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Socioeconomic Profile of Armed Forces Learners in Bangladesh’s Open and Distance Learning System 
ABSTRACT

Bangladesh Open University (BOU) offers a specialized programme called HSC niche-1 that is intended for troops in the country's armed services. This programme has been operating successfully since 2014, and throughout the past years, a sizable number of students have graduated. These students are the Bangladesh Army, Navy, and Air Force's entry-level soldiers. This paper's primary goal is to ascertain the socioeconomic profile of the HSC niche-1 learner’s families. The author has attempted to investigate the learners’ socioeconomic situation by looking at their home location, income, occupation, and level of education. Both quantitative and qualitative data collection methods have been used in this study. Interviews were conducted with 225 learners who successfully completed the niche-1 programme utilizing a standardized questionnaire. Three focus group discussions (FGD) have been conducted to gather qualitative data. In total, 25 students took part in the FGD. According to the report, the majority of armed forces students came from moderately solvent households. A substantial portion of the students come from low-income backgrounds. The learner's families (parents) are not highly educated and not very wealthy. From a social standpoint, the majority of students come from middle-class and lower-middle-class backgrounds. Then, a sizable portion of the students were from households with poor socioeconomic status. 
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1. INTRODUCTION
The Higher Secondary Certificate (HSC) is now required for employment confirmation, promotions, and even the provision of retirement benefits for troops in the Bangladesh Army, Navy, and Air Force. The HSC is also necessary for the UN peacekeeping mission's selection process. In this background, the Bangladesh military and Bangladesh Open University (BOU) signed a Memorandum of Understanding in 2014, launching the HSC niche-1 curriculum. A sizable portion of students have graduated from this programme successfully during the past ten years. The word "niche" comes from French and is used in marketing. In the marketing field, the term "niche market" refers to the situation where a product is made available on the market with specific features for consumers who specifically want them. BOU offered a standard HSC programme for general students. The Bangladesh Army requested a programme at the same level but with certain modified physiognomies. For their professional growth, courses in military studies, information and communication technology (ICT), ocean geography, etc., have been added to this programme. The programme's operational procedures, admission and examination dates, and other details differ from those of BOU's traditional program. HSC niche-1 is, therefore, a unique and specialized programme offered by BOU through Open and Distance Learning (ODL) mode. Understanding the socioeconomic background of the programme participants may expand the opportunities for ODL with any other Bangladeshi organization. 

1.2 Overview of Literature: Many types of research have been conducted on the ODL programme of Bangladesh at different times. Most of the research has emphasized the procedures, admission process, services, study materials, assessment, challenges and limitations, learner’s views, use of technology etc. Husain, (2016) has conducted a study on the socioeconomic condition of Bangladesh Open University’s learners. He has tried to sketch out the social and economic background of the learners of different BOU programmes. 
Bordoloi (2018) has discussed the importance of higher education in the context of India in the study titled Transforming and Empowering Higher Education through Open and Distance Learning in India. She has highlighted the challenges and limitations of the higher education system and explicated the strategies the transforming and empowering higher education through the ODL mode. Ouma, R. (2019) has examined the views of the university staff and selected students on institutional challenges in managing and delivering learner support for in-service teachers engaged in distance education in Uganda in this study. The title of the article is Transforming University Learner Support in Open and Distance Education: Staff and Students Perceived Challenges and Prospects. The researcher has also found the challenges faced by the university in managing and delivering learner support to in-service teachers on distance education. Shrivastava (2014) has conducted a study on professional preparation of teachers. The title of his study is Professionalizing Teachers through Distance Learning: A Case of D.EI.Ed (ODL) Programme in Bihar (India). He said professional preparation of teachers is one of the prerequisites for quality education. In the modern education system, a teacher would be a facilitator of students’ learning process. So s/he must have such skill and eligibility.

