity and firm 
performance in the Spanish corporate setting. It was argued that the impact of board gender 
diversity on firm performance could not be fully understood from a unidimensional analysis. This 
is because there are also cognitive and behavioural factors which should be considered in 
analysing the board dynamics. It is also interesting to note that Yang et al. (2019) concluded that 
a more gender-balanced board perform neither better nor worse than an all-male board. Instead, 
a more gender-balanced board is unique because it performs differently as a result of the distinct 
priorities and different view on the strategic management matters.     

It is also argued that the mere presence of women directors is insufficient to materialise the 
benefits of women directorship. Instead, examining the proportion of women board members in 
relation to firm performance is more relevant. For instance, Yap et al. (2017) did not find any 
significant relationship between the presence of women directors and firm performance; 
however, the relationship turned positive when gender diversity was examined based on the 
proportion of women directors. In a similar vein, Campbell and Minguez-Vera (2007) found that 
in Spain, when women directorship was measured in terms of its presence, there was no impact 
on the firm’s value. However, when women directorship was measured using the percentage of 
women directors, a positive impact was observed. Azmi and Barrett (2013) highlighted that the 
effects of having women directors become more significant when certain thresholds, i.e., three or 
more, are reached. Kramer et al. (2007) suggested that a board with higher women participation 
is more dynamic, supportive, and collaborative. It will also make women directors more 
comfortable to discuss and share their views and hence increase their effectiveness (Elstad & 
Ladegard, 2012). Studies in Norway conducted by Torchia et al. (2011) and Joecks et al. (2013) 
also found similar results. Torchia et al (2011) recommended a threshold of 30% women board 
members whilst Joecks et al. (2013) proposed three or more women board members. However, 
Pathan and Faff (2013) suggested that the appointment of women directors beyond a certain 
threshold might also decrease the possibility of appointing more capable male directors.  
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The notion of better firm performance with certain thresholds of women representation on the 
board resonates with the decision of some countries to enforce quota policy for board gender 
diversity (Tuo et al., 2021). As suggested by Abad et al. (2017), gender diversity has a significant 
positive impact on the stock market, and this further supports the law requirement for higher 
proportion of women directors in several countries.  Lee and Shin (2021) highlighted that the 
mandated gender quota for large public companies in Korea resulted in positive responses from 
the investors. In particular, the gender quota has improved the firm value, especially for 
companies with little gender diversity. However, a study by Ahern and Dittmar (2012) concluded 
that gender quotas harm the governance quality and firm value. The imposition of the gender 
quotas was found to have resulted in a dramatic change in the board composition not only in 
terms of gender representation, but also in terms of age, education, and experience. This implies 
the possibility of younger and less experienced female directors to be newly appointed just to 
comply with the quota requirement. However, theoretically, the quota itself is not a problem. It is 
the implementation that should be observed accordingly. The quality of the appointed women 
directors is indeed the crux of the matter. As highlighted by Stevenson and Norris (2016), 
companies with more experienced women directors can contribute to a healthier corporate 
performance. Hopefully, this will bring corporations towards achieving a more balanced board 
representation.          

This paper examines the evolution and the quality of women directors in public listed corporate 
boards by analysing their profiles based on academic qualification, independence, commitment, 
industry experience, financial education, and multiple directorships. Ultimately, this paper aims 
to examine the correlation between the quality of women directors and the implementation of 
the 30% quota policy for the Malaysian corporate sector. For the purpose of this study, the 30% 
quota for women board members policy is referred to as the board member diversity policy. This 
paper mainly expects to contribute to the literature by offering an insight regarding the 
effectiveness of the gender quota policy in the corporate boardroom.    

The subsequent section elaborates the Malaysian development regarding gender board diversity 
which makes the country a good setting for this research. The following section presents the 
theoretical framework supporting this research, and its respective research questions. This is 
followed by the research methodology section. The next section offers the result and its 
respective discussions. Finally, the last section concludes the research findings. 

 

1.1 The Malaysian setting 
In its initiative to promote gender equality, Malaysian government has imposed a 30% quota for 
women to be part of decision-makers in the public sector agencies in 2004. In 2011, a similar 
policy was approved, requiring 30% women in decision-making positions in the corporate sector. 
Subsequently, another government policy was announced in 2017, which extended the 30% 
women composition to the public listed corporate boards, expected to be achieved by year 2020 
(Baharudin, 2021).          
  

In addition to the government’s 30% quota, the Malaysian Code on Corporate Governance 2012 
has also promoted board diversity whereby companies are encouraged to devise action plans so 
that women candidates are not left out in the recruitment process (MCCG, 2012). The focus on 
gender diversity in the boardroom was made even stronger in the most recent Malaysian Code 
on Corporate Governance 2017 whereby at least 30% of the board members in “Large 
Companies” have to be made up of women (MCCG, 2017). Generally, it also encourages companies 
to ensure that women are considered for both the board positions, as well as the senior 
management positions in the recruitment exercise. The training and experience in the senior 
management positions will ultimately serve as the talent pipeline for future board candidacy. In 
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a similar vein, Malaysia had launched its own 30% Club in May 2015. The 30% Club started as a 
campaign in the U.K., aiming at achieving a minimum of 30% women involvement on the Financial 
Times Stock Exchange-100 (FTSE-100) boards, and it has currently been extended to 12 other 
chapters worldwide.            

Despite being the tool to push for the gender diversity agenda, quota policy has been criticised 
for potentially being a merely box-ticking exercise. It becomes a concern that in obliging the 
quota, women directors are appointed for diversity requirement rather than for their talent. 
However, at the same time, it is deemed to be necessary to have quotas in place. Otherwise, 
without enforcement, the progress would probably be very slow (Saieed, 2019). It is also 
noteworthy that while many countries have imposed such a quota to encourage boardroom 
gender diversity, many of them, including Malaysia, do not impose any sanction for non-
compliance (Seierstad et al., 2017). This is sometimes being referred to as the “soft law” board 
gender quotas, whereby the worst that could happen is probably the “name and shame” by the 
relevant authorities. However, it could still assert pressure on the companies, hence resulting in 
women being appointed as directors in haste and without comprehensive consideration. In 
addition, Lee and Shin (2021) also indicated that there is an interplay between the mandated 
quota with the firm and board characteristics which influences the policy’s effectiveness. 
Therefore, while gender diversity in the boardroom is certainly an applaudable idea, the agenda 
has to be carried out meticulously. It is believed that quality should take precedence over the 
quota that is set by the government.          

According to the Global Gender Gap Report (World Economic Forum, 2020), women in Malaysia 
face larger gender inequalities compared to other countries in Southeast Asia in terms of gender 
parity based on four indicators, which are health and survival; economic participation and 
opportunity; education attainment; and political empowerment. In 2006, Malaysia was ranked at 
72 for global gender gap ranking and placed 104th among 153 countries in 2020, well below 
Singapore by half. Furthermore, females only hold 20.4% of the senior roles in the workforce. To 
date, there is a lack of study that examine the impact of quota policy imposed by the Malaysian 
government. Thus, an analysis on the quality of women representation on public listed corporate 
boards from various perspectives during pre- and post-quota policy is used to bridge the research 
gap. 

