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Where are our macroeconomists? A discussion on current math-oriented western

macroeconomics education system and effects on Bangladeshi academicians
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In this article, | will try to shed light on why we lack researchers and scholars working on
macroeconomic issues in Bangladesh. | have been following debates on Bangladesh's
macroeconomic reports for a long time, like many other people. We even struggle to find
specialized people for the role of central bank governors. This is also not new.

This process reminded me of an old issue we had back in my undergraduate years in University
of Dhaka. | was an undergraduate student in 2005 - 2009 (Economics). | took every
macroeconomics class my department offered and none of them was taught by
macroeconomists other than my principles of economics class. Truly, our department did not
have macroeconomists. As a result, we rarely had any good training in macroeconomics. The
classes were taught by people trained in applied microeconomics.

This is true for all Bangladeshi universities. We do not even have people who can teach an
advanced macroeconomics class, let’s forget about doing research on macroeconomic stability
or other advanced topics. Sometimes we have a development economist as the central bank
governor, or sometimes we appoint a bureaucrat in that role. Rarely somebody with a solid
understanding of macroeconomics has come to the scenario. The reason is simple, and | think
lots of us know the reason and do not talk about it.

Think about our economics education system. For higher education in economics, we totally
depend on foreign countries like the USA or Europe. Our students go there to finish their PhDs.
Macroeconomics in the last 30 years has become very mathematical in these countries. Our
graduate students, even if they start PhD in great schools, rarely have the courage to go to that
much math-dependent path. | believe this is one big reason why we rarely have any good
macroeconomists in Bangladesh.

Now, at this moment, most dissertations written by Bangladeshi economics students | see are
on microeconomic topics. To be true, most papers written by Bangladeshi economists are in
randomized control trial areas. This is the area where our students get research funding, and we
all know that research is expensive. This is why we can see many health economists who can
help to decide on public health issues. But, we rarely have a scholar who can write and talk

about economic growth in Bangladesh. Macroeconomic stability is an academic research policy
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topic that will include monetary policy, role of central banks, long-term economic growth and
fluctuation. What should be our interest rate? How much inflation will we allow to achieve our
targeted GDP growth rate? These are not the areas where our students/young scholars are
working.

Now, | want to talk a little bit about my own experience in North America as a graduate
student. This is less about my international student experience, more about my observation
as an international scholar, after seeing North American economics education closely for
some time now. When | started to apply for PhD, | strongly restricted myself from any
"macro" departments. | applied to some applied economics and some applied-oriented
economics departments. But, actually, my performance in macroeconomics was much
better than my microeconomics performance in masters in Economics (from Simon Fraser
University, Canada), and two of my reference letter writers in Simon Fraser University were
also macroeconomists. Still, | did not go into the path of macroeconomics.

Why did | do that? Because almost everybody | know was failing the macroeconomics core
exam. This is similar to saying they were dropping out of the PhD program. It was just so
math oriented - even reading macroeconomics current graduate-level textbooks without a
solid mathematics background is impossible. | could not take that risk. | played a safe
game.

It is not only me. Many students either totally avoid macroeconomics or avoid it after the
core exam in fear of math. | know people who started PhD because they wanted to be
macroeconomists, but then they opted out after 1st year.

Western macroeconomic education system is obsessed with mathematics, it mainly
happened in the last 20/30 years. | will not comment on the process - these
macroeconomists definitely know more than me and have a reason to incorporate so much
math. On the other hand, Bangladeshi undergraduate students in economics do not get a
chance to take mathematics courses in the universities. Mathematics skill is creating a
strong barrier for our students and young scholars. | am concerned that small countries who
depend on western education systems to create intellectuals will suffer in the long run.
Countries like Bangladesh will suffer more because we do not even give a chance to double

major in mathematics and economics.
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Now that you know my concern about the education system and our lack of mathematics
background to get necessary training to be a macroeconomist, here are a couple of paths | can
think of to get through this problem. First, we need special investment in macroeconomic
research centers. We can invite scholars from other countries with similar growth paths to help
us train the next generation of economists in macroeconomics. Also, we need to give our
students a chance to double major in mathematics and economics like all other countries. If we
have our students who can deal with advanced mathematics, learning current macroeconomics

will not be a big problem for them anymore.
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Insufficient data
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| was born in Barisal, grew up in Dhaka, went to Bangla-medium school and college in Dhaka, did my
undergraduate degree in Economics from the University of Dhaka. Before coming to Canada for my
Masters in Economics, | rarely knew economies (or anything) outside Bangladesh.

