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Pakistan’s education crisis must be addressed by a drastic reform to renovate the system. However, any significant reform requires a thorough research of the problems, evaluation of existing programmes, and long-term sustainability of successful approaches. To ensure progressive revisions in education, a constant supervision of changes as well as a vast array of information must be made available to stakeholders and policymakers. 

Thus, organisations such as Centres of Education Policy and Development can play a pivotal role by gathering and researching data and serving as a national resource to both public and private educational institutions as well as provincial and federal governments. These centres of education can play a very important role in providing policymakers and all concerned stakeholders not only with the most up to date data and statistics but most importantly with skilled human resources capable of translating research findings into effective strategies. 

Such centres can operate independently or perhaps even better as part of graduate education degree-awarding programmes in public universities such as the Sughra Begum Centre for Education Policy and Development (SuBCEPAD) at the Institute for Education Research, University of the Punjab, Lahore. Spread throughout the country in public or private higher education institutions, such centres of education policy development may take on a variety of issues and provide information and data at the local and national level to improve the speed of implementation and efficiency education policies. 

The education system in Pakistan is failing its students and teachers. The poor quality of faculty, outdated curricula and a lack of resources have severely impaired the quality of graduate students and faculty. If education is to provide economic, social and technological advancement, there must be a significant investment to improve its quality and accessibility. In addition to financial support, effective educational reforms entail continuous research of and improvement in education policy and strategic plans. Thus, centres of educational research and policy are necessary tools to provide local and national policymakers with data that will assist them to choose the best approach for different issues. 

The mission of education centres to promote high quality and accessible education can involve institutions, teachers, students and the public in meaningful ways in improving the current status of education. Graduate students and faculty from these centres can contribute to the mission by carrying out relevant research on issues that local schools, faculty, students and local government may have. They may make their results available to policymakers, and provide expert advice. 

By working closely with educational institutions, faculty and policymakers in a community, the centres can provide a full perspective in their evaluation, expertise and services. The evaluation, planning and development provided by education centres can increase the capacity of the universities where they are located, by offering and awarding graduate degrees in related education research fields. At these centres, other degree or non-degree courses, workshops, symposia and training in the field of Education Policy Planning and Development may be offered to educators as well as the general public. 

Research and information resource

The centres can provide information and information services supporting decision making, planning, and policy formation in a wide variety of areas. They may be able to offer a range of services that can strengthen the connections between different levels of educational institutions and facilitate student transition from one level to another. Closer assessment of each level can result in programmes tackling specific issues that can improve the academic success of students. The centres can collect information on various programmes of public agencies, private organisations, school districts and institutions of higher education and publish studies of successful programmes. This would include studying projects ranging from curriculum and test design, the development of feasibility models for tuition fees/enrollment, and the creation of funding models for accessible education. 

The centres could also evaluate educational standards for faculty development and would make this information available to policymakers and education institutions as needed. Such extensive information may support not only specific departments or institutions and policy makers, but also help staff, students, parents and other researchers looking for information. They can profit from other report compilations, analysing regional and local data such as institution comparisons, enrollment figures, tuition and scholarships available, faculty salary and related studies. The centres must be equipped with the necessary capacity to respond to requests for information in timely and readily accessible ways. 

Analysing education trends

The centres must be conducive to education research to develop and support initiatives to identify emerging policy issues, analyse educational policy issues, and make informed policy choices. As in other scientific fields, research in education involves rigorous rules to achieve full comprehension of the problems and suggest the best possible solution for them. It includes quantitative research where researchers collect data and analyse it using numerical procedures, using statistical analysis as well as qualitative approaches, gathering and analysing narrative data, such as case studies. Both methods are often combined to provide better results. Other approaches include basic and applied research and evaluation of data to make decisions of educational relevance. 

Training tomorrow’s leaders 

A major function of the education centres may be to prepare post-graduate students to assume a leadership role in the advancement of education in the country as future researchers and policymakers. By receiving academic and relevant hands-on training in the graduate programmes, students will be well-equipped to contribute to the solution of various educational problems. They may gain valuable experience in research and development by getting involved in research work and publishing collaboratively with senior researchers. Their training must also include using innovative technology as a central part of their research and studying the application of technology to education. Education researchers increasingly employ video and electronic media to gather and store data on classroom activities and dialogue, student work and test results. In addition, web-based programmes can facilitate distribution of materials for learning purposes or dissemination of information reaching out to many institutions efficiently. 

Supporting faculty 

The quality of faculty determines the quality of an educational institution and thus the depth and breadth of student learning (“Need for a major faculty investment”, Dawn, January 24, 2010). The centres of education policy planning and development can offer great support to faculty both at individual and institutional level. 

Centres can provide valuable information to teachers who wish to develop their skills in new methods of pedagogy and learning, developing curricula and advancing their own training. For students who wish to pursue a career in teaching, other reports on subjects such as salary ranges, tenure programmes and certification programmes for teachers can be very useful. Online teaching and instruction can also aide those teachers wishing to supplement their knowledge. At the institutional level, the centres may research issues related to faculty development, motivation and compensation and can suggest action plans such as policy reforms or pilot programmes that can improve the quality of faculty and increase their motivation. 

Interdisciplinary collaboration

The world we live in is increasingly interdependent. Innovations in technology encourage growth in unexpected ways, making interdisciplinary collaboration inevitable. Thus the centres of education policy development can combine unique opportunities with the talents of scholars from many disciplines to find innovative solutions on problems of learning, teaching, assessment, and policy. Researchers of various areas of specialisation can work together collaboratively to find new ways of responding to problems, such as involving new technology, creating new programmes of study, or delivering education in non-traditional ways. Academic and research collaboration is beneficial to the faculty, i.e., in learning new teaching tools, and to the students in increasing the breadth of their knowledge (“Benefits of academic and research collaboration”, Dawn, December 6, 2009). 

Facilitating dialogue and debate 

The centres of education policy development can play an important role in engaging the public in open discussions and debates giving a chance to all stakeholders to voice their concerns and suggestions. The centres can thus become engines of progressive changes by receiving new ideas, translating them to feasible policies and making them available to policy makers. The centres can also be used by the policy makers to reach the public and effectively disperse information on new programmes by, for example, offering seminars or guidance and explanations on these programmes. Through meetings and publications, the centres can make such information available to the public, to civic, business, and higher education leaders. Thus, the centres can facilitate community and business leaders’ involvement in promoting education reform and enable them to provide direct financial support to education projects. 

A better future for the education system starts with sound research and development.
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