 

1.2 Theoretical Framework 
The studies on the topic of gender diversity in boardrooms have been discussed in light of 
multiple theories. This research is developed based on two main theories, namely the Agency 
Theory and the Resource Dependence Theory. Firstly, the Agency Theory arises from a 
contractual relationship between a principal and agent who are engaged to represent the 
principal in dealings with a third party. The concern in this contractual relationship is that while 
the agent has been conferred with a certain extent of authority to make decisions on behalf of the 
principal, there are uncertainties with regards to whether the agent indeed acts in the best 
interest of the principal. The adaptation of the Agency Theory in works involving the theory of 
the firm was popularly introduced by Jensen and Meckling (1976). Secondly, the Resource 
Dependence Theory was introduced in the seminal work by Salancik and Pfeffer (1978). It 
highlights the role of the board of directors as the critical link between the firm and external 
resources. It is suggested that board diversity brings in valuable resources to the boardroom that 
may help to increase firm performance in accomplishing better economic outcomes (Arioglu, 
2019; Hillman et al., 2000).         
  
By and large, the two main functions of board of directors are monitoring and advisory. Both of 
these functions are reflected in the chosen theories in this research. Agency Theory focuses on 
the monitoring function, whereby the board of directors evaluate management decisions. 
According to the Agency Theory, board gender diversity is positively related to board 
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independence, and consequently results in the alignment of the management and shareholders’ 
interests (Mallette & Fowler, 1992). Meanwhile, Resource Dependence Theory focuses on the 
advisory function, whereby the board of directors acts as a link to important external resources. 
Diverse directors are also expected to bring with them unique information and connection that 
can ultimately improve their advisory function to the firm (Reddy & Jadhav, 2019).   
 
Based on the two theories discussed above, it is apparent that gender diversity in the boardroom 
is expected to enhance board effectiveness in carrying out their duties due to the independence 
and valuable resources aspects that women directors could bring to the boardroom. Therefore, 
in view of the implementation of the 30% quota policy for the Malaysian corporate boards, it is 
worthwhile to examine if the policy implementation is merely a box-ticking process, or it has been 
implemented in the spirit of better governance. Therefore, this research examines the quality of 
women directors before and after the said policy implementation. It is hypothesised that if there 
is a significantly positive change in the quality of the appointed women directors between these 
two periods, it indicates that the companies have given a serious consideration in appointing their 
respective women directors on the board, rather than just simply complying with the quota 
requirement. 
 

1.3 Data and research methodology  
The sample data used in this study was obtained from companies listed in FTSE Bursa Malaysia 
Kuala Lumpur Composite Index (FBMKLCI) for a period of 9 years i.e., from 2010 to 2018, which 
covers the before and after the quota policy implementation in the Malaysian corporate sector. 
FBMKLCI is a capitalisation-weighted index which comprises the 30 largest companies by market 
capitalisation on the Bursa Malaysia’s Main Market. However, only 29 companies were included 
in the research sample due to the incomplete data of one company. Large companies were chosen 
in this study for two reasons. Firstly, they are bound to follow the latest MCCG2017 requirements 
of the 30% women directors quota policy. Secondly, large companies have both the resources and 
capacity to readily adopt the policy compared to the smaller companies (Abdullah, 2014). 
Furthermore, most of these companies scored top notch in corporate reporting transparency 
(Tan, 2019).            

It is indeed difficult to get a completely objective way to measure the intangible qualities of an 
exceptional board member. Working within this caveat, this study refers to previous literature 
and the best practices requirements by the relevant authorities (e.g., Securities Commission 
Malaysia, Bursa Malaysia) in examining the profiles of the respective women directors in 
Malaysia. The profiles of the women directors were examined based on six characteristics, i.e., 
academic qualification, independence, commitment, industry experience, financial background, 
and multiple directorships.         

The data were extracted from the companies’ official websites and annual reports for the 9-year 
period. A descriptive analysis was used to report the evolution and quality of women directorship 
in Malaysia. Meanwhile, an inferential analysis, namely paired sample statistics, was used to 
examine the correlation between the quality of the women directors and the implementation of 
the 30% quota policy. They were analysed by using the Statistical Package for Social Science 
(SPSS). The operationalization of these profiles is presented in Table 1. 
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Table 1: Operationalization of Profiles 

Profile Perspective Operationalization 

Academic Qualification Categories of academic qualification: Bachelor degree, Master’s degree / 
Professional qualification, Ph.D. 

Independence Independent or Non-independent director 

Commitment % of board meeting attendance 

Industry Experience Previous experience relevant to the firm’s industry 

Financial Background Any formal education in business 

Multiple Directorships Dummy 1 for 2 - 5 directorships; Otherwise, 0 

 

 

1.4 Results and discussion 
The following sections present the descriptive analysis on the development of women 
representation on public listed corporate boards, and the profile analysis based on the six 
selected criteria. 
 

1.4.1 Evolution of women representation on the board 
Prior to the diversity policy implementation, it is obvious that majority of the companies did not 
have any women representation on their boards. However, starting from 2012, it was found that 
there were more companies with women directors compared to those without. It is also very 
interesting to see that in 2018, all companies had women representation on their boards. 
Nevertheless, the percentage of companies which have reached the 30% threshold is still very 
low whereby the highest percentage recorded was 23.33% in 2017.  
 
Figure 1 illustrates the evolution of women directorship in Malaysia from 2010 to 2018, whereby 
firms are classified into three categories, i.e., no woman director, less than 30%, and more than 
30% women directors. It is noteworthy that the positive evolution of women directorship found 
in this study may be attributed to the quota policy set by the government in 2011 and 2017. 
 

 

Figure 1: Evolution of Women Directorship 
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1.4.2 Academic                                                                                                                                     
As highlighted in their seminal work on the upper echelon theory, Hambrick and Mason (1984) 
suggested that demographic characteristics are indeed important for any crucial strategic 
decision making in corporations. In line with this view, Jung and Ejermo (2014) suggested that 
educational background is one of the demographic aspects of the board member which have 
substantial effect on the organisational decision making.       

Figure 2 illustrates the academic background of the women directors in this study from 2010 to 
2018. The results indicate that majority of the women board members are bachelor’s degree 
holders, followed by master’s degree and doctorate degree holders. There was none holding an 
academic qualification lower than the bachelor’s degree level. Therefore, this suggests that 
women directors in this study basically have the necessary knowledge foundation that would 
enable them to carry out their duties and responsibilities as a board member accordingly. Hence, 
this signals how companies emphasise on quality to select woman directors in achieving the 
quota imposed by the government.   

