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Executive Summary
Bangladesh has a youth bulge with a fifth of the population between 15 and 24 years of age. As
such, they also represent 17 percent of the country’s labor force. Notwithstanding the benefits that
could be derived from a young workforce, this cohort is generally disadvantaged in this space. In
addition to experiencing the highest rates of unemployment, the youth represent the largest
proportion of discouraged workers while a third are not in education, employment or training
(NEET). This is largely driven by absence of meaningful opportunities coupled with a low level of
human capital accumulation. The Government has been taking a number of steps to counter this
problem and take advantage of the demographic dividend. For instance, it drafted the National
Skills Development Policy (NSDP) in 2011 along with a priority focus on technical and vocational
training (TVET) for the youth in its latest five-year plan. However, the plans fall short in a world
that is placing increasing importance on complementing technical classroom-based training with
soft-skills.
The demand and appreciation of soft skill, in addition to technical skills, grew considerably in the
recent decades. Evidence shows that soft skills play a significant role in successful labor market
outcomes, including increasing the employability and sustainability of the worker himself but also
has a positive impact on the overall productivity. BRAC’s Skills Development Programme (SDP)
utilizes a soft skill module under its Alternative Learning Program. Under that, the graduate
participates in a number of soft skill sessions where they are taught about social and health
issues, employment related issues and also areas to build up their confidence and
self-awareness. As a part of the training they go through a six months long apprenticeship training
under a designated Mastercrafts Person (MCP).
This study has several objectives, through qualitative interviews of trainers, trainees, and MCPs,
this study explores the understanding of the perception of beneficiaries and peer leaders
regarding content, schedule, and pedagogy of the soft skill training along with classroom
dynamics between the trainers and trainees and the gender dynamics within and beyond the
classroom. The study also explores the ability of the soft skill training to improve soft skills and
livelihood opportunities of intended beneficiaries and the successes and challenges of the soft
skill training program. The study also generates recommendations for future improvement and
scale up of the soft skill training program. Keeping in mind the on-going pandemic, the report adds
a separate section on the impact of the COVID-19 outbreak and how the graduates are coping
with the crisis applying the learnings from the training.
Findings from the qualitative study shows that, in terms of the content, although the respondents
think that all the issues covered by the book “Shopno Puron” are relevant, they put emphasize
chapters on self-improvement more. Interestingly, the female graduates ranked employment
centric contents (i.e., introduction to the job market, claiming fair rights) higher than the male
participants. One plausible explanation is that the female workers are less exposed to the job
market and to increase visibility the female workers need to work harder compared to their male
counterparts. Furthermore, the respondents recommended including a number of contemporary
issues like using social media and introducing health and hygiene practice.
ALP follows a vivid teaching technique while conducting the soft skill training, which is a
combination of information but also active participation of the students. Findings show even
though in terms of pedagogical tactics the participants are quite content, they have highlighted a
few issues regarding the delivery of the training. These include using local terms for a few issues
(e.g., wet dreams, masturbation et cetera) as they will be able to connect more with ease during
the class and discuss comfortably with peers. Another concern was the age & gender of the
trainers, as it can impede the learning process. For the male participants, a young female teacher
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explaining male adolescence issues can create an awkward situation in the classroom. Though,
some were able to avoid it with their boldness and smart approach, but in those cases, the trainer
was more experienced. For the duration of the soft skill class, the trainers suggested that
extending the time limit will enable them to ensure active participation of the trainees and might
increase their attentiveness in the classroom.
One interesting finding was that the knowledge of soft skill mostly revolved around the book
taught in the classroom. Also, the trainees valuing hard skill training class and apprenticeship a
lot more than the soft skill component. One plausible explanation is that the trainees do not
foresee any financial incentive for these learnings like they do for the technical skill classes and
training. This issue needs to be addressed by including at least a chapter on what is soft skill and
why soft skill is necessary and how practicing this can increase a trainee’s employability and
sustainability in the job market. The trainers also need to highlight this throughout the training.
Given the MCPs are a vital part of the ALP training and the trainees and the MCPs share an
amicable ‘Ostad-shagred’ relationship, it is concerning that they are not a part of the soft skill
training, neither have they been briefed on the soft skills that needs to be exercised among the
trainees during the apprenticeship. One recommendation is to include them in the soft skill
training and also provide them with a checklist of soft skills that needs to be practiced during the
apprenticeship among the trainees. To further strengthen the relationship between the two parties
(trainees and MCPs) one recommendation is to initiate a structured follow-up on-job counselling
for the trainers. This will not only increase their confidence but also help further enrich the
program design.
We also find that, for the female workers, conventional gender norms can jeopardize female
workers employment. For instance, male workers are more likely to work overtime and earn more
compared to the female workers. However, this is mostly for being unable to ensure their security
after hour, as they will have to travel back to their home. One recommendation is, the MCP and
BRAC officials can convene a meeting among the community influential and administrative
personnel and ensure the female workers security once they start the apprenticeship.
The study also attempted to explore how the graduates are coping with the health and
socioeconomic impacts of the recent COVID outbreak. Apparently, most of the respondents
admitted that learning from the soft skill training to be helpful during a crisis as such. However,
they also shared their concerns regarding job insecurities and shrinking job markets. One
recommendation is to provide them with immediate financial and food support. In addition to that,
ensuring a supply chain for these small businesses can help them overcome any current or
upcoming financial difficulties.
Overall, the study finds that programs such as the ALP has the potential to positively and broadly
affect labor market outcomes among the youth. As the study also finds that, learnings from this
training were not restricted to the classroom but had a broader impact (contagion effect). Hence,
strengthening this component further will have a far reaching impact on the efficiency of the youth
labor force of Bangladesh as well as the economy, than it is anticipated.
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1. Introduction
With nearly a fifth of the population aged between 15 and 24 years, a considerable proportion
(nearly two million) of this cohort enter the labor market each year, representing nearly 17% of the
labor force in Bangladesh (BBS, 2018; Rahman, et al., 2019). Despite their importance, youth are
generally disadvantaged and leave a small footprint in the Bangladesh economy. Not only do they
have the highest rates of unemployment and discouraged workers among all age groups, nearly
30% are not in education, employment or training (NEET) (BBS, 2018). Informal sector dominates
the labor market, representing nearly 85% of the total economy (BBS, 2018). Perhaps not
surprisingly, given the low human capital accumulation, both in terms of traditional education and
inadequate practical skills, the proportion of the youth involved in informal work are
disproportionately higher at 91%.
These trends are further corroborated by the fact that only 1.7% of the total employed have ever
received any formal training (BBS, 2018). To address the gap between the demand for and supply
of skilled workers, particularly the youth, the Government of Bangladesh has been taking a
number of steps. For instance, it has prioritized technical and vocational training (TVET) targeted
towards youth in its latest five-year plan (Government of Bangladesh , 2016). The programs are
designed to be demand driven and curated through government institutions, private institutions,
and NGOs with a strong focus on equity to strengthen the faltering labor force participation rates
among women, vulnerable communities and those with disabilities.
Recent global evidence suggests that in addition to technical skills, soft-skills play a significant
role in successful labor market outcomes, particularly among youth and women, and have gained
considerable demand among the employers in Bangladesh (Nusrat & Naz, 2018). To further this
agenda, BRAC’s Skills Development Program (SDP) has introduced a soft skills component in its
Alternative Learning Programme (ALP). Each year, they provide hundreds of youths with
technical and vocational training in combination with soft skills components and help these
graduates enter the labor force. However, the efficacy of such programs in Bangladesh have not
yet been established. This document tries to identify the effect of soft-skills training on the
wellbeing of the ALP graduates with a particular focus on gender perspectives, in the context of
the COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, this report also explores the pedagogy, content of soft skill
training and how different players are able to extract the learnings from the soft skill training and
utilize it in their everyday lives.

1.1 Definition of ‘Soft skill’
‘Soft-skills’ is a term which was coined in 1972 and became widespread after 1990. It refers to
qualities that are not associated with technicality of a particular job, rather attributes necessary to
have in order to run an organization of any kind (Cimatti, 2016). Since the value of soft-skills came
into discussion, the terminology has been addressed with many synonyms such as life skills,
transversal skills, transferable skills, future work skills, skills for social progress, key
competencies for lifelong earnings, and many more (Cinque, 2015).
According to a definition by Moss and Tilly, soft-skills can be defined as “skills, abilities, and traits
that pertain to personality, attitude and behavior rather than to formal or technical knowledge”
(Moss & Tilly, 2001). Tobin defined soft skills as “the traits and abilities of attitude and behavior
rather than of knowledge or technical aptitude” (Tobin, 2006). In another definition by Hewitt
Sean, soft-skills are defined as “non-technical, intangible, personality specific skills, which
determines an individual’s strength as a leader, listener, and negotiator, or as a conflict mediator”
(Binsaeed, Unnisa, & Rizvi, 2017). UNICEF marked soft skills as transferable skills which allow
“young people to become agile learners and global citizens equipped to navigate personal, social,
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academic, and economic challenges” (UNICEF, 2019). So, for a summary, soft-skills can be
referred to as non-technical attributes that are required to complement technical skills or
hard-skills in order to sustain in an organization.
Soft skills can be context specific. For example, cultural awareness can be useful for any engineer
but for human resources management, it becomes an essential tool (Schulz, 2008). Soft skills are
required for managing both personal development and social development. For personal
development, cognitive skills, knowledge, and awareness can be gathered and then, for social
development, they are needed to turn into action through channels of social relationships
(Engelberg, 2015). In the following figure created by Kingsley, we can view soft skills as a
combination of intra- and interpersonal competence.

Achiever’s
orientation

Responseable
awareness

Response
-able
action

Intra-personal
Competence

Self
awareness

Self
management

Inter-personal
Competence

Social
awareness

Social
relationships

Figure 1 : Achiever’s orientation, definition of soft skills (Kingsley, 2015)
Cristiano Ciappei, through his integrated taxonomy of skills, described soft skills as a combination
of political, ethical, strategic, and organizational skills (Cimatti, 2016). Basically, the terminology
soft skills represents a spectrum of skills, which includes communication skills, decision making
skills, negotiation skills, problem solving skills et cetera.

1.2 Significance and role of soft skills
James Heckman stated soft-skills to be a predictor of success in life as soft-skills mediate a
causal relationship in attaining personal and professional achievements (Cinque, 2015). Soft
skills provide understanding of a person’s current situation, self-development, and future
responsibilities (Tobin, 2006). Soft-skills determine industry quality as product quality, service by
the employees, employees’ personal lives, and organization structure depend on the extent of the
quality of soft-skills of any member of every level of the organization. These aggregate into
increased value of human capital of an organization and thus increase the outputs of the
organization resulting in improved outcomes in the long run (Cimatti, 2016). In a study, it was
found that for long-term jobs soft skills are responsible for 75% of the cases (Klaus, 2010).
Another study showed that employees prioritize soft skills in having success on entry level jobs
(Wilhelm, 2004). On the other hand, some studies showed other results. One study showed soft
skills having no long run effects but positive short run effects on both males and females
(Schochet, McConnell, & Burghardt, 2003).
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Some studies also focused on the effectiveness of soft-skills training. In a study on female college
graduates of Jordan, it was observed that soft-skill training had no impact on employment but it
increased their expectations about the future and thus made them more optimistic (Groh,
Krishnan, McKenzie, & Vishwanath, 2016). Similarly, in another study in Dominican Republic, it
was seen that soft-skill training increased self-esteem, job satisfaction, and higher expectations
from the job market in females in the long run but not the same effect was observed in the males
(Acevedo, Cruces, Gertler, & Martinez, 2017). But it is certain that there exists a significant gap in
literature on the impact of soft skills over employment in developing countries compared to
developed countries.

1.3 Soft skills in Technical and Vocational Education and
Training (TVET)
The main focus of TVET has always been hard skills (Mamun, 2012). Even UNESCO pointed out
that the current TVET system is not yet ready to support and develop soft-skills components
(Brewer & Comyn, 2015). But there are efforts to include soft skills into TVET. Findings for a
multi-country study on employers/employees of – Australia, India, Chili, Jamaica, Malawi, and the
Philippines listed the core competencies and skills of employees and divided them into four broad
themes – learning to learn, teamwork, communication, and problem-solving (Brewer, 2013).
Acevedo et al. also included the following themes in their soft-skills intervention study – promoting
self-esteem and self-realization, communication skills, conflict resolution, life planning, time
management, teamwork, decision-making, hygiene and health, and coaching on risky behaviors
(Acevedo, Cruces, Gertler, & Martinez, 2017).

2. Skills Development in Bangladesh
Bangladesh is undergoing a demographic dividend, which means the share of the working age
population is greater than that of the non-working age population. 68% of the total population fall
within the age group 15-64 and 28% are within the age group 10-24 (UNFPA, 2019). According
to the Labor Force Survey (LFS) 2016-17, the labor force participation rate in Bangladesh, stands
at 58.2%, with a huge discrepancy between the male participation rate (80.5%) and the female
participation rate (36.3%). The employment-to-population ratio stands at a mere 55.8%. The
long-term unemployment rate (unemployed for over one year) stands at 15.2%. Despite the fact
that access to education has increased, the majority of the working age population is without
skills-training or general education. In fact, almost 30% of the youth are not in any kind of
education, employment, or training (BBS, 2018). The mismatch between skills demanded by
employers and skills supplied is one of the most acute problems for the country’s economy, for
example IT sector or shipbuilding industry (ADB, 2016). Thus, skills development has been a
priority in the policy agenda for the Government of Bangladesh for the last decade.
The National Skills Development Authority (NSDA) is the apex body responsible for overseeing
skills development in Bangladesh. The NSDA is headed by Bangladesh’s Honorable Prime
Minister and sets the national skills development agenda (Government of Bangladesh, 2015).
The Bangladesh Technical Education Board (BTEB) is responsible for conducting examinations
and awarding certificates to graduates of TVET institutions (Hossain, 2019). The National Skills
Development Policy (NSDP) 2011 was approved by the Cabinet in 2012. The Government of
Bangladesh (GoB) also has adopted the National Technical and Vocational Qualifications
Framework (NTVQF), which provides a structure for TVET qualifications in the country. These
policies seek to lay out the skills development strategies for both the public and private sectors
and foster better coordination among educational and training institutions (Ministry of Education,
2011). It is envisioned that NSDP will play a key role in Bangladesh achieving the status of
middle-income nation by 2021.
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Skills development in Bangladesh can be categorized into five main segments: public, private
(receives a government subsidy), private (commercial training institutions), non-government and
not-for-profit institutions, and industry-based (Government of Bangladesh, 2015). According to
BANBEIS, as of 2018, there are a total of 6,865 TVET institutions in the country, of which 5,999
are private and 866 are public. Female enrolment rate, as of 2018, stands at around 25% (Khan,
2019). The quality of training varies among these institutions but there are numerous examples
that work very well. On this regard, the aim of the National Skills Development System (NSDS) is
to create a holistic public TVET system with elements that can be applied to all sectors.

