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HIGHER education is in a shambles in Pakistan. Currently, only a small minority of students (4.7 per cent) goes to university. 
Sadly, a majority of them, after spending a few years there, return with inadequate skills, knowledge and aptitude which do not help them either in finding a good job in the age of cutthroat competition or providing any effective service to society. The result is a growing number of unemployed persons and frustration for them and their families. Therefore, instead of instilling the value of higher education among citizens it makes them sceptical about its outcome. Nonetheless, one should not be confused to confine the attainment of education to economic returns only; of course, Pakistan badly needs leadership and professionals in every walk of life.

The demand for enhanced allocation of funds for education is welcome but it is not the panacea for the problems facing higher education. As we have seen, the huge investment in the sector along with other educational reforms during Gen Musharraf`s era did not seem to bring about significant improvements.

The Higher Education Commission`s ranking declared six universities of the country as top class — four public and two private. Unfortunately, none of them was able to get a slot among the top 500 universities of the world, according to the Academic Ranking of World Universities 2010 . It clearly indicates that our education system is not at par with international standards despite best efforts.

Time and again, the mantra of education-sector reforms has not worked. Therefore, one feels constrained to ask what should be done to rectify the situation. One of the main problems with our policies is that they are designed either on the basis of best guesses or assumptions without any solid research into the needs and requirements of the country. Another point is that it seems Pakistan has not been able to shake off the effects of the colonial system because it has not had a consistent and effective language policy.

A primary agenda of the British colonial education system was to create a cadre of educated people who could serve as a bridge between them and the ruled masses. That system was effective in terms of fulfilling its needs, but do we really wish to continue that system or do away with it and develop something new which suits an independent country?

English is a teaching language across all universities in Pakistan, which is fine as we cannot afford to miss out on the latest information and knowledge from all over the world. However, the quality of English — particularly in public universities — can be gauged from the fact that most students are unable to hold a simple conversation in that language, let alone have discussions and debates. Should we expect students in that environment to be innovative?

University-level teachers should not necessarily have strong teaching skills but they are supposed to have cutting-edge information and knowledge about the subject and transfer it to the students. Moreover, it is expected of teachers to regenerate and create a body of knowledge and not just be consumers and transmitters of knowledge. Both functions are not up to the mark in Pakistan. The perils of the absence of those functions are very well articulated by Grace Clark in the document titled Reform in Higher Education in Pakistan .

“A country that cannot develop the new knowledge unique to its own needs or that cannot impart what is needed to the next generation will remain forever stuck in a pattern of intellectual colonialism, dependent on other countries for knowledge-building and development of new teaching staff.”

Our dependency is obvious from the influence of foreign consultants during the making of any important document. The National Education Policy 2009 reveals some interesting things. One finds too much emphasis on creating a knowledge-based economy and creating linkages between industry and universities in the policy. Its strategic vision says: “In the modern global knowledge-economy, employers increasingly look to universities and collages to deliver the well-educated workforce they require in the form of articulate, flexible and readily employable graduates to remain competitive.”

One would be naive to deny the importance of the economic aspect of education. But it should also be seen as naivety if one fails to notice certain tacit desires of the policy. The agenda of the policy seems to promote `managerialism` and a pool of human resources for hire under the neo-liberal economy and gives the impression of being indifferent to other core issues of the country. The agenda is pursued through conferences and workshops organised by international organisations in the country.

The agriculture sector gets passing mention in the policy, despite being the largest sector in the country accounting for 21 per cent of GDP and 45 per cent of the total labour force. Moreover, there are shamefully 45 million food-insecure people in Pakistan. The policy doesn`t give due attention to the development of this sector. Ironically, out of 132 universities there are four agriculture universities in Pakistan. The number should be much higher.

It is evident how we set priorities under the influence of others and try to be at par with the global economy without making proper assessments of our needs. A fast-growing population will first need food, then other things. Should one build on the existing strengths or imitate others?

It seems that the education policy is not going to yield longer-lasting results other than producing some symptomatic solutions because our policymakers lack the will and courage to plan independently and democratically while overcoming past and temporary traditional influences.
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