World Book Day 

World Book Day has been observed across Pakistan to highlight the importance of book reading — a habit that is fast disappearing, with the focus being shifted to digital gadgets, get-through guides and guess-papers, away from textbooks or general books reading on the subject to gain in-depth knowledge. Fake degrees and rampant plagiarism, of which even some of our university professors have been found guilty, are symptoms of a national malaise that needs to be addressed on priority basis. This has also been the primary cause of the academic decline in public sector education in Pakistan, though the well-heeled private sector institutions are doing better. The built-in systemic dichotomies in our education system have further consolidated traditional class structures. The Punjab University Department of Library and Information Science and Punjab Education Foundation, among others, have held seminars to highlight the issue, a great public service. Book reading is the best habit one can inculcate in children and young adults to nourish their minds, representing as they do our future hopes. A broadened mental vision can help them develop tolerance, and a mindset that gives preference to reasoned argument and disputation than to violence, the latter to be seen in abundance in today’s Pakistan. Incidentally, violence and strife in a society is in reverse proportion to its academic achievement. Urban sophistication and rural rusticity are parallel streams. It is the government’s basic duty to narrow the gap through an education system that lays a premium on reading of quality books. As Milton said: a good book is the life-blood of a master spirit.

There has been a progressive decline over the years in allocations of funds to this important sector. According to a 2010 World Bank report, the allocation to education in Pakistan was 2.69 percent of GDP in 2009 and 2.93 percent in 2008, which was the lowest in the region, with India, Bangladesh, and even the Maldives spending more on their human capital. If the current trend of funds starvation of education continues, the number of illiterates in Pakistan by 2015 will be 52 million! The solution to our abysmally low literacy rate lies, apart from greater investment in education, in constructing a well-stocked network of public libraries, as it will be a far more productive investment than the laptop gimmick. The printed word will always have greater relevance and utility for providing systematic knowledge, unmatched by any other source. *

