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INTRODUCTION

ROBERT M. HATHAWAY

ashington seems to be in a season of worrying—some might

say “obsessing”—about the education system in Pakistan.

The 9/11 Commission, whose final report has become a fix-
ture on the bestseller lists, has highlighted the links between internation-
al terrorism and Pakistan’s religious seminaries, or madaris, and recom-
mended that the United States support Pakistani efforts to improve the
quality of the education it ofters its young.' The American government,
with the U.S. Agency for International Development as the lead agency,
plans to spend tens of millions of dollars this year alone on primary edu-
cation and literacy programs in Pakistan. Prestigious think tanks and
research centers, including the Woodrow Wilson International Center for
Scholars, which has produced this volume, have held conferences to
explore the challenges facing Pakistan in the education sector. For better
or worse, it would appear that Pakistan’s education system is the “flavor
of the month” in Washington.

Except that it is not just Washington that has discovered Pakistan’s edu-
cation sector. The international donor community has been active on this
front for decades, but has significantly expanded its activities in recent years.
UNICEE for instance, has unveiled a new project to encourage girls at the
primary level to stay in school. The UN World Food Program has pledged
more than $50 million in food aid, also in the hope of persuading parents
to keep their daughters in school. The Brussels-based International Crisis
Group has released a widely noted report on reforming the public educa-
tion sector in Pakistan; its executive summary and recommendations are
reprinted in this volume.” Analysts commissioned by the World Bank have
published another study—this one on religious school enrollment in
Pakistan—that has also drawn considerable attention and sparked a lively
debate on how serious a threat Pakistan’s madaris actually are.’

Robert M. Hathaway is director of the Asia Program at the Woodrow Wilson
International Center for Scholars.



Robert M. Hathaway

But most of all, Pakistanis themselves have raised the alarm and
encouraged this newfound interest in their schools. One of Pakistan’s
most distinguished scientists has written in the pages of the prestigious
Foreign Affairs that the “greatest threat to Pakistan’s future may be its
abysmal education system.” The newspaper Dawn ran an article a year or
so ago whose author observed that the gravity of the country’s education
crisis was “mind-boggling”” The list of problems in this area that need to
be addressed, he wrote, is “unending. . . . Small wonder, despondency is
setting in.”* President Pervez Musharraf and other senior Pakistani officials
have highlighted the numerous deficiencies in the country’s education
sector as well; education reform is a central component of Musharraf’s
vision of creating a modern, progressive Pakistan.

So we are not talking here of a problem that arises simply from the
fevered imaginations of an American capital still reeling from the blows
of September 11th and dangerously deficient in its understanding of
both Islam and the Islamic world. To the contrary, this volume explores
an issue that Pakistanis themselves have identified as vital to their
national well-being.

Pakistan’s education system is regularly cited as one of the most seri-
ous impediments preventing the country from achieving its potential. The
UN Development Programme’s Human Development Report gives
Pakistan the lowest “education index” score of any country outside
Africa. According to the International Crisis Group, Pakistan is one of
only 12 countries in the world that spends less than 2 percent of its GDP
on education. The adult literacy rate in Pakistan is under 50 percent,
while less than one-third of adult women have a functional reading abil-
ity. Even a short list of the problems Pakistan’s education system faces
today would include inadequate government investment, a shortage of
qualified teachers and poor teacher training, politicized curricula that fre-
quently promote intolerance and violence, insufficient number and poor
quality of textbooks and other teaching materials, fraud and corruption,
and weak institutional capacity at both the central and local levels.