Akhter & Rahman (2022) have investigated the evaluation process of the Niche-2 programme which is dedicated to overseas learners of BOU. BOU launched this programme in 2019 for the remittance fighters of Bangladesh. The researchers closely monitor this programme and analyze its evaluation process titled Evaluating Offshore Open School Learners of Bangladesh Open University: Challenges and Problems. They have also determined the attitudes of the faculty toward the online evaluation of Non-Residential Bangladeshi (NRB) students. Husain, Rahman & Islam (2016) have sketched out the challenges of the Secondary School Certificate (SSC) programme of BOU in their article titled SSC Programme of Bangladesh Open University: Upcoming Challenges and Way out of Remedies. Firstly they analyzed the running programmes of BOU (2013) and then investigated the challenges of the SSC programme in the ODL system. 
Islam & Numan (2011) have detected the demographic profile of BOU’s learners through their study titled Comparative Study of Open School Learners’ and their Demographic Profile: A Case of Bangladesh Open University. They have worked with the learners of the SSC and HSC programme and presented their socio-economic and demographic status in this study. Husain (2014) has explained the admission process of the SSC programme in distance education. He has pointed out the challenges and limitations in the admission process of the SSC programme titled Admission Process of SSC programme in Distance Education in Bangladesh: An Analysis. In this study, the researcher has reviewed the existing admission process and its drawbacks. Then he recommended some way out to overcome the challenges. 
Most of the above studies were focused on a particular issue of a specific programme. Someone has highlighted the admission process and its challenges, another one has focused the professional development through ODL. Some Studies have emphasized the socio-economic and demographic background of the ODL learners of a particular programme. However, no study is directly related to the present study. HSC niche-1 has some unique features. Through this study, the researcher has tried to find out the impact and effectiveness of the programme. 

1.3 Rationale of the Study: There is a perception that the majority of entry-level soldiers in the armed forces, including those in the Army (Soinik), Navy (Nabik), and Air Force (Biman Sena), originate from rural areas and hail from families of the middle class, lower middle class, or lower socioeconomic status. The socio-economic conditions of these soldiers' families are often modest, leading to challenges in pursuing higher education and consequently motivating them to take up such demanding roles. This study aims to investigate the actual socioeconomic backgrounds of niche-1 learners within this demographic.

1.4 Objectives of the study: The broad objective of this study is to examine the socioeconomic profile of the armed forces learners of the HSC niche-1 programme of BOU. The specific objectives of the study are: 

· to describe the demographic scenery of the niche-1 learners; 

· to explore the family background of the mentioned learners; and 

· to examine the educational and professional status of niche-1 learner’s families.  

1.5 Research question

Question 1: Which socioeconomic background does the niche-1 learner’s families have?

Question 2: What level of education and profession does the family of the niche-1 learner have?

2. METHODS & TECHNIQUES

The research has followed both the quantitative and qualitative methods for data collection. It has been a participatory process through ensuring maximum involvement of the researcher. 225 passing out learners (Soinik, Nabik and Biman Sena) of the niche-1 programme have been interviewed using a structured questionnaire from January to September 2022. These learners have been selected randomly at their Study Centers (SC) of the relevant Cantonment/Ghati with the sincere support of the SC coordinators or relevant officers. Qualitative data has been collected through 3 Focus Group Discussion (FGD). A total of 25 passed out learners participated in the FGD. The first FGD was conducted with the 10 learners of the Bangladesh Army at Station Central School (SCS) Savar Cantonment, Dhaka in September 2022.  The second FGD has been conducted with 8 learners of BNS Titumir, Khulna and the last one with 07 learners of BAF Shaheen College, Chattogram in the same month. 
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2.1 Study Area: Bangladesh Army (BA) is the major part of the HSC Niche-1 programme. 87% of the total learners enrolled in this programme belong to the Bangladesh Army. That is why the researcher selected maximum Study Centers (SCs) from BA. So most of the respondents belong BA. One SC has been selected from Bangladesh Navy (BN) and another one from Bangladesh Air Force (BAF). The researcher has tried to cover the different regions of Bangladesh to ensure the reliability, accuracy and authenticity of the collected data. The selected SCs are as follows: 

1) SCS Savar cantonment, Dhaka; 

2) SCS Majhira cantonment, Bogura; 

3) SCS Chattogram cantonment, Chattogram; 

4) SCS Sylhet cantonment, Sylhet; 

5) SCS Jashore cantonment, Jashore; 

6) SCS Alikadam cantonment, Bandorban;

7) BNS Titumir, Khalishpur, Khulna; and 

8) BAF Shaheen College, Chattogram.  