2.1 Soft-skills and TVET in Bangladesh
According to the LFS 2016-17, the proportion of informal employment in total employment is a
whopping 91.8% (BBS, 2018). Also, low skilled and unskilled migrant workers are the major
remittance contributors stabilizing balance of payment, foreign currency reserve, and Gross
Domestic Product. They need improvement in the skill level of Bangladesh’s migrant workforce,
for the value of remittances to increase, according to many government reports and industry
owners (Islam, 2011). Here, TVET can play a huge part in making them skilled and more
job-focused but TVET alone can guarantee job enrollment. It needs a blend of technical education
and cognitive skills which we call soft-skills (Ahmed, 2016).
In Bangladesh, many employers do not consider evaluating soft-skills as vocational workforce is
mainly evaluated with their technical skills (Ahmed, 2016). But still, several organizations in
Bangladesh has started to include soft-skills training in their training module though it is not
included in the curriculum. For example, UCEP Bangladesh train its graduates with soft skills that
enable them to learn new tasks fast, enable them to be work collectively, and maintain proper
hygiene for a healthy workplace environment (UCEP, 2018). BRAC also has programs such as
STAR (Skills Training for Advancing Resources) and ALP project which offers soft skills training.
But, doubts remain about the quality of skills being provided in TVET institutions in the country
(ADB, 2016). It seems that the complementary nature of hard skills and soft skills has not been
adequately recognized in TVET institutions in Bangladesh. To comprehend this issue, GoB is
emphasizing on enriching skills development education and training in order to make TVET
relevant to the changing context of economy and future needs. And for that, NSDA has started to
revise and update NSDP 2011. With the help of ILO, under European Union’s Skills 21 project,
NSDA has started to review NSDP, with participation of several TVET institutions. It has been
recommended that soft-skills training has to be market-specific and made as a priority in revising
TVET curriculum (ILO, 2020). In conclusion, it can only be hoped that the government, through
NSDA will consider the inclusion of soft-skills
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3. BRAC’s Alternative Learning Program (ALP)
BRAC’s Alternative Learning Program (ALP) is a project of BRAC SDP. ALP targeting
out-of-school and school drop-out adolescents aims to instill valuable skills in these adolescents
through training, which will help them access decent work. ALP focuses on placing these
adolescents in jobs with safe working environments in the informal sector by formalizing the
informal local apprenticeship ‘Ostad-Shagred’ model, which consists of the following five
components: on-the-job training, theoretical training, soft-skills training, foundational skills
training, and job placement. The apprenticeship model was selected on the premise that such
models are structured, demand-driven, contains trade-specific education, incorporates the
principle of social inclusion and decent work, and is certifiable. ALP also aims to create decent
work in the informal sector and improve the skills of master craftspersons (MCPs) so that they can
become better prepared for their trade.
ALP is a six-month-long apprenticeship program (4 days a week, 5 hours a day), which is open to
girls and boys with and without disabilities (aged 14-18 years), who have dropped out of school
or had never enrolled in school. The program targets those who are financially vulnerable. That is
why the program goes door to door and selects potential learners. Learners are given on-the-job
training by an MCP, usually a micro or small business owner, who is well-known in the
community. ALP consists of four main steps: selection, training, employment, and certification.
One of the focal areas of ALP is soft-skills training. Students attend classes once a week (1.5
hours) and are trained on soft skills for 6 months. These classes are conducted by peer leaders.
They are recruited and trained both from the BRAC Adolescent Program and from the community.
Topics such as communicative English, financial literacy, occupational mobility/employability, and
life skills education are covered. The textbook that is taught in ALP’s soft-skills classes is called
‘Shopno Puron’, which contains materials related to numerous themes such as, adolescence,
assessment of the job market, achieving success in one’s job, claiming one’s rights, child
marriage, and human trafficking. ‘Shopno Puron’ consists of 12 modules in total. The textbook
has been written and developed by BRAC SDP.
According to BRAC, ALP and STAR has a 95% job placement rate, has a cost-benefit ratio of 1
to 3, and has enhanced empowerment, job satisfaction, and self-confidence among learners .
The ALP trade list includes tailoring and dressmaking (for both men and women), mobile phone
servicing, beauty salon, graphic design, and IT support technician, among others. ALP, however,
is not without its challenges. Some of these challenges include linking learners with the formal
sector, certification of learners/MCPs, involving MCP in the entire process, and ensuring
follow-up/monitoring to keep learners on track.

4. Research objective
As mentioned before, ALP provides training both on hard-skills (technical education) and soft
skills. Though ALP so far has successfully maintained a 95% job placement rate, it is difficult to
gauge the efficiency or impact of the soft-skills components on employment. The contents taught
in soft-skills training and the methodology of the provision of training are equally important and
need to be carefully and strategically selected. For instance, UNICEF advocates for inclusion of
gender responsive content in soft-skills education of adolescents as it is proven to improve
gender awareness and related behavior among them. Gender responsive content in such
education/skills training considers gender norms, roles and relations, gender inequalities in
society, and gender awareness (UNICEF, 2018). Therefore, it is important to explore if gender
responsive contents are included and taught in soft-skills training for adolescents and if it is able
to impart positive effects on the learners.
1

https://www.BRAC.net/latest-news/item/1232-BRAC-trained-400-thousand-youths-in-employable-skills
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As ALP is providing soft-skills training besides hard-skills or technical knowledge, it is important
to estimate the impact of soft-skills in the professional and personal lives of the learners. Also, it
is equally important to understand the effect of soft-skills training components and teaching
methods in order to assess the effectiveness of the training module. For such reasons, this study
was done to analyze the soft-skills component taught under ALP implemented by BRAC SDP
through exploring the content, pedagogy, and perceptions surrounding the soft-skills course.
Moreover, the recent COVID-19 pandemic resulted in mitigation strategies like ‘social distancing’
and partial or complete ‘lockdown’, hitting the informal sector workers (including the youths) along
with their families, significantly in Bangladesh. The ALP graduates, who were recently recruited
are also facing similar challenges. Hence, understanding how soft-skills training can affect in
dealing with this situation will help us identify and improvise soft-skill training contents for crisis as
such. Thus, findings from this study will help the policymakers design youth-focused job-skill
curriculums with an enhanced emphasis on soft-skill training, which may increase their capacity
in terms of addressing economic vulnerabilities.
General Objectives
- To understand the knowledge and perception of trainees and trainers regarding the
content, schedule and pedagogy of the soft-skills training module
- Explore how the graduates are applying learnings from the soft skill training in their
personal and professional lives.
- To explore the impact of COVID-19 in the lives of the ALP graduates
Specific Objectives
- To explore whether soft-skills training component of the ALP is able to improve soft-skills
and livelihood opportunities of the intended beneficiaries
- To explore gender dimensions of soft-skills training, in the classroom and workplace
- To explore the successes and challenges of the soft-skills training program
- To understand the respondents’ knowledge of COVID 19, practice of preventative and
protective measures and how it affected their professional and personal lives
- To explore how the graduates are applying learnings from the soft-skills training to cope
with the health and socioeconomic shocks during the pandemic

5. Methodology
The aim of the study was to explore participant’s experiences, perceptions, and attitudes on the
soft- skills component of ALP along with impact in their personal and professional lives. So, the
study follows an exploratory qualitative approach. In the following sections the study settings,
population, tool development and data analysis techniques are explained along with challenges
faced during the research project.
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Study population and sampling technique
In 2019, ALP operated in three districts – Dhaka, Sunamganj, and Cox’s Bazar. Due to the
COVID-19 outbreak and measures like ‘social distancing’ and ‘partial and complete lockdown’
being adopted, the research team conducted research in two of those sites (Dhaka and
Sunamganj). Despite planning for a field trip, due to limitations in mobility for government
restrictions the team conducted interviews over the phone.
To achieve a depth of understanding of the research topic, purposive sampling was adopted in
the study. The benefit of this approach is to achieve a better understanding by using a maximum
variation through a process that helps to answer the research query from all obtainable viewpoints
(Etikan, Musa, & Alkassim, 2016). This selection tactic can efficiently be used to identify the
research participants with the best use of minimum resources (Patton, 2002). Also, to achieve this
viewpoint, purposive sampling helps to categorize those respondents, who are more experienced
and knowledgeable in specific phenomena (Cresswell & Clark, 2011). The purposive sampling
technique for this study was used in the following way:
I. Selection of Dhaka as an urban site and Sunamganj as a rural site
II. Selection of graduates, learners, and MCPs/employers
III. Selection of male and female respondents
Study participants were involved directly (trainers and graduates) or indirectly (MCPs and
employers) and were purposively selected from the ALP 2019 batch. The training duration of this
batch was six months (July-December 2019). Direct involvement means the participants were
associated with the training either as a trainer or a trainee. Indirect involvement points to the role
of MCPs/employers who were associated with providing internship opportunities and trained the
learners through a professional environment. Respondent list and contact numbers were provided
by the Skills Development Programme personnel according to the sample design of this research.
Maintaining the conditions of exclusion criteria, two graduate respondents were excluded
because they did not receive phones and thus they were not reached. For other criteria, there
were no exclusion.
Study population
ALP 2019

Sunamganj - a rural site

Dhaka-an urban site

ALP
Graduates

ALP
Trainers

ALP Master
craftsmen/
employer

ALP
Graduates

ALP
Trainers

ALP Master
craftsmen/
employer

3 Females
3 Males

2 Females

3 Males
1 Female

2 Females
3 Males

2 Females

2 Males
2 Females

Figure 2: Purposive sampling techniques for the study
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Study tool development
The research team started with a series of brainstorming sessions to map out the research design
for identifying underlying themes based on the research questions. This included construction of
three guidelines (for graduates, learners, and MCPs/employers) for data collection, outlining
timelines for pretest, conducting the interviews, researchers training, site and respondent
selection.
To prepare the guideline, researchers focused on the most appropriate topics to cover research
queries on general and more explicit questions. To make the guidelines more conversation
friendly, researchers used simple structured open and close-ended questions. During the
role-play session the team carefully identified the complexity, flow of the questions, placements of
the themes and calculated the duration of guideline takes to complete.
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the team had to call the respondents for pre-test. Then, from
pre-test interviews, feedback was incorporated in the guidelines and all the questions in each of
the guidelines were arranged according to thematic areas. The guidelines emphasized several
aspects such as knowledge, content, and methods evaluation, the impact of soft-skills,
recommendations to improve ALP soft-skills module and training, and the COVID-19 pandemic
effect on the respondent’s health and livelihood.

Data collection and analysis
As per decision taken due to the pandemic situation, all interviews were done through phone
calls. The phone calls were recorded and then uploaded in a customized Google drive folder for
further access and storage. Data was collected from May 9th to May 27th, 2020. To ensure data
richness, two to three sessions were conducted with each respondent. Each session spanned for
an average of 45 to 60 minutes.
As the interview guidelines were structured, a data-matrix was constructed before the interviews
were taken. In that matrix, the themes and their related questions were organized in columns and
each row was made to contain each respondent’s statements on different questions. So,
immediately after conducting each interview session, the recording was transcribed and
translated and then simultaneously incorporated in the data matrix by the respective researcher
according to the respective column of questions. This approach saved time for data coding. After
completing data input, interpretation and critical analysis were done to identify the patterns in the
data matrix which allowed the researchers to identify the issues regarding impacts of soft skills on
a graduate’s life.

Research
theme

Data

Key
Theme

Sub
Thehme

Figure 3 : Workflow of thematic analysis
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Coding of
text

Ethical considerations
After a call was made, the respondent was briefed about the project. Then, if she/he had any
queries, those were addressed. The researchers specifically informed about conducting multiple
sessions and that all conversations will be recorded. Only after they provided permission to
interview, their appointment was taken so that the interview could be taken on a favorable time
for the respondents. The phone recordings were transferred from phone to a customized Google
drive folder and after transcription, the records are moved from the drive to a protected offline
destination so that the recordings may remain safe from any breaching.

Challenges
The whole study was done during the COVID-19 pandemic. The government of Bangladesh
imposed movement restrictions across the country. So, it was not possible to talk with the
respondents face to face. That is why interviews were conducted through mobile phones. On this
case, building trust through mobile phones for the interview was a challenge the researcher
encountered. For convincing the respondents with good rapport building took a good amount of
time. Also, fluctuated mobile networks, especially in rural areas were another sort of challenge.
Also, as the study is qualitative in nature, the objective assessment of soft skills pedagogy and
impacts of the training cannot be measured. Adding to this, there was no prior study of soft skills
knowledge and practice which could have paved the way for addressing the comparison of
knowledge and practice of soft skills – as how the trainees behave before and after getting soft
skills training. The study cannot prove the sustainability of the soft skills training in the job-place
as no quantitative measurement was done. The study only reached few of the targeted
respondents and thus cannot portray a complete picture as it could have done if the pandemic
situation had not been there.

6. Research Findings
6.1 Pedagogy of soft-skills training
Pedagogy alludes to the interrelation among teachers, students, their learning environment, and
learning tasks. This is an umbrella term that refers to how teachers and students relate together
as well as the instructional methodologies that are followed and executed in a classroom
(International Institute for Educational Planning, 2018). Pedagogical approaches are often
positioned on a range from being teacher-centered to learner-centered . However, these two
approaches may often appear as opposing to each other or they can often complement each
other in acknowledging the educational objectives.
In this program, learner-centered pedagogy was used in order to enhance the learners’ capacity
to acquire new knowledge and skills. The actual purpose of this soft-skills program was delivering
soft-skills to the students in the most enjoyable and effective approach possible. Therefore, eight
different innovative pedagogical approaches were implemented in the classroom envisioned as
possibly the best way of delivering knowledge. In this section, the overall pedagogical challenges
and experiences of learners were demonstrated.
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6.1.1 Effective participation of the trainees
Learning can be simply defined as the process of acquiring knowledge, which can both be new or
existing skills and behaviors (Abdullah, Rahamah, & Mahbob, 2012). Therefore, if learning is
defined as a thirst for knowledge, skills or behaviors, then there is a need for students who have
this thirst for knowledge. Students must be proactive by seeking as well as receiving information
and how the students perceive the information is usually reflected in their behaviors in the
classroom. The behaviors of students in the classroom may vary from passive to active
participation. Their activities as observed in a classroom consist of sitting in a discreet manner,
taking notes, listening intently, immersed in doing something else, and posing inquiries,
presenting their views, or responding to questions (Hussein, 2010; Bas, 2010; Abdullah,
Rahamah, & Mahbob, 2012).
The first four activities are passive types of behaviors while the latter are active types of
classroom behavior. Qualitative research shows that although a student may attend each and
every class, it does not ensure that she/he will actually learn something in these classes.
The respondents mentioned this issue repeatedly in interviews. Some of the students found
difficulties in gaining interest in the classes. This study found that the majority of learners
attended all soft-skills classes as class attendance was a mandatory criterion for them to remain
in the program (most importantly, in the hard-skills program). A 14-year-old graduate informed,
“If we miss those classes then they will think that we may miss our parlor classes too. They used
to record our attendance.”
– (Female graduate, Dhaka)



Passive
Behaviours

Active
Behaviours










Sitting in a discreet manner
Taking notes
Listening intently
Immersed in doing somthing else

Posing inquires
Presenting their views or
responding to questions

Figure 4: Behavioral traits in the classroom
Teacher-centered pedagogy positions the teacher at the center of the learning process and typically relies on methods such as
whole-class lecture, rote memorization, and chorus answers (i.e., call-and-response).
3
Learner-centered pedagogy is known also as constructive, student-centered, participatory or interactive and active pedagogy.
According to this, a student should be actively involved in the learning process. Teacher works as a facilitator in this process who
moderate, create and build the learning conditions.
2
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This study found that after attending all the classes, some learners learned only a little due to lack
of active participation and concentration. In any learning context, both the educator and learner
are the main actors. As a main actor, educators (be it lecturers or teachers) and learners play the
most vital roles in the process of learning (Abdullah, Rahamah, & Mahbob, 2012). It is the duty of
a lecturer to educate, direct, encourage, assist and shape the learners to become a productive
and skillful person. On the contrary, learners should have the thirst for learning and applying the
skills and information learnt in the classroom. These mutually beneficial arrangements between
lecturers and students do create a favorable learning environment.
A study directed by de Jong and Ferguson-Hessler (1996) found that students, who are active
participants, tend to have better scholarly accomplishment than students who are comparatively
fewer active participants. This statement was further substantiated by Astin (1999), who asserted
that students who are effectively engaged in the classroom discussions demonstrated higher
satisfaction in the learning procedure. Effective engagement of the students through discussions
in the classroom is important for successful learning and plays an important role in the
achievement of education and self-development of students in the future (Tatar, 2005). This is
because students will learn to analyze skillfully, which in turn will enhance their intellectual
growth, if they are an active participant in the classroom (Mustapha, 2010). This study found the
same in this regard. Respondents, who were not actively involved in classes could not retain
information that they learned in class. They could not even remember the topics discussed in the
class. Moreover, they could not relate those topics with real life as they did not understand their
importance in practical life. Whenever some of the learners were asked about the class content,
they struggled to remember the topics and informed that they forgot almost everything. As a
14-year-old learner narrated,
"Ami ashole shob vule gechi. Ami class e jetam, shob shuntam kintu bhuleo jetam [Actually,
I forgot everything that was discussed in class. I used to attend the classes, listened to
everything, and then I forgot everything.]
– (Female graduate, Dhaka)
It can be said that the sole purpose of learning should not depend on quantity, rather emphasis
should be put on effective teaching techniques. Therefore, there is a need to ensure active class
participation, and not a class full of learners who just come for the sake of class attendance. The
report shares a number of recommendations addressing this issue under section 7.2.

