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THE livelihood of government functionaries depend upon presenting a rosy picture of the economy. It is no wonder then that the minister of state for finance led the people into believing just that in his budget speech for 2005-06. The pre-budget document, Economic Survey 2005-06, carried tall claims about the government having led Pakistan out of the economic crisis. Efforts have been made to convince the public that the country is forging ahead on the path of economic growth. And that it would soon be able to stand alongside the flourishing emerging markets of the Association of South-east Asian Nations (Asean). However, what became of the public? Have the benefits passed on to the masses? The economic wizards of the present set-up take refuge in the “trickle-down theory”. It scarcely makes sense, for if the theory did not work in the ’50s and ’60s, why would it work now?

None of the countries that have come out of the poverty trap have adopted this approach. Rather, they have invested in their physical infrastructure and human resource development and, as a result, they have become skilled, educated and productive. The system of education is a true reflection of any society. The more a system is ingrained in egalitarian bias, the more it affects the socio-economic structures.

However, things stand differently in Pakistan as education has been used as a tool for the perpetuation of an unjust and exploitative system. The ruling class of the country — a mullah/military/bureaucracy/feudal nexus — has a vested interest in keeping a majority of the population illiterate, unskilled, superstitious, malnourished and unproductive. They are afraid that the educated masses will revolt against this manipulative system and demand their rights which, in turn, will endanger their privileged position in the society.

To perpetuate their rule, they are following the example of our colonial predecessors, adopting the philosophy of dividing their subjects into two classes. The infamous Lord Macaulay theory has become their guiding principle. As Akbar Zaidi has mentioned in his book, Issues in Pakistan’s Economy: “These objectives were well-served by separating local-language medium schools for the masses from exclusive English medium educational institutions for the elite and by placing a disproportionate emphasis on a liberal arts education.”

Here the line of division is the mode of education; that is, students from the elite class go to elite English medium schools — comparable to any of the finest institutions around the globe in terms of standard, facilities and results — and on the other hand, common people send their progeny to government schools, commonly called peela schools, which provide sub-standard education. Needless to say, this won’t help them in getting meaningful employment or in acquiring income-generating skills by which they can come out of the vicious circle of poverty and deprivation.

According to some observers, Pakistan is a land of huge contradictions and anomalies. Here, on one side of the divide, students from elite schools opt for a system of foreign education (the University of Cambridge International Examinations) and clinch top positions in it. On the other, there are many students who have not been able to acquire basic skills after many years of schooling in government institutions. This just goes to show that while there is no dearth of talent in the country, the only difference is in the availability of opportunity and appropriate conditions to nurture it.

Elaborating upon the subject, Zaidi adds, “This structure of education, with a clear divide along class and linguistic lines, still exists in the country, and, in fact, is reinforced in contemporary Pakistan. Some attempts, however, were made in the ’70s to change the nature and orientation of the education system.” The eminent economist is referring to the nationalisation of schools by first PPP government. Ziaul Haq reversed the policy and, in 1979, allowed the private sector to open schools. These educational institutions cater basically to the elite or English-speaking population but their services are also availed by the middle- or lower-middle classes.

Rahat Saeed, an intellectual associated with Irteqa Institute of Social Sciences, says that “there are many factors that have been responsible for the poor standard of education in Pakistan — in both private and public sectors — such as inappropriate curricula, teachers who are ill-equipped for the job, outdated textbooks, archaic teaching methods and techniques and the absence of any link between market demand and output from the system.”

When asked how the class-based education system is further dividing society, Professor Jamal Naqvi, a well-known educationist and intellectual with leftist leanings, says: “As society is divided on vertical lines, similarly the education system is also divided. All over the world, no country is egalitarian in a true sense but at the same time they make a conscious effort to elevate the status of the lower strata by adopting pro-poor polices and welfare programmes.”

The overall literacy rate of Pakistan is 53 per cent and the country does not fare well within the region as Sri Lanka and Maldives have a 100 per cent literacy rate while India boasts 61 per cent. Public expenditure on education as a percentage of GDP is also lowest here as compared to other states in the region. Islamabad spends 2.1 per cent as compared to New Delhi which spends 4.1 per cent, Dhaka 2.4 per cent and Kathmandu 3.4 per cent.

Pakistan has paid a high price for neglecting investment in human capital, thus, fostering a persistently high population, deceleration of growth and prevailing poverty. The lower standard of public sector education is one of the reasons for the declining educational standard in the country as it has been acknowledged in the Economic Survey 2005-06 in the following words: “In the education sector, the problems are low levels of enrollments not only at the primary but also at the middle, secondary and higher levels with poor quality of public education.”

When this scribe asked Mohmmad Ashraf Penwala, an O- and A-Level teacher who started his career by teaching in a government school, what exactly is the difference between the two systems, as he has been on both sides of the fence, he answered: “The public sector education system in Pakistan is simply obsolete and is dying a slow death in this fast-paced world of fierce competition. Teachers are not well-trained, textbooks are outmoded and examination system favours rote learning rather than evaluating and critically analysing skills. The Cambridge system, on the other hand, offers cocktail education as students have to study variety of subjects which makes them more conversant and the examination system tests their critical skills.” As a result, students from the private schools are more successful in acquiring well-placed and lucrative jobs. So in a way the very system of education is working against the interests of students from the less privileged sections of society, Penwala adds.

The conditions of government school buildings are also pathetic mainly because there is a lack of basic facilities. As according to a newspaper report, there are 328,829 schools in the country but 17 per cent have no roofs, 39 per cent are without drinking water, 62 per cent without electricity, 50 per cent without toilet facilities and 46 per cent have no boundary walls. There are 30,000 ghost schools; 40 per cent of children don’t go to schools while the dropout rate is 45 per cent.

A high dropout rate is another serious problem faced by the public-sector education system. Akbar Zaidi explains this phenomenon in these words, “Dropouts take place due to a low level of economic development in the last few decades; widespread poverty; the existence of child labour; expensive testbooks and stationary; poor motivational level in parents to retain their children in schools; a persistent negative attitude towards formal education and a general lack of decent, cheap and high-quality education.”

The government has finally woken up and is taking stock of the situation. It has undertaken several long- and short-term measures to improve upon the standard of public sector education; for instance, providing free education up to matriculation, provision of free textbooks, providing missing facilities in schools and scholarship grants to female students. English has been made compulsory from class one and has also been introduced as a medium of instruction for science, mathematics and other selected subjects. Finally, a uniform academic session and composite examination at secondary level has also been introduced.

In conclusion, one can say there is a direct correlation between education and development. There is a need to make the system a lot more egalitarian and progressive. A transformation is in order by introducing changes in the demand and supply of educational opportunities. Secondly, the curricula should be a value added one; thirdly, the government should increase spending on this sector, and, finally, a conscious effort should be made to bridge the gap between the two educational systems which would help a great deal in reducing the gap between the haves and have-nots.
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