In an essay combining history, demography, policy analysis, and pre-
scription, Shahid Javed Burki offers some striking demographic figures
that underscore the extent of the challenge facing Pakistan. Pakistan, the
world’s sixth most populous country, has one of the youngest populations
in the world. Half of its 155 million population is below the age of 18.
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(In the United States, by contrast, the percentage of the under-18 cohort
is closer to one quarter.) Moreover, even with further reductions in the
birth rate, Pakistan could gain another 100 million people within the next
quarter century, and by 2030 could have 132 million youths below the
age of 18. And what, Burki asks, will become of this vast army of the
young? Unless Pakistan’s “dysfunctional educational system” is trans-
formed, it will continue to churn out large numbers of unemployable
young people whose bleak economic prospects make them prime targets
for purveyors of extremism. Already, Pakistan’s education system ‘“not
only threatens economic, political and social stability within the country,
but also poses a real danger for the world at large.”

In response to the many shortcomings in their country’s public schools,
parents, educators, and community leaders have created a number of
alternatives to the state-run education system. According to State Bank
Governor Ishrat Husain, the number of private primary and secondary
schools in Pakistan increased nearly tenfold between 1983 and 2000, from
3,300 to 32,000. Today private schools may teach a quarter of the coun-
try’s students, and in some cities, more than half. As Jonathan Mitchell
and his collaborators observe in their contribution to this volume, these
are “stunning’’ statistics, “reflecting the loss of public confidence in pub-
lic education on one hand, and a testament to the demand for quality
education on the other”

Some of these private schools are run by charitable and philanthropic
groups, including Islamic associations and foundations. Included in this
volume is an essay detailing the activities of The Citizens Foundation, one
of the most prominent educational philanthropies working in Pakistan
today. Other private schools are operated as profit-making enterprises,
often catering to the elite, frequently providing a quality education, and
priced beyond the means of all but the most affluent. Some for-profit
schools are geared to a less wealthy clientele, but the education provided
by such schools is often inferior.

Another alternative to the public school system is the madrassah, or
Islamic boarding school (although younger students are frequently non-
residential). In many localities, no public school exists and the madrassah
offers parents the only possibility of educating their children, so terming
madaris an “alternative” to public schools can be misleading. Madaris have

become highly controversial because of their alleged promotion of
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Islamic fundamentalism, and the passions, pro and con, that surround
these schools have frequently served to skew the discussion of Pakistan’s
education sector.

Economists have only recently recognized the importance of educa-
tion in promoting economic growth, observes Ishrat Husain, governor of
the State Bank of Pakistan, in his contribution to this collection. Now,
however, most economists accept the linkage between education and
economic development; even a single additional year of schooling can
raise productivity by 10 percent, Husain writes. Unfortunately, Pakistan
continues to lag behind its neighbors in providing quality education for
its youth. Net primary-age enrollment rates in Pakistan are 50 percent; in
Bangladesh, 75 percent; in India, 77 percent; and in Sri Lanka, 100 per-
cent. And because government-run schools have failed so miserably in
producing an educated citizenry, today more than one primary student in
four attends a non-government school. But contrary to western myths,
Husain insists, relatively few primary students—Iless than one percent—
attend madaris. Moreover, he adds, the majority of madaris in Pakistan
offer a balanced curriculum, have no affiliation with religious extremists,
and do not promote jihad.

The essay by Salman Shah, a senior official in Pakistan’s ministry of
finance and a close adviser to the prime minister, also places Pakistan’s
education reform agenda into the broader context of development.
Only 30 percent of Pakistanis hold jobs, Shah notes, a rate that serves
as a powerful drag on development. This modest level of employment
reflects the fact that only about 19 percent of Pakistani women are in
the labor force, which in turn is a function of Pakistan’s low female lit-
eracy rate. Shah also underscores Pakistan’s high dropout rates. Whereas
83 percent of Pakistani children 5-9 years of age are enrolled in school,
this figure falls to less than 19 percent of 10—19 year olds. Pakistan’s
inability either to keep its children in school or to provide them with
vocational and technical training also retards its development. The
country’s existing vocational and technical training capacity, Shah
declares, is “negligible.” Moreover, enrollment in higher education in
Pakistan ought to be ten times the current 300,000.