 

 
Figure 2: Academic Background of Women Director 

 
 

1.4.3 Independence                                                                                                                                                   
Board independence is important as it engenders public trust. Therefore, the independent 
director status implies the high accountability of these women in carrying out their board duties. 
Figure 3 illustrates the independence status of the women directors in this study from 2010 to 
2018. The data shows remarkable increase in the number of independent women directors, 
starting with 14 in 2010 to 50 in 2018. This indicates a growing trend where women play more 
prominent roles in the boardroom over time.  In addition, it is also found that starting from 2012, 
the number of independent women directors exceeded the number of non-independent women 
directors. The increase in the number of independent women directors would benefit companies 
because it gives additional monitoring on their board of directors towards reducing agency 
problem.  
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Figure 3: Independence Profile of the Women Directors 

 
1.4.4 Commitment                                                                                                                                 
Board commitment is another important quality for business development which helps firms to 
achieve their business objectives and resolve their respective problems. The commitment of the 
board members could be measured by their board meeting attendance for a given financial year. 
Board meeting attendance represents the work seriousness and provides first-hand assessment 
of business problems (Al-Matari et al., 2014). Generally, board meeting attendance could be used 
as a proxy for the quality of board supervision and board diligence (Palaniappan, 2017). Figure 4 
illustrates the commitment profile of women directors in this study from 2010 to 2018. It shows 
that of 65% to 85% of the women directors had full attendance throughout this period. The 
results indicate high commitment among majority of the women directors.  
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4: Commitment Profile of the Women Directors 

 
 
1.4.5 Industry experience 
 The upper echelons theory (Hambrick & Mason, 1984) suggests that the monitoring and 
supervision of the directors are influenced by their mental constructs. As iterated by Tejerina-
Gaite and Fernández-Temprano (2020), this could be observed from the directors’ 
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career/industry experience.  A generally experienced board director is deemed to be very 
valuable in making superior decisions which ultimately leads to better firm performance. A board 
director is considered to be experienced if he has served many companies as management team 
or board member throughout his career life. However, it is believed that experience which comes 
from the industry that is closely related to the company whose board he is sitting on would 
provide an edge in the supervision and decision-making process. This paper examines the 
experience of the women directors in the industry that is particularly relevant to the company 
whose board she is sitting on.  
 
Figure 5 illustrates the industry experience profile of the women directors in this study from 2010 
to 2018. The results indicate that the number of women directors with previous relevant industry 
experience showed a gradual increase each year from 2010 to 2018. Starting with only 19 women 
directors in 2010, the number increased to 50 women directors in 2018. There was only marginal 
difference in 2011, but the difference between those with and without prior industry experience 
became more significant from year 2012 to 2018, ranging from 9 to 36. This positive progress is 
a good indicator that the appointments of these women directors are more likely to be based on 
merits rather than fulfilling the given quota. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 5: Industry Experience Profile of the Women Directors 

 
 

1.4.6 Financial education background 
Having financial background is certainly an advantage to a board member. The basic knowledge 
and ability to read, understand, and interpret financial statements will help the board members 
to better comprehend the complex business transactions and their respective impacts in their 
decision-making process. This is in line with the conjectures by Ahmad et al. (2019), in examining 
the moderating role of accounting qualifications on the relationship between proportion of 
women directors and firm performance. In addition, the case of Rolls Royce provides interesting 
anecdotal evidence on how the lack of accounting and finance representation on the corporate 
boards contributed to the downfall of the company in 1970’s (Mahadeo et al., 2012). Figure 6 
illustrates the financial education profile of the women directors in this study from 2010 to 2018. 
The results indicate that women directors with financial education outnumbered those without 
financial education in each of the nine years. The gap between these two was also wider, i.e., 
37.5% in 2010 to 56.25% in 2018. This suggests that these women directors are mostly capable 
from the perspective of financial education background. It is believed that by having financial 
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education, these women directors will be able to cope with the various dimensions of business 
decisions, hence creating additional values to the companies. This is another indicator that the 
appointment of these women directors is more likely to be based on merits rather than merely 
fulfilling the given quota.  

 

 

Figure 6: Financial Education of the Women Directors 

 
1.4.7 Multi directorship 
In judging the effectiveness of a board member, it is also important to consider the number of 
boards he is sitting on. According to the Quality Hypothesis, being on multiple boards provides 
certain advantages such as networking and knowledge of other industries. Meanwhile, the 
Business Hypothesis suggests that directors on multiple boards would be too busy to the extent 
that they may not be able to effectively monitor the management, leading to high agency costs 
(Abdul Latif et al., 2013).            
  
In view of both hypotheses, Bursa Malaysia Main Market Listing Requirements allows the board 
members to sit on multiple boards but restricted to a maximum of 5 listed companies. Figure 7 
illustrates the multiple directorships profile of the women directors in this study from 2010 to 
2018. In 2010 to 2012, the number of women directors with multiple directorships is well below 
those with one appointment. However, in 2013 to 2018, a growth in the number of women 
directors with multiple directorships is observed. Generally, the results indicate that there was 
an increase in the number of women directors who hold multiple (within the range of 2 to 5) 
directorships as permitted by Bursa Malaysia, i.e., from 13 women directors in 2010 to 45 women 
directors in 2018. This implies good quality of the appointed women directors from the 
perspective of their monitoring and supervision ability. 
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Figure 7: Women Directors Holding Multiple Directorships 

 

1.4.8 Profiles of women directors during pre- and post-quota period 
Table 2 shows the paired mean differences in academic qualification, independence, 
commitment, industry experience, financial education, and multiple directorships of women 
directors in top-30 listed companies in Malaysia for the years 2010 to 2018. The board member 
diversity policy was implemented in 2012. Therefore, the years 2010 to 2012 were termed as 
pre-policy period and the years 2013 to 2018 were termed as post-policy period. In general, 
women involvement as board members increased during post-quota period with the 
implementation of MCCG 2012. In terms of board position, on average, the pair differences show 
that post-quota had higher numbers of women holding independent director positions with 0.71 
compared to pre-quota with only 0.38. The academic qualification of women directors was also 
higher with 2.25 on post quota, complimented by higher financial background and industry 
related experience at 0.68 and 0.66, respectively. The commitment shown by the women 
directors increased post-quota, from 0.95 to 1.41. The same trend is found for women holding 
multiple directorships, whereby the mean points almost doubled in post-quota period, with 0.62 
compared to 0.36 in the pre-quota period.  
 

Table 2: Profiles of Women Directors during Pre and Post Quota Period 

 
Paired Samples Statistics 

  Mean N 
Std. 

Deviation 
Std. Error 

Mean 

Pair 1 
Academic_Pre 1.5162 29 1.4169 0.2631 

Academic_Post 2.2528 29 0.8420 0.1564 

Pair 2 
Independence_Pre 0.3755 29 0.3763 0.0699 

Independence_Post 0.7093 29 0.2955 0.0549 

Pair 3 
Commitment_Pre 0.9455 29 0.8243 0.1531 

Commitment_Post 1.4083 29 0.5741 0.1066 

Pair 4 
Industry_Pre 0.4803 29 0.4474 0.0831 

Industry_Post 0.6803 29 0.3810 0.0707 

Pair 5 
Financial Background_Pre 0.4079 29 0.4157 0.0772 

Financial Background_Post 0.6648 29 0.3332 0.0619 

Pair 6 
Multiple Directorships_Pre 0.3624 29 0.3983 0.0740 

Multiple Directorships_Post 0.6162 29 0.4510 0.0838 

 
As shown in Table 3, the quality or profiles of women directors based on the characteristics of 
academic qualification, independence, commitment, industry experience, financial background, 
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and multiple directorships were statistically significant at 1% level between the pre- and post-
quota period. Overall, this suggests that systematic differences between pre- and post-quota were 
apparent in the examined profiles of women directors upon the call for gender diversity in the 
boardroom by the MCCG 2012. 

 
Table 3: The Quality of Profile of Women Directors 

 
Paired Samples Statistics 

  

Paired Differences 

t df 
Sig.  
(2-

tailed) Mean 
Std. 