6.1.2 Trainer’s attitude and approach
In this study, both inattentive and attentive learners of soft-skills classes agreed that their trainers
had played a major role in any classroom, apart from the content and the method of teaching.
Positive traits of trainers and their teaching strategies were important motivating components to
invigorate verbal communication among learners in the classroom. The learners preferred a
trainer who was friendly and welcoming in nature. They favored trainers who seemed amiable,
did not condemn their students, and understood them well. In front of such trainers, they would
not feel embarrassed or apprehensive to speak up in class, they said. They also said that they
would not feel neglected if everybody was given equal opportunity to participate. The trainers
provided the learners stimuli before the classes so that they could prepare themselves and take
an interest to participate effectively in the classroom. The trainers employed several techniques
to make the class interesting, such as conducting varieties of activities in the classroom, always
inviting students to speak in a question and answering (Q&A) session, etc.
A skilled trainer will employ the best method or style that will stimulate students/learners to be
responsive, and not become bored and inattentive in the classroom (Harlan & Rowland, 2002).
Our study showed a similar finding. One female graduate shared,
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“If we ever felt like not studying, she (trainer) would play a game with us. She would divide us into
groups, each consisting 4-5 people and name the groups after flowers or fruits. She asked us
questions about what we have already read.”
– (Female graduate, Dhaka)
According to our findings, trainers’ attitude, age, personality, speaking style, and body language
had a great impact on learners. To hold the attention of any learner, a trainer must have these
aforementioned qualities. Additionally, they should possess good demonstration and clarification
capabilities. As for the explanation behind not being mindful in class, a few graduates shared that
their trainers failed to capture their attention in class. Some referenced that they did not like their
teacher much as he/she was not a "teacher-type teacher" (not a conventional teacher, but a
trainer) which alludes to an absence of above-expressed characteristics and aptitudes.
In the following sections, we attempt to explore trainees’ experience regarding the trainer’s
demonstrations and communication skills, age, personality and classroom management skills.
Communication and demonstration skills of the trainers
The most common problem, according to the graduates, was trainers’ lack of ability to explain the
materials. They pointed to a communication gap they faced with their trainers of soft-skills
classes. It included both verbal and non-verbal communication. They complained that their
trainers failed to connect with them non-verbally. Some trainers did not make eye contact or give
out a friendly vibe that could have helped forming a comfortable learning atmosphere. Their
monotonous demeanor made the respondents less interested in learning.
The graduates also stated that the use of textual language only in the classroom was a problem.
Most of the time they did not understand the language, which made the topic more complicated
to them. It would have been easier for them to understand if they were taught in a language used
in everyday life. Real life examples could have also helped them understand and connect with the
topic easily. As one of the graduates mentioned,
“I actually did not like the soft-skills class much. The woman who took the class couldn't explain
the topic properly and make us understand the content. She actually couldn't explain anything.
She just read out whatever was written in the book but never explained anything with an example.
She would never look at us and explain it.”
– (Female graduate, Dhaka)
Class
management

Communi
cation
skill

Age
Skills and
qualities of a
trainer

Demonstra
tion skill

Personality

Figure 5: Expected skills and qualities of a trainer
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The engagement capacity of trainers is clearly a powerful technique that helps the trainers to
understand the learners and act accordingly and continue the class effectively. This also ensures
engagement of the learners. Such a scenario is depicted below,
“Our madam at first discussed the lesson in class and explained the content nicely and then, she
asked everyone a question. Whenever she (trainer) told everyone to read the story one by one, it
was effective.”
– (Male graduate, Sunamganj)
Perception towards young trainers
Some of the learners mentioned that their trainers were not old enough to teach them. They
added that their trainers were not more than 18 years old, whereas learners were among the
14-19 age range. Therefore, students had a tendency to not consider the trainers as their
teachers. Some students referred to their trainer as “chengra teacher” or “puchki teacher” (young
teacher, not in a respectable manner) and made fun of them. A 19-year-old graduate shared,
“Most of my classmates were not attentive in class. They did not like our trainer as she was not
old enough like the other course teachers. Other course teachers were 30 or 35 years old
whereas the soft-skills course trainer was only 18 years old. They (classmates) did not like the
classes of this ‘pichchi’ teacher (young teacher).”
– (Female graduate, Dhaka)
Another graduate shared,
“The girl who took our classes was just two years older than us.”

– (Female graduate, Dhaka)

The study found that older trainers could command for respect and they were accepted more
seriously by learners, compared to younger trainers. As per Bangladesh’s social norm, the
learners were accustomed to seeing “teachers” much older than them, closer to the age range of
the parents. So, when they met younger trainers, who were from the same age range, especially
those who are very close to students’ age group, it became difficult for such trainers to create an
atmosphere of respect in the classroom. Hence, the young teachers need to be trained better as
a smart and dynamic one and be capable of getting rid of these kinds of stereotypes.
Good personality of teachers highly valued
According to our study findings, trainers with good personalities helped the students learn more
effectively in the classroom. As per the learners, a good personality refers to friendliness,
openness, joviality, politeness, calmness, and patience. Most of our respondents mentioned that
they enjoyed and eagerly attended the majority of soft-skills classes because of the trainer.
Trainers’ positivity and friendly traits attracted them the most. An 18-year-old graduate shared,
“I loved to attend the classes as our trainer was very nice in nature. She used to talk to everyone
in class nicely. She never got angry in class. She was not short-tempered. She was jolly and used
to make us do entertaining things in class.”
– (Female graduate, Dhaka)
Other graduates made similar kinds of statements. A 17-year-old graduate stated,
“The trainer was a woman. She was good. We would ask her a lot of questions, but she would
never get annoyed. She talked to us nicely. She was friendly, happy, and polite. We could talk to
her if we faced any difficulties.”
– (Female graduate, Dhaka)
On the other hand, the learners who did not like the soft-skills classes, mentioned that the
fundamental cause of disliking the soft-skills classes was their trainer. A robotic and unwelcoming
trainer could not capture learners’ attention in class. Such trainers made the class dull and
monotonous. As mentioned by a 19-year-old graduate,
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“We did not like our trainer that much. She actually would not talk much with us and none of us
would talk much with her either. She would not chat (‘porar majhe golpo kora’) with us much. She
would enter the classroom and ask everyone, 'How are you all?' We would reply, 'We are all well.
How are you?' That's all. Then she would start reading the stories. The whole thing was so
robotic and monotonous.”
– (Female graduate, Dhaka)
Classroom management skill is crucial
Classroom management is closely associated with effective teaching. This consists of eye
contacts, empathy, listening, aptitude, time keeping and some other personality traits of the
teachers apart from refraining the students from side talks. According to the study findings, it can
be concluded that a trainer must have the capacity to manage his or her classroom. If a trainer
cannot ensure discipline in the class, the class can become chaotic. In most of the cases, the
learners were seen to be disrespectful towards these types of trainers. Some of the graduates
mentioned that sometimes their class became too chaotic. Learners would chit-chat with their
fellow classmates. Some students were very mischievous, and they would gossip in class. In
such situations, some trainers did not take any strict actions against those students. Sometimes,
the trainer would just tell the students to keep quiet, but this was found to be ineffective as they
would continue to talk in the class. Sometimes, the trainer punished them by telling them to stand
up and keep standing for a few minutes. However, even then, students were seen to continue
chattering. One of the graduates said,
“Some students would do mischief or talk in the class. Then our teacher would ask, ‘Why are you
all talking?’ Often students would not listen to our trainer. Say, she asked us to do something.
Some students would not do as told. The teacher would not say anything in this regard. Our
trainer failed to maintain discipline in class.”
– (Female graduate, Dhaka)
Therefore, it can be said that learners wanted a friendly but strict trainer so that they could match
them with their perception on the teacher.

6.1.3 Innovative pedagogical methods
According to graduates, the trainers use different kinds of methods during the sessions. To
engage the learners and for receptive learning of the content, the trainers used the following
methods: role-playing, question-answer sessions, games, quizzes, large group discussions, and
small group discussions. These methods had different implications for learners. These
pedagogical strategies helped make the classes more interactive and allowed students to apply
the skills that they learnt in class, as well as become more attentive. The findings on the
above-mentioned pedagogical methods are described in this section.
Role-playing
Research studies have found that role-playing has positive effects on learners’ psychological
connectedness with the content and helps them engage themselves in academic learning
(Stroessner, Beckerman, & Whittaker, 2009). According to our study findings, this method was
the most appreciated by graduates.
“If I did not understand something in the lecture or in the book, I understood it completely through
role play because I am learning by doing. Sometimes concentration went away but when we would
take part in role play, our concentration would return to the topic.”
– (Male graduate, Dhaka)
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The above statement clearly indicates that role-playing, compared to reading the content, is more
engaging and it helped students memorize the content more easily. When the trainers asked
them to perform any role, the learners naturally became more attentive. This psychological
exercise made them aware of the played role and put them in a situation that they can sense.
Also, the role-playing sessions make classes more enjoyable for the learners. It helped them
bond with other classmates and worked to break the ice among them. Furthermore, this method
helps students learn about real-life situations, and hands-on demo exercises develop
decision-making practices (Brummel, Gunsalus, Anderson, & Loui, 2010).
“In reality, the same thing will happen. Some of us will work in a shop or become shop-owners. That
is why I think it is important to understand the reality through role-playing.” – (Male graduate, Dhaka)
Storytelling
Storytelling helps learners visualize a role and relate that story with their own life (Koening & Zorn,
2002). Also, this technique increases class participation (Davidson, 2004).
“We had to track where and when others stopped reading. Wherever the first person stopped, the
second person had to start from there. Everyone was attentive.”
– (Female graduate, Dhaka)
This method is an age-old exercise, which has been used in human society to share cultural
values and norms (Livo & Rietz, 1986; Bear, 2000). The storytelling method aided learners to
visualize the content more effectively.
“Everyone in class got to know her story, and they became more interested to learn about child
marriage so that they can stop anything like this happening to themselves and prevent child
marriage.”
– (Female trainer, Sunamganj)
Other respondents also talked about storytelling in the form of group discussion:
“After we read the story in groups, she would ask us if there was anything that we did not
understand. If we did not understand anything, we would ask her questions and she would
answer.”
– (Female graduate, Dhaka)
Group discussions
Another systematic method used was group sessions. This strategic approach employs a
well-adjusted learning style that helps the learning process, especially those who need more care
(Tomlinson, 2001). The guided group method emphasizes more on teamwork, analysis, and
creativity rather than set results (Wells, 2001). One female graduate from Dhaka said,
“I think the group session is most effective. We understood and captured the content quickly and
that was the benefit of group sessions. Mostly, she (trainer) divided us in small groups and told us
to sit in a circle and then she asked questions group-wise. That was really good.”
– (Female graduate, Dhaka)
Also, in group discussions, those who are not quick in learning could understand by talking to
other group members or listening to them. Another female respondent of Dhaka said,
“I liked the group discussion method the most. For example, if I do not understand something and
someone else in my group does, then she can teach me that.”
– (Female graduate, Dhaka)
Games and quizzes
These methods were also appreciated by the learners due to their very nature. Games and
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quizzes increased individual participation. One of our male respondents said,
“We played games and won prizes. After reading and learning lessons, there were different types
of exams for evaluation. It entertained us and we got rid of our boredom.”
– (Male graduate, Sunamganj)

6.1.4 Duration of class
The research also tried to explore whether the duration of the class has any impact on the
participants’ active participation or not. For this both trainers and trainees were inquired taking
into account both parties point of views. Among four trainers, three were in favor of increasing the
class duration by thirty more minutes in order to cover the contents effectively. According to one
trainer of Sunamganj,
“It would be better if the classes were a bit longer. Because, after the classes were done, we had
to spend some more time with them to entertain them by singing and dancing with them.”
To cover some content, trainers stated that they need extra time. They said they have to complete
multiple stories and answer all the questions from the learners to make them understand properly
with examples from the book, real-life experiences, and group activities. One trainer of
Sunamganj said,
“It would be better if the classes were extended by half an hour. Because we have to give real-life
examples to the learners for better understanding. It takes five minutes to find an example to tell.”
Another trainer from Sunamganj added,
“Sometimes we needed more time to finish the chapters. We had to go through 2-3 stories for one
chapter sometimes. It takes time to read the stories to them and make them understand.”
However, for the learners, a few felt a need of increasing the duration of the soft skill class. But,
the majority of the study respondents thought that the class time was fair, as they had to cover
their hard-skill theoretical classes and internship alongside soft-skills training.