Pakistan needs to create 2.5-3 million new jobs annually, Shah asserts.
As part of the strategy for job growth of this magnitude, the Pakistani
government over the next few years intends to double the proportion of
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GDP allocated for education, from 2 to 4 percent. Nonetheless, public-
private partnerships will continue to have an important role; indeed, both
the private sector and non-governmental organizations must be prepared
to take on larger burdens if Pakistan is to provide its citizenry with decent
educational opportunities.

Shah’s essay also mentions Pakistan’s acute need for better teachers, a
theme explored more systematically in the contribution by Grace Clark.
Clark emphasizes the inter-relatedness between reform of Pakistan’s sys-
tem of higher education and reform at the primary and secondary levels.
Because of the failure to upgrade Pakistan’s institutions of higher learn-
ing, she declares, the nation remains “stuck in a pattern of intellectual
colonialism.” To illustrate the difficulty of the challenges facing education
reformers, she notes that while the ministry of education has mandated
that science be taught, in English, beginning in the first grade, this plan
has the practical effect of requiring teachers “to teach a subject they don’t
know in a language they don’t understand.”

In an effort to provide better training for primary and secondary level
teachers, Pakistan’s Higher Education Commission has established the
National Education University (NEU) to replace the inadequate training
institutes that had been supplying whatever modest teacher training
Pakistan had previously offered. Some encouraging results, Clark reports,
are already noticeable. Whereas five years ago, there were only a handful
of education doctoral students in the entire country, today more than 200
PhD students in education are enrolled in NEU. Unfortunately, Clark
continues, NEU remains “terribly underfunded and under supported in
terms of intellectual capital.”

Ahsan Saleem, founder and chairman of the nonprofit Citizens
Foundation (TCF), details the efforts of one of Pakistan’s most prominent
private educational organizations to provide quality schools to the coun-
try’s youth, and particularly its underprivileged children. (Seventy percent
of the 32,000 Citizens Foundation students are on scholarship.) Created
in 1995, this Karachi-based philanthropy has built and equipped well over
200 primary and secondary schools in both rural and urban areas over the
past decade. To address Pakistan’s serious gender disparities in education-
al attainment, TCF seeks to maintain a 50-50 male-female student ratio.
In addition, all TCF teachers are female in order to encourage parents to
permit their daughters to attend school. Ultimately, Saleem writes, qual-
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ity education can do far more than merely providing Pakistan’s children
with the tools needed to succeed in life; it can equip them with high
moral values and serve as “the very nucleus of social change.”

Saleem’s emphasis on the urgency of addressing the serious gender
imbalance in Pakistan’s education system is echoed in many of the other
essays in this volume. Burki estimates that in Balochistan, only 15 per-
cent of adult women are literate. Using data from the ministry of edu-
cation, he notes that while more than 83 percent of primary school-age
boys attend school, the enrollment rate for girls is less than 63 percent—
a 20-point gender gap. The issue raised by these disparities is not one
just of fairness; study after study has shown that gender discrimination
retards development and exacts a large toll on both present and future
generations. Governor Husain cites a study that concludes that annual
growth in income per capita could have been nearly a percentage point
higher had Pakistan closed the educational gender gap as rapidly as East
Asia. Social scientists have also linked high fertility rates with low levels
of female literacy. As another scholar has written, “a compelling body
of evidence has emerged in recent years demonstrating that investing in
girls’ education is the most effective way to pursue a broad range of crit-
ical development objectives.”

Tariqg Rahman’s contribution to this volume focuses on English-lan-
guage instruction in Pakistan’s schools, and links such instruction with
the diffusion of liberal values that might provide an antidote to the ris-
ing tide of intolerance and violence in Pakistani society. English,
Rahman observes, “the major language of power and social prestige” in
Pakistan, “remains the preserve of a small elite.” This elite has permitted
most Pakistanis to remain confined to the “ghetto” of vernacular-medi-
um or sub-standard English-language schooling. Among other results,
this has kept most Pakistani students computer-illiterate, a serious hand-
icap in an increasingly digital world. Since English fluency is “the main
filtering device” for access to political power and economic success, their
restricted access to quality English-language instruction has fostered in
many Pakistanis a perception of victimization and injustice that con-
tributes to the violence endemic to today’s Pakistan. Rahman’s recom-
mendation that elitist English-language schools be phased out will strike
some as extreme. But the monopoly on quality English-medium instruc-
tion now held by the elite must be broken, he argues, before such
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instruction will be made available to the masses. If widely available,
Rahman optimistically concludes, English-language instruction “may
create a more tolerant and less militant society which will support poli-
cies of peace and peaceful coexistence within Pakistan and abroad.”