So, it made sense that all my intellectual concepts and potential research questions are related to
Bangladesh. In my masters and early years of PhD, | tried hard to write these papers using my
curiosities related to the Bangladesh economy.

Now, the reality is | was not successful in doing that. | could not find a reliable micro or regional
dataset to study any of the questions | was interested in.

There are some datasets collected by the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (BBS), and they rarely sell
those. They rarely reply to emails too! | have applied to buy Household Income and Expenditure
Survey (HIES) and the BBS agreed only to sell the data for 2016. BBS has collected HIES data in
multiple other years, and they did not sell those to me.

Even getting a sub-district level regional database is almost impossible on a regular basis. The only
way is probably to manually extract information from paper reports for some census years. | went to
the BBS office, and | got a database list that covers over 30 years.

But, as you can already understand, none of these datasets were available for me to get. Later on, for
the sake of the timeline, | had to use contexts from other countries for my thesis. | had to learn
historical contexts from other countries and their policies.

Recently, out of curiosity, | started to read dissertations and current projects written by some of my
contemporaries; people who finished undergraduation in Economics from different universities in
Bangladesh from 2000 to 2010.

What | understood is that these dissertations are rarely done with Bangladeshi data and context.
Some people who were/are affiliated with Bangladeshi institutions (such as Brac) have papers using
their data. These are also mostly randomized control experiments (RCTs).

RCTs mean the idea is somewhere around an intervention, and not about any long-term economic
development. Otherwise, for individuals like me, it is impossible to write a paper on Bangladesh given
the lack of current access to reliable datasets.
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The reasons behind this are straightforward. Our government does not have a publicly available
dataset that our economists and statisticians can use. So even with very strong applied economics
training, we could not utilize our training to work in Bangladesh unless some of us are funded by
development organizations and have to do experimental research for the dissertation.

To note, these funded researches also almost always mean these dissertations have a given research
question, development “NGO-driven” philosophy, and a targeted audience. These researches are also
not capable of looking at local economic growth.

In this reality, our graduate students and early-career researchers are mostly doing PhD dissertations
on contexts from other countries. This is why we do not have applied data work on structural

transformation, local economic growth, urban formation, rural development -- you name it!

We have almost no good quantitative work on environmental degradation and economic loss for the

same reasons.

In India and China, we see great research papers coming out from young professionals, publishing in
top journals, and influencing policy debate. Even in Nepal, which normally we take as a smaller
economy behind Bangladesh, we can get easy access to good micro and regional databases.

My first dissertation chapter was on Nepal. | applied to buy microdata from Nepal Central Bureau of
Statistics, and | did not face any issue to collect this high-quality data. | got access to the database in
three weeks after application.

Where are we in that line of social science research? If we cannot support our economists and social
scientists with social and economic data, what would be the return of having so many PhDs in the

long run?

With the current economic training, it is possible to do a cost-benefit analysis of public policies, wars,
historical events, etc. Ultimately, it would be possible to figure out the total cost and possible to use
that for future policy decisions.

But, we feel paralyzed given the current data infrastructure.

We are already late in building high quality data infrastructure to support policy research. It is already
not possible to do quantitative research on past economic milestones. This limitation or nonexistence
of data infrastructure has been highly related to our Covid-related losses and mismanagement too.

| am not asking for data infrastructure just because some of us need to publish papers (well, we do!). |
am asking because data infrastructure will give us information on how to target groups for subsidy,
how to think about long-term regional economic growth, and how to design informative policies.
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Some Academic Tips For Bangladeshi Female Students Interested

In Economics/Social Science And Related Subjects

| write op-eds, articles, and features about educational institutions in Bangladesh. This blog is not
about complaining about current institutions. This is just a list that | think may help you if you want
to navigate the system. | am writing this mainly for 18—24-year-old girls currently going to a
Bangladeshi college/university.

1. Result is not enough or even the most important thing.

In our education system, we see many students with the highest CGPA who are really bad at
critical thinking. It is more common in girls - they are very good in test results. But, when it comes
to handling new questions, coming up with new research ideas, they suffer. This is understandable
given that our girls are brought up in boundaries with many social restrictions. To come up with
interesting new research ideas, you need to have an open mind and an open environment. | grew
up in a very conservative environment too. However, academic scholarship demands a broad
mindset. So, develop a broader mindset, work on it for yourself. How?