6.1.5 Discomfort in teaching particular content
There were some contents which trainers did not feel comfortable discussing in front of learners,
such as sexual intercourse in the HIV chapter and family planning. According to our findings,
trainers’ lack of understanding of such content, their proximity to learners’ age, and teaching it to
people of the opposite sex made them uncomfortable to discuss these issues. One trainer, 24
years old, mentioned,
“During my training I did not understand the chapter on HIV properly, but once I read the book, it
was easier. The way it is written in the book is fine. Words like ‘jouno milon’ (sexual intercourse)
were uncomfortable to say in class. I used to keep boys and girls separate while teaching this
subject. When I discussed HIV with the girls, I did not feel uncomfortable. Talking to the boys
about this was uncomfortable.”
– (Trainer, Sunamganj)
In section 6.3 we tried to explore how age and gender of the trainer might play a significant role
in ensuring successful delivery of certain contents.
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6.1.6 Classes evoking nostalgia
The study found that most of the graduates enjoyed the soft-skills classes and sessions. These
classes reminded them of their school days and took them back to their childhood. They broke the
monotony of their everyday lives. A 22-year-old graduate said,
“I regularly attended class. I had classes two days a week. As I had left school for over two years,
when I joined soft-skills classes, I felt happy. I felt like I was back in school again. I made lots of
friends there. We all were of the same age. It felt blissful.”
– (Male graduate, Dhaka)
All the graduates were basically school dropouts. They had to discontinue their studies due to
financial crises in their family. Some of them stated that they missed their old school days and
desired to resume their studies soon. Therefore, these soft-skills classes were perceived as a
second chance that brought back the good old school days.
Moreover, most of the graduates stated that they loved these classes because they were
interactive and entertaining. They appreciated the innovative teaching techniques (this has been
elaborated further below). On the other hand, there were some graduates, who did not enjoy the
soft-skills classes. Some of them did not like these sessions as they did not like their trainers. The
rest of them did not like these classes as they did not see how those classes could play a role in
their life. As one graduate respondent shared,
“I actually did not like the classes because I knew that these classes are not useful. My
classmates used to say that these classes are not beneficial to us. I was influenced by them and
did not pay much attention in class. Most of my classmates were also not attentive in class as they
did not find these classes to be important.”
– (Female graduate, Dhaka)

6.2 Understanding soft skills
Soft-skills training is an integral part of the ALP. The ALP graduates are taught utilizing a book
titled ‘Shopno Puron’, during their training. This book contains twelve chapters. Each of the
chapters deals with a specific topic either regarding personal or professional aspects of the
trainee’s life (See Appendix Table 1: Chapter orientation for detail). These chapters provide them
with knowledge, information and strategies to cope up with different setbacks they might face in
their both professional and personal lives.
This section aims to explore the trainee’s capacity to pick up these lessons and learnings from the
soft skill training sessions.
First, we look into their knowledge and understanding of the term ‘soft skill’.
Second, we try to assess their experience with the contents of the soft skill training book ‘Shopno
Puron’- their most and least useful contents from the book. Later we tried to explore how they
have been able to use their learnings from the soft skill sessions in real life. Lastly, we listed
potential recommendations to improve soft-skills training modules from both the trainers and
trainees.
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6.2.1 Interpretation of the term “Soft skill”
In this section, the graduates and MCP/employers were asked whether they are familiar with the
term “Soft skill”. The graduates were able to recall the terminology ‘soft-skills’ but in maximum
cases, their memory needed to be jogged to remind them of what it means and what they were
taught. It highlights the need to clarify and popularize the acronym and concepts like soft skills
and life skills among the trainees.
It was more effective when the book’s title, “Shopno Puron” was mentioned. They could only then
define soft-skills, some were more familiar with the term ‘life-skills’ class (Rxeb `ÿZvi K¬vm) instead
of ‘soft skill’. From their understanding, soft skills were communication and behavioral skills that
would enable them to take rational decisions during difficulty. Soft skills equipped them with
character traits with which they could build a communication network around them, bear positive
attitude at the workplace, cope with adverse situations, and take mindful rational decisions in their
everyday both professional and personal life. One mentioned;
“I have to maintain some issues if I want to go to the top from the bottom. I have to follow some
rules when I am talking with people, behaving with them, keeping relations with them - these are
soft-skills.”
– (Male graduate, Dhaka)
The MCP and employers were mostly unable (five out of eight) to explain the concept of “soft
skill”, though some stated that they heard the terminology. Two respondents defined soft skills as
a requirement for dealing day to day personal and professional problems. According to her;
“Soft skill basically teaches a person about herself, her rights, knowing her own self, etc.”
– (Female MCP, beautician, Dhaka)
Two of the MCPs stated soft skills as a means of being an entrepreneur.
“It means how you become a female entrepreneur, how I learn those skills. I am a female
entrepreneur, how I came so far is my life skill… my courage to run my business.”
– (Female MCP, tailoring shop, Sunamganj)
We further probed them on what attributes they looked for in their workers apart from hard skills.
All of them answered that they particularly look for punctuality, honesty, good professional
relationships, and devotion to work.

6.2.2 ‘Shopno Puron’ content grading: Content preferences
During the interviews, the graduates and the trainers were asked to grade the 12 chapters of the
“Shopno Puron” book. The intention here was to examine which contents they can relate
themselves with more and chapters they think is less necessary in terms of its application and
relevance. However, in almost all the cases, they mentioned that all the chapters were more or
less relevant and important.
Content ranking by the graduates
The graduate respondents were specifically asked to rearrange the chapters of the book ‘Shopno
Puron’ according to their choices and provide arguments for that. The top ranked chapter got
twelve points and the bottom ranked chapter got one point. Aggregated scores from all the
respondents, shows that (See Table 1 and Figure 6) the top six chapters according to their
perceived importance were – knowing own self, adolescence, child marriage, introduction to job
market, achieving success in job, and claiming fair rights (for Chapter wise detail see Appendix
Table 1).
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Table 1 : Grading of book chapters by ALP graduates
Chapters

Rank*

Knowing own self

1

Adolescence

2

Child marriage

3

Introduction to job market

4

Achieving success in jobs

5

Claiming fair rights

6

Smoking, drugs, and terrorism

7

HIV/AIDS

8

Harassment and violence

9

Family planning

10

Income, expenditure, and savings

11

Human trafficking

12

Note: * Based on total score
Source: Information collected during interview from ALP graduates

The trainers, the other group of study participants were also asked to rank these topics. They
ranked similarly for the top three and then put more weight on the chapters on family planning,
harassment and violence, and human trafficking respectively.
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Figure 6: Importance ranking of the chapters of "Shopno Puron" by ALP graduates
In the graduates’ ranking, a pattern was found. The top three chapters are more “age-specific”
and the following three chapters are more “earning-specific”. In the following sections, they are
discussed in detail.
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Age-specific chapters
The three age-specific chapters are – knowing own self (wb‡R‡K Rvbv), adolescence (eqtmwÜKvj),
and child marriage (evj¨weevn). Being aware of how we behave and think and deal with our internal
and external self, our weaknesses and strengths, passions consists of knowing our own self.
Once we are aware of these self traits, it helps us to make a rational decision in life, most
importantly in our professional life. The ALP graduates are young (according to inclusion criteria
of the program) and they start their professional career at a very early age. Hence, it is crucial
they realize their own personality. Only then they can understand their future responsibilities and
visualize future scopes of career growth.
“If we don't know ourselves, then how could we do better in life? I was good at computer class in
my school and now I am working in a computer shop and I am doing quite nice.”
– (Female graduate, Dhaka)
According to the graduates, before embarking on a professional, even personal, journey, it is
important to know oneself first. Until they identified their passions and capabilities; they could not
lead a life on their own terms.
Secondly, that they prioritized the chapter on adolescence. Many respondents, both males and
females, reported this chapter to be very useful as they did not have any prior knowledge of
adolescence. This chapter focused on issues regarding menstruation, wet dreams, hygiene,
attraction towards other individuals and other adolescence related problems. These learnings
made them aware, confident, and got over their anxieties. Male learners came to know about
female puberty and most importantly of their own. One male graduate said,
“At first, I thought wet dreams to be a disease. Sometimes I thought that I had to visit a doctor but
what would I say to the doctor? In the class, all my wrong perceptions were gone. I came to know
that this is a natural process during the adolescence period.”
– (Male graduate, Sunamganj)
The participants learned that menstruation is not a taboo, rather it is a natural process. The
female participants learned about menstruation hygiene and issues regarding it through this
chapter. One female graduate said,
“You have to face so many problems during your puberty. For example, menstrual cramps. We
need to know what you need to do if you have cramps, what we should eat and what we should
do during that time!”
– (Female graduate, Sunamganj)
Evidence shows that being aware of menstruation and ways to manage menstrual hygiene
increases adolescent girls’ confidence and lessens poverty (Brenan, 2019). Clearly, this chapter
played a role in boosting their confidence level.
Third, the graduates put weight on the issue of child marriage. There exists substantial evidence
that child marriage negatively impacts on women’s health, mental health, education and income
(Raj, 2010; Gage, 2013; Wodon, Nguyen, & Tsimpo, 2016; Parsons, et al., 2015). One of the
respondents was able to relate her real-life experiences with the character from the chapter as
she had been married early. She mentioned experiencing domestic abuse, being dominated by
the husband, and ultimately becoming a victim of it. She said,
“I had similar problems, for example, intimate relations with husband, family issues, household
chore problems etc. I would not do much work around the house because I would not feel good
and there were problems within the family regarding this, there were fights and yelling. I was a
victim of circumstances. If I were married at the right age, perhaps these problems would not have
been there.”
– (Female graduate, Dhaka)
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Learning about child marriage educates both males and female participants of the adverse effects
it entails. One respondent mentions,
“If we faced child marriage, then we cannot proceed to our dreams. I don’t know any married girl
who made her dreams accomplished.”
– (Female graduate, Dhaka)
Bangladesh having one of the highest rates of child marriage in the world (UNICEF, 2018), clearly
educating the ALP graduates about the pitfalls of child marriage helps them take informed
decision as well as secure scopes for their future betterment.
Employment centric chapters
The next three chapters, ranked between 4th place to 6th by the graduates were introduction to
job market (PvKwii evRvi cwiwPwZ), achieving success in job (PvKwi‡Z mdjZv AR©b), and claiming fair
rights (b¨vh¨ AwaKvi Av`vq). All three are more relevant to the employability of the graduates. The
learnings for these chapters came in handy during the initial stages of their careers. After their
graduation from the program, it helped them understand the job market and build a proper
communication network to remain updated for any job openings. Even after getting a job these
learnings proved to be helpful as they had to simultaneously work hard, manage their colleagues
and employers, and deal with customers and various work problems. As one respondent
explains;
“We have to know about the job market first. We have to gain the ability of assessing the job market,
then we can gradually be successful in our job life. We have to know first the job opportunities, then
we can think about how to be successful in job life” – (Female graduate, Dhaka)
A part of the chapter also addresses issues regarding workers’ rights. Realizing own rights and
negotiation skills was useful at the professional level. In this study, it was found that the graduates
usually negotiated for increasing their salaries. In all of the cases, they were successful. Because
they had learnt how to demand and negotiate what are rightfully theirs.
“If I can survive in my life and know my dreams and be able to run after my dreams, then someday
I will be able to achieve my right too. We have to achieve our rights ourselves.”
– (Female graduate, Dhaka)
Less prioritized chapters
The graduates might have ranked the soft-skill chapters, but they highlighted that all the chapters
were more or less important. The six chapters that scored the lowest were – smoking, drugs, and
terrorism (a~gcvb, gv`Kvmw³ I mš¿vm); HIV/AIDS (GBPAvBwf/GBWm); harassment and violence (bxwcob I
wbh©vZb); family planning (cwievi cwiKíbv); income, expenditure, and savings (Avq-e¨‡qi wnmve I mÂq);
and human trafficking (gvbecvPvi).
As two patterns were found in the top six prioritized chapters, in this case one common pattern
was found. Here, the pattern was that the graduates were unable to relate these issues to their
current context. For instance, during the sessions they learned about the adverse effects of
smoking, drug abuse and terrorism. According to the interviews, most were aware of them and
were not engaged in any such habit or deeds. However, they share their frustration of not being
able to motivate others to do the same. They could only advise others, especially their friends and
relatives. One shares her frustration,
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“I can see Yaba being sold openly but we cannot do anything about it. They always have
manpower or weapons like knives. They always escape from the police and if they get caught,
they are back within 6 months”
– (Female graduate, Dhaka)
The graduates emphasized a lot on being informed on HIV/AIDS. Many reported that only due to
ALP, they were informed on HIV/AIDS and they acknowledged the dangers of HIV/AIDS. But they
ranked this chapter in the lower half because they were at a position where they were only
thinking about work and establishing them in the society.
“I knew about HIV/AIDS. If I become aware then I will have no problem, but it is not related to my
work and personal life now. I kept it later because my work is my focus.”
– (Male graduate, Dhaka)
Harassment and violence chapter comes next in the ranking. Though overall, it was in the lower
half, but in the rankings of the female respondents, it was in the top half (see section 6.3 for
detail). Some respondents did not face any kind of violence yet and some said that even if they
saw such incidents, they were unable to do much about it.
For the chapter of family planning, according to them, it is only useful once they get married.
Given most of the graduates were unmarried and very much focused at building their careers, it
was irrelevant for them for the time being. Once said,
“Family planning is the chapter of my future life. As I will not get married early, hence it is not
essential at the moment. When I will have a partner then we will decide together”
– (Male graduate, Dhaka)
The graduates, though were key earning members of the family, they were not the main earner of
the family. As most were young, in most cases, the family accounting records were kept by the
father or mother. So, most of them were not bothered about it at the current stage of their lives but
they had intentions of saving money for future endeavors once they start earning more.
“Previously I was unemployed and BRAC gave me training. I have a job now. Income-expenditure
account and savings, this may have an implication in the future when I will earn more.”
– (Male Graduate, Sunamganj)
In the end, the chapter on human trafficking was ranked the lowest as none of them experienced
such incidents. But they admitted that this made them aware of the fact that they could also be
victims of trafficking.
Content ranking by the trainers
The top three topics ranked by the trainers were similar to that of the graduates. But the trainers
further emphasized on issues like family planning, harassment and violence, and human
trafficking. So, there was a difference in the perspectives of the graduates and the trainers. They
stated that family planning was important for girls because they need to be aware of the adverse
effects of unplanned family. From their perspectives, the girls will eventually get married, it is
crucial for them to have the basic knowledge on family planning and contraception. The trainers
and the female graduates, both ranked harassment and violence in their top six most important
chapters. They were really concerned about their security. If they could secure themselves from
sexual harassment and domestic violence, only then they would be able to concentrate on
developing a career. Human trafficking fell in the same line of securing own self.
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So, the trainers focused on the age-specific chapters first and then focused on security-specific
chapters. Then they ranked earning specific chapters. According to them, after knowing about
personal issues, security related issues should be dealt with. If one can be assured of her/his
security, only then they can move forward with their economic activities.
Table 2: Grading of book chapters by ALP graduates
Chapters

Rank*

Knowing own self

1

Child marriage

2**

Harassment and violence

3**

Adolescence

4

Human trafficking

5**

Family planning

6**

HIV/AIDS

7

Smoking, drugs, and terrorism

8**

Introduction to job market

9**

Claiming fair rights

10

Achieving success in jobs

11

Income, expenditure, and savings

12

Note: * Based on total score ** same score
Source: Information collected during interview from ALP trainers

6.2.3 Contagion effect of the soft skills learnings
From the interview, it appears that the learnings from the soft skill sessions were not restricted to
the classroom or the participants but also had a contagion effect. From the interviews we find that
the graduates practiced these soft skills in their practical lives in two specific ways – taking actions
in professional and social life and also by sharing information with family and friends. Apparently
for both, we identified possible contagion effects.
Acting visibly and setting examples
The graduates applied soft-skills training learnings in their lives through visible actions. These
actions mainly revolved around claiming their rights in the workplace, stopping gender violence,
and stopping child marriages. Not from all but the study found some examples of these behaviors.
The study found several examples where the ALP graduates negotiated to increase their salaries.
In one particular case, the respondent motivated his colleagues to speak for their increments.
Female graduates also negotiated over their salary and successfully increased their salaries.
“I figured out that my salary can be increased by 2000 taka because I have skills and experience.
So why should I work for less money? I told my employer to increase my salary to 8000 taka. Now
I am getting 8000 taka”
– (Female graduate, Dhaka)
There were several examples where the graduates propagated information on the adverse effects
of early child marriage. But one example, in particular, was identified. The graduate led his village
peers to stop a child marriage and with their help, he was successful to halt the marriage.