The essay by Jonathan Mitchell, Salman Humayun, and Irfan
Muzaffar, all of whom have extensive experience working on education
reform projects in Pakistan, emphasizes the importance of demand-
driven strategies—that is, initiatives arising from within the local com-
munity. Pakistani parents, they argue, must step forward and “articulate
demands for education as moral and legal claims.” Pakistan’s new exper-
iments with devolution, they find, have had a positive impact by link-
ing the common citizen with governmental authorities and giving par-
ents a vehicle for demanding better schools. Mitchell and his co-authors
believe that all the conditions necessary for a successful demand-led
strategy currently exist in Pakistan. A free and feisty press, for instance,
offers parents a forum for voicing their views, while a legally recognized
right to government-held information provides ordinary citizens with a
potent tool for insisting on accountability and transparency in govern-
mental decision making. Their essay can be seen as a how-to manual for
generating locally based demand and giving it effective channels for
expression. Constant pressure on the government, they caution, will be
necessary if Pakistan’s education system is to be revitalized. If judicious-
ly applied, this pressure can transform “the political landscape sur-
rounding education . . . from one clutching to mediocrity and political
interference to one that demands continued improvement based on
changing local demand.”

In the four years since the 9/11 attacks, the United States government
has made Pakistan education reform a priority. In 2002, Washington
signed a five-year $100 million agreement with the Musharraf govern-
ment to support Pakistani activities in this sphere. Three years later, the
Bush administration and Congress more than tripled this commitment,
and the U.S. Agency for International Development now anticipates
spending nearly $67 million in the Pakistani education sector over each of
the next five years. These plans, as well as the strategies for education
reform adopted by the governments of Pakistan and the United States, are
outlined in an April 2005 report prepared by USAID pursuant to con-
gressional legislation, and reprinted in this volume.
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Other international donor agencies have also targeted Pakistan’s edu-
cation sector for special emphasis. The World Bank plans to spend
approximately $325 million over four years (beginning in FY 2004) on
direct project funding for the Pakistani education sector, as well as a
similar amount on other poverty reduction and development programs
that will tie in with education sector reforms. Included in this volume
is a brief World Bank paper that provides details on the Punjab
Education Sector Reform Program (PESRP), a promising initiative
being implemented by the province of Punjab, with support from the
World Bank and the Asian Development Bank. The paper asserts that
heartening progress has been achieved in the first year of the program—
an assessment seconded in the essay by Ishrat Husain—but cautions that
the reforms in Punjab remain “fragile.” It also lists four prerequisites for
sustained success:

* Continued political support and commitment

* Avoidance of major external macro shocks

* Resolution of capacity bottlenecks at the district level; and

* Appointment and retention of high performing civil servants

at critical implementation agencies.