1. Read books, read journals. Learn, learn how to learn.

2. Engage in community groups (in debating groups, writing in newspapers)

3. Engage in conferences, seminars whenever you get chances.

4. Take part in departmental activities. (I did not. | was afraid of bullying - don’t be like that.)

2) Create a network

Find mentors. Given the patriarchal nature of our education system, it is hard to have academic
connections if you are a girl. However, creating a network, finding mentors - are important. Talk to
people, find who can help you, work with these people voluntarily or as an intern whenever you
get chances. Be open to opportunities, and then grow from that slowly.

3) Skill development

Again, coming back to the first point, girls are in general good when it comes to test results. But
many girls are still not that much open to skill development. At this point, policy enthusiasts need
to be very much skilled in data work - Learn data science methods, data visualization, R, STATA,
Python, ArcGIS, Qualtrics whatever you can manage. Use online resources to learn - today it is
not hard to find resources if you are willing to learn. Do not be afraid of programming just because
our society tells that "Girls cannot do this or that".

4) Read non-textbooks -

Textbooks are old and you probably follow Western textbooks that are totally irrelevant for your
real-life experiences. Learn from books - go to the library, Aziz market, Batighar, Concord
bookstores, book fairs, Neelkhet - whatever you have around you. See what interests you most -
read books from a broad perspective: history, politics, economics, sociology, law, international
relationship - whatever interests you most.
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Be a regular user of your university library. Use the newspaper section to train yourself to think
critically.

5) Take responsibility for your future.

Plan for it. Plan for 5 years, 10 years. Work for your goal in whatever way you can. Complaining
does not and will not help. | see many women around my age wasting most of the time
complaining. Really, it does not help. Just because we did it, you do not have to follow us. Be a
better woman.

Try to become the best version of yourself, not just what other people think you can manage.
People in our society have a tendency to discourage students, and girls take this more seriously.
Red alert - stop sabotaging your life.

6) Learn how to make cold calls.

Learn to use emails to ask for help. Also, learn how to use LinkedIn for professional networking.
Do not use Facebook for professional purposes. If you really have to, then just ask for the email
ID.

Do not cross boundaries and learn how to set your own boundary too. Do not just become another
nice girl. Help others but help yourself to grow too. | have another blog post on this - how to send
cold emails etc.

On Facebook - many Bangladeshi students use Facebook to make connections with professional
people. | find it very awkward. For example, if you are 18/20 years old, you are more than 15
years younger than me. | do not want to share my personal activities with unknown people from
different generations and would like to keep my Facebook aside only for my friends and family.
That does not mean | do not want to help students. | very much try to respond to every email | get
from students.

| think it is best to use LinkedIn and emails for professional purpose. In my personal opinion, it is
best to send an email if you have a question to people whom you do not know. We, mid-aged
professionals, definitely check our emails every day.

7) Find people who are also ambitious,

You need to find mentors for yourself who can help you to navigate the academic system. You also
need to find friends who are ambitious - who want to learn and are willing to do hard work. | see
many clubs in my university - book clubs, policy discussion clubs, writing clubs. Create something
like that to find similar-minded people.

8) Beware of nasty competition:

Our education system has a nasty competition. Try to learn to take yourself away from that nasty
part. Competition can be good and can be healthy. However, criticizing others because they got
something you couldn’t - is very unhealthy.

Well, you may feel jealous, and that is normal human nature. But handle the jealousy with grace.
Ask people to give you academic tips - how did they achieve the things you also want to achieve.
And then work on yourself to achieve what you want to achieve. Don’t be stuck in a complaining

loop. Don't find excuses.
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9) Have a plan for 5 years when you enter undergrad life.

How do you visualize your future? Where do you want to go? Do you want to stay in Bangladesh?
What types of jobs are you looking for if you stay in Bangladesh? Do you want to prepare for
higher studies? What are the main countries you would like to go to? How can you prepare
yourselves for them? Having a plan, having a list of activities divided by every semester will help
you to focus and build your CV.

10) Have a CV ready

Have a professional CV/resume ready from your first year of undergrad so that when you need to
write a cold email, you can send that. This should include whatever information you want to share
- your test results, professional activities should be the priority. Did you write any newspaper
articles? Include that.