The selection of the aforementioned SCs was purposeful. Because a significant number of passed-out learners stayed at these SCs. Moreover, the relevant coordinators and officers were more supportive regarding data collection.
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The top 42 (18.66%) responders (the learners of the HSC niche 1 programme) were selected from Station Central School (SCS) Savar, Dhaka Cantonment. Due to the availability of the learners, more respondents were selected from this study center. 35 (15.55%) respondents were chosen from each of the SCS Sylhet and Jashore. From the SCS Bogura, SCS Chattogram, and SCS Alikadam, Bandarban cantonments, 30 (13.33%) responders each were chosen. There were 15 (6.66%) participants from BNS Titumir, Khulna, and 08 (3.55%) from BAF Shaheen College, Chattogram study centers were selected. However, BNS Titumir is one of the bases of the Bangladesh Navy, and BAF Shaheen College is one of the SCs of the Bangladesh Air Force.

2.2 Data Analysis: The collected data was checked, sorted, and then analyzed using Excel sheets and the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) software. The sources of collected data are given below:
Table 1: Distribution of respondents based on the armed forces

	Name of the Armed Forces
	No. of the respondent
	%

	Bangladesh Army
	202
	89.77

	Bangladesh Navy
	15
	6.67

	Bangladesh Air Force (BAF)
	08
	3.56

	Total
	225
	100

	Source: Survey by the researcher of this paper in 2022


Out of 225 only 13 (5.78%) are female respondents. It is well known that very few female soldiers are enrolled in the armed forces. According to the programme software (ICT & E-learning Centre, BOU, July 2022), a total of 41,820 learners have been enrolled in the last 8 years. Only 728 (1.74%) are women among these learners. The highest 36,435 (87%) learners of the niche-1 programme came from the Bangladesh Army. Then the second highest number enrolled from the Bangladesh Navy. They have 4653 (11%) learners in niche- 1 programme. The BAF has 732 (2%) learners in the programme. 

A total of 31,879 learners have passed out till 2022. Among the passing-out learners, 591 are female (1.85% of total passed-out learners). 98.78% of female learners who appeared in the examination passed successfully. A total of 6,156 passed-out learners belong to the science group (19.31% of total passed-out learners) and the passing rate in this group is 89.65%. The average passing-out rate is 91.19%. This rate is very close to the passing out rate of the conventional education board of Bangladesh. However, a total of 27,899 learners (91.70%) from the Bangladesh Army passed out during the mentioned time. The passed-out learners of the Bangladesh Navy are 3,364 (86.37%) and BAF is 616 (94.40%).     
3. RESULT AND DISCUSSION

The prime objective of this study is to find out the socioeconomic profile of the HSC niche-1 learners of BOU. These learners are the soldiers of the armed forces of Bangladesh. To meet this objective, the researcher has collected demographic data like the age of the learners, their family size and its structure, marital status; geographical location, education, occupation, income, social & economic status, etc. of the learner’s family. These factors may affect their attitude, personality, and learning capacity. The service in the armed forces is one of the major indicators of their socioeconomic condition. But here the author has explored the general socioeconomic background of the learners and their families. 
Age of the HSC niche-1 learners: There is no age bar for the learners to get admission to BOU. But there is a restriction to being a recruit in the armed forces. So, a significant number of the learners are very close to their age. When learners of the HSC niche-1 programme have been recruited in the armed forces then they are 18 to 21 years old. They need a minimum of 2 years to achieve the certificate. So, a passing-out learner is at least 20 years old. The HSC niche-1 programme started in 2014. Table 2 shows the real picture of the learner’s age. 
Table 2: Distribution of the respondents by their age