Introducing the World Bank paper is a brief note by Bank official
Michelle Riboud, who places the Punjab Education Sector Reform
Program into the broader context of Bank activities in Pakistan. Riboud
acknowledges that substantial programs in Pakistan’s education sector in
earlier years, by the Bank and other donors, produced disappointing
results. The most important lesson from these failures, she writes, echo-
ing a point also underscored in the Bank paper on PESRP, is the need
for “political championship and sustained commitment.” Another lesson
from these earlier projects is that policy reforms require backing beyond
the sector line ministry, and particularly from the finance ministry and
top political leadership. A third lesson, Riboud declares, is the need for
flexibility; in a country as diverse as Pakistan, she writes, one size does
not fit all. Nonetheless, as the largest of Pakistan’s four provinces,
Punjab, by succeeding with its reform efforts, can open the way for
other parts of the country to adopt similar approaches. Hence, the
Bank’s emphasis on Punjab.
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In this volume’s opening essay, Shahid Javed Burki, a longtime Bank
official who also served briefly as Pakistan’s finance minister, applauds
the intensified interest in Pakistan’s education system on the part of
international donors, but cautions that money alone will not solve the
country’s education problems. Reviewing the World Bank’s unhappy
experiences in the 1990s in seeking to upgrade Pakistan’s education sys-
tem, he judges that the Bank’s efforts failed for “one simple reason”:
Pakistan’s “educational bureaucracy was so corrupt, inefficient and dys-
functional” that resources funneled through these channels had no
chance of achieving the hoped-for results. “Pakistan’s educational sys-
tem requires an almost total overhaul,” he writes. Burki concludes his
essay by offering ten suggestions that he believes ought to be elements
of an “imaginative and comprehensive” strategy of educational reform.

Discussion of Pakistan’s education system among westerners, especial-
ly since the September 11th terrorist attacks, usually gravitates toward
consideration of the country’s madaris. This obsession with Pakistan’s
Islamic schools, several contributors to this volume insist, more accurate-
ly reflects the insecurities of western analysts than the actual educational
challenges confronting Pakistan. Madaris, Burki writes, are a secondary
issue in Pakistan today. Nearly three-quarters of Pakistani students attend
government-run schools; this is where reform eftorts should concentrate.

Nonetheless, both federal and provincial governments in Pakistan
have committed themselves to “mainstreaming” madaris, which is gen-
erally taken to mean providing assistance to modernize madrassah cur-
ricula without challenging the wulema (Islamic scholars) on matters of
Islamic studies. Christopher Candland’s contribution to this volume
examines efforts by the government of Pakistan since August 2001
(prior to the 9/11 attacks) to regulate and reform the country’s Islamic
boarding schools. Madaris, he notes, have filled a large void left by the
state’s inability to provide educational opportunities for its youth. Most
are “institutions of caretaking and education,” rather than the recruiting
agents for militancy portrayed in the western media. If some Pakistani
madaris are sectarian and militant, Candland writes, this reflects not the
Islamic approach to education, but the policies of General Zia ul-Haq,
who ruled Pakistan between 1977 and 1988. Government efforts to
reform the madaris, Candland observes, have been handicapped not sim-
ply by the intransigence of the ulema, but by the limitations of the gov-
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ernment’s strategy for dealing with the problem. For instance, the gov-
ernment’s insistence that all institutions of Islamic education integrate
parts of the National Curriculum into their curricula sounds promising.
But in fact, the present National Curriculum is largely the product of
Zia ul-Haq, and promotes intolerance toward religious minorities, sec-
tarianism, and violence. A proper curriculum for Pakistan’s Islamic edu-
cational institutions, Candland argues, must be based on the enlight-
ened and tolerant messages of Islam. Reforming the madaris cannot be
done through coercion or government fiat. The ulema, many of whom
favor reform, must be integral partners in this effort; the state must
work with these Islamic leaders, rather than attempt to bypass them.

The question of madrassah enrollment figures has assumed consider-
able prominence of late. Estimates of the percentage of Pakistani students
studying in Islamic schools range from as low as 1 percent upwards to 33
percent. Western sources, many of which rely on an influential report
published by the International Crisis Group, frequently cite the higher
figures.® But a 2005 report funded by the World Bank contended that the
figures for madrassah enrollment usually seen in the western press are
wildly inflated.” According to this study, actual madrassah enrollment is
less than half a million, or less than 1 percent of Pakistani students. This
lower figure has been accepted by prominent Pakistani officials (includ-
ing Governor Husain) and by Burki. Candland, on the other hand,
writes that the assumptions used by the authors of the World Bank study
are faulty, and therefore, that their figures for madrassah enrollment are
misleadingly low. At least some of the confusion seems to be semantic;
enrollment estimates depend on how “religious schools,” “madrassah,”’
and “study” are defined. The issue remains unresolved, and is of more
than merely academic interest, given the intense focus recently placed on
the role of madaris as a breeding ground for terrorism.

