Who is being deceived?


THE prevailing euphoria in the political realm, where winds of change are sweeping across the country, has struck the chairman of the National Commission for Human Development as well. He told a seminar in Islamabad the other day that by 2015, Pakistan’s literacy rate would be more than 86 per cent. It takes a brave man to make such an assertion at a time when a recent Unesco report on its Education For All (EFA) initiative placed Pakistan among the 10 worst performers alongside Eritrea, Mozambique and seven other African countries. Also, the report has noted that Pakistan spends a little over two per cent of GDP on education as against Unesco’s suggestion of at least six per cent. Government officials have been making loud claims, but away from these hollow boasts lies the reality of inaccessibility, dropouts, ghost schools, mismanagement and chaos. With the country’s population growth rate being about two per cent and the literacy rate improving by one per cent, it does not take a rocket scientist to calculate that the literacy rate is actually falling.

Statistics aside, the definition of literacy is also a relevant marker to assess the sincerity of the official machinery. Globally, it is defined as the ability to identify, understand, interpret, create, communicate and compute. On our part, we are still making do with the definition that Unesco coined back in 1958 according to which a person is literate if he can with understanding both read and write a short simple statement on his everyday life. There is reason to feel alarmed by the declaration of the NCHD chairman to the effect that it did not matter if people can or cannot write a few sentences. In his words, the ability to read a vernacular newspaper was enough for a person to be declared literate. This naturally is in clear violation of all international standards.

This is not to suggest that the country has done nothing to move towards EFA target. It definitely has, but it has not been enough. An honest statement makes people feel more confident in the system. On the other hand, blatant untruth and rhetoric to justify existence and continuation in office don’t sell in this day and age. But this is something that our politicians, bureaucrats and technocrats have yet to learn. In 2005, a member of the federal cabinet had talked of cent per cent literacy by 2015. Now the NCHD chief speaks of 86 per cent literacy. As 2015 draws nearer, we will soon get more realistic assessments.

