High and dry

A public alert by the HEC lowers the morale on campuses which are finding it difficult to meet the critera by the February 7 deadline

 

By Muhammad Najeeb

Senior professors and administrative staff in private universities and other degree awarding institutions are afraid that they may not be able to meet the criteria laid down by the Higher Education Commission (HEC) by the deadline, February 2007.[image: image1.jpg]



These institutions imparting higher education had obtained their charter from provincial governments and were allowed to establish campuses in Islamabad in year 2002. The HEC had given five years to fulfil the conditions specified to the campuses in Islamabad.

Most of the senior teaching and administrative staff interviewed by The News on Sunday said the criteria laid down by the HEC is "tough to meet by February next year". The 92-page document by HEC named 'Guidelines for the establishment of a new university or an institution of higher education' sets out the revised criteria as approved by the cabinet on February 27, 2002 for the establishment of a new university or a degree awarding institute and lays down the procedures for their establishment and seeking degree awarding status or the charter of a university by the federal or the respective provincial governments.

The document, also available on the HEC web site, identifies various legal, organisational, financial and other related formalities and requirements, which need to be fulfilled and adhered to for submission of feasibility report, inspection and acquiring a charter for the institution. It also provides the criteria and framework of governance for guidance of the entrepreneurs.

But in 2002, the HEC which is still undergoing 'reforms' was in a hurry to award charter to the campuses in Islamabad,. albeit with a five-year.restriction. The students who have already passed from these universities have still not received degrees as they say that HEC would clear them after an inspection and review in February next year. But the academics and administration people who work in these universities say that a large number of universities may not come up to the required standards.

A senior professor working with Iqra University says the HEC has been too hasty in encouraging the opening of campuses "without paying any attention to maintain high academic standards". "We lack capacity to maintain required standards. I am afraid that none of the private sector universities in Islamabad would be able to meet the criteria set by the HEC -- what to talk of international standards. I would say that HEC given a licence to the private sector for making money through these universities," he says.

At present, according to the HEC record, there are 47 public sector and 33 private universities in the country, while 8 public sector and 19 private institutions are chartered to award degrees. Though HEC has set up Quality Enhancement Cells (QEC) in public-sector universities to enhance quality of higher education, officials at HEC told TNS that cell itself lacks expertise to ensure quality at the universities.

Initially, the commission has selected 10 universities for the QEC's initiative, which will later be extended to the entire country, said an official statement. These cells will be responsible for the planning and implementation of quality assurance mechanism in their respective universities. The officials, who didn't want to be named, told TNS that the staff being appointed in these QECs is not trained in evaluation methods. Several meetings of QECs of 10 universities have been held to review the progress of these cells but nothing concrete has been done: "The meetings are being held for the sake of holding meetings." An expensive workshop was also held on modern theories and practices of quality assurance. It seems that more than nine billion rupees of present HEC budget is going to be spent on non-development activities. So far these QECs are just pondering on multiple academic audit models. Experts say that the HEC has so far failed to create any impact for two major factors. First, it was too quick to push the higher education which continues to be on decline. Second, it has failed to provide any model for higher education considering the education standards at school and college levels.

Apparently it seems it was overambitious on HEC's part to attempt to revolutionise the whole sector within a few years without looking at the school and college education. HEC chairman Dr Ataur Rehman wants to double the enrolment from 590,000 to 1180,000 in five years, when previously enrolment had increased at an annual rate of 8 per cent. Recently Dr Ataur Rehman said the country was producing only 300 PhDs per year. About 1,000 scholarships were being offered to deserving students and about 500 students were being sent abroad for getting further studies this year.

The chairman said efforts would be made to enhance the number of students seeking higher education up to 700 to 800 per year. It seems Dr Ata and his colleagues at HEC are working in isolation totally ignoring the factors at junior level. This is a known fact that poor performance in school and colleges lowers the standards of education in the universities. Education needs to be treated as a composite issue and not at just the higher level. The experts are also concerned at the centralized and bureaucratic HEC role. Talking to TNS most of them opined that the HEC had dealt unfairly with higher education and universities in the past three years and diverted from its fundamental role.

No doubt higher education has been the hallmark of national progress, development and prosperity; the states that are developed today have acquired this by focusing on this. But all these nations had started improving their quality at the primary level and progressing to the higher level, unlike non-visionary approach my our authorities. Owing to the deep interest of its chairman the budget was increased 1500 per cent and for this year its development budget is Rs 9 billion that is huge compared to the GDP ratio for the education sector.

Parents and students have been shocked to see the public alert issued by the HEC. The names of universities and degree awarding institutions in the alert come from all over the country and reflect on the system that we have created in education sector. The HEC points out that a number of varsities and institutions are operating illegally in Pakistan.

The degrees from such institutions are illegal and are not recognised by the HEC. Parents are therefore cautioned not to send their children to these institutions as they may face subsequent problems in the procurement of jobs. The provincial governments have been requested to close down such institutions immediately as the legal right rests with them. The students who have paid several hundred thousands of rupees at these institutions are at lost.

The HEC officials say that they had been warning parents and students about these universities. But why just warnings to students? Why were these institutions not closed or monitored continuously?

The huge advertisement on January 24 lists what it describes as 'foreign institutions operating unlawfully'. Then there is a list of 'local institutions operating unlawfully without charter'. Then it has a list of 'chartered institutions unlawfully operating outside their jurisdictions'. The second ad declaring a 'public alert on status of private universities' says the federal cabinet has decided that those universities/ institutions which do not meet the minimum criteria, laid down by the cabinet, will have their charters withdrawn on February 27, 2007.

In this alert is a category which has universities/institutions meeting requirements of the minimum eligibility criteria approved by the cabinet. The next category-X had universities/ institutions meeting most of the minimum eligibility requirements of the criteria approved by the cabinet. Then came the 'substandard category' which had names of universities/institutions deficient in many eligibility requirements of the criteria approved by the cabinet. And this advertisement from the director-general of the HEC had another 'substandard category' comprising universities/institutions described as 'seriously deficient in meeting minimum eligibility of the criteria approved by the cabinet (likely to be closed in February 2007)'. Everyone in the country, except HEC, knows why the private sector and international universities are investing here -- education now has a lot of money. "The people who trade in heroin and other drugs are fools, there is a lot more money in education than smuggling heroin," says a gentleman who is running a school chain in the country.

