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What can be said about the state of education in the country when our universities continue to compete for the scarce funding resources made available to them by the government. You have the academic staff that is not adequately paid and you have a curricula that has not been seriously designed keeping the challenges and long-term requirements of the 21st century in mind.
The lack of well-qualified and highly-motivated faculty in our universities and colleges is a common problem. Poor working conditions together with low pay scales and weak incentives have contributed to the brain drain from our seats of learning.

The scenario becomes even more depressing when our educational institutions do not offer opportunities to our youngsters and the young professionals to learn and expand their intellectual horizons. They are, therefore, unable to gain the valuable skills that help them in seeking employment or further their academic careers.

The condition of all government schools is also dismal — dilapidated buildings, walls crammed with slogans, dangling electric
fittings, glassless window panes, broken furniture, rusty and out of order water coolers, disinterested teachers and students lacking in motivation and the spirit to learn.

The improper handling of students and harsh physical punishments are also very common. The situation in schools located in
far-flung and impoverished areas of the city is quite pathetic; the situation in other parts of the country being even worse. The medium of instruction in these schools is Urdu and the children come mostly from lower-income groups. Forced by circumstances, quite a few of them drop out very early to take up jobs in order to support their families. Others drop out on account of school failures, which make the student seek refuge in silent withdrawals or by joining street gangs, ruining their life completely in either case.

Exceptions aside, in the government-run schools all over the country, children tend to lose all along the way. “These schools are nothing but failure-producing factories,” says a frustrated student. One bitter educationist describes them as “dehumanised affairs where both teachers and the attitudes of students need repair.”

The ground reality is that a vast majority of those who manage to graduate from these schools and subsequently from colleges enter the job market “as economic illiterates” prepared to face hardships to get a reasonable job even if they happen to have professional education. The reasons for this mainly being their lack of confidence, inability to express views effectively and their ignorance of the English language.

On the other hand, children coming from upper or middle-class families normally go to big private or missionary schools where the medium of instruction is English and a much better environment is available which in turn helps in developing their personalities. However, in most private schools that are being run on a smaller level and are located in the middle-class residential areas, the situation is not that great either as they are owned by non-professionals. Such schools are only run with commercial intent. They do not have very literate teachers.

If we are serious in introducing meaningful and worthwhile educational reforms then the government must make enough financial allocations; and besides the government, the academia, business and individuals should also all join hands and pool resources for a long-term educational plan as we are all guilty of the impoverishment of our country. In order to make our system of education compatible with that of the developed and progressive countries we may as well take help from international organisations such as the Ford and Rockefeller Foundations, USAID and others to assimilate their working and organisational culture.

We also need to integrate vocation and education properly to produce tangible results for which we should have a qualified and well-trained manpower. It is also equally important that the management of school boards be taken out of bureaucratic influence and given under the command and control of eminent educationists, planners and sociologists to run it professionally.

We should have a system to essentially make all teachers undergo a few weeks of orientation programmes from time to time in order to develop in them a compassionate understanding about a student’s failures, his or her background and what makes him or her behave the way he or she does. There is a need for a family-like atmosphere in the schools so that children get the attention and concern that many of them had been denied. It will help in building their self-esteem and in restoring faith and confidence in them. The school curriculum must be overhauled not only to foster civic sense among students but also to make self supporting citizens.

In higher classes, English must be included as a foreign language to prepare students for further education and jobs. This is not to suggest that English should be allowed to dominate our educational system; there are several snags to substitute English with Urdu. At present higher studies of scientific and other professional subjects are just not possible if English is thrown overboard as there are just not enough books in Urdu on scientific subjects. It is, therefore, obvious how we get bogged down by the task to immediately replace English with Urdu. We shall inevitably be slowing down the pace of whatever little progress we are making. If at all we are sincere in replacing English, a whole-hearted effort to encourage the growth of national language is a must.

If we are to improve the general literacy rate of the country then we cannot afford to confine education to children alone.

Immediate priority must be given to opening schools for the education of grownups in every nook and corner of the country to at least give a broad-based education to every citizen — young and old, male or female. The motive should be to give them the ability to read and write, to give a sense of science and to strengthen the loyalties and values that are necessary for a specialised and impersonal economy to operate.
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