	Age of the learners
	No. of respondent
	%

	20 – 25
	86
	38

	26 – 30
	118
	53

	31 – 35
	05
	02

	36 – 40
	03
	01

	41-45 
	06
	03

	46 and above
	07
	03

	Total
	225
	100

	Arithmetic Mean (X̄)
	26.86 years 
	

	Source: Survey by the researcher of this paper in 2022


The learners' average age is 26.86 years, and 204 of them (91%) are under 30. According to Husain (2016), BOU students are 27.53 years old on average. To perform better in their line of work, most people attempt to increase their eligibility and skill level early on. Students at BOU are also affected by this reality. A significant portion of students are under 30, even though they are primarily irregular, dropouts, and involved in various occupations. The Bangladesh Navy and BAF have some older students. Some of them are even on the verge of retiring! 13 learners (6%) are over 40 years old.  
Family size & structure of niche-1 learners: According to BBS (2018), the average family size in Bangladesh is 4.2. The arithmetic mean (X̄) of the family size of this study is 4.67. The family size of the highest 123 (55%) respondents is 2 to 4 persons. The second highest number of 79 (35%) learners have 5 to 7 members in their family. So, in this study, 90% of the learner's family is not big. Only 10% (23) of learners have 8 or more family members. This information is very relevant to contemporary Bangladesh. As a result of public consciousness, large or joint families are reducing day by day, and small or nuclear families are growing up. WHO (2018) reported that in Bangladesh, 72.5% of couples use contraception, and 28.5% are not aware of family planning. The below table shows that 90% of learners' families are small in size. Because most of the learners came from the middle and lower middle class. They are more conscious than poor, illiterate, slum dwellers and other marginalized people.

   Table 3: Distribution of learners/respondents based on their family size 

	Number of family members
	No. of respondent
	%

	2 – 4 persons
	123
	55

	5 – 7 persons
	79
	35

	8 – 10 persons
	17
	07

	11 or above
	06
	03

	Total
	225
	100

	Arithmetic Mean (X̄)
	4.67
	

	Source: Survey by the researcher of this paper in 2022


Based on size or structure, there are two types of families: a) the nuclear or single-unit family and b) the joint or undivided family (Rao, 2000). Because of urbanization, industrialization, and higher education, the flourishing of the service sector joint family is breaking gradually, and the nuclear family is formed (Rahman & Husain, 2014). Figure 1 shows that the maximum 198 (88%) respondents (HSC niche-1 learners) belong to single or nuclear families, and only 27 (12%) are joint families. Considering the family size and structure, it may be said that the learners and their families are comparatively advanced, modern, and progressive in their thoughts and attitudes.
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Marital status of the learners: All learners of the niche-1 programme are service holders. However, many of them, especially in the Bangladesh army, are very young. 91% of learners are below 30 years old (Table 2). BBS (2018) reported that the average age of marriage in Bangladesh for males is 26.2 and for females is 18.8 years old. The Figure below shows the marital status of respondents.    
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178 (79%) respondents who are actually members of the armed forces are unmarried (Figure 4). On the other hand, 47 (21%) respondents are married. Husain (2016) has shown that 57% of BOU learners are married. However, this study shows a different scenario. In the Bangladesh army, most of the learners are very young (see Table 2). There is an institutional restriction regarding marriage in the armed forces too. They have to complete the training period successfully and reach a certain level of age. Then they get permission for marriage from their authority. That is why a significant number of the learners of HSC niche-1 are unmarried.

Educational profile of the Niche 1 learners’ families: One of the most important socioeconomic markers of an individual is the family's educational background. Especially parent’s education is more important for the family and its all members. A parent's high level of education is a sign of their higher social standing. Conversely, a family is not as developed if one of the parents is illiterate or only minimally educated. To determine the respondents' socioeconomic standing, the mother's educational background is also more important.
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The educational qualification of the respondent’s father is more advanced than their mother’s (Figure 5). The highest 87 (39%) learners’ fathers completed junior secondary level of education, whereas 72 (32%) mothers completed the same educational level. 53 (23%) fathers completed primary education, and 24 (11%) had no formal education. However, mothers’ education at these two levels is 61 (27%) and 44 (19.55%). 31 (14%) learners’ fathers achieved SSC, and 22 (10%) achieved HSC. However, 28 (13%) mothers achieved SSC, and 17 (8%) achieved HSC. There are 8 (3%) graduate fathers; however, only 3 (1%) mothers are graduates.