30

“Some days ago, there was a marriage going on with a 16-year-old girl. So, we, 5-6 boys went
there and told the father to stop the marriage. He did not pay heed to us. Then we told him that
we would call the police. Then he stopped the marriage upon being scared.”
– (Male graduate, Dhaka)
Another example of applying soft-skills knowledge was confronting an incident of sexual
harassment. In this particular case the respondent not only confronted the harassers but also
motivated others to protest against such incidents.
“I was roaming around with my cousins (female). There were some boys who were commenting
on us very badly. They were saying to us, ‘Mal’, ‘Figure dekhte valo’ (physically attractive). My
cousins did not say any word. But I stopped and came back to them and said, ‘Look brother, why
are you talking like that! If this happens to your sister? How would you feel? Would you feel good?
I think no. Then why are you doing this to us? We are like your sisters. Behave yourselves please’.
Then they said sorry and went away.”
– (Female graduate, Dhaka)
In the findings of this section, it was discovered that the graduates spread their learnings, not only
at their working place but also in their native places, which resulted in an active exhibition of
leadership and personal confidence. It also showcased that they were reaching new networking
levels through their learnings. Thus, soft-skills training was enabling their personal growth not
only as a professional but also a human being as a whole.
Sharing information with friends and family
The graduates disseminated information regarding various social issues e.g., adolescence, child
marriage, family planning, smoking and drugs, and HIV/AIDS in general. They shared their
learnings with their siblings, cousins, parents, and friends. Male graduates discussed family
planning menstruation with their siblings of both genders and informing male friends on male
puberty related superstitions. Female graduates discussed menstrual hygiene management with
their younger siblings and friends.
“My friends made fun of wet dreams, also some people said if you do not visit a doctor for this later
you may have a problem. I come to know this is not a problem and I shared with my friend and
now they understand it is not a disease”
– (Male graduate, Sunamganj)
The graduates discussed with their friends and close relatives about HIV/AIDS – how it happens,
spread, and protective measures that need to be adopted.
“After taking the lessons I learnt that HIV is neither contagious nor spreads from the same plate
or bed. It is because of intimate relations. After my brother-in-law got married recently, I told his
wife to use protection, you never know, there might be problems.” – (Female graduate, Sunamganj)
The graduates, irrespective of their gender, discussed the adverse effects of child marriage with
their family members and peers. They also shared what they need to do to stop a child marriage
through taking the help of national helpline 999.
“As soon as I came to know about early child marriage, I talked with my mother that though we
are poor, we should not get my sister married before the matured age. Because if an early
marriage happens, lots of adverse effects will happen to her. My mother also agreed with me.”
– (Male graduate, Sunamganj)
Hence, the graduates not only actively followed the learnings from the soft skill training classes
and set examples in their family, community and workplace, but also played a significant role by
informing and educating people around them.
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6.3 Soft Skills training through the gender lens
One of the major parts of this study was to understand the notions of soft-skills training through
the gender lens. Males and females, both are equally participating in ALP program. Hence, one
of the major objectives of this study was to see whether any specific gender was being
discriminated against or whether there was any underlying gender biasness.
In the subcontinent, one of the main characteristics of the patriarchal society is that women are
still finding themselves in a discriminatory position compared to men in both at home and
workplace (Banu, 2016). Women face inequalities in terms of getting access to proper education,
they face the inherent gender division of labor. Also, South Asian women are mostly dependent
on their father or husband (Banu, 2016). Due to the established gender roles and values in the
society, women are lacking many advantages in terms of social or economic phenomena (Fikree
& Pasha, 2004).
In this section, the researchers tried to look into the decision making process of joining the
training, content analysis (evaluating the book ‘Shopno Puron’), classroom and workplace
environment, and security issues with a gender viewpoint and how people participating in this
program or related to this program were dealing with these issues.
Decision making about joining the program
The study tried to look at the stories of the graduates behind joining the ALP program. Some of
the respondents got to know about this program via friend or any acquaintance of theirs and some
of them got to know via BRAC staff. Knowing about this BRAC program was similar in terms of all
the respondents. But taking decisions about joining this program was not the same for every
respondent. Most of the male respondents heard about this program and its advantages. Then
they consulted with their parents and joined. Female respondents on the other hand asked for
their parents’ or husband’s permission to join the program. A fine line between genders was
always underlying there. Male respondents consulted whereas female respondents asked for
permission. This showed a very essential characteristic of the patriarchal society where women
most of the time have to depend on their parents’ or spouse’s approval before making a decision
(Ferdoos & Zahra, 2016). However, nobody faced any difficulties in joining the program.
Content of the soft skill training
Trainers’ perspective
The book named ‘Shopno Puron’ is taught to the SDP trainees in the soft skills training. It has 12
chapters. The study tried to understand whether the trainers thought that those chapters were
relevant and important for both male and female learners and why considering their age and from
the background they belonged. The study emphasized on the trainers’ perspectives regarding this
as they dealt with how learners absorbed the facts from the book. Overall, most of the
respondents said that the topics were effective and suitable for that age group. Regardless of
gender, the book was perfect for both males and females. According to the trainers, both male
and female learners got to know about their adolescent period including menstruation, wet
dreams and other issues through this book. The chapters were not gender biased or focused on
any particular gender. The chapters were interlinked and the whole book gave the learners ideas
about soft skills. Moreover, they thought that the contents were important for the learners because
most of them did not have ideas about disadvantages of child marriage, violation, human
trafficking, and advantages of income, savings, bank accounts, and job security. The learners
even got to know about calling 999 if they faced any problem.
“Very effective and suitable, because they did not know a lot of things before. This program helps
them learn a lot of things: income and savings, child marriage, calling 999, how to interact with
others, etc.”
– (Trainer, Dhaka)

32

The trainers were furthermore asked about what they thought about the stories that were
mentioned in the book. We tried to find out if they thought that those stories were gender biased.
Some of the stories from the book were mentioned for probing. For example, they were asked
about the stories where it was mentioned that HIV could spread mostly via male, only women
were the victims of eve-teasing, family planning is related to women only et cetera. They replied
that they did not think any of those stories mentioned in the book were gender biased. Gender
perspective was very neutrally mentioned in the book which was helpful for both male and female
learners. According to them, some of the chapters prioritized women because women faced more
issues regarding those. Hence nothing was gender biased in the book.
“No. I don't think so. It is because females do face some issues more than the male. So, the
content developer set the stories like that, giving women priority in some cases because they face
it more. Again, male do or face something more than female-like- having cigarettes. So, keeping
all this in mind they set the book.”
– (Trainer, Dhaka)
From these findings, it was concluded from trainers' perspective, the book ‘Shopno Puron’ was
not at all gender biased and it explained all the issues neutrally.
Trainees’ perspective
We asked our respondents if there was any chapter in the book where they thought any specific
gender was given more importance or any of the stories were gender biased or not. According to
the respondents, all the chapters treated male and female equally as important. They were
probed whether the chapter on HIV treated boys with humiliation, and whether the family planning
chapter only included girls saying it was a matter for women. The responses came alike that the
stories specifically did not humiliate or direct any specific gender, rather the stories were built to
make the reader understand about its purpose. One of our respondents replied,
“I do not think that, in any story boys or girls are humiliated. AIDS could spread through girls, it was
just a story that the boys came from abroad. The story can be written that the girl has extra marital
affairs in absence of her husband and after returning back her husband gets affected by HIV.
Hence, the main theme was how HIV spread among people or why it happens, nothing else.”
– (Male graduate Sunamganj)
Most of the respondents claimed that the stories were gender neutral. They also thought that girls
faced more eve-teasing in comparison to boys, hence a girl was made the main character of that
story. There were some other stories as well where boys were seen as the main character. These
stories are very much related to real life. Another respondent said,
“In this book there is something related to boys and something related to girls. I mean according
to the necessity it has been arranged. It is okay. I do not think there is any problem. In the
persecution chapter, the story might be different. However, it is okay because the boy did an
offense and he deserved it.”
– (Male graduate, Dhaka)
One of our respondents informed us that the book did not have any story regarding boys getting
harassed sexually. He thought that stories regarding this should be included in the book as well.
“You know also boys could be harassed. But as far as I remember, that story did not have any
information regarding this. I think it should be written on as well. In schools, it can be seen that
many girls made mistakes and the punishment went on the boys.” – (Female graduate, Dhaka)
Content preference across gender
Most of the graduates were satisfied with how the book placed the chapters. But the study
specifically wanted to know how graduates of both the genders rank the chapters of ‘Shopno
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Puron’ according to their relevance in real life. They were also asked how they would have
changed the chapters according to their relative importance if their gender was swapped. For
example, some of the female respondents suggested that chapters about smoking should be
placed in third or fourth position because that was important for boys. But they did not similarly
rank the same chapter for themselves. This showed a difference between gender and preference.
One female respondents from Dhaka said,
“I will keep the chapter of smoking at the second position, boys need to know more about the
consequences of smoking.”
Some respondents believed that male and females have different perspectives and preferences;
and so, the relative importance for the chapters would be different. But after getting their scores,
it was seen that their choices were almost similar. Both the genders picked the same three
chapters as the most important ones overall. But, when gender wise analysis was done using
relative score of importance, a distinct difference came up. This was done according to the same
methodology of 6.2.2 but in this case, the scores were analyzed based on gender.
Here, the male graduates put the most importance to the chapter of adolescence, then knowing
own self, followed by child marriage, success in jobs, family planning, claiming fair rights,
introduction to job market, and harassment and violence respectively. But if ing, they ranked it
way lower.
Table 3 is checked, where total score and respective ranking of the contents are given according
to gender, it can be seen that the order is administered as the following way – knowing own self,
adolescence, introduction to job market, child marriage, claiming fair rights, harassment and
violence, success in jobs, and family planning.
The discrepancies here, lies with the chapters of – introduction to the job market, harassment and
violence, and family planning. The female graduates ranked the first two chapters with
comparatively way higher scores than the male and for the chapter of family planning, they ranked
it way lower.
Table 3 : 'Shopno Puron" chapter ranking comparison between genders
Content name

Overall score
(Descending order)

Male score
(Male rank)

Female score
(Female rank)

Knowing own self

105

35 (2)

70 (1)

Adolescence

93

43 (1)

51 (2)

Early Child Marriage

79

35 (2)

44 (4)

Introduction to Job Market

66

21 (5)

45 (3)

Achieving Success in Jobs

65

31 (3)

36 (7)

Claiming Fair Rights

63

24 (6)

39 (5)

Smoking, Drugs & Terrorism

56

22 (8)

24 (9)

HIV/AIDS

51

23 (7)

28 (8)

Harassment and Violence

49

11 (11)

38 (6)

Family Planning

44

29 (4)

15 (11)

Income, Expenditure & Savings

39

18 (9)

21 (10)

Human Trafficking

25

15 (10)

10 (12)
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The females actually want to get the opportunity to be introduced with the job market. Males on
the other hand, are way more exposed to the job market. That is why female graduates thought
of getting introduced to job markets first and then think about getting success in jobs. Then,
females want security not only by means of economic activity but also, they need social security
as a human being. It is needless to say the actual scenario of violence against women in
Bangladesh is too much severe. This notion was also acknowledged by the female graduates.
They saw these violence and experienced harassment in their social lives. That was why the
female graduates regarded the chapter of “harassment and violence” with more importance. But
the question then comes, why family planning is considered less important to the female
graduates than the male graduates. Here, the explanation is, females are more exposed to family
planning services than males. They have government monitored programs for them and
community health workers can access them. Also, as they started their career with this training,
they were more focused on having a better professional career than to add a separate
responsibility of raising a family. But for men, the family planning services are scarce in this
country and so, they prioritized that chapter which offered them with a good amount of family
planning knowledge.
Gender preference in the classroom
During the interviews, we asked the respondents about the behavior of the trainers. We wanted
to know if the trainees ever felt that the trainers were biased towards any gender or any learner.
By analyzing the data, it was found that the trainers were neutral towards their learners and the
learners never faced any gender biasness by any trainer. Most of our respondents stated that
trainers treated every student equally, they kept nice balance among the trainees without creating
any gender discrimination.
“Behavior of the trainer was really good, friendly and praiseworthy. She never differentiated
between her trainees and treated everyone equally regardless of gender and anything else.”
– (Female graduate, Sunamganj)
One of our respondents claimed that his trainer used to prioritize female learners. Seeing this, the
male learners used to say that male and female should have equal rights. But the trainer replied
by saying that girls did household chores whereas boys could not do that. The respondent said
that they could have denied the issue by saying boys do jobs outside the home, but they never
went against their trainer. Because male trainees of his class understood that their trainer was
asking them to respect women and they were fine with that. Other than that, they never had any
issues regarding gender biasness.

