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WHILE the figures issued periodically by the government and donor organisations appear to indicate decreasing dropout rates in Pakistan`s primary schools, the ground realities raise scepticism. 
Recently, the national-level NGO Strengthening Participatory Organisation (SPO) carried out a sample survey regarding the educational facilities available in 746 primary schools across five districts in Balochistan, Sindh and Punjab. The towns surveyed included Turbat, Bolan, Tando Mohammad Khan, Muzaffargarh and Mianwali. The findings are dismal overall, though places in Balochistan appear to be the weakest performers.

Inadequate or completely absent facilities in schools are amongst the main factors behind the high dropout rates — currently at 31 per cent — in primary schools. These sparsely equipped schools fail to create the learning environment that is essential for the kind of education that yields dividends.

Just eight per cent of the schools surveyed have any sort of security arrangements in place to counter terrorist threats: none in Balochistan, 14 per cent in Punjab and 12 per cent in Sindh. Either no terrorist threat is felt by the administrations, or no funds are available in the government`s coffers to protect against this. Nonetheless, security is a major problem.

Addressing this situation would require a local model of security to be evolved with the support of local community members. Without security arrangements, these schools — particularly girls` schools — are at risk. Even a minimum level of deterrence would be helpful. Moreover, security briefings should be arranged for schools` staff in each district.

The survey`s figures regarding other facilities paint a bleak situation. To cite a few, 80 per cent of the schools had no playgrounds while as many as 68 per cent of the schools lacked electricity and more than half had no toilets. These factors have a negative impact on the level and quality of learning. The absence of toilets hinders students, in particular girls, from attending schools.

This must be juxtaposed with the fact that in many areas of Pakistan social norms and mores are already averse to girls` education. The lack of basic facilities in a large number of schools is a clear example of the low priority accorded to girls` education. The prevailing conditions contribute towards creating poverty of opportunities for girls who are discouraged at the very first stage: that of education. Perhaps with an idea already of the situation, SPO did not collect data about the availability of facilities such as computers, libraries and science labs. Ideally, all these facilities would be available in Pakistan`s schools if our policymakers were serious about their commitment to providing equitable education.

A lot of money is earmarked in each year`s budget to improve school facilities. Where does that money go and why have we seen no improvement despite the sums poured into education? Who should we apply to for information on the whereabouts of the funds? While it is true that funds for education are relatively lacking, the fact remains that we must ensure greater transparency and accountability in the utilisation of whatever funds are available. Otherwise, plans for a percentage increase for the sector in the GDP allocation will be viewed with suspicion.

In Sindh, rumours are making the rounds that the executive district officer (EDO), education, gets his posting after the payment of between Rs2.5m to Rs3m. My observations lend credence to such rumours of corruption. One EDO told me that his post was a `political post`, explaining that such postings are possible only after some `give and take` with politicians. It is not difficult to understand what the first priority of such officials would be.

Meanwhile, some donors and NGOs are also not far behind government officials in this regard. Quite often, they hide their failures behind the inefficiency of their counterparts in government. In 2008, an international consultant who was also at the helm of affairs of a certain project awarded a contract worth Rs3.6m to a certain NGO regarded as a dubious entity. He violated the basic rules of business as he asked that NGO to submit a proposal — along with two other quotations from different NGOs. The consultant`s counterpart in government meekly signed the contract. The local subordinate of the consultant raised concerns in vain.

Later, that NGO could not even supply supporting receipts and vouchers against expenditures, as was required under the agreement. An addendum to the original contract was issued nearly eight months later, which took out all the clauses that stipulated supporting evidences. Thus was the way paved for releasing the balance of payment.

Fast-spreading bad governance has blurred the line between people as far as corruption is concerned. If someone dares challenge the system and refuses to be part of it, he or she is dubbed `abnormal` and either eased out of the system or silenced. This sends out a clear message to other employees: survival and upward movement in the job depends mainly on cooperating and collaborating with powerful persons. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that a culture of silence exists in organisations and in society as a whole, and consequently corruption is becoming normalised.

Honest persons are pressured to join the ranks of the so-called `normal`, i.e. corrupt persons. Conscientious people must come forward and play a proactive role to arrest the trend of corruption and reverse the situation.

Without this, Pakistan cannot achieve any `education for all` targets or the Millennium Development Goals. Furthermore, Pakistan will have to put its own house in order to be able to point out the weaknesses of the donor community and hold it accountable. Pakistan must create social deterrence against bad governance.
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