11) Most Importantly - Understand yourself

Different people have different skills (pros and cons). Some are good at public speaking, some are
good at writing, and some are good at programming etc. Nobody can be “best” in everything. So,
you really need to understand yourself. What are the main skills you have? What are the things
you would like to improve?

That's all for today. Again:

1. CGPA is not enough to make you look academically "smart". Learn - learn how to learn
more.

2. Make connections with scholars who are willing to mentor you.

3. Make connections with fellow students from your department and elsewhere. Having a
group of ambitious, hardworking peers is important.

4. Make a plan for 4 or 5 years from the beginning of your undergrad. What do you want to
achieve? Where do you want to see yourself?

5. Understand your pros and cons. What are the things you are good at? How can you be the
best in these activities? For example, some people are better at writing than coding. Plan
accordingly.
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First-Time Conference Presentation?

My sister attended her first in-person conference last week. | was talking to her about preparation
etc. and thought maybe | can share some of my experiences in a blog. So here it is -

1. Professional conferences have many versions. But the typical ones in Economics include three
types of presentations: long presentation (18/20 minutes), short presentation (9/10 minutes), and
poster. You will have to submit an abstract or a full paper. They may ask you if you have a
preference for short presentations or long ones. If the paper is not selected for a full presentation,
they may ask you if you want a poster. As a graduate student, | think you should take any chance to
attend and present your work. However, be careful about your budget and reimbursement too.

2. | have attended ASSA conference just to see how big conferences work before | submitted to any
conference by myself. It was expensive, but | think the whole experience helped me in the long run.
It is a good investment. | also have attended the Heartland Environmental and Resource Economics
conference at UIUC multiple times before my own conference presentation. | guess all these helped
me to prepare. At the least, | knew what to expect. If you can manage time and money, | suggest you
attend conferences before your own talk just to see the system.

3. Presentation: If you are an international student and if you are not coming from an
English-medium school, there is a good chance that you feel awkward about saying almost anything.
| believe that you can hide your nervousness by spending lots of hours in preparation. Know
everything about your slides. Have a mock presentation. Make sure your slides do not have spelling
errors. Make sure your slides are readable. Make sure you do not need to read from your slides.
Make sure your slides are self-explanatory too. If your slides are perfect, and you are well-prepared,
it will be harder for people to ignore your work.

4. Fashion: | definitely did not have any idea about professional clothing before my first conference. |
asked around; some female professors and some senior female colleagues helped. The basics are
pretty simple: a formal shirt, a formal pant, shoe, and maybe a blazer if you want. You can try
informal dresses too if you are just attending (not as a presenter), but | think you will feel more
confident if you are dressed like a professional. These things are expensive, try second-hand shops.
You will get nice almost-new stuff.

5. Notebook: Do not forget the power of a pen and a small notebook. Always have a set with you.
There are always ideas, questions, debate around you - you need to keep track. Laptop does not do

the trick.

6. Business Cards: Some senior friends suggested that | get business cards. So, | actually had
business cards with me in my first conference. | could not manage to give it to anyone though!

7. It is better to go to your first conference with some friends - fellow graduate students from your
school. You will feel less awkward. You can share expenses, and you can attend talks together.
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8. In those open bars, you may feel "nobody wants to talk to me". Actually, | have met some other
graduate students from other schools in these conferences who were also feeling awkward, and they
are very good friends now. So, try finding other people around your stage, they are going to be your
colleagues for a very long time. It is OK if big people do not want to talk to you at this moment!

9. Sessions: There are normally lots of sessions. Try to attend some big picture sessions - like
keynote, panel discussions. These sessions will help you to see where the field is going. Attend
some method sessions to learn cutting-edge methods. Make a mixture of sessions to attend.

10. If you have any particular question to ask to anybody, you can definitely try to set up a coffee
meeting. If you want suggestions from some specific experts, it is fine to invite them to listen to your
talk. Know how to write cold emails.

11. Question-answer period: Normally, there are 2/3 minutes after every talk where you will get
questions from the audience. Ask questions, engage in the discussion. | always find this helpful to
learn. If you get a question that you do not know, it is OK to be honest. If you find the answer later,

you can send an email to clarify.

12. Thank you emails: If somebody gave you a good suggestion, it is good to send a note after the
conference.

Well, these are just some things that | learnt in the last five years. Hope this helps!

Finally, enjoy the conference experience. You will attend your first conference only once! :)
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