Workplace gender dimension
Gender preferred works
Master craftsperson’s (MCPs) are the ones who provide training to the ALP graduates on any
particular work the learners choose to learn (tailoring, parlor work, mobile servicing, graphics
designing et cetera). The study wanted to know from the MCPs about gender diversity within his
employees and the reason behind that. The study also focused on whether they had any
preferences in terms of gender regarding providing training. Findings show that most of the male
learners preferred learning mobile servicing, making furniture, repairing electronic gadgets et
cetera. On the other hand, girls preferred learning beauty parlor, and tailoring works. As it
stands, female learners felt more comfortable with female trainers and similarly male
trainees preferred male trainers.
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On the other hand, MCPs/employers were comfortable to take any respondent who was eager to
learn regardless of any gender.
“I did not have any problem from my side. But last year, most of the MCPs were provided with
female trainees. Some had transgender trainees even.”
– (Male MCP, Graphic designing business, Sunamganj)
However, there were some jobs that were gender specific, for example, jobs in a beauty parlor,
which required female employees only.
Working environment: Gender discrimination
The study aimed to know if any of the graduates ever faced gender discrimination or lack of
security in their workplace or not. According to the data collected from the respondents, they
never faced any kind of discrimination in their workplace. Their owner/trainer always treated them
fairly and they were gender neutral. They never faced any kind of gender discrimination by their
trainers, ALP graduates along with the other workers were treated equally. They never felt a lack
of security there. One of our respondents said that he was disturbed by some of the local goons
but when he complained about this to his shop owner, he took care of it. From this, it can be
concluded that they were secured.
Security issues
The study tried to figure out the security issues, if there were any, provided by the
MCPs/employers. We asked them whether the workers/trainees were asked to work for extra
hours by the MCPs/employers. From the data, it was found that the majority of the graduates were
not asked to work overtime. However, the timing was flexible for them and no one was forced to
work for extra hours. One MCP/employer said that he only asked boys to work after 5pm and did
not let female graduates to work after 5pm, just to ensure security for them.
“They do overtime when the examination season goes on. But the female trainees do not have to
work after 5 pm. Only the boys. They behaved well. I also treated them with food. I also gave
money to them.”
– (Male MCP, Graphic designing business, Sunamganj)
In this case, gender issues inherently influenced the decision of this MCP/employer, on not asking
female employees to stay after 5pm. This led us to look at a different gender dimension that
travelling in the evening might not be safe for the women according to him. Hence, the
discrimination between male and female is there in terms of the security, and thus progressing
into flexibility of time, which many employers will try to look for. Moreover, it was found from one
of our male MCPs/employers that he went to the BRAC authority for consulting on whether male
and female employees would hesitate to work together and how they could make employees feel
comfortable to work with each other. He also wanted to make sure that female employees had
security in the market area. For that, he arranged a meeting with BRAC representatives/officials
and authority of the market including president, secretary, and other members of the running
committee of the market society on providing security to the female employees and learners.
From that meeting he made sure that the president of the market society would take care of this
issue. This was how he ensured the security for female employees of his shop and he
encouraged all the female employees to learn and become a support for their family. This is a
great initiative taken by the MCP/employer and BRAC SDP team should encourage others to do
the same for ensuring security of women. This initiative also helps in contributing to boost
confidence among the female employees by making sure that they are secured.
Lastly, the study wanted to know about separate toilet facilities for men and women. We found
that most of them have separate toilets.
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6.4 Soft skills in professional life
Expectation is one of the most popular words in the job market. Both employers and employees
have some expectations towards each other. Employers have demands based on several criteria
and they want those types of supplies during recruitment. On the other hand, employees have
demands based on several facilities and they also want those along with their regular effort for the
betterment of the business. Sometimes this is also known as a psychological contract, “an
unwritten mutual agreement between an employer and an employee about their respective roles”
(Douma-Herren, 2017). If such a contract is continued well, effective outputs will increase. When
it is stumbled, various complaints will be shown up from both the sides such as poor performance,
bad manners, unfair salary, limited facilities et cetera.
In this study, the research team tried to assess the soft skills of ALP graduates. We talked to the
MCPs/employers who hired them in their own shop where the graduates went for internships in
order to learn hard skills under their guidance and supervision. We discussed with the
MCPs/employers at length to assess the soft skills of graduates which they learned from soft skills
training. We also talked to the graduates to know about the utilization of soft skills in their practical
life and their expectations regarding jobs and employers.

6.4.1MCPs’/employers’ perspectives
Employers expect some basic characteristics from the employees at the workplace, emphasizing
mostly on honesty, team work, understanding direction, reliability, and commitment
(Douma-Herren, 2017) We asked MCPs/employers specifically about the punctuality of
graduates, respect to co-workers, honesty, quality of work, and devotion to work. Most of the
employers showed a positive impression about the graduates. One of our respondents said,
“They do their work properly and they help if anything is needed. Sometimes guests of the owner
come to shop. If I tell any BRAC student to bring some snacks, they leave rapidly and do the work.
A good relationship builds up between master-student. They give enough time and I also give
them flexibility.”
– (Male MCP, Mobile servicing business, Sunamganj)
They mentioned that the graduates were well-behaved and gentle. Their punctuality was also
appreciated by MCPs/employers. Some of them told that the graduates come before opening the
shop and some handed over the responsibility of opening up the shop to graduates as they
showed an essence of ownership. Employers found them attentive and keenly interested in
learning. They exhibited a tolerant and customer friendly attitude towards the customers. They
are satisfied with their convincing power. One of the MCPs said,
“They were quick learners. One graduate started a bit slow, but later she was good. They got very
good behavior. They were cool-tempered, well-mannered and polite. Moreover, they were pretty
good with customers, always greeted them smilingly. They actually convinced customers by their
behavior and services.
– (Female MCP, beautician, Dhaka)
The MCPs/employers also noticed and satisfied the strong professional internal relationship
among their workers. There were no complaints against each other. They worked as helping
hands to each other. They respected their coworkers and asked questions if necessary.

6.4.2 Graduates’ perspectives
There are some specific expectations from the employees’ side which are timely, regular, and accurate
payments of salary; safe working conditions; adequate training; detailed explanation of job
responsibilities; and fair and constructive feedback from supervisor (Jugmohan, 2018). In this study,
graduates were asked about their employers, colleagues, and relationships with them. Some specific
facilities were mentioned in all of the responses which are bonus and emergency financial help, sickness
or other necessary leave consideration, and regularly entertained with snacks. One graduate said,
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“The owner never uses slang towards us. We never had to talk about our salaries with him. If I
have some financial problems going on in my family, I let him know. He gives away the money.”
– (Male graduate, Dhaka)
Most of them mentioned having a friendly relationship with the employer. Some respondents
reported damaging goods while learning. Though the MCPs/employers faced loss, no negative
attitude was seen from them.
“My employer does not misbehave with us from our training time to this day. If we do something
wrong, he never acts rude. Once I deleted a file of him during training, he suggested maintaining
my own folder but did not show any anger.”
– (Male graduate, Sunamganj)
MCPs/employers also provided motivational support to them. They were encouraged to share
everything freely with their MCPs/employers, from personal problems to professionals. MCPS/
employers also encouraged them to be entrepreneurs. They told the graduates stories of
successful entrepreneurs who were trainees like them. One of the graduates quoted,
"He tells us to work with full concentration. Then we can stand upon our feet. He tells us to build
our own shops. He says – I will not be here forever. Someday, you have to stand where I am
now.”
– (Male graduate, Dhaka)
The graduates were found satisfied as they got salaries timely and the salary amount was
satisfactory. Besides, they think they were equipped with enough tools for working. Very few
graduates demanded an increase in their salary, but they did not talk to their employer directly.
Rather, they discussed it with BRAC staff because they thought that a direct approach might hurt
the MCPs/employers. The graduates also admired the arrangement of snacks or pocket money.
Every day they received a small amount of money for snacks. In some cases, the owner bought
snacks for them in the late morning and evening. Some MCPS/employers buy them food when
they have to work overtime. Most of the graduates were really grateful to their employer as they
understood the importance of their emergency financial needs. Usually, they accepted the appeal
for leave when it was a dire need. They usually did not create any pressure on them and shared
the workload when it was necessary.

6.4.3 Comparison with non- ALP graduates
The MCPs and employers were inquired regarding the expectations they have from the employees,
more precisely the skills (soft skill) they look for in their employees. Four skills topped the list,
honestly, discipline, attentiveness and respect in the workplace. Each has been discussed below.
Honesty
One expectation employers have of their employees is honesty, as honest employees are less
likely to steal from or cheat their organizations, thus are more reliable (Douma-Herren, 2017). In
this study, employers also talked about this virtue strongly. They found a tendency of stealing
among non-ALP graduates. One of the MCPs (Air conditioning works) from Dhaka said,
“Outsiders from BRAC steal AC or fridge parts that cannot be sold elsewhere like ceiling fan parts.
That is why I do not prefer to take workers from anywhere except BRAC, unless I know the worker
close up front. I have not found anyone from BRAC having a bad attitude."
Discipline
MCPs/employers reported the graduates to be more disciplined than the non-ALP graduates. The
graduates complied with given orders more and do not confront the MCPs/employers in an
aggressive way if any disagreements occur. One of the MCP/employers from Dhaka has given
this credit to BRAC exclusively. He said,
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“I am fairly satisfied with the BRAC graduates and BRAC. The rules and regulations in BRAC are
good. Most of the BRAC trainees are more disciplined compared to the other general trainees.”
Attentiveness and devotion
Non-ALP graduates were more talented and financially more solvent than graduates as they paid
an advance to the MCPs/employers for private training. Non-ALP graduates, in general, were
more educated than graduates. A few employers thought non-ALP graduates to be more
intelligent than graduates. But also added that ALP graduates were more dedicated to work as
they had to learn the work for supporting their families and for their own survival.
“Parents scold them to learn properly. That is why they become more serious and dedicated to
their work. On the other hand, non-ALP graduates learn as per their wish.”
– (Female MCP, Tailoring business, Sunamganj)
Some employers refuted this argument. They referred to the fact that ALP graduates had the
opportunity to learn more than the others as they are enrolled in a program. Despite ALP graduates
being comparatively less educated and from disadvantaged backgrounds than non-ALP
graduates, they were reported to be more attentive in learning and more devoted to work.
Respect in the workplace
ALP graduates were more respectful to their coworkers and employer. The employers believed
that graduates were told to greet everyone, maintain cleanliness, and maintain punctuality,
otherwise their salary would be deducted. But non-ALP graduates did not follow these
instructions. They did not have that necessity as they were not financially as needy as ALP
graduates. In some cases, MCPs/employers felt angry with the behavior of non-ALP graduates. It
was common to most MCPs/employers that ALP graduates never talked in a rough way. Even if
some of them were very angry, they kept their heads down whereas others would quarrel. One
MCP/employer said,
“As non-ALP graduates are paying me, they wanted to come by at their preferable schedule.
Moreover, they are not as respectful as the graduates. Sometimes they were angry if I did not
agree with their timetable. So, the only difference I have noticed about non-ALP graduates and the
graduates, is their respectful behavior” – (Male MCP, Graphic designing business, Sunamganj)

6.4.4 Challenges concerning the graduates at the workplace
There were a few concerns raised from both the graduates’ and employers’ side. Below, this
section highlights issues raised by both groups.
Dealing with difficult customers
MCPs/employers reported that handling difficult or rude customers was challenging for young
graduates. Sometimes customers pressurized them for deliverables repeatedly. As the graduates
were fairly young and thus less likely to remain patient. Sometimes, the graduates lost their
temper and angrily replied to the customers. In some cases, graduates were given responsibility
in absence of their respective employers. Some customers then annoyed them asking about the
employer repeatedly which resulted in disturbance in their work. They were tempted to start a
rough conversation with those customers. But this problem was solved by the MCPs/employers
with affection.
“When you treat young boys well with food, they keep their cool. Hunger is the main problem. I
know it completely. When they are hungry, they get irritated easily."
– (Male MCP, AC servicing business, Dhaka)

39

Lack of interest
However, the MCPs also mentioned at times a few graduates are found to be lacking enough
enthusiasm and eagerness to learn. They do not follow the instructions properly that is usually
followed by other graduates. The plausible explanation described by one MCP is –
“Some (graduates) think if they join this course, they will get a monthly allowance of 800 taka.
That is only why they come here (not serious learners).”
– (Male MCP, Graphic designing business, Sunamganj)
From the graduate’s perspective, they are concerned about job security. It was evident from their
interview that despite the friendly work environment there exists a visible competition among the
employees. Evidence shows that competitiveness increases the effort of an employee through
physiological and psychological activation and motivates him/her to achieve their target
(Steinhage, Cable, & Wardley, 2017). One respondent mentions,
“We have fun and mutual respect. However, there is also a competition of doing better among us.
Everyone has this competition in their minds.”
– (Male graduate, Sunamganj)
Entry of new graduates as interns as a result was a concern for the existing workers. Inclusion of
any new graduate would increase their insecurity because of new competition in the workplace.
“We have already helped BRAC officers to find youth like us from ultra-poor families. So, if they
come, the owner may keep one of us or even our job can go away if he takes three interns.”
– (Male graduate, Sunamganj)

7. Recommendations
The study also focused on getting recommendations from the study participants. As the study
emphasized on soft-skills only, the recommendations presented in this section will be
concentrated only on soft-skills. The study took recommendations from the ALP graduates, ALP
trainers, and MCP/employers. The recommendations found from their interviews can be divided
into four categories – inclusion of new chapters in Shopno Puron, trainer (have to check trainer
recommendation), counselling for learners during internship, and increased participation of
MCPs/employers.

7.1 Recommendations for Shopno Puron
Chapter on social media
The graduates, trainers, and MCPs/employers suggested a new chapter on using digital social
media. As one male MCP/employer from Dhaka said, “this is the age of Facebook”, young
learners need to understand the ways of interacting and using social media. The learners need to
learn how new ways of harassment, like hacking of personal accounts, blackmailing with nude
photos, private conversations et cetera can happen through social media. These incidents can
take deteriorating turns in the young learners’ lives, especially for females. So, the ALP learners
need to learn what they are using, what are the merits and demerits of social media, and how they
can make their lives secured in these platforms.
Focusing on labor trafficking
One of the male respondents suggested adding male focused labor trafficking as well because
this was also an important issue according to him. This essentially drew our attention to the fact
that women and children are considered the most vulnerable, thus most of the stories of sex
trafficking or exploitation or being teased are about them. Men are not included in these issues.
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Chapter on health
The graduates and the trainers emphasized on a chapter for healthy lifestyle which includes
nutrition and personal hygiene. Taking account of the present COVID-19 scenario, hand washing
should be a prioritized issue in this chapter. The graduates also need to be aware of diseases
which happen for not following basic hygiene rules. They also need education on maintaining
nutrition as they are at the last growth stage of their lives.
Chapter on social behavior
The female graduates and trainers focused on teaching male learners on how to behave with
girls. They suggested religion based moral teachings so that male attitudes towards females can
be socially helpful. The male graduates and trainers also emphasized on lessons of behaving well
in the society, especially with the elders and children. They demanded motivational stories related
with personal and professional growth, which can lift their spirits up while in distress.

7.2 Recommendation on teaching method
The teaching methods can lead to ineffective learning of soft-skills and thus, in practical life, it will
have a severe impact when application of soft-skills will be in use. From our findings, we
constructed how the attentiveness is hampered through teaching method. Figure 7 depicts the
process of inattentiveness into limited use of soft skills in practical life, either professional or
personal. There were several recommendations from the respondents which addressed the
problems showed in the following figure.
No direct financial
gain

Younger tainers not
perceived as
conventional teachers

Lack of training

Monotonous lecture

Inattentiveness in the
class

Unclear understanding
of the importance of
soft-skills

Staying in the class without
listening to anything
Little learning on
what is remembered

Not remembering
the class content

Limited application
of soft-skills in
practical life
Figure 7 : The progression of inattentiveness in the class to limited application of soft skills
Trainers older than learners
As per the concerns of the learners, if a bit older trainer is engaged in the teaching process,
learners can be more attentive. Learners specifically mentioned that they tended not to listen to
the trainers who were close to their (learners’) age. They also mentioned that they needed
someone young but a bit senior than them. They did not mention any particular age but they
wanted a senior to teach them.
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Sensitive teaching style for sensitive chapters
One of the respondents from Sunamganj suggested that when the trainer taught the chapter on
adolescence, there were some socially sensitive words that should not have uttered in front of
both males and females, he rather suggested writing instead of talking would be better in the
class. Or, they can be introduced with new methods of sensitization like showing animated or
documentary videos.
Training for sensitive chapters
There is a need for increased training of teachers on chapters that describe sexual and
reproductive health related topics in soft-skills classes. Given our cultural context, topics that deal
with sex and sexual and reproductive health are usually frowned upon. Therefore, the training
sessions of trainers should focus on preparing them to teach chapters related to HIV, family
planning, etc. Increased training will help trainers feel more at ease and shed their inhibitions
when discussing such issues in front of students.