The spouse’s educational qualification and occupation are very important indicators of social status for a person. Generally, it means a husband of a qualified wife is also qualified. So, if the wife is highly educated and has a better job, it's a matter of pride for her husband. Figure 4 shows that 47 (21%) learners of the niche-1 programme are married. The table below shows the educational qualification and occupational status of the learner’s wife.
Table 4: Distribution of respondents based on their wife’s education 

	Level of Education
	No. of learners
	%

	Primary 
	04
	8.5

	Junior Secondary
	05
	10.5

	Secondary 
	13
	28

	Higher Secondary
	19
	40

	Graduation
	06
	13

	Total
	47
	100

	Source: Survey by the researcher of this paper in 2022


13 (28%) of the wives of niche-1 learners had completed secondary level, whereas the top 19 (40%) had completed higher secondary education. 09 (19%) of the learners' wives finished primary and junior secondary school, while 06 (13%) graduated. Women's empowerment has changed significantly when taking into account the statistics shown in Figures 5, and Table 4. Compared to the mothers of the respondents, the wives have higher levels of education. Figure 5 shows that 44 (19.55%) had no formal schooling. However, according to Table 4, there isn't a wife in this educational status. 09 (19%) of the learner’s wives had completed primary and junior secondary school, compared to 153 (68%) of the mothers. Therefore, a greater proportion of mothers are less educated than the wives of the respondents. Just 03 (1%) moms received graduation degrees, whereas 6 (13%) wives earned the same level of degrees. Therefore, the wives are more educated than moms.
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Family education is one of the key indicators of social standing. A family with a highly educated member or a professional in a prestigious position often gains respect and acceptance in society. Such families typically provide better opportunities for future generations, helping them progress. Conversely, families without highly educated or influential professionals may face various challenges and struggles. 
According to 115 (51%) of the students, the HSC is the greatest level of schooling in their family. For 73 (33%) of the learners' families, graduation is the highest degree. 34 students (15%) stated that at least one member of their family holds a master's degree, while 3 students (1%) had a PhD (Figure 7). Overall educational status of the learner’s family is shown the figure below.  
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In Bangladesh, 72.9% of people aged 15 and over are literate (MoF, 2019). However, no member of the armed forces of Bangladesh comes from an illiterate family (Figure 8). According to the largest percentage of respondents (97, or 43%), their family has a moderate level of education
. Families of 68 (30%) of the respondents are educated
. 27 (12%) respondents come from higher-educated families
, while 33 (15%) of learners' families are primarily educated
.

Occupation and Income: Occupation is one of the key indicators of social status. It is also closely relevant to education. Higher education is supportive of a sophisticated occupation. Figures 5, 6, and 7 illustrate the family’s educational picture. Here the occupations of the families are presented. There is an excellent synchronization between education and occupation of the HSC niche 1 learner’s family.   
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Mothers of the top 148 (66%) respondents are housewives (Figure 8). But there are no fathers doing housework. However, only 3 (1%) mothers work in agriculture, compared to 71 (31%) fathers. According to Bangladesh, this is the social reality. Agriculture is not a career that women are interested in pursuing. However, a significant portion of the village's population is now abandoning agriculture as well. According to the Bangladesh Economic Review (MoF, 2022 & 2009), the largest percentage of workers (40.6%) in 2022 were employed in agriculture, up from 48.4% in 2009. Thus, the non-agricultural sector's workforce is steadily growing. 53 (24%) fathers and 26 (12%) mothers of HSC niche 1 learners work for non-government organizations. 38 (17%) fathers and 15 (7%) mothers work in the government sector. 22 (12%) learners’ fathers work as self-employed, and 18 (8%) work in the business sector. In contrast, this figure is 12 (5%) and 06 (2.66%), respectively, for mothers. Of the HSC niche-1 learners, 14 (6%) fathers and 8 (3%) mothers are teachers. However, 7 (3%) mothers and 9 (4%) fathers work in different occupations.
Women's occupation is an important measurement of a family’s status. In the context of Bangladesh, there are many families that do not permit their housewives to do any job due to religious fundamentalism or feudal mentality. On the other hand, due to a lack of educational qualifications or skills, many families didn’t get the opportunity to be appointed to service. So those families are advanced and progressive, whose female members are involved in income-generating occupations.

