What stakes in education?
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IT is clear that dozens of education policies and papers, involving local and international expertise, have fallen by the wayside in Pakistan. Most policies were developed and announced in the period of dictators who had a narrow understanding of the national interest.

Unfortunately, instead of such policies being reversed in the in-between era of elected governments, these were further built on the framework given by the dictators. Hence the problems continue.

Policymakers tend to overlook the ethnic, political and religion-based diversity of the country and attempt to indoctrinate pupils according to the dominant group’s requirement. Therefore the policies are not owned by all stakeholders. Further, intolerance, undemocratic values and the perpetuation of the status quo have been strengthened. This was seen particularly during the regime of Gen Zia who Islamised education and wanted Pakistan to be seen in the context of the ummah. Massive reforms were undertaken to revise the curriculum and reorient teachers on the basis of a specific Islamic ideology. His policies still haunt Pakistan.

Luckily the National Education Policy 2009-10 acknowledges the problem with the policies and highlights the need for a paradigm shift; it advises that the objective of education policy should be to serve the interest of the students rather than of those who develop policy or implement it. When and how this vision is realised remains to be seen.

One cannot be contented with the rising literacy rate. We need to look at several other aspects in order to understand the enormity of the problem we face in the field of education.

Our planners seem to feel a sense of achievement in the increase in the literacy rate from 16.4 per cent in 1951 to 57 per cent in 2009 but this is not a significant improvement when one considers the population growth in Pakistan. In the said period Pakistan’s population rapidly shot up from 33.8 million to some 170 million, which is a huge increase. One shudders to think about the consequences of a fast-growing population that has not benefited from a proper education.

Unemployment and inflation are further complicating the situation. This situation will create, as it is already doing so, myriad social problems with young people being tempted to join the ranks of extremists and terrorists that are posing a threat to the country. The country cannot be secured through huge expenditures on defence and there is an urgent need to rethink our priorities and to give these a proper direction.

Unfortunately, despite all the rhetoric about poor governance and mismanagement, there has been no attempt to achieve set goals and objectives. Each day brings more talk and plans of reforms in policy and related discussions. But nothing concrete happens.

For example, a few months ago the Sindh government’s education and literacy department took a policy decision that the Teacher Education and Development programme would be conducted through the Provincial Institutes of Teacher Education, Sindh, Nawabshah, District Shaheed Benazirabad. No additional resources (human or financial) have been allocated to match its upgraded role so far, and the outcome of the decision will have no bearing in the current year as much of the time that could have been put to good use has instead been squandered on meetings and discussions.

The other area of concern is the poor quality of skills and knowledge of the education officers at the district and school level.

In the second quarter of the current year, I conducted a study involving principals in 24 schools in 12 districts in Sindh and Balochistan. During interviews with these head teachers I tried to go beyond the study’s mandate in order to better understand the system. I was surprised to know that no mechanism existed at the district education or school level to analyse the annual board examination results. Moreover, no school had a copy of the national curriculum. I am sure the situation in many other schools is no different.

I realised that all the teachers are in dire need of capacity building, particularly in the area of how to conduct an effective analysis of the results of the students and prepare school and teacher development plans accordingly. Unfortunately, all training programmes are developed in a mechanical manner with no attempt to address the individual needs of schools in a particular district. The majority of training programmes are supply- instead of demand-driven. Proper assessment of requirements is sorely needed prior to the implementation of any training programme.

Apart from this, one found that some principals were dejected and had no hopes of improvement in the system. “If I take action against a teacher who does not turn up for classes then that decision is overruled by the senior education officers,” one principal complained. Further he said that the system needs neutral and competent administration which does not succumb to political pressure. It is evident that our education system is confronted with a multitude of problems ranging from policymaking to the implementation of goals. Our ruling elite does not have any faith in the public schools as it sends its children to private schools of high quality within and sometimes outside the country. Why would they want to improve the system when they don’t have any stakes in it?

Former UK prime minister Tony Blair was attacked for his ‘hypocrisy’ when the media reported that he had hired a private tutor for two of his sons. The situation is much worse in Pakistan but nobody cares.

The writer is employed by an international agency working on education in Pakistan.

[image: image1.png]