Deviation 
Std. Error 

Mean 

95% Confidence 
Interval of the 

Difference 

Lower Upper 

Pair 1 
Academic_Pre - 
Academic_Post 

-0.7366 1.1258 0.2091 -1.1648 -0.3083 -3.523 28 0.001 

Pair 2 
Independence_Pre - 
Independence_Post 

-0.3338 0.3261 0.0606 -0.4579 -0.2097 -5.512 28 0.000 

Pair 3 
Commitment_Pre - 
Commitment_Post 

-0.4628 0.6388 0.1186 -0.7057 -0.2198 -3.901 28 0.001 

Pair 4 
Industry _Pre – 
Industry _Post 

-0.2000 0.3592 0.0667 -0.3366 -0.0634 -2.999 28 0.006 

Pair 5 
Financial_Pre – 
Financial_Post 

-0.2569 0.4201 0.0780 -0.4167 -0.0971 -3.293 28 0.003 

Pair 6 

Multiple 
Directorships_Pre – 
Multiple 
Directorships_Post 

-0.2538 0.4543 0.0844 -0.4266 -0.0810 -3.009 28 0.005 

 
 

1.5 Conclusion 
In the effort of governance and institutional reforms in Malaysia, the agenda of women 
empowerment and gender equality have often been on the front-page news. The 30% quota 
policy is one of the measures taken to promote these agendas. However, while the objective is 
commendable, it is the implementation of the quota policy that needs careful consideration. It is 
important for these women directors to be appointed as board members for the right reasons, 
and not a mere ‘box-ticking’ appointment. This paper examines the evolution of women 
representation in the boardroom, as well as the profiles of the respective women directors of the 
Malaysian public listed companies on the KLCI. The findings are positive in terms of both the 
quantity and quality. The trend indicates that for a period of 9 years from 2010 to 2018, there 
was an increase in the women representation on corporate boards. A closer look into the profiles 
of the women directors indicates that there was a positive shift from the pre-quota to the post-
quota in terms of the quality from the perspective of academic, independence, commitment, 
industry experience, financial background, and multiple directorships. In other words, the 
appointment of the women directors in Malaysia has generally been made based on quality, not 
just to make up the numbers in the quota. The findings suggest that the initiatives taken by 
multiple agencies in promoting greater participation of women in the boardroom have shown 
promising results. Therefore, current initiatives should be continued and further improved in 
order to advance this agenda to the next level. Overall, this study highlights the evolution and the 
profiles of the women directors in Malaysia, which could be taken as the level and quality of 
gender diversity in the Malaysian corporate boardroom. With cautious interpretation, it also 
provides an indicator to the policymakers with regards to the effectiveness of the implementation 
of quota policies. 
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Abstract  

Education enables indigenous children to exercise and enjoy economic, 
social and cultural rights. However, they are often marginalized and 
discriminated against when it comes to accessing education as compared to 
the non-indigenous children. This is well reflected among the indigenous 
community children in Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT) situated in Bangladesh. 
After the signing of the peace accord, several development programmes had 
been employed by NGOs to foster education among the indigenous children. 
However, despite their immense efforts, there still tends to be an inadequacy 
in the progress of these indigenous children’s education attainment. NGOs 
face several challenges when reaching out to the indigenous communities. 
Hence, to study the challenges that NGOs face, a qualitative approach was 
used to understand and investigate the broader picture. Purposive sampling 
was used to determine the informants and gain insights from the perspective 
of six chosen NGO officers followed by a thorough in-depth interview to 
further fulfil the objective of this research. Qualitative thematic analysis was 
the main approach to data analysis. The findings revealed that geographical 
barriers, the violent conflicts and the psychology of the indigenous 
community itself pose a challenge that affects the indigenous students’ 
attainment in education. The language barrier is also some of the other 
challenges NGOs face. Based on these findings, a few recommendations were 
developed followed by suggestions on other potential research topics that 
may open up a platform for better focus on the educational development 
aspect of indigenous children in CHT. 
 

1. Introduction 

Education brings changes towards a person's daily life and enables him/her to select the best 

option for his/her personal life. However, while there has been an exceptional decrease in the 

number of out-of-school children worldwide, from nearly 100 million in 2000 to 58 million in 

2015, it is nearly certain that third world developing countries have not achieved the Millennium 

Development Goal (MDG) of universal primary education (UNICEF, 2015). 

According to Lochner (2011), evidence amassed suggests that investment in education intensifies 
workers’ productivity, grows their incomes, consequently leading to the flourishing of the 
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economy of these developing countries. However, a substantial amount of the population in third 
world developing countries such as Bangladesh, India and Pakistan continue to suffer from 
poverty and are incapable of investing in education (Kremer et al., 2015). A worse fate is suffered 
by the indigenous communities in these countries as they are not exposed to modern and 
innovative techniques that are vital to augment productivity among educated youth, essential for 
overall development (Anuradha et al., 2013). 

As ILO (2016) depicts, indigenous communities are one of the keys to achieving Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) in terms of reducing poverty and promoting quality education. This is 
supported by Gakidou (2014), who found that in most developing countries, progress for 
indigenous groups in achieving universal education has not been as noticeable as compared to 
mainstream groups. Approximately half of the indigenous children in just 12 countries are out of 
school of which 8 are in sub-Saharan Africa. He further added that in 2011, 25.5% of indigenous 
boys aged from 15 to 19 had completed their primary education as compared to 16.7% of 
indigenous girls in Paraguay. There is at least a 5% to 10% of indigenous children who are not in 
schools even in prosperous countries such as Latin American countries. They still struggle to 
diminish attainment gaps in primary education between indigenous and non- indigenous 
students (Mosselson et al., 2011). 

Indigenous learners tend to have minimal access to education, have to contend with poorer 
quality education, and do not enjoy the same benefits from education as compared to non- 
indigenous learners. The marginalised and deprivation of education as described in previous 
paragraphs among indigenous communities around the world can be reflected among the 
indigenous communities living in Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT) in Bangladesh which is the focus 
of this research. Several efforts have been made by the government and NGOs, but the education 
gap between indigenous and non-indigenous communities in Bangladesh is still very prevalent. 

 

1.1 Indigenous Communities in Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT)  

Bangladesh houses 11 ethnic indigenous communities who reside in CHT. CHT has a total 

population of 1,587,000, where about half are indigenous people. CHT is situated in the southeast 

of Bangladesh bordered by Myanmar, the Indian state of Tripura and Mizoram on the north and 

east, and the Chittagong district in the west. CHT consists of Bandarban, Khagrachari and 

Rangamati district (BBS, 2015). 

Chakma is the largest ethnic group making up half the ethnic minority population followed by 

Marma and Tripura in CHT. Other indigenous groups are Bawm, Mro, Tanchangya, Chak, Pangkho, 

Lushai, and Khumi (Biswas et al., 2016). Indigenous communities are heterogeneous by faith 

where most are followers of Buddhism, Hinduism, Christianity, and animism, while Bengalis are 

mostly Muslims (Partha, 2017). The tribal groups speak multiple languages, and are racially 

related to their neighbouring tribes Burma, Northeast India, and Thailand (Biswas et al., 2016). 

 

CHT’s tribal groups form an identity called the Jumma which is derived from the word “jhum” 

meaning shifting cultivation on hills practiced by indigenous communities (Chowdhury, 2017). 

Indigenous communities in CHT had a fair share of fights and struggle in establishing their human 

rights over the years. Parbatya Chattagram Jana Shanhati Samity (PCJSS) was formed in 1972 as 

a regional political movement for cultural recognition and political autonomy in CHT (Adnan, 

2010). During the political legislative process of formulating the Constitution, hill leader M.N. 