7.3 Recommendation for on-job trainings
On-job counselling
In many soft-skills related programs, there is a provision of on-job counselling for improving
professional life along with on-job training and other classes (Acevedo, Cruces, Gertler, &
Martinez, 2017). The MCPs/employers also reported that the learners needed some direction
from job counselling professionals, though they played a role of motivating them. But for career
building and keeping their confidence intact, the learners need routine counselling sessions.
More MCP/employer engagement
Though BRAC monitors the progress of the learners during their internship, MCPs/employers can
play an active role here. They can be trained and given a checklist to monitor the professional
growth of the learners, which will of course indicate job-related soft skills. They can also be
provided with a manual of soft skills so that they can easily understand the objective of the training.
“I do not think new topics are needed but the teaching has to be delivered with care. MCPs have
to be more responsible. They need to teach the students with more care. The PO can
communicate with the MCPs and control the quality of service. From last year, it has been
improved though. They have given syllabus last year to every shop.”
– (Male MCP, Graphic designing business, Sunamganj)

8. COVID-19 and soft skills training
The outbreak of COVID-19 is an unprecedented event that is having significant health, social and
economic impact worldwide. Within a span of three months, this pandemic has not only caused a
health crisis but has also triggered an economic crisis which has exacerbated the challenges and
sufferings of the poor and vulnerable of the society (Mahmood, 2020). The ramifications of the
economic crisis triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic are likely to cause the first increase in
global poverty since 1998, says a World Bank forecast (Mahler, Lankner, Aguilar, & Wu, 2020). It
says that the country on which the virus will take the “highest toll” now depends on two factors:
impact of the virus on economic activity and the number of people living close to the poverty line
(international) of that country. Going by these two factors, Bangladesh unfortunately has the
potential to entail significant impact due to this pandemic as it has brought the countries’
economic activities to a near-standstill. Though Bangladesh is trying to manage the health crisis
while keeping the wheels of the economy running, the effects of the pandemic have not yet been
alleviated. Along with the threat to public health, the economic and social disruption threatens the
long-term livelihoods and wellbeing of millions (IMF, 2020).
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While soft-skills training aims at developing personal qualities, work ethics, oral communication
skills et cetera it also is expected to build the traits that will help the trainees survive and sustain
when they face challenges in the course of their lives.
In this scenario, our respondents, coming from financially disadvantaged backgrounds, are
nevertheless most likely to get significantly affected by this pandemic. Therefore, keeping in mind
the aim of the soft skills training program to prepare the trainees to cope with challenges, this
study tried to find out how ALP graduates and ALP trainers were applying their soft skills
knowledge to tackle these difficulties. We also asked ALP MCPs/employers how they were
tackling the situation and how they were supporting ALP graduates who were working for them.
In this section of our research study, we tried to assess the knowledge and perceptions on
COVID-19 of graduates, trainers, and MCPs/employers, their practices of preventive and
protective measures, and the impacts the pandemic has had on their lives. They were also asked
about their adaptation strategies during this pandemic and how they were using their learnings
from the soft skills sessions in day-to-day life to survive this socioeconomic shock. Furthermore,
they were asked whether they had received any support to fight this pandemic and, if they had,
whether they had any recommendation for the government to improve the sufferings of people
like them.

8.1 Knowledge and perceptions on COVID-19
Knowledge and perspectives MCPs/employers and trainers
The study found different types of responses when inquired about the novel coronavirus, its
source and the ways of spreading. Sometimes, their responses were based on religious beliefs,
sometimes they were a combination of both scientific knowledge and religious beliefs, and at
other times they were theory-based or exact information. The only common fact was everyone
had heard of the coronavirus and acknowledged its impact on health and society. One male
MCP/employer of Dhaka said,
“It is a contagious disease. We need to frequently wash our hands with soap. At first, it was found
in China. Foreigners spread this virus in our country. It's a disease, it's a virus.”
This was one of the basic knowledge-related responses. In some cases, they gave brief
information about the coronavirus that indicates that they tried to keep themselves updated on
information on the COVID-19 pandemic. One respondent mentioned the history of infectious
diseases after every hundred years like leprosy, cholera, et cetera. The majority of respondents
mentioned the story of a woman at an animal market and a restaurant in Wuhan city in China
when talking about the source of this virus. One male MCP/employer of Dhaka said,
“There was a blast in a Chinese laboratory and the virus spread among humans. China and
America had a huge fight over this. From the last news I got, American scientists have said that
this virus is not possible to have been made by humans. It originated naturally. No medicine has
been discovered. Some trials of vaccines are going on, but the results are not conclusive yet.”
Some respondents mentioned that this virus was sent to the world by the Almighty as people
consume dirty substances and they hardly keep themselves clean before sleeping or at the
workplace. So, there was always a big chance of being affected. However, they were not being
affected every day. Hence, it was completely the wish of the Almighty. Besides, the study found
some misconceptions regarding the spread of coronavirus. One female MCP/employer from
Sunamganj said,
“It is a germ which was born in dirt. If you get this germ in your body, you will be infected. At first
it will get in your mouth, then it will be in your stomach, then the germ will get stronger and you will
die then. It is a deadly germ.”
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Knowledge and perspectives of graduates
Similar questions were asked to the graduates to assess their knowledge and perceptions on the
current pandemic. Most of them mentioned the symptoms of coronavirus, such as, sore throat,
cough, cold, fever, nausea, breathing problems, et cetera. They also talked about cleanliness as
an influencing factor. One male graduate of Dhaka said,
“It mainly spreads through dirt, like dirty hands, it is a contagious (‘choache’) disease. For
example, those who come home from outside but do not wash hands. The situation in
Bangladesh has turned bad because people here do not want to stay home at all.”
We also found some statements from graduates, which were based on their religious beliefs.
They mentioned that the Almighty sent the virus to make people aware and only He knew who
would be affected or not because some people had not caught the virus despite working outside
all day long. One male graduate of Dhaka stated,
“Many say that China made the coronavirus as they can make anything. But I think that Allah sent
the virus. They torture Muslims a lot and their eating habit is disgusting - these two reasons made
me think that Allah sent the coronavirus to China. When people were dying in China, I saw that
on television. In fact, the Chinese authorities did not let the Muslims pray in mosques.”
One of them also mentioned that the prime minister of China went to the mosque for prayers and
the Chinese administration reopened all the mosques. Then a lot of people in China became
Muslims after the coronavirus attack.
The study found that some of them did not have proper knowledge about it. They also had some
misconceptions. One of them said that as he was under 30 years old, the virus could not harm
him. One male respondent from Sunamganj said,
“What can I say? Many say it is a bogus thing, many say it is a real thing. I think it is bogus. There
is no particular information on that. Everyone is confused. No one even knows how it spread.”
Most of them knew the symptoms of corona and what to do if someone was suspected of being
infected. Besides, they practiced wearing masks and maintaining cleanliness.
Sources of knowledge
All the respondents (graduates, trainers, MCPs/employers) were asked about their first source of
information, and knowledge about COVID-19. Figure 8 represents that television was the biggest
source of information for all respondents. Eight learners, one trainer, and five MCPs/employers
learned information on COVID-19 from television. Besides, NGO workers, Facebook, government
directed publicity, and other mediums also contributed to raising awareness among people.
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Figure 8: Sources of knowledge on COVID-19
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8.2 Impact of COVID-19
To understand the nature of impacts of the current pandemic on their lives, we asked the
respondents what they were afraid of most while going through this pandemic. Most of the
respondents said that they were anxious about getting infected with coronavirus. Their other fears
were surrounded with economic and social problems like loss of jobs and increase in theft.
Fear of infection
Though many of the respondents said that they were taking precautionary measures in order to
stay safe (wearing masks, washing hands, et cetera), the thought of getting infected horrified
them. Some had to work to earn for their livelihood and for that they had to step outside of their
homes. The situation had put a lot more pressure on them as they were worried about getting
infected themselves. They were worried that if they got infected, they might put their family
members at risk too. Yet, having no other option, they had to continue going outside to work. A
female MCP of Dhaka said,
“I do not want to be infected. I have two sons; one is 9 years old and the other is 2.5 years old. If
I get infected, then they will be infected also. I am very worried about my family. I am not thinking
about my income right now. I mean I am worried about that but the biggest fear of mine is the fear
of infection.”
Fear of no treatment
The thought of not being able to get proper treatment worried them. Some were anxious about
getting the wrong treatment and thus they were afraid of going to the clinics or hospitals for any
other health issues. One of our respondents (a female trainer of Dhaka), who is the only earning
member of the family and has a daughter to take care of, said that she worries that if somehow
she gets infected, and if she does not get proper treatment, if infected, she would die. There is no
one else to take care of her daughter. Despite being overwhelmed with these thoughts, she had
to continue working to make ends meet.
Fear of losing job
Some of the respondents had to go to work during this pandemic. In the workplaces, where
authorities have taken enough measures to prevent infection, respondents said that they did not
worry too much about getting infected. In those cases, their concerns were their earnings rather
than their health. They were worried about their jobs if the situation got worse. One male graduate
of Dhaka said,
“I am scared about what will happen to my income. If my source of income is gone, then what will
I do? So, I am more worried about my earnings rather than my health.”
Fear of starvation
Some were worried about food security more than getting sick. They said that they were trying to
negotiate with their landlords so that they could at least buy food and have a roof over their heads
at the same time. Some were anxious about the consequences of the pandemic, which were yet
to come. According to them, if this pandemic stays longer, this would cause starvation and
unemployment leading to social mayhem. One male MCP/employer from Sunamganj said,
“I think that social security will be in big trouble. Theft and robbery will increase. People are in big
loss. That is why it will disrupt security. A certain class cannot overcome such economic loss. In
business, our customers are general people. If customers do not have money, how can they
spend? Thus, there will be a recession.”
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Decline in income
The pandemic has already led to significant unemployment. According to the South Asian
Network on Economic Modeling (SANEM), the pandemic rendered 80% informal workers
unemployed (Mahmood, 2020). The reflection of this scenario can also be seen in our
respondents’ socioeconomic conditions.
The respondents were asked to what extent the pandemic has affected their income and, in
response, the majority said that the effects were enormous. Some people’s sources of income
were completely gone, while others’ income decreased significantly. Majority of graduates said
that they were not able to continue their work because of this pandemic.
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Figure 9: Impact of COVID-19 on income
In this regard, one of the female graduates of Dhaka said,
“Due to this lockdown, I have not been earning for three months. I have not received my salary
from the previous month before the lockdown. I heard that my workplace will be open again from
the 15th (May).”
Half of the trainers and MCPs/employers said that they continued their work. However, their
income decreased to a great extent. Among the people who were able to continue with their jobs,
most were entrepreneurs. They either had tailoring shops/boutiques, or grocery shops. Although
they were not able to keep their employees, they continued to work on their own so that they could
earn some money. A male MCP/employer of Dhaka said,
“I have work but due to a shortage of employees, I could not take up more work.”
On the other hand, most of those who were employed by other organizations or employers, did
not have the advantage of continuing work on their own. In addition, a few of these respondents,
who were able to continue their jobs, had no choice but to do their job with a lower payment.

8.3 Coping strategies
At a time, when the means to earn livelihood was threatened, the respondents mentioned that
they had to find ways to go on with their life anyway. So, they adapted new ways, even if for a
short period of time, to ensure their survival. As all of the respondents were affected by the
pandemic and the economic turbulence following it, they had to adapt new means to survive
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alone as well as collectively. In terms of managing their daily expenses, when they had no jobs or
very less income, we asked them what measures they had taken.
Personal efforts
Mainly the MCP/employers did that and the family of the graduates used their family savings,
where the graduates contributed. One male MCP from Dhaka said,
“As we are working now, we are not facing too many problems. However, I managed with my
savings during lockdown.”
As for those who had no income or decreased income, they had to take out loans. One of the
respondents said that she took out a loan to bear her daily expenses and she was trying to reduce
everyday expenses. Some other graduates also said that they and their families were now
surviving on limited amounts of food to adjust to the current situation.
Some of them shifted to villages with their families so that they could stay with their relatives
where, according to the respondents, it was easy to manage food from their surroundings. Some
were getting help from their relatives such as monetary assistance and food. Some started
cultivation to produce their food to survive. One male graduate from Dhaka said,
“People are producing rice here. My uncles and we have some rice fields. So, I am working in the
fields now.”
Another respondent mentioned that he brought and stocked rice from his village and managed the
rest of the expenses from his savings. Some requested their landlords to delay rent payment so
that they could buy food and feed their family. One male MCP from Dhaka said,
“I have not been paying my house and shop rent as I mentioned before. I talked with the owners.
I informed them that if I have to pay the rent then I will not be able to buy food for my family. So,
they agreed to take the rent later.”
We asked them how they were coping with the situation that has radically changed day-to-day
lives of the people. Those who were staying home said they were keeping themselves busy with
daily chores and spending more time with family members to cope with the situation and to avoid
worrying too much. One male graduate of Sunamganj said,
“I usually stay home. Whenever I want to do something, I do that. I help in cooking and other
household works.”
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Figure 10: Strategies adopted by respondents to tackle financial shock
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Some of the respondents maintained personal hygiene by staying home, just to avoid getting
infected for now, while those who had to go out to work, maintained the safety protocols. Those
thinking ahead were getting mentally prepared for the future financial crises. However, some of
the respondents were frustrated and said that they have left everything up to the Almighty saying
that nothing was in their hands.
Facilities received from government and development organizations
We talked to MCPs/employers, trainers, and graduates, who have received assistance from the
government and development organizations. Graduates claimed that they did not get any relief.
They said that since it was the month of Ramadan, getting some assistance such as rice, lentils,
soap, oil et cetera would have been helpful. A graduate from Sunamganj said,
“We have not received any relief from the government. Our name was in the list. The government
has provided relief at the union level, but I do not know what happened. Union Parishad has also
provided relief but in a very short range. We were hoping to get relief but did not get any.”
Again, some of the trainers and master crafts persons told us that in their areas the local
authorities (local leaders, police, commissioners, etc.) were providing assistance in many ways.
Different government authorities, for instance, army and commissioners, local government, were
going to respondents’ areas and distributing food. Some local leaders, on the other hand, took
initiatives to help the poor in their areas by providing relief goods. In many places, police were
visiting regularly to raise awareness so that people stayed home and stayed safe. On the other
hand, some people complained about mismanagement at the local government level. One male
graduate from Sunamganj complained,
“The political leaders grabbed all the relief. We, the general public, did not get anything.”
Also, some said that BRAC was spreading information about COVID-19 in their localities. Some
of the graduates and a few trainers said that they received 1500 BDT/ person as financial help
from BRAC. A female trainer from Sunamganj said,
“BRAC arranged meetings to raise awareness about coronavirus through miking and also gave
1,500 taka (per person). Government also gave relief.”
Facilities received from employers/MCPs
We asked the graduates whether they got any kind of help or assistance from their employers.
Before lockdown, the majority of the employed graduates got facilities (like gloves, masks, hand
sanitizers, et cetera) to keep themselves safe at work. A few of them got financial help too.
Majority of these respondents said that they received important knowledge about coronavirus
from their employers. Again, a few of the employed graduates received only information about
coronavirus. One male graduate from Sunamganj said,
“He gave me some money. He told me not to go out from home, told me to wash hands and
utensils. He told me to use gloves and a mask while working in the shop. He told me to maintain
social distancing, maintain cough hygiene like being careful while sneezing, and told me to keep
a distance from people while speaking to them.”
As the majority of our graduates were not able to work after the lockdown was imposed, they did not
get any of the aforementioned facilities. However, those, who were able to continue their jobs, said
that their employers took steps to keep them safe by providing masks, and soap for washing hands
at the workplaces. One of the male graduates from Dhaka said that his employer had re-organized
seating arrangements at his workplace, so that social distancing could be maintained.
We asked MCPs/employers whether they did anything to help their employees. Most of them
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answered affirmatively, while a few said they could not afford to do so. One employer (male,
Dhaka) stated how he helped his employees by providing monetary assistance and information.
One male MCP/employer from Dhaka said,
“Two of my workers went to their village. I gave them 1,000 taka for their expenses. I also told
them about bleaching powder.”
Some could only manage to give a small portion of their employees’ salary as their businesses
were not running in full swing. The situation was understood by the employees too, they claimed,
as the employees were well aware of the current situation. Therefore, they took whatever they
(employees) were given. Employers said that they tried to the best of their ability to help their
employees. Some of them said that they tried to help in other ways by arranging relief goods.
Some were planning to borrow money to pay their employees as they thought it was their
responsibility to do whatever they could for their employees. Most of the MCPs/employers said
that they helped their employees by either providing monetary assistance or by giving proper
information or safety kits which would help their employees stay safe. Again, some admitted that
they were not in a condition to help anyone except for allowing them to leave without payment.