At a minimum, it would appear that much of the western debate
about “madrassah reform” is ill-informed. As Candland observes, the
“real problem” in Islamic education has nothing to do with an absence
of computers or of instruction in the natural sciences, but that students
“do not learn how to relate with other communities in a culturally
diverse country and a globally interdependent world.” Pakistan might do
well to follow reform programs implemented in other Muslim coun-
tries, including Bangladesh, Turkey, and Indonesia, he suggests.

1101



Introduction

Rahman, too, downplays the madrassah issue, acidly remarking that
“reforming” madrassah curricula will not alter the anger toward the west
felt by many madrassah students; only just settlements in Kashmir,
Chechnya, Palestine, and other Muslim battlefields will do that.

Also included in this volume is the “Executive Summary and
Recommendations” section of an October 2004 International Crisis
Group report. Many of the recommendations found here, such as that
calling on the government of Pakistan to devote a minimum of 4 per-
cent of GDP to education, are very much within the mainstream;
indeed, Salman Shah and several other contributors to this collection
specifically endorse this target. The reception accorded other ICG rec-
ommendations has been less unanimously welcoming. Many in the
international donor community, for instance, are chary of conditioning
their aid to the government on Islamabad’s success in achieving bench-
marks for increased expenditures in the education sector. Reprinting
the ICG recommendations here is meant not as an endorsement, but
merely to spur further discussion.

The essays collected in this volume were all written prior to the cat-
astrophic Kashmir earthquake of October 8, 2005. Pakistan has suftered
a grievous tragedy, whose impact will reverberate across the Pakistani
decision-making spectrum for years to come. Pakistan’s many friends
around the world join Pakistanis in mourning their losses, and salute
their determination to build anew. At the same time, the huge relief and
reconstruction tasks facing Pakistan’s earthquake survivors represent yet
another call on the country’s already stretched resources, as well as the
humanitarian impulses of global donors. Other worthy causes, includ-
ing education reform, will face new competition for funds and for the
sustained attention of senior decision-makers.

There is widespread agreement among the contributors to this volume
as to both the nature of Pakistan’s education problems and the broad solu-
tions. Whether the Musharraf government possesses the vision and polit-
ical will to provide the necessary resources, enforce controversial deci-
sions, and above all, follow through on its declared commitment to gen-
uine reform remains to be seen. Only after the answer to this question
becomes clear will we begin to know whether current education reform
efforts in Pakistan will fare any better than their numerous failed prede-
cessors. And in the resolution of that matter lies Pakistan’s future.

1111



Robert M. Hathaway

*x *x %

Compiling a volume such as this produces many debts of appreciation.
My warm thanks, first of all, to the contributors to this collection, all
of whom have responded with extraordinarily good humor to my
queries and my badgering. Thanks as well to the U.S. Agency for
International Development, the World Bank, and the International
Crisis Group for permission to reprint excerpts from their documents.

Debts of a different nature are owed those in Pakistan and the United
States who have demonstrated their confidence in the Woodrow Wilson
International Center for Scholars and its Pakistan program by the very
tangible means of supporting us financially. I am especially grateful for
the backing we have obtained from the Fellowship Fund for Pakistan, a
Karachi-based charity without whose generosity neither this volume
nor the Center’s Pakistan program would have been possible.

Thanks go as well to the staff of the Wilson Center’s Asia Program,
who worked tirelessly to organize the conference on which this report is
based, and to provide the editing, proofreading, and technical skills nec-
essary to produce this volume: Michael Kugelman and Amy Thernstrom,
as well as former staff members Wilson Lee and Gang Lin, and former
intern Mahrukh Mahmood. Anyone who has ever been in a managerial
position knows that it was the Asia Program staff who did much of the
essential work that produced this compilation, and I am grateful to them
for this and much besides.