Larma (Manabendra Narayan Larma) demanded points for their rights (Adnan, 2010). 

 

However, in the Constitution of Bangladesh, only one Bengali language (Bangla) and one Bengali 

nation were enshrined as the basis for the nation. This was unacceptable by indigenous people as 
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they aspired to fully exercise their right to self-determination. The Bangladeshi state’s reluctance 

to provide a degree of political self-rule to CHT, to nurture the region’s culture and languages, 

resulted in a tribal war due to fear of marginalization, and powerlessness among indigenous 

people (Chowdhury, 2017). Furthermore, the migration of Bengali settlers into CHT further 

aggravated the conflict as the ethnics were losing their lands and homes. Bengali settlers 

misappropriated and exploited resources and lands of the indigenous people, substantially 

crippling their livelihood. Consequently, the Jumma people acceptably regarded that their 

identity, culture, religion, and economic well-being are being under threat (Bashar, 2013). 

 

Till the signing of the “Chittagong Hill Tracts Peace Accord”, the armed PCJSS, led a low intensity 

guerrilla war against the government in response to violations of the region’s autonomy. This 

intense insurgency ended in 1997 when the government and PCJSS agreed to sign the peace 
accord. The accord established the withdrawal of all temporary military camps as well as forming 

the land commission to settle land related problems. These actions were a welcome relief from 

more than 20 years of hostility and attacks on indigenous people. After the peace accord was 

established, NGOs started various development projects to accelerate socioeconomic 

development in CHT. 

 

1.2 NGOs in Chittagong Hill Tracts 

The peace accord had laid an onset for various development projects ranging from promotion of 

education, poverty alleviation, and overall socio-economic development of Jumma people. There 

has been an expanding acknowledgement of education’s role in response to conflict in CHT. 

Hence, NGOs are evident actors in the socioeconomic transformation in education in CHT. 

 

NGOs have played a pivotal role in contributing to the development of supplementary reading 

materials in primary schools for indigenous children (Chowdhury et al., 2016). The government 
has given responsibility to NGOs to revive problematic and non-functioning government 

community schools to serve its purpose of providing basic education. This initiative aimed to 

facilitate communities to engage in accelerated, sustainable development in education through 

the “Strengthening Basic Education Project”. 

The UNDP programme for the “Promotion of Development and Confidence Building in the CHT – 

CHTDF” strived for total development of opportunities to be opened equally to all residents in 

CHT. BRAC found that children of different ethnic communities with the diversity of language, 

and culture had faced problems in learning in Bangla with teachers from other communities as 

they had no background of the local language. BRAC started their educational activities for ethnic 

children and took initiatives to teach the local children in their own mother tongue by running 

“Mother Tongue Based Multilingual Basic Education (MTB-MLE)” program in order to increase 

the literacy rate (Sharma & Zeller, 2014). BRAC undertook another two projects for continuing 

study courses for ethnic minority children with their mother tongues named the “Education for 

Ethnic Children (EIC)-Oral Based Project” and the “Mother Tongue Based MultiLingual Basic 

Education” (Ashikuzzaman & Mahmud, 2017). Hence, education is seen as a visible actor in 

improving the situation of indigenous people in CHT, as it secures greater equality of access 

necessary for economic, cultural, and social needs. 
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2. Statement of Problem 

Education played an important aspect in the development efforts by NGOs among indigenous 

communities in CHT. Several initiatives had been deployed in increasing educational attainment. 

The Constitution of Bangladesh has granted equal rights and opportunities to all citizens 

regardless of ethnicity, class, sex, caste, and religion. Government and NGOs have launched 

several multidimensional programmes in accordance with the Primary Education Act ranging 

from the UNICEF Hard to Reach Urban Child Program, and the Reaching Out of School Children 

Project (Tietjen, 2003). However, despite such attempts on improving education attainment in 

CHT, there is a lack of quality research on the results and progress of these initiatives for the 

education development for indigenous communities. 

The literacy rate and the educational attainment in CHT is comparatively lesser than in urban 

areas. This drives unemployment among indigenous communities, which in return prevents 

attention to resolving the necessities in the educational sector, causing repercussions in poverty 

and illiteracy. They still trail behind urban areas, and a significant gap exists in the education 

attainment (Hossain et al., 2013). According to BANBEIS (2018), the drop out percentage of 

students by class 6 was 32.47% in Bandarban, 56.99% in Rangamati, and 39.01% in Khagrachari 

as compared to 7.57% in Chittagong City. Moreover, 1.2% of the 60,100 Tripura populations, 

4.2% of the 6900 Bawm populations and 0% of the 22,100 Mro population had completed 

secondary education in 2013 (Barkat & Halim, 2015). 

This consequently leads to the formulation of a question as to why there is a high rate of dropout 

among indigenous students despite the substantial projects done by NGOs in promoting 

education. The statement that there are certain challenges faced by NGOs in fostering education 

among indigenous communities is evoked. However, to answer this statement, there is little 

research in the field of education among the indigenous communities in CHT which presents the 

progress and effectiveness of these NGO projects. This thus prompts the need for this research. 

This statement needs to be answered in order to ensure a win-win scenario for the indigenous 
communities living there to engage in the benefits of education which contributes to their 

development. 

 

3. Literature Review 
 

3.1 Indigenous Communities in Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT)  
Various research has been conducted on different sectors of development in CHT focusing mostly 
on development projects such as healthcare services where reasons for deterioration of maternal 
health care in Khagrachari were explored (Pulok et al., 2018). This research highlighted that 
despite basic maternal health services being free at public health facilities in CHT, indigenous 
women were reluctant to access services as they perceived medical interventions as inessential, 
harmful and costly. They have various misconceptions as appropriate health knowledge was not 
given when they reached out for it. 
 
Furthermore, Dhamai (2016) highlighted that indigenous people face issues of land dispossession 
through the development and forestry projects. Their lands are taken away without their consent 
where at times, the government has occupied land from these ethnic communities in the name of 
building forest reserves and establishing military bases. As the main source of income for the 
indigenous is agriculture, most of them are left with no land to carry out their jhum cultivation 
for their daily income. 
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Discrimination is largely faced by ethnic minorities where they are rarely engaged in the national 
decisions that concerns them (Mantel & Khan, 2011). In terms of education, Chakma (2017) 
highlighted that language barrier is prevalent among Chakmas where there is insufficient to 
mostly no textbooks at all, resulting in high dropouts among them. Hence, this comes as a surprise 
as reports from UNICEF, have featured NGOs and government providing textbooks in languages 
for all indigenous communities in CHT which leads to the question if these NGOs face barriers in 
reaching indigenous communities. 
 
Rizal and Yokota (2014) uncovered that indigenous identities seem to be forgotten within 
national policy and education decisions in Bangladesh causing most of them to not prioritise 
education for their children as they find it unworthy. Afreen (2016) further supported that 
education is deemed a burden on many families as they find educational policies inapplicable to 
the culture of indigenous children as it fails to reflect on their languages, cultures and livelihoods. 
Hossain (2017) illustrated Mros to face dearth in accessing education as there is an absence of 
availability of schools within appropriate walking distance. 
 
