The fiasco of ghost schools
By Amna Nasir Malik Jamal


Are ghost schools a thing of the past or do they still exist and pocket funds from the government? And what is the government in Punjab doing about it? Amna Nasir Malik Jamal investigates
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IT is not surprising that in July 2006 an Education for All global report expressed serious reservations about Pakistan meeting the Millennium Development Goals’ education targets. At 53 per cent, the country has the lowest literacy rate in the region. At present, Pakistan spends a mere 2.1 per cent of its GDP on education as compared to India’s 4.1 per cent which portrays why the highest drop-out rate exists.

According to a Unesco report, Pakistan is second to Nigeria in the number of children not at school (total 6.5 million) and 80 per cent of them have never been enrolled in a school. Ten per cent were drop-outs, while the remaining could go to school at a later stage. Federal minister education Javed Ashraf Qazi said the government is now determined to allocate four per cent of the GDP for education sector which is the prescribed Unesco target. One can only hope for a better outcome.

In April 2006 Consumer Rights Commission of Pakistan presented a survey which painted a disheartening picture of the state of affairs in the education sector. It said that as many as 30,000 ghost schools exist in the country and they draw regular funding from the public fund. According to survey there are 22,755 schools (16.75 %) without shelter, 61,383 (39 %) without drinking water, 96,708 (62 %) without electricity, 76,312 (49 %) institutions without toilet facilities and 71,681 (46 %) schools have no boundary walls.

Mr Qazi then revealed that the findings of the National Education Census (NEC) in early October, conducted by the Statistics Division that there were some 12,737 dysfunctional schools in the country including 2,742 dysfunctional schools in Punjab (one must have to keep in mind that in census data institutes from both public and private sector included means colleges, technical and vocational educational institutes, professional and teacher education institutes, universities and deeni madaras).

Later the Senate Standing Committee on Education, Science and Technology voiced serious concerns over the existence of thousands of ghost schools which are dysfunctional and more than half of them are in Sindh. These revelations left the people numb on how ghost schools and ghost teachers still exist.

We have to delve into the past first. The Pakistan army played many roles in the context of the civil military inter-action, among them was during the tenure of Punjab Chief Minister Shahbaz Sharif, who prepared a plan to launch an investigation into one of the country’s worst corruption scandals — the existence of ‘ghost schools’. Though people disliked the idea of deputing army personnel to all kinds of jobs, the army officers performed well and took on the menace of the ghost schools in the province. They discovered that the government was paying the salary for the teachers of these non-existent/ghost schools.

What was the mystery behind these so-called ghost schools? For years, local officials in many areas had been claiming large sums of public money to provide education and developed government-funded primary schools, but many of the schools only existed on paper. Creating a fake school was an easy way of making money as was creating long lists of pupils and teachers, budget of building maintenance etc. The so-called administrators kept on sending fake results to make it look like their school is in a working state in order to pocket the money the government sent. Some people claimed that no army personnel visited or inspected the existent ghost institutes and the record was prepared at the will of an assistant commissioner. This is denied by reliable army personnel, who played an active role during operation against ghost schools in January-April 1998, in unprecedented investigation into wide-spread corruption in the state education system. Twenty thousand personnel of the military were pulled out of their training for three months just to find out about the 4,000 ghost schools in Punjab. They initially collected record from the education department officials and later in division deployed units who personally visited sites and during inspection in so-called schools found breeding cages, stables or that the premises had been used as a poultry farm. In short what was supposed to be classrooms were not and there were no students.

The National Education Census report portrayed that corruption and bad management are undeniable fact in society which perhaps explains why there are still thousands of dysfunctional schools in the Punjab and why staff out of the identified schools receiving regular funding from the government, with the connivance and knowledge of the education department. However, what is equally undeniable is that there are still hundreds of schools that lack basic facilities and staff, especially those located in far flung areas. According to Punjab Monitoring Implement Unit (PMIU) there is no ghost school in Punjab but there are 823 dysfunctional public schools, majority of them being girl’s schools.

In Punjab the existence of ghost schools seems to be a thing of the past as far as the government is concerned. Its performance in education and the Education Sector Reforms Programme is a practical step towards increasing the literacy rate in the province. With the assistance of international donor communities, the financial assistance programme is mainly focused on the uplift of primary schools. The government is striving hard to improve the standard of education especially at the primary level by providing all possible opportunities to each and every child of the province on priority basis, ignoring gender disparities.

It is worth noting that during the 1990s due to ghost schools and absentee teachers, and very poor learning, The Social Assistance Programme (SAP) which was an attempt to bridge existing gap due to gender disparity in education, ultimately did manage to increase the percentage of educated women in Pakistani villages by a small margin.

The widespread phenomenon of ghost schools and teachers that existed only on paper, consumed a significant portion of the limited budget. Provincial and district education departments must be enabled to effectively monitor resources and personnel to reduce level of corruption in this sector. What is the mystery behind these so-called ghost schools? Are fictitious names still shelling out money? Why are all the non-functioning schools not being opened when they exist on paper and are gobbling up funds?

“There were ghost schools — without buildings and ghost teachers — but they do not exist in Punjab any more,” says provincial education minister, Imran Masood, who played a leading role during ghost schools eradication. “After a comprehensive survey, it was discovered some of the buildings were about to collapse and the infrastructure was absent or staff and students were not in high number. We then managed to decrease the number of dysfunctional schools after rationalising and decided to merge two to three schools in one building and introduced double shifts in those schools that are why now dysfunctional schools are decreasing. The period from 1997-98 is regarded as cleansing session of the education department [as far as removing corrupt officials is concerned].

“The phenomenon of ghost schools and teachers which exist only on paper but eat into a limited budget was an indication of the level of corruption in this sector. That’s why due to insufficient resources and honest personnel it was hard to monitor effectively. During this period we detected around 5,000 ghost schools and some 20,000 teachers having doubtful academic and appointment credentials and later on scrutiny discovered they embraced fake credentials. Then education department conducted inquiries and finally dismissed some 3,400 ghost teachers from service. Other root cause behind were in cash disburse of staff/teachers salaries. Punjab government then introduced the system of transferring salaries into personal bank accounts of legitimate teachers despite of disbursing salaries by hand. Punjab education department claims that since 1997 not a single ghost teacher has withdrawn a salary.”

Many schools were also opened on MPAs’ recommendations as a way to secure votes and no consideration was given to where they were located. The outcome was that funds were wasted on constructing such buildings because local people took away doors, windowpanes and other building materials. Mr Masood said: “those schools never got Scheduled New Expenditure (SNE) consequently neither was any student admitted nor was any teacher posted to those schools. After comprehensive survey conducted by Punjab Education Sector Reforms Programme it came to notice that under SNE some schools lacked essential components but existed on papers and were still receiving funds out of government. This is why focus shifted to upgrading and developing existing schools instead of building new ones and making non-functional schools functional by providing missing facilities as well as posting and hiring required teachers.”

The education situation can only improve if the country’s leadership resolves its problems honestly. Administrative action against “ghost schools” proves that the government is better placed to ensure that the education budget is never exploited in the future. It must monitor and support all schools that are at risk of failing. The need of the hour is to make system more capable by using funds more efficiently.

