Primary education system needs an overhaul
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HE primary schooling as we know it has European origins. Eric Hobsbawm, a Marxian historian, has called 1870-1914 the age of ‘primary school’ — universal and compulsory. The emphasis was on reading, writing and arithmetic. During the twentieth century there was arrival of arts, humanities and science. Now in the post-globalisation era, some educationists tend to emphasise new subjects such as information technology as an essential part of early schooling.
In Pakistan, like many other developing countries, education system presents itself as a self-sufficient four-tier scheme: primary, secondary, higher education, and post-graduate studies. It is a kind of totem pole about which establishing priorities has always remained a debatable question. But the primary school, as the economic history of Europe tells us, is and has always remained the pivot that feeds the system, and promotes knowledge in society. And there is a serious, very serious, shortcoming in the educational policy of the country in this regard.

Literacy and primary schooling are closely related. How literate then are the people of the country? According to official data, the literacy rate in Pakistan is 57.9 per cent, based on Pakistan Social and Living Standards Measurement (PSLM, 2008-09).

This gives a very low ranking to the country, lowest in fact among the countries of the region. And further, pertinent questions
can be raised about the methodology used in PSLM survey. In all probability, a person’s ability to read and write is calculated on the basis of self-declaration, rather than actual encoding (e.g. write a letter), or decoding a text (e.g. summarise an editorial of the newspaper of his choice). And if the basic arithmetic (to add, to multiply and to subtract especially odd numbers) was added as a cognitive test, then it would put a thick shadow on the concept of literacy as currently used in Pakistan.

These observations underline the fact that there is an urgent need to overhaul the system of primary education. The National Education Policy 2009 (NEP) was launched with great fanfare by the Zardari government, promising to bring fundamental improvements in it by 2015 in line with the millennium goal for education free for all (EFA). There has been no indication about the progress made by the government in this regard.

But the situation has become complicated since then. The new 2010 constitution is based on the changes made through the 18th Amendment, one of which has abolished the “Concurrent List’, making education sole responsibility of the provinces.

With the federal ministry of education about to be disbanded, who will assume the responsibility for ‘national` position on the matter, albeit the portfolio remained low in ranking in the cabinet? Who will promote unity in school curriculum in the country? The government has given no indication how it intends to proceed on these questions. Just to make pious pronouncements declaring education as a constitutional right will not resolve the issue.

And the issue is made difficult by the fact that relevant data giving an accurate picture about primary schooling in the country is not available. According to an estimate there are about 105 thousand primary schools, most of them in the rural areas.

There are also deeni madaris parallel to the public primary schools, but mostly in urban areas. The information about the total number of modern private schools is quite sketchy, and the estimates about the number of deeni madaris range from 15 thousand to 25 thousand, most of them in the Deobondi category.

The data about public primary schools indicate that during 2008-09 the net participation rate of children attending schools was 45 per cent for female and 61 per cent for the male students. Considering the economic difficulties faced by average family, these enrolment proportions of children indicate that more solid progress would be possible if, for example, subsidies were offered to low income parents for sending their children to school. Attendance of course may improve but performance is a different matter.

Several studies are available which give us an idea about the facilities available in the primary schools. There are schools which do not have basic amenities such as toilet and drinking water, and with incompletely finished buildings. Many schools suffer from staff deficiencies as well; some are run even without a principal.

Questions also arise about the basic curriculum used for instruction. Professor Nayyar in his pioneering study (The subtle subversion: the state of curricula and textbooks in Pakistan, with Ahmed Salim, SDPI, Karachi, 2004) has underlined how children of Pakistan get exposed to ideological disinformation in the class room. It is a dismal picture.Several solutions to improve the situation have been suggested to make primary schools play a productive role in the development of Pakistan society; these include revision of textbooks, teacher training, appropriate funding, etc. In view of the limitation of space, I propose to deal with the question of public money for the schools and will examine other issues at a future date.

Pakistan needs a renewed determination to embark on a path to organise primary schooling in the context of the demands of the twenty-first century. It cannot be done without defining adequate funding and how this funding can be disbursed to schools effectively.

From this point of view the abolition of the Concurrent List was a short-sighted decision. Notwithstanding this decision, however, one may hope that the provinces will follow a common core policy towards education. One of the elements in this core policy will be to establish a licensing system for all schools other than the public schools which of course remain the responsibility of the government. Also, the basic curriculum should be determined by the department of education but in consultation with experts with established reputation in research and scholarship, for all three types of schools, leaving open decisions only for optional courses.

In this framework, the current practice will need to be re-examined. Pakistan inherited a top down decision making in which, the funds were transferred from the federal government to the provinces. From these funds, the budget for education was prepared, and responsibility for administration of this budget was passed on to the district administration. This pattern has gone through many reviews over the last six decades but fundamental process has remained the same. Thus, the principals, the school councils and parents associations have played their role on the fringes of decision-making about government policies about schools, including hiring, courses of study, as well as the school structure and its maintenance.

This is the so-called British pattern which has worked well in some other federations such as Australia and India. But it has been a failure in Pakistan. As the NEP admits, “We cannot spend 2.7 per cent of GDP on education and expect to become a vibrant knowledge economy”.

There is then a possible solution to correct the historical imbalance that the funding for school education in Pakistan has suffered. A people-oriented programme is an alternative which should be given a serious consideration, broadly in line with the Canadian model.

Between the provincial department of education and the schools, autonomous district school boards should be established, with a majority of members elected from the standard voting list for the district, and with the remaining members drawn from higher education sector (representing a combination of fine arts, humanities, sciences and social sciences to give the institutions a little touch of fresh air). The school boards should be responsible for the schools in the district, including hiring of staff, on the recommendation of the principal concerned, as well as their development and maintenance.

The final budget for schools of the district should become their responsibility, not of the bureaucrats in the department of education. In addition, there should be a school tax to be paid by all property owners above a given threshold in the district concerned, whether or not they have children eligible for schooling, constituting 15-20 per cent of the budget of the school board. This certainly would give the people a sense of responsibility about school education; they are common good and their benefits are received by all.

In this context, school councils, parents’ associations as well as associations of school boards could play a very useful role for the welfare of the students.
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