Hence, as past researchers dwell in other development issues, the gap of research as to what the 
progress of the current education state among indigenous communities in CHT exists. In terms of 
NGOs fostering education, there is minimal research conducted on education. There are mostly 
NGO documents that show the educational projects implemented which had been described in 
previous sections. Nevertheless, a few studies will be reviewed to shed light on the overall state 
of NGOs in Bangladesh. 
 
DeJaeghere and Wiger (2016) conducted a study addressing ways multiple actors such as 
teachers and School Management Committee (SMC) participating in educational projects 
illustrate different framings of gender in Bangladesh. The boys and girls are treated differently in 
educational institutions. This affects the educational attainment among female children causing 
them to drop out. 
 
From a global point of view, in Pakistan, Rehman and Ismail (2012) had conducted a study which 
aimed to understand the role NGOs play in teaching primary education in Pakistan. Though NGOs 
have played a favourable part in influencing projects for development, there were a few 
shortcomings. There were facilities such as classrooms and drinking water available in 
educational schools, but these were only limited to certain few NGOs. Thus, the authors concluded 
discrepancies in NGOs itself that may affect the effectiveness of educational attainment among 
students. 
 
 
3.2 Indigenous Communities in Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT)  
The barriers NGOs face in fostering education among indigenous students in CHT grounds a prime 
point in this research. Hence, a theoretical perspective is employed to deeply understand the 
research problem. 

Minimal research has been carried out surrounding indigenous communities in CHT. Thus, vast 
knowledge is to be constructed through observing and sharing interactions, cultures, and 
practices of NGOs and indigenous communities. The process of unlocking one's own thinking has 
to be explored. Interpretivist theory is a “people-centred” approach that allows for researchers 
to incorporate into the research atmosphere which is beneficial as perceptions and 
understandings of the other can be gathered. It allows researchers to integrate and explore 
meanings of phenomena from the subjects’ perspectives (Morrison, 2013). 

Human and social reality can be explained and understood through the paradigms of 
interpretivist theory that supports a global education perspective (Ledger et al., 2014). This 
theory assists in explaining on-site occurrences of schooling and curriculum interpretation in 
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CHT. It can give insights on the social reality of education in CHT. O‘Donoghue (2018) notes that 
interpretivist approach allows for the observation of true meanings behind certain phenomena 
in their daily livelihood. Hence, through this theory, the researcher intends to analyse on how 
NGOs favour indigenous communities’ involvement and willingness to attain education. 
 

3.3 Research Objective 
To understand the hurdles NGOs face when fostering education as the indigenous students’ 
progress to higher levels in CHT. 
 

3.4 Research Question  
What hurdles do NGOs face when fostering education as the indigenous students’ progress to 
higher levels in CHT? 
 

3.5 Significance of Study 
This journal will be advantageous as it promotes development in CHT, ensuring a stable and 
peaceful framework of political and social support that will be responsive to basic necessities of 
indigenous people. Little is known about the barriers NGOs face in fostering education among 
indigenous people making this qualitative research timely and relevant. Hence the research gap 
on challenges NGOs face that results in indigenous children to lag in education as compared to 
those in urban regions in Bangladesh will be explored. 
 

4. Method 

4.1 Research Design  
Qualitative method had been used in this research. Creswell and Poth (2016) refer to qualitative 
research as “a form of social enquiry that focuses on ways people interpret and make sense of their 
experiences.” It is observed that indigenous communities living in CHT have not led a peaceful life. 
Thus, their experiences with NGOs for education adds value to the research. As qualitative 
research allows the understanding of human experiences, behaviours and perspectives, it creates 
a platform for the researcher to engage with NGOs and understand the actual scenario faced by 
them. Phenomenology approach was employed as it allows the gathering of ‘deep’ information 
and perceptions through inductive methods from the perspective of key participants (Patton, 
2002). 
 
This research used in-depth interviews which access first-hand information and flexible answers 
as it tries to answer the question of how, what, why and where in research questions. Legard and 
Keegan (2003) had described in-depth interviews as a powerful tool for understanding human 
beings and exploring topics in depth. 
 
Thematic analysis was used as the analytical approach to seeking answers as it is a flexible data 
analysis plan used to generate themes from interview data. It provides a rich description of 
overall data which is useful to answer the main research question. Data analysis is important as 
Marshall and Rossman (2014) described it as the process of bringing order, structure and 
meaning to mass collected data. The analysis hastens a thorough understanding through the 
experiences and opinions shared by NGOs in interviews. Hence, the revelation and 
communication of key informants were recorded and analysed to validate the research. 
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4.2 Key Informants 
Purposive sampling had been used for selecting informants. Purposive sampling allows the 
researcher to rely on his or her own judgment when choosing members of the population to 
participate in a study (Godambe, 1982). The developed research question served as a guideline 
in choosing informants for the interviews. The informants were identified to be NGO officers that 
are solely working on education projects in CHT. The rationale behind this is to get a clearer view 
and in-depth understanding on what barriers NGOs face in fostering education in CHT. NGO 
officers were selected based on their work experience in educational projects in CHT where each 
had a minimum of five years’ experience. They have primarily worked in NGOs for a long span of 
time and have been assigned to multiple field projects from pre- primary to primary and 
secondary level education for different ethnic groups. The employees preferred having the 
interviews in their respective offices where the interviews lasted from 60 to 90 minutes. 

 
Table 1: Demographics of the Participants 

Code Name of 
NGO 

Position of Officer in 
NGO 

Educational Projects in CHT No of years of 
experience 

KI1 UNDP District Manager Strengthening Inclusive Development in 
CHT (SID-CHT) 

15 

KI2 BRAC Learning Division 
Officer 

Education for Ethnic Children (EIC) 
Program. 

9 

KI3 Caritas Program Officer Integrated Community Development 
Project with UNICEF 

5 

KI4 Caritas Secretary to the 
Regional Office 

Education Project for Ethnic Children 
(EPEC) 

8 

KI5 ASA Divisional Manager Primary 
Project 

Education Strengthening 5 

KI6 ASA District Manager Primary 
Project 

Education Strengthening 17 

 
 
4.3 Results 
By obtaining extensive qualitative information from key informants and secondary sources, the 
purpose of this research can be fulfilled. The findings reported the following themes that were 
generated from the direct responses of the key informants. The themes were generated directly 
from key informants and were done verbatim. The informants have different interpretations, 
views which were analysed and categorized based on their reflections on each theme. 

 
Table 2:  Findings from the Study 

No Themes Generated 

1 Geographical Barriers 

2 Post Accord Violence 

3 Language Conflicts 

4 Psychology of Indigenous Population 
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5. Discussions 

5.1 Geographical Barriers 
Geographical barriers are a challenge that NGOs face. Efforts are executed tremendously without 
fail by NGOs as they try their level best to execute projects in these hard to access areas. KI6 had 
stated that, “CHT has three districts which are divided into sub-districts where the distance from one 
to another is very far and difficult. It is hard for us to travel to some places as there are no proper 
roads and transportation.” 
 
The researcher further explored if these issues had been properly addressed to the right 

authorities to which KI3 mentioned, “Several complaints have been issued by NGOs and the locals. 
The government has been working on providing better roads and transportation systems, but the 

efforts and progress are very slow”. KI1 also mentioned that there are several vacancies and a 

chronic shortage of human resources in these hard-to-reach areas. “The locals have to travel on 

foot for hours to go from one village to another just to access basic resources and attend schools. It 

becomes extremely unsafe to travel after dark, as there is no electricity in these hilly terrains and 

deep forests. It is difficult to walk or drive here.” 

