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According to reports appearing in the national press, five students have committed suicide in the country over their failure to achieve the grades they had hoped for in the annual matriculation examinations announced recently. 

 

The number of such deaths may be higher, given that there is every possibility they may have been some that have been covered up due to the social stigma attached to suicide. But regardless of the number, these deaths are far too many. Fifteen- and 16- year-olds should simply not be so deeply concerned about grades as to take their own lives when they fail, or are unable to achieve the results they had hoped for. 

 

They should simply not be under so much pressure. Frighteningly, there have been stories of children even younger than this committing suicide after doing badly in school tests. It seems parental and societal expectations are killing our children.

 

We all know as adults that school or college grades are simply not worth this. There are many who have succeeded in life, despite report cards covered in red. There are others with outstanding exam results who have struggled. 

 

The obsession with grades that we have developed in society is literally murdering our children. The relentless pressure begins early. 

 

There are in all large cities – and quite possibly smaller ones as well – four- and five-year-olds who attend tuition classes, either in a quest to get into prestigious schools or simply because parents wish to see their preschoolers able to read and write well before they are developmentally ready for such tasks, because they are eager for them to do well academically. 

 

Across the country there are parents, mainly mothers, who “work” two, three or more hours with young children, “helping” them with homework or lessons. 

 

Nine- and ten-year-olds quite routinely study into the small hours of the night ahead of exams, arriving yawning, exhausted and overwrought in classrooms.

 

All this is not the fault of parents alone. They themselves are victims of a barbaric system which emphasises only marks and ignores the issue of any genuine learning or real thinking. Indeed, the idea of children actually enjoying school is an alien one. 

 

For the most part, with a few honourable exceptions, schools operate only by cramming what they can into the brains of children, and by doing so making sure the capacity to reason, to think-those capabilities most unique to humans-are killed as quickly as possible. After all, even parrots, monkeys and a host of other creatures can mimic. Schools appear to function for motives quite different from that of actually teaching children anything. 

 

A former mathematics teacher at a Lahore private school narrates how he was instructed by the head to finish the entire curriculum, even though he could see barely “three or four” children were really understanding. The unfortunate teacher was also asked to mark incorrect answers right on tests to keep parents happy.

 

In many ways the same idea of marks, over all else, extends to the matriculation level and beyond. The medals given out as honours awarded at the end of each annual exam go, essentially speaking, to those who have replicated best; there are no rewards for those who may have thought more creatively than their peers. 

 

Indeed, such students, even if they do make it through the system, are frequently penalised by being given lower marks the moment they veer away from guidebooks or notes memorised page after page from mundane textbooks which drive home the need for conformity and in many cases also build the kind of bias that is so prevalent in our society.

 

We see unfolding before us a monumental tragedy. It comes not only in the form of the post-matriculation suicides we see, but also in the fact that parents everywhere – some barely able to scrape together school or college fees – hope that high numbers, degrees and sound results will open up doors to a better future for their children. 

 

Of course, in many ways they should. Grades are, after all, the key way to make it up the ladder in other societies. But too many parents at home discover that in ours’, influence, contacts, class and wealth make all the difference. 

 

It is persons who have these who obtain decent jobs and salaries; the rest flounder. All the pressure, all the efforts to keep children in school, eventually bring true gain only in limited cases.

 

Quite evidently, things have gone very wrong. The growing socio-economic pressures do not help, adding to existing tensions within homes and the feeling among teens or even younger children that they must do well so that parents are kept happy, the way to scholarships kept ajar and the aspirations families have for them not disrupted. 

 

So many expectations are too many to bear. We hear from psychologists that depression among children is rising. Quite clearly school life is a factor with bullying and bad treatment by teachers also leading to suicide. Just to think of a nation where children are so unhappy is disturbing. 

 

We need to reconsider our priorities and plan what future we envisage for our young people. We simply cannot have so much needless death and so much destruction of life that has just started. 

 

A total review of our education system is required. The manner in which exams are set encourages both rote learning and a mad rush for marks. 

 

We must also consider ways to ensure thinking is involved in the process and to keep in mind that academic success alone is not an indicator of what lies ahead in life. 

 

Many other factors are involved. All these need to be considered in decisions on how to build futures and create a strong foundation for a nation that has begun to think in an increasingly narrow fraction, without being able to look beyond its blinkered view on life. 

 

The blinkers must be taken of so that a wider perspective is possible and the scene taken in as a whole. Otherwise we will see only more tragedies ahead of us.
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