Remaking education —Naveed Ahmed Sheikh
An institutional change is required to have educated politicians in our midst, people who are held accountable for their performance. Local elected education boards can provide the groundwork

The education system in Pakistan is not falling down, rather it is falling apart. While keeping the basic structure of bureaucratic control intact, new projects and schemes are launched with oft-repeated vows that change will come this time round. Variants of tested models and new schemes often only serve to keep the hopes of the people alive, while the clamour for fundamental change remains unheard. Instead of radically and strategically addressing the structural flaws of the governance of the education system, this nipping and tucking of existing policies will only perpetuate the dismal performance of the sector. Instead of further plans for improving the system, a complete reboot is required. We need a new structure for governing, funding, and delivering education.

The new model must be based on the following pillars:



1) Education should be included in the political agenda, and an institutional mechanism should be developed.

2) The bedrock of the system should be citizen-based accountability.

3) The system should be leveraged through enterprise and innovation.

4) The new structure must capture all forms of human capital and not just the one available/hired by the sector.

5) Resource distribution should be competitive and allocation decisions should be taken locally.



Let us visit each point to discuss how each can be achieved by bringing systemic changes in the institutional framework. In the current system, political accountability is diluted, as the political leadership, both at the top and local levels, is answerable to a complex mix of people’s expectations. In this scenario, several competing sectors/areas vie for attention. For example, a politician’s attention is required in different areas, including, but not limited to the police and kacheri (local judiciary), revenue and land allocation, water and agriculture, national and provincial issues, industry and services, and health and education. Not only do the social services sector struggle for notice with hardcore sectors like the police, land and kacheri, but what gets lost in a layer of accountability factors is that the voter should evaluate before deciding whom to vote for.

An institutional change is required to have educated politicians in our midst, people who are held accountable for their performance. Local elected education boards can provide the groundwork. These boards will be responsible for educational governance, funding, and accountability within their jurisdiction. This simple and clear change will make education a political agenda and will ‘politicise’ the sector in the right way. This model is not new. Internationally, local democracy has been in practice through such boards, which are responsible for particular areas.

Secondly, a reconstruction of the concept and process of accountability in the sector is urgently needed. The current bureaucratic accountability system is largely punitive in nature. It can allow the punishing of a few individuals but is incapable of constantly adjusting systemic variables based on feedback. It gives power to common citizens to complain, but not to effect redress. The change that comes is mainly due to external dictation. The key to accountability is a small and immediately accessible hierarchy. Necessary powers should be given to the representative local education boards. This will create a market-like situation where the feedback of clients would result in a change of behaviour of the service providers.

One limitation when planning at the top is the policymakers’ propensity to agree on the lowest common denominator of policy prescription. For example, if stipends are to be given, then they should be given to all female students. There may be areas where male enrolment might be a problem or localities where the optimal level of girls’ enrolment is already achieved. However, since there is a sole policymaking centre, which is positioned at top, the context-specific adjustment to policies is not possible. Decentralised policymaking centres at the local level will allow for strategies to be developed that would consider the particular situation of the area. Credible research points out that large school systems are inflexible, lack innovation and do not adapt to changing conditions and evolving student needs. These limitations can be effectively overcome if the policy-impact areas are small and manageable. This will allow the smaller units to be context-specific in their innovations and can also help to extend successful methods to similar units. An area, for example, where optimal female enrolment has already been achieved can redirect funds to special students or marginal communities.

As in many other countries, the education sector in Pakistan is not the ideal employment destination. The inadequacy of human resources available is often cited as one reason for failure of reform programmes. The creative energy available across society in the shape of doctors, engineers, lawyers, businessmen and entrepreneurs could be harnessed through the local boards. Therefore, this strategy will utilise the full set of societal skills and will also help in keeping teachers and others in the sector liable for their actions.

Another important area where fundamental change is required is the way we allocate our educational resources. When funding streams are decided at the central level, the local sense of efficient use of resources is always replaced by the competition to acquire a larger share of the ‘grant’ coming from the top. At the service delivery level, the name of the game is to demand more resources rather than assign priority to the needs based on requirement and effectiveness. The solution is to give opportunity to the local decision-making centres to juggle and allocate funds. The resource basket could come from a combination of earmarked taxes for local education boards and direct subventions coming from the provincial or federal government to ensure equity. This strategic realignment of existing resource allocation to the education sector can immediately have an impact on the ownership and cost-efficiency of the education budget. 

The history of education in Pakistan and other countries establishes the fact that the cause of education has been served well when local people have been trusted and engaged. With only 34 percent net primary enrolment in public sector schools, it goes without saying that we are in an emergency situation, which can only be dealt with by having an inter-generational strategy that revolves around the involvement of the people.
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