Table 5: Distribution of respondents based on their wife’s occupation 

	Occupation
	No. of learners
	%

	Student/Housekeeping
	24
	51

	Business
	02
	4

	Government service
	10
	21

	Non-government service
	08
	17

	Self-employed
	03
	7

	Total
	47
	100

	Source: Survey by the researcher of this paper in 2022


24 (51%) of the learner’s wives work as housekeepers or are students (Table 5). Then, 10 (21%) of the women are employed by the government, while 8 (17%) are employed by the non-government sector. 05 (11%) wives work as self-employed or in the business sector. So, a total of 49% of learners’ wives are service holders or engage in income-generating activities, whereas this number for mothers is 34%. So, there is one kind of social mobility between two generations within a family. This is also a symbol of women's advancement in Bangladesh in the last two decades.
Monthly income is one of the significant indicators to realize the socioeconomic condition of a family. Mostly, income or economic situation defines the ‘status’ or ‘class’ of a person and his family. The upper, middle, or lower class is ascertained by wealth and income.  

Table 6: Distribution of respondents based on their monthly family income

	Monthly family income 
	No. of respondent
	%

	11000 – 20,000 
	36
	16

	21,000 – 30,000 
	55
	25

	31,000 – 40,000 
	73
	32

	41,000 – 50,000 
	29
	13

	51,000 – 60,000
	18
	8

	61,000 and above
	14
	6

	Total
	225
	100

	Arithmetic Mean (X̄) = BDT 34,611/- 

	Source: Survey by the researcher of this paper in 2022


Family income means all types of income by one or more members along with other sources like cropland, business, house rent, etc. The average (X̄) monthly family income of HSC niche-1 learners is BDT 34,611. According to the BBS report (2022, 2016), the average monthly household income in Bangladesh is BDT 32,422, which was BDT 15,988 in December 2016 and Tk. 11,479 in December 2010. The highest 73 (32%) learners’ monthly family income is BDT 31–40 thousand. The second highest 55 (25%) learner’s family earns BDT 21–30 thousand per month. 29 (13%) learner’s families earn BDT 41–50 thousand, and 32 (14%) families earn BDT 50 thousand or more in a month. 36 (16%) learners’ monthly family income is BDT 11–20 thousand. The last one is mostly the single-earner family, and they have no other source. These families are comparatively poor. MoF (2020) said that in Bangladesh, 10.5% of people are extremely poor and 20.5% are poor.
Husain (2019) has shown in his research that the average monthly income of a BOU learner’s family is Tk. 24,643. However, the average monthly income of HSC niche-1 learners is about 10 thousand more. This is the symbol of the economic growth of Bangladesh. On the other hand, these learners’ families are the comparatively advanced groups in society. 
Table 7: Distribution of learners based on their family’s main source of income
	Main source of family income
	No. of Respondent
	%

	Agriculture
	54
	24

	Business
	16
	7

	Government service
	81
	36

	Non-government Service
	44
	20

	Self-employed
	18
	8

	Others
	12
	5

	Total
	225
	100

	Source: Survey by the researcher of this paper in 2022


The majority of HSC niche 1 learners (81, or 36%) said that the governmental job (grades 8–16) is the main source of income for their family (Table 7). In certain families, the learner is the family's main earner and the best service holder. The primary source of income for the families of the second-highest 54 (24%) learners is agriculture. As a government service holder, the learner supports his/her family. However, this is not the main income. 44 (20%) of the respondents stated that their family's best job is in the non-governmental sector. There is one or more earning members in the learner’s family, and they earn more than the learner. For 16 (7%) families, business is the primary source of income. 30 (13%) of the students said that the best job in their family is working self-employed or in another field.
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In recent years, Bangladesh has achieved momentous progress in economic development. Per capita income was 690 USD in 2009; however, it was 2,064 USD in 2020 (MoF, 2010 & 2019). The total size of the national budget was BDT 113,819 crore in 2009-10, whereas, in 2021-22, it was BDT 603,681 crore (MoF, 2009 & 202). There is a significant impact of the economic progress at the household level also.