Lastly, it gives me great pleasure to acknowledge the wonderful col-
lection of Pakistan talent we have here at the Center: Dennis Kux and
William B. Milam, both former American diplomats and current Wilson
Center Senior Policy Scholars; Ayesha Siddiqa, the Center’s 2004—05
Pakistan Scholar; and Shahid Javed Burki, who was a Public Policy
Scholar at the Center during the months in 2004 when this project was
first conceptualized. All of these gifted and congenial scholars generously
permitted me to interrupt their research and steal their writing time in
order that I might tap their expertise. The Wilson Center and its Asia
Program have been enriched by their membership in the Wilson Center
family. And so have I.
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Attacks Upon the United States (New York: Barnes and Noble, 2004), 367-369.
Madaris is the plural of madrassah. In Urdu, there is no such word as madrassahs,
although one frequently finds this word in English-language publications. The
editor of this volume has not tried to enforce uniformity of spelling of this word
on the contributors.
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. Pervez Hoodbhoy, “Can Pakistan Work? A Country in Search of Itself,” Foreign
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tion,” Dawn, December 1, 2004.

. Isobel Coleman, “Gender Disparities, Economic Growth and Islamization in

Pakistan,” in Robert M. Hathaway and Wilson Lee, eds., Islamization and the
Pakistani Economy (Washington: Woodrow Wilson Center Asia Program, 2004), 81.
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Report No. 36 (Islamabad/Brussels: International Crisis Group, July 29, 2002). In
mid-2005, ICG replaced the original one-third estimate with a revised (and sub-
stantially lower) estimate that more than 1.5 million Pakistani children attend
madaris. See http://www.crisisgroup.org/home/index.cfim?id=1627&1=1
(accessed Nov. 28, 2005).

. Andrabi et al., Religious School Enrollment in Pakistan: A Look at the Data.
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EDUCATING THE PAKISTANI MASSES

SHAHID JAVED BURKI

here is a great deal of interest in Washington’s official, political,

policy and academic circles in the subject of reforming Pakistan’s

educational system. This is probably also the case in other west-
ern capitals where governments have become increasingly concerned
about the growing number of poorly educated and unemployed youth
who pose security problems not only for their countries. As vividly
demonstrated by the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, they have
also become a security problem for America and much of Europe.

I would like to underscore six conclusions. One, it is right for the
world to worry about the impact of Pakistan’s dysfunctional educational
system especially when it has been demonstrated that poorly educated
young men in a country as large as Pakistan pose a serious security threat
to the rest of the world. This theme was developed at some length in the
report of the U.S. Commission on 9/11, which had the following obser-
vation about the system of education in Pakistan. “Millions of families,
especially those with little money, send their children to religious schools
or madrassas. Many of these schools are the only opportunity available for
an education, but some have been used as incubators for violent extrem-
ism. According to Karachi’s police commander, there are 859 madrassas
teaching more than 200,000 youngsters in his city alone.”' I will argue
below that the Commission’s seeming endorsement of the estimate of the
number of children attending the religious schools and its emphasis on
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reforming the madrassas as a way of dealing with the Pakistani educational
malaise are misplaced. There is no doubt that madrassas need to be
reformed but what is even more critical is the reform of public sector
educational systems.

Two, it is timely for the worlds donor agencies to offer help to
Pakistan to reform its system of education so that it can produce people
who have the right kinds of skills to operate in the modern economy. This
has happened before, particularly in the 1990s, when the World Bank
funded an ambitious program for social development in the country.
Called the Social Action Program, the donor community contributed
hundreds of millions dollars but without much eftect. In fact, according
to one analyst who has looked at the program, the rate of enrollment in
the country had declined after the program was terminated compared to
the time when it was launched.