8.4 Exercising soft skills during pandemic
Soft skills training aims to prepare the trainees so that they can cope with any adverse situations.
In this time of crisis, we tried to find out if they were applying their learnings in real life and, if yes,
then how. We asked them if they benefited from the soft skills training and were able to apply the
learnings of their soft-skills training during this pandemic.
Resilience
Many of them said that they were taught how to manage such situations (challenges) without
losing hope. One of the trainers (female, Sunamganj) said that this kind of situation can occur
again and since they have learnt how to tackle such situations, they can do so in the future. One
male graduate from Sunamganj said,
“There is no direct impact of that training however due to those lessons, I am aware. Though in
that book there was no chapter regarding this, I always keep myself aware in this crisis which I
learnt from soft skills training. For example, how I can be safe or be aware in any situation by
knowing myself which I learnt from soft skills training and I use it and cope with this current
situation. Everyone should keep themselves safe, it is their own responsibility.”
Self-awareness
Many of the respondents (trainers and graduates) mentioned that they learnt about “how to gain
knowledge” from any situation and said that it helped them to cope with the COVID-19
pandemic greatly. By knowing how to prevent the disease, they were able to prevent
themselves from getting infected. Some of the graduates also mentioned the chapter “Knowing
own self” and said that the chapter helped them remain confident and not lose hope in this
difficult time. The graduates also said that they became more aware of their health conditions
after the training. They said that their learnings about cleanliness and how to avoid infectious
diseases, helped them.

8.5 Recommendations
The respondents were asked to share their opinions on what the government could do for them
at that period as the informal sector had been greatly affected because their income had
decreased. Some of them had become unemployed. Most of them spoke about relief. However,
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they talked about relief items, relief providing system, corruption in relief item, government
representative for providing relief et cetera.
Imposing lockdown
Some respondents supported preventive measures such as lockdown. They said such measures
could help reduce the number of affected. One male MCP/employer from Dhaka stated,
“If the government could give everyone food support, extend the lockdown and make everyone
stay at home, then the situation can be turned around.”
Supply system of necessary products
Few respondents also talked about urgent necessities like testing kits, drugs and vaccines. They
expected the government to provide vaccines for all, which is, according to them, the only way to
alleviate the fear due to COVID-19. One male MCP/employer from Dhaka said,
“Everything depends on the government. If they import the kits that are being used by the
Americans and drugs tested by the English, and if our big pharmaceutical companies can
produce them, we can stop the virus. But it will take time.”
They put their preferences on responsible personnel for distributing Government assistance. For
example, instead of local leaders like the Union Parishad chairman and the members, the
government should hand over the responsibility to the army as they have a good record of relief
distribution. Besides, relief should be given on a priority basis. One male MCP/employer based of
Dhaka said:
“Same as everybody, I want the army to distribute relief. The past deeds of the army made us
believe in them. That is why they can distribute relief properly.”
Some of them said that the government could send relief in the same way they usually deliver
electricity bill from house to house. Respondents also suggested proper ways of relief distribution
so as to maintain social distance and ensure proper distribution. One male MCP/employer of
Dhaka stated,
“I would make a line of relief bags. People will take the bags showing their respective official
papers like national ID cards and there should be a list of people, who do not have any documents
of identifications. Relief should be sent to their homes.”
Financial support
They think that the government should support everyone by boosting financial support, making
sure that everyone gets the support, and taking preventive measures. Otherwise, people will
continue to go outside, which will increase risk of community transmission. Also, subsidizing
electricity, water, and gas bills by the government was another recommendation as many people
were unable to pay the bills. A male employer/MCP from Sunamganj said,
“They can help financially. The field workers of family planning, the health workers, they can
provide correct information about corona and raise awareness among the people.”
Fining non-abiding citizens
They believed that stricter government rules like fining people for not maintaining protective
measures, such as wearing masks, can make people more aware. Government should also
permit different private hospitals to test for coronavirus with a fixed rate to minimize the impact
because the government alone cannot help everyone. Thus, private hospitals need to come
forward to expedite testing. One male MCP/employer from Dhaka said,
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“They (government) should permit private hospitals to test for corona following a fixed rate. We
should identify the affected people in isolation and the government should take strict action to
maintain health rules. Only then will the situation return to normal.”
Role of the graduates
We asked the employers and master crafts persons what the graduates could do to minimize
current health, and financial risk the country and the people were undergoing. Many of them said
that they could raise awareness for helping people. One male MCP from Sunamganj said,
“They can raise awareness in the society. If everyone is aware of this situation, they can stay safe.
By sharing knowledge, the learners can help others in the society.”
Again, some of the MCPs/employers expressed that, in the current situation, the graduates could
do nothing except stay home to be safe.

9. Conclusion
Bangladesh, despite having a labor force, where 17 percent of it consists of youth aged 15 to 24
years, is unable to engage them in the formal sector. Despite multiple training centers being
established by both the government and non-government organizations and GoB putting much
needed emphasis on TVET in recent years, the quality of workers has always remained an
important issue. Then there is the issue of skills mismatch, as one survey shows more than 40%
of TVET graduates remain unemployed even 2 years after completing their training (The World
Bank, 2018). Nevertheless, the cost of mismatched skills can be very high and can lead to
growing inequalities (Education Commission, 2016).
In addition to this, Bangladesh utilizes its vast reservoir of manpower by sending workers
overseas. It is also reflected on its remittance earning as it is one of the largest recipients of
remittance with $18 million inflow of remittance during 2019-2020 (Bangladesh Bank, 2020).
Despite that workers being victims of human trafficking and a significant number of workers
returning home being harassed or tortured overseas is constantly stealing headlines.
Consequently, the employability of these workers once they return remains as an additional
concern. This is where soft skill can play a significant role.
Over the years soft skills has gained more attention across industries (Tripathy, 2020). Building
soft skills can ensure a more efficient, concordant and productive workplace. Apart from that,
unlike hard skills, soft skills are transferable to other jobs or organizations. This evidently
increases an employee’s demand in the industry. However, contrasting hard skills that are more
concrete skills, soft skills are more about inner personal self, the ability to adapt and teamwork.
Moreover, soft skills are harder to evaluate and in most of the cases, it requires time.
Unfortunately, not much work has been done on soft skill, soft skill training and the impact of such
trainings, especially on the backdrop of Bangladesh.
The soft skills training component introduced by BRACs Alternative Learning Program is one
such initiatives where youth and adolescents go through rigorous hard skill and soft skill training
followed by the opportunity of apprenticeship.
This study has several objectives, through qualitative interviews of trainers, trainees and MCPs,
this study explores the efficacy of the ALPs delivery mechanism (pedagogy and content),
classroom dynamics between the trainers and trainees. The study further delves into the gender
dynamics within and beyond the classroom. Next, the study explores the intrinsic understanding
of soft skills and its importance among graduates and the MCPs. Lastly the study explores how
the graduates apply these recently acquired soft skills in professional and personal settings.
Based on the findings the report shares some recommendations for the ALP program.
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Keeping in mind the on-going pandemic, the report adds a separate section on the impact of the
COVID-19 outbreak and how the graduates are coping with the crisis applying the learnings from
the training followed by some recommendations from the participants.
Findings from the qualitative study shows that, in terms of the content, both trainer and trainees
think that all the issues covered by the book “Shopno Puron” are relevant and of more or less
importance. However, they put more emphasis on chapters on self-improvement (knowing own
self) followed by adolescence and child marriage. One interesting finding is the dissimilarities
between male and female graduates’ preferences. For instance, the female graduates ranked
employment centric contents (i.e., introduction to the job market, claiming fair rights) higher than
the male participants. One plausible explanation is that the female workers are less exposed to
the job market. Even if they are, it’s most likely to be selective, for instance only in the RMG
sector. Thus, to increase visibility in the job market the female workers need to work harder
compared to their male counterparts.
The respondents also emphasized on learning new issues like learning how to use and behave
on social media. Some male ALP graduates focused on the inclusion of male trafficking and male
trainers to teach physical changes in male during adolescence. In terms of pedagogy, the ALP
graduates were content with the contents. However, they urged to introduce older trainers so that
they can feel the age difference and think that experienced trainers are there to train them. The
trainers, on the other hand, suggested to extend class duration so that they get proper time to
execute their efforts.
Like, the current scenario of TVET in Bangladesh, the ALP graduates showed more importance
towards learning technical skills as they did not foresee any financial incentive from soft skills
training. Also, their knowledge of soft skills mostly depended on the contents of “Shopno Puron”.
So, there can be a new chapter focusing on how soft skills can increase employability and job
sustainability.
Also, MCPs are not associated in the training manual, which is a matter of concern as the whole
ALP module is based on “Ostad-shagred” model. The detachment of the MCPs dissociates them
from the ALP trainees. So, the MCPs can be briefed about the soft skills content and ALP can
actively associate them in the teaching and evaluation process. They can also be trained to
provide mental support and professional counselling.
The study found that due to traditional gender norms such as security reasons, female ALP
graduates could not earn as equal to male ALP graduates as they could not overtime. On this
issue, BRAC with MCPS, administration, and community influential persons can advocate for an
overall safe and secured environment for women. This will not only the ALP trainees but also
other females in the society.
The study also focused to explore ALP graduates’ coping mechanism during the pandemic. The
ALP graduates reported usefulness of soft skills during the pandemic but they do shared their
concerns over job insecurity and shrinking of the job markets. They recommended financial
assistance.
Concisely, nevertheless, recognizing the need to develop these essential skills and introducing
such a component in the skills development training was a result of farsightedness of the
program. However, proper implementation of different components of it requires more
evidence-based tweaking. As, the effects of learning soft skills through this skill development
training had crossed the boundaries of the classrooms to personal lives, revising national policies
like NSDP 2011 with soft skills module, can only strengthen the youth labor force.
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Appendix
Appendix Table 1: Chapter orientation
Chapters

Topic

Description

Chapter
1

wb‡R‡K Rvbv

This chapter entails learning about own self:
one’s own strengths, weaknesses, likes, and
dislikes. Being aware of these traits can help in
terms of personal growth and development.
Knowing about one’s own strengths and
weaknesses can help one to work on their
strengths and eliminate their weaknesses.

eqtmwÜKvj

This chapter describes the importance of
learning about the physical and mental changes
that boys and girls go through during their
adolescent years (ages 10-19). This period
between childhood and adulthood can be a
difficult time for boys and girls, and they should
learn to talk about their problems with their
parents and family, steer clear of risky activities,
and take care of their bodies.

evj¨weevn

This chapter describes the phenomenon of child
marriage. For girls, marriage before 18 and for
boys, marriage before 21 is considered child
marriage. This chapter talks about the problems
associated with child marriage such as dropping
out of school, risky pregnancies, rights
violations, familial disputes and so on. The
chapter also talks about the punishment under
law for anyone accused of conducting child
marriage and the importance of birth and
marriage registration.

Chapter
4

cwievi cwiKíbv (Family

This chapter describes the benefits of family
planning. Family planning is crucial for a happy
married life and also to prevent overpopulation
in the country as a whole. The chapter talks
about both types of birth control: permanent
(vasectomy,
tubectomy)
and
temporary
(condoms, IUD, injections, implants). The
chapter also mentions where people can obtain
information about family planning (satellite
clinics, community clinics, etc.).

Chapter
5

GBPAvBwf/GBWm

This chapter talks about what HIV/AIDS is and
how it can affect a person’s immune system and
body. The chapter mentions the means of
transmission of HIV/AIDS, as well as how to
protect oneself from this disease.

Chapter
2

Chapter
3

(Knowing Own Self)

(Adolescence)

(Child Marriage)

Planning)

(HIV/AIDS)
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Chapters

Topic

Description

Chapter
6

a~gcvb gv`Kvmw³ I mš¿vm

This chapter talks about drug addiction, smoking
and criminal activities. It explains what drug
addiction and criminal activity mean, and the
harmful effects of these habits and activities on
one’s health and society.

Chapter
7

wbcxob I wbh©vZbj

This chapter tells what sexual harassment is –
online harassment, eve teasing to rape, and how
to deal with any incident of sexual assault. It also
tells what punishments are constituted for
sexual harassment and how the government
can help victims either through protection of the
victims and punishment to the culprits.

(Smoking, Drug addiction,
and Terrorism)

(Harassment and Violence)

This chapter uses two stories to describe
eve-teasing and rape and the legal actions taken
by the survivors. The chapter also motivates other
to be empathetic and considerate to the victims.

gvbe cvPvi

This chapter describes how human trafficking
occurs, what the preventive methods are, how
government is handling it through law and
enforcement, and what the punishments are.
The chapter includes a story to tell all the points.

Chapter
9

PvKwii evRvi cwiwPwZ

This chapter through a story and a class activity
describes how to look for jobs, how to approach
for jobs, and how to gather information on
preferable jobs.

Chapter
10

PvKwi‡Z mdjZv AR©b

This chapter describes the qualities of a good
worker which help to be successful in jobs.
Through a story of two friends, this chapter also
tells that associating with workers having good
professional records, helps to find new job
opportunities and job success.

b¨vh¨ AwaKvi Av`vq

This chapter, through a story and an exercise of
role-playing, describes the rights of the workers
on the basis of salary and workload. The chapter
trains the workers on how to negotiate with the
employer and find/create better opportunities.

Avq-e¨v‡qi wnmve I mÂq

This chapter describes the importance of
savings and the ways to save money. The
chapter emphasizes on owning a bank account
and save money there. The chapter includes
exercises on how to open a bank account and
demonstrates bank account forms.

Chapter
8

Chapter
11

Chapter
12

(Human trafficking)

(Introduction to Job
Market)

(Achieving Success in Job)

(Claiming Fair Rights)

(Income, Expenditure,
and Savings)
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