Thus, inaccessibility to education remains high due to geographical challenges. Due to the very 

steep, rugged and mountainous terrain, it is dangerous for students to attend schools as they often 

must travel long distances to attend school. It is difficult to build roads in the dusty and undulating 

terrain that is often susceptible to landslides during monsoon seasons. The area’s remoteness and 

poor communication have made it difficult to provide basic social services to inhabitants of CHT. 

The findings are reflected in the views of Hossain (2017), where lack of transportation and high 

transport costs hinders the students from achieving education despite NGOs building up schools 

in these places. The seasonal inaccessibility to these hard-to-reach areas as well as weak 

communications systems halts education attainment among indigenous students. 

These indigenous people live in relatively remote areas where they lack basic infrastructure and 

facilities for outsiders to come stay. In some cases, the nearest facilities can take hours or even 

days to reach. Not only that, in some remote areas, it’s necessary for villagers to travel by boat to 

get their children to school. Some live on terrains that are receptive to landslides making it 

dangerously slippery. The rivers get wild during monsoon season leaving them deprived from 

basic facilities such as drinking water let alone education. 

Furthermore, the indigenous populations live in small, scattered habitats, locally known as 

‘Paras’, which are difficult to access because of the hilly remote terrain. Some ‘Paras’ still do not 

have proper electricity, let alone schools. Each of these indigenous groups are completely isolated 

and are located far from each other (Bashar, 2013). The findings found that the students are 

forced to walk long distances for hours just to go to school in another ‘Para’ which slowly causes 

disinterest in attaining education due to the hassle leading to dropouts. This is supported by Kim 

and Hull (2012) where geographical hardship often leads to disinterest among students to pursue 

education in developing countries. 

Thus, minimal infrastructure facilities due to geographical barriers hinders educational progress 

among indigenous students. The Asian Indigenous Peoples Pact (2007) reflected the findings 

where despite the considerable improvement in the spread of education, the level of educational 

attainment is still very low amongst indigenous communities in CHT as they are geographically 

challenged leaving them deprived from progressing in education. Additionally, Brown (2011) 

viewed that inconsistent transportation and communication in inaccessible rural areas due to 

geographical constraints causes a pervasive difference in dropouts among students in urban and 

rural areas. Hence, geographical constraints need to be overcome by NGOs to cultivate education 
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among the students in CHT. Proper roads need to be built in order to increase accessibility of 

these rural populations to their basic resources. 

 

5.2 Post Accord Violence 
Violence in CHT is very common. For the past two decades, regions of CHT have been strictly 
militarized where access to outsiders is tightly controlled and indigenous people are forbidden 
to speak to foreigners without any supervision. Despite the peace accord, major components of 
the peace accord remain largely unimplemented. Armed conflicts still exist causing violence and 
questionable safety. This provokes poverty and stuns development in general, particularly 
educational development. 
 
Serious human rights violations have resulted due to the army’s ongoing presence. The violence 
between indigenous communities and Bengali settlers left thousands of ethnic minorities 
homeless as their houses were burnt down. The indigenous people are assaulted, and their 
properties looted. There are plenty of kidnapping cases that take place here. KI5 added, “...even 
we men travel in groups when we go to deeper regions of Rangamati as safety in numbers. It is 
completely unsafe for girls to travel there at all.” 
 
The safety issue becomes a hurdle for NGOs. Sexual violence is very common and is routinely 
carried out by Bengali settlers and military. These girls face discrimination of human rights and 
face continual injustice. Unfortunately, it is very typical for indigenous women to be treated this 
way throughout South Asia. For instance, there are over millions of indigenous people who are 
treated as being below the caste system in India. There is somehow a sense of superiority and 
entitlement over indigenous women throughout South Asia (Ravi et al., 2017). The hidden nature 
of CHT and the total impunity of the criminals makes it a more complex problem. Due to fear of 
safety, many indigenous parents do not send their children to schools. 
 
KI4 observed that these violence and conflicts affect the innocent indigenous people as most are 
now left with no land to farm and grow crops. Life has become hard for the girls as they are 
already very poor, and the constant fear cultivated from the close proximity of the army and 
settlers discourages them from leaving the house let alone pursue education. Hence, violence 
conflict over political rights and natural resources weakens the indigenous people in multiple 
ways since the conflict is largely concentrated in indigenous inhabited areas making them direct 
victims of the intra-communal violence. As D’Costa (2016) states, the indigenous minorities live 
in continued fear of attacks in their own homeland. Besides Bengali settlers and military, 
indigenous communities also face terrorist attacks. There are terrorist attacks from Burmese 
terrorists called Rakkhains who loot villages, and kidnap villagers particularly girls who live close 
to the Burmese Border. A great influx of communities’ face security challenges near the Myanmar 
border of CHT (Kundu, 2017). 
 
With these frequent occurrences of violence, education efforts of NGOs remain stagnant. NGOs 
and government schools get burnt down by Bengali settlers as effects of the violence. Indigenous 
students are unable to access schools for years and eventually drop out. The indigenous girls 
sometimes get harassed and ambushed on their way to school or home, growing fear of attending 
school and eventually stopping from going to schools. This is reflected in Barkat and Halim (2015) 
views where the school dropout rate in CHT is very high at 65%, particularly among indigenous 
girls. 
 
The enrolment rate in CHT ends up significantly lower than that of the national average. The 
parents’ concerns for personal safety of their vulnerable children, particularly girls, hinder them 
from sending their kids to schools (Hossain, 2017). The conflicts and violence leave the 
indigenous communities and NGOs, helpless in achieving educational attainment. Although the 
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peace-accord was signed to eradicate the conflict, indigenous communities still experience severe 
trauma and are living in extremely difficult conditions which ultimately drives them to neglect 
education completely as their sole purpose becomes survival (Rizal & Yokota, 2014). NGOs are 
unable to implement education projects and encourage indigenous students resulting in a slow 
development in education. Kinsey (2006) views considerable negative long-term outcomes in 
educational attainment among indigenous populations who are continually exposed to violence. 

 

5.3 Language Conflicts 
Language is the backbone of a society and plays a pivotal responsibility in building a community 

and country. Language creates unity among speakers of a particular language (Schmidt, 2013). 

Besides food, clothes and religion, language is one of the most common methods to distinguish a 

person as it is inherited from their parents. 

Bangladesh is a country in which 98% of the people speak the national language Bangla as a first 

language and identify themselves as Bangladeshis. On the contrary, CHT consists of diverse 

indigenous communities with different languages resulting in a large gap between the 

homogenous nature of the majority Bengali community and the various ethno- linguistic 

indigenous minorities (Cavallaro & Rahman, 2009). 

This difference in language poses a challenge as KI2 mentioned “…each ethnic has their own 

language which completely differs from one another. For example, Chakmas would not understand 

the language spoken by Tripuras or the Mro language would not be understood by Marmas. The way 

they present their letters in writing are very different from one another.” Hence it is difficult for 

NGOs to engage with indigenous communities as most of them do not understand Bangla which 

is the mother tongue of majority Bangladeshis. Most of them are only capable of speaking their 

own language and cannot comprehend a single ounce of Bangla. 