The highest 107 (48%) HSC niche-1 learners came from moderately solvent families (Figure 9). That means 48% of learners’ families are neither poor nor solvent. They are self-sufficient based on their income. They are neither able to save money nor borrow frequently. The second highest 52 (23%) learners’ families are poor. These families can’t earn as per their basic needs. In most cases, these families are big (in terms of members) but depend on the single earner. Sometimes they have to borrow money from their relatives, neighbors, interest merchant moneylenders, NGOs, or banks. Bangladesh Economic Review (2022) shows that an average of 20.5% of people are poor. 24% of the BOU learners belong to poor families, and 12% are very poor (Husain, 2016).

However, 49 (22%) learners belong to the solvent family. The economic condition of these families is better than that of moderately solvent families. They earn more and save some money after maintaining their regular needs. 17 (7%) learners came from rich families. Besides the monthly income, they also have ample property. So, the overall economic condition of the niche-1 learner’s family is not so bad.

Social Class of the Niche-1 learner’s family: The middle class in Bangladesh is rising day by day. Almost 50% of people in Bangladesh belong to middle-class families. 10% is upper class, and 40% is lower class (Rahman & Husain, 2014).
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91 (40%) learners belong to lower-middle-class families (Figure 10). The second highest, 72 (32%) families of HSC niche-1 learners are the representatives of the middle class. 44 (20%) learners came from the lower class of society. Only 18 (8%) learners said their family belongs to the upper class in society. However, the lower class, lower-middle class, middle, and upper classes have been defined based on socioeconomic situation, educational level, social status, and power. Lower class means poor, minimum-educated families who have neither power nor status in society. The lower-middle class is more advanced than the lower class but more backward than the middle class. These families are moderately solvent, moderately educated, and have a little bit of power and honour in society. The middle class is a very common and popular portion of society. These people are educated or highly educated, solvent, and influential. Most middle-class people belong to white-collar or intellectual professions. Finally, upper-class people are the top-level people in society. They are rich, educated, powerful, and influential.

During data collection, many learners said that this programme upholds their social status. They are honored in their family, society, and offices for their education. They are treated as skilled, eligible, and knowledgeable human resources. Their job has been confirmed in the armed forces. The families of the learners are also moving forward in society. A poor family shifted into the moderately solvent category. Many learners’ families are treated now as lower-middle class instead of lower class. Some families in the rural areas have jumped from lower-middle class to middle class due to the service and education in the armed forces. Education is power; education is light! So, those who achieve education s/he is more powerful, enlightened, and resourceful. So, in light of education, poverty must be eliminated from society. That is why education in the armed forces not only benefits a person but also uplifts the institutions as well as the country. 

Residential area of niche-1 learner’s family: People's socialization, psychology, attitudes, tastes, values, personality, etc., can be greatly influenced by their living spaces. People from rural and urban areas differ visually as well. Therefore, a person's living neighborhood is a crucial predictor of their socioeconomic profile.


Bangladesh is a village-driven country. Since the better flow of urbanization, still now more people of Bangladesh live in villages. The highest 157 (70%) of HSC niche-1 learners’ families live in rural areas (Figure 11). The remaining 68 (30%) learners' families live in urban and semi-urban areas. According to the World Bank’s report, 62 percent of people in Bangladesh live in rural areas (WB, 2021). Comparing this data, it may seem that rural youth are more eager to join the armed forces than urban youth. On the other hand, urban areas have more opportunities for higher education, entrepreneurship, civil services, business, etc., than rural areas. The rural youths have a limited scope of government service. So many of them have a dream to join the armed forces. Figure 12 illustrates this reality.
Everyone has a dream in life. Every young person sets goals for their career. In most cases, this goal is affected by the person’s socioeconomic condition. To achieve this goal, youngsters try to prepare themselves to do so as best they can. So, aim in life, preparation for a career, career plan, joining a job, etc. are closely connected to socioeconomic circumstances. However, many people can’t achieve their goals; they can’t make their dreams come true! On the other hand, some people can reach their goals and achieve their aim in life.