KI4 expressed regrets, “With the multiplicity of languages, the effects of illiteracy are high as these 

communities are already spread out where Tripuras are mostly concentrated in Bandarban whereas 

Lushais are mostly concentrated in Rangamati. Once reaching, another challenge of language 

barrier arises.” The government has published books through the MLE program where books 

were introduced in both community language as well as Bangla which has assisted and increased 

the literacy rate in several places. More people in the local community can converse and study in 

Bangla. However, other communities such as Tanchangya and Lushai still do not have books. 

Thus, more MLE books consisting of other community languages need to be introduced in order 

for the students to study and cope with the education curriculum. Chatterjee (2010) views that 

due to language barrier, dropout rate among indigenous students is almost 60-70%, which is 

considerably higher than the average non-indigenous students. 

As the education curriculum is Bangla oriented, most indigenous students learning in Bangla face 

problems understanding the context. These indigenous students have a growing anxiety to attend 

schools and classes as they do not find the environment comfortable. This slowly prompts 

disinterest, and they eventually drop out as they are not able to grasp the context well enough. 

This is reflected in Chakma (2019) where dropout rate among indigenous students is high as they 

are unable to cope-up with the language and cultural barrier with their mates and surroundings. 

Finding a capable teacher who is well-versed in Bangla in a particular ethnic community is 

extremely difficult for NGOs as most of these indigenous people only understand and converse in 

their own language. Therefore, in some cases, the need to bring a Chakma teacher who is from a 

different ethnic and language background to teach Bangla to a Mro community is required at 

times. The need for teacher student engagement is pivotal according to Davis (2015) as a 
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connected relationship between the two facilitates learning which builds student’s self- 

confidence and increases their motivation to learn, which unfortunately does not take place in 

CHT. Hence, language gap between Bangladeshis and indigenous communities consequently 

affects them as they either eventually lose their identity in the pursuit of learning Bangla or lose 

the language touch of their own roots. 

 

5.4 Psychology of Indigenous Population 

Parents play a vital role in their children’s education. Educational experts recommend 

encouraging parents to become more aware of their children’s academics. Bergman (2016) states 

that greater involvement of parents in their children’s academy proves to be helpful for their 

education. However, the educational reality in developing countries is fundamentally different 

and CHT is not any different. The findings uncovered that most indigenous parents are often 

unable to follow their children’s education as they themselves are illiterate. Most of them are 

unaware of the importance of education despite NGOs putting in deep efforts. Kainuwa (2014) 

viewed that parental education is a consistent issue in determining a child’s education. 

KI3 acknowledged disinterest towards education has been brought down from generations after 

generations in their family. This reflects Noriati, et al. (2011) views, where general characteristics 

among indigenous communities contribute to the lack of interest in education. The indigenous 

people are very humble, shy, passive and do not enjoy being forced to do something. Moreover, 

they are found to easily get bored and lose attention in learning. Sigei (2014) reflects that 

indigenous people were observed to be resilient and rather be engaged physically and also have 

short memory. 

The economic status of indigenous parents also becomes an issue. As the majority of indigenous 

communities live below the poverty line, the expense of education becomes a reason as to why 

demand for education might be low. As Glewwe and Muralidharan (2016) observes, due to 

financial constraints, indigenous students drop out of school to fulfil their financial needs, 

influencing the dropout rate to increase. Due to high costs of education, most parents prefer their 

children work to supplement household income and participate in “Jhum” farming. 

The parents also prefer sending their sons over their daughters as they perceive that daughters 

do not require full education and should be taught handling household chores. Due to historic 

patriarchy, dependence on sons had become embedded among a few indigenous communities. 

The boys are perceived to provide for family and thus expected to study and work while the girls 

remain at home doing housework. This is reflected in Roy (2018) where dependence on men by 

indigenous women has strongly been reinforced. 

Furthermore, KI6 stated that most parents do not assess the return of investment in their 

children's education accurately. They do not perceive education as being important to increase 

income and have better lives. To them, whatever income is generated from their daily farm 

cultivation and small exchange of goods for meals will be enough to get through for the rest of 

their lives. They believe that urban job markets are too competitive, and they will not stand a 

chance in the job market. 

Moreover, despite schools being free for all, there are still additional expenses of tuition, books, 

school supplies, and transportation. KI1 added that, “as Jhum farming is their only source of 

income, indigenous communities are extremely poor which really affects their socioeconomic 

factors.” As the education quality in CHT is low, parents are forced to sometimes send their kids 
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to tuition centres which they cannot afford. Though some parents are illiterates, they still 

encourage their students to attend schools but when their child faces difficulties in their studies, 

they are unable to educate and guide their children. This is reflected in Avvisati et al. (2014), that 

students from less educated parents systematically perform worse in school rather than students 

whose parents have education. 

Thus, if encouraged right, parents can change their decisions in a sophisticated manner for the 

betterment of their children (Andrabi et al., 2015). Literacy classes for mothers should be 

promoted to instil interest in education. Shotland (2018) found that literate mothers can help 

improve children’s education resulting in better academic performance. Parental involvement in 

schools may improve accountability and transparency, resulting in improvement of educational 

performance and reducing dropouts. 

 

6. Conclusion 

Having conducted a comprehensive analysis through academic research and in-depth interviews, 

it was found that there are certain hurdles NGOs face in fostering education among indigenous 

communities in CHT. The dangerous steep and mountainous terrain results in inaccessibility to 

education. The indigenous students have to travel long tireless journeys just to attend schools 

which are far from their homes. These constraints make it difficult to provide basic social services 

to inhabitants of CHT for NGOs. 

Moreover, due to violence, indigenous communities and NGOs face security challenges. The 

armed conflict often results in minorities being left homeless as their houses get burnt down. 

Hence, safety is a major concern among the parents thus prohibiting them from sending their 

children to schools. Furthermore, imposing Bangla as the national language in CHT emerged as a 

hurdle for the NGOs. Indigenous students face it as a challenge as they have to master their own 

language as well Bangla which proves rather hard for them. In schools, Bangla is used as the 

medium of conversation proving a hurdle as many students are not proficient in Bangla itself. 

Indigenous students lose interest in pursuing education as they are unable to relate to the 

content. 

Lastly, the psychology of the indigenous is a hurdle. Most indigenous parents are illiterate and 

unaware of the importance of education to increase income and lead better lives. As most are 

poor, the expense of education becomes a factor that influences their ideology on the disinterest 

in education attainment. These poor families have to first meet their essential needs of food and 

shelter leaving education to no importance. Parental expectations are often low because of the 

lack of perceived economic return on educational investments. 

Hence, these challenges hamper the efforts of NGOs in fostering education among indigenous 

students. In order to maintain these efforts, NGOs need to first overcome these challenges to reach 

indigenous students. A few recommendations that can be addressed is that NGOs need to 

brainstorm innovative ideas of implementing informal education during times indigenous 

children accompany their parents for Jhum cultivation to avoid them missing out on classes and 

falling back. Indigenous parents also need to realize the importance of learning Bangla as 

motivation starts from home. By involving indigenous mothers in programmes that generate 

money, they can start realizing the importance of education for generating income which can 

bring a sense of empowerment, bringing about change in the parents’ mindset. 
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A few brief recommendations can be made for future research where the inclusion of current 

curriculum reviews of the Bangladeshi educational system can be covered. Since this research 

focused on indigenous communities living in CHT, another recommended research could be on 

ethnic tribes residing in other regions besides CHT in Bangladesh as it is not covered in this 

research. 
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