The highest 63 (28%) learners had a dream to be a soldier (Soinik) or police. They have achieved their aim in life! The remaining 162 (72%) learners have different aims, but they can’t succeed in achieving their dream. 54 (24%) learners wanted to be teachers or civil service holders. 36 (16%) learners had an aim to be a doctor or an engineer. 25 (11%) learners had a dream to be a businessperson or self-employed (independent occupation). 17 (8%) learners had an aim to be a bureaucrat, and 12 (5%) learners wanted to be an officer of the armed forces or the police department. The remaining 18 (8%) learners had other dreams in their lives. Figure 7 represents the aim in life of the middle-class, lower-middle, and lower-class families of the society.

Figure 12 shows that 63 (28%) learners have an aim to be soldiers (Soinik) or police. The rest of the respondents have different dreams regarding their professional lives. All of the respondents have been questioned about why they chose the challenging occupation of the armed forces. What is the reason for joining as a soldier? Table 8 shows the answer to this question.

Table 8: Reason of choice the soldier life
	Reason 
	No. of Respondent
	%

	Job and financial security
	81
	36

	Soldier by choice
	63
	28

	Poverty
	23
	10.22

	Family need
	41
	18.22

	Others
	17
	7.56

	Total
	225
	100

	Source: Survey by the researcher of this paper in 2022


The Maximum 81 (36%) students stated that they enlisted in the military in order to secure employment and financial stability. The second-highest percentage of students, 63 (28%), have chosen to be soldiers on their own. They choose to be "soldiers." Then, 41 (18.22%) students stated that they had taken this employment in order to support their families. They have no other choice but to work here in order to provide for their own family. 23 (10.22%) students have chosen this line of work because they are poor. No other job was easy for them, and they couldn't manage their studies. Therefore, being a soldier is a huge accomplishment for them and their family. 17 students (8.56%) joined as soldiers or Soiniks for other reasons.

Currently, 23.4% of people lack literacy, while 10.5% of people live in extreme poverty (MoF, 2023). The lowest level of society is occupied by this group of people. However, the majority of HSC niche-1 students are middle- or lower-middle-class. Therefore, compared to the lowest-level families in society, these families are significantly superior. 

4. CONCLUSION

The motto of Open and Distance Learning (ODL) is delivering education to the doorstep of the people. The main theme of ODL is to reach out to the unreached. HSC niche-1 is a unique initiative of the ODL system that provides education for members of the armed forces who have achieved a Secondary School Certificate (SSC) before joining. There is an excellent homogeneity among the learners of the niche-1 programme. This homogeneity is not only in service but also in their socioeconomic background. The majority of the learners of the armed forces came from rural areas and belonged to middle- or lower-middle-class families. Very few learners’ families are extremely poor or rich. Most of the niche-1 learner families are moderately solvent, and they have a mid-level education. The education and occupation of the learner’s parent or wife are also relevant to their status. Even their dream or aim in life is very close to their socioeconomic circumstances. No doubt, the Bangladesh armed forces is a unique and specialized community in Bangladesh. There are so many issues related to its members except their socioeconomic background. Family life, lifestyle, challenges and opportunities of women soldiers, sender sensitivity, dreams about their offspring, personal skills, plans after retirement, etc. may be better research areas for the future.
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Fig. 1: The Study Areas in the Map
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Fig. 7: Educational status of learner’s family
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Fig. 10: Social class of learner’s family
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Fig. 11: Living area of learner’s family
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�.  Moderate educated family means maximum members of the family completed at least SSC.


�.  Educated family means maximum members of the family have graduation.


�.  Higher educated family means all are educated, some of them achieved Masters even PhD Degree.


�.  Primarily educated family means most of the members of the family are below SSC.
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