Three, an impression has been created that religious schools in Pakistan
have overwhelmed the educational system, particularly at the lower level.
This is inaccurate since a report issued recently by the World Bank based
on a careful survey of schooling in several districts of the country has
shown that less than 1 percent of the students enrolled in primary classes
are attending madrassas, whereas 73 percent are in public schools and 26
percent in private institutions.

Four, as stated above, the part of the system that really needs atten-
tion is the one managed by the public sector. This is the system that looks
after the education of the large proportion of the school-going-age pop-
ulation. There are in all 155,000 schools in the public educational sys-
tem. Most of them are poorly managed, impart education of poor qual-
ity, use poorly written textbooks and use curricula that are not relevant
for the needs of the 21st century. Reforming the entire system, there-
fore, is of critical importance.

Five, the problem of public education will not be solved by throwing
more money into the system. It is true that the government in Pakistan
spends relatively little on education compared to other developing coun-
tries—at the moment the country is committing only 2 percent of its
gross domestic product on education while the countries that have devel-
oped good educational systems spend at least twice as much. There are
plans to increase the amount to 4 percent over the next five years.’
Western donors have also made fresh commitments of money for the
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reform of the educational system. A total of $1.4 billion to be spent over
a period of seven years has already been committed, the bulk of it by the
World Bank and the Asian Development Bank. The United States is pro-
viding $100 million worth of support. There are indications that more
donor money will be provided. By 2010, Pakistan is likely to be spend-
ing $2 billion a year on education, with 20 percent, or $400 million, pro-
vided by the donor community. While all this is welcome news, what is
required is a carefully articulated reform of the entire system.

Six, and finally, the private sector has an important role to play in
reforming the educational system. This system already has 45,000 institu-
tions and, contrary to the general impression, it is not catering just to the
needs of higher income groups. Thousands of private schools are in the
rural areas providing education to the children of poor families.

I will develop these conclusions below. I will begin with a quick
overview of Pakistan’s demographic situation and how it has affected the
system of education. I will then give a brief description of the structure
of the educational system in the country from the time of independence
in 1947 to the early 1970s when it began to deteriorate. Next I will pro-
vide a quick overview of the reasons that led to slow collapse of the edu-
cational system. I will then indicate the lessons Pakistan can learn from
attempted reforms in the country as well as in other parts of the world to
improve its own system. Finally, I will suggest some approaches to the
reform of the Pakistani system.

DEMOGRAPHY AND EDUCATION
Pakistanis, both policymakers based in Islamabad and the public at large,
were slow to recognize that the country’s large and increasingly young
population was mostly illiterate and was singularly ill-equipped to partic-
ipate in the economic life of the country. Pakistan’s young did not even
have the wherewithal to participate in the process of “outsourcing” that
has brought economic modernization and social improvement to many
parts of India.* The economic and social revolution that India is witness-
ing today could have also occurred in Pakistan but for a number of unfor-
tunate developments I will discuss later. For the moment I will reflect on
the problem Pakistan faces today—in 2005.

In 2005, Pakistan is already the world’s sixth largest country, after
China, India, the United States, Indonesia, and Brazil. Its population is
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estimated at 155 million; of this, one half, or 77 million, is below the age
of 18 years. Pakistan, in other words, has one of the youngest populations
in the world. In 2005, the United States had fewer people below the age
of 18 than did Pakistan, even though the American population is almost
twice as large as that of Pakistan. What is more, with each passing year the
population is getting younger.

In spite of a significant decline in the level of fertility in recent years,
Pakistan’s population is still growing at a rate close to 2 percent a year.
Even with some further reduction in birth rate, by 2030—a quarter cen-
tury from now—DPakistan could overtake Brazil and become the world’s
fifth most populous country, with a population of 255 million. Or, put in
another way, Pakistan is set to add another 100 million people to its
already large population over the next 25 years.

A significant number of this additional population will end up in the
already crowded cities of the country, in particular in Karachi, Lahore,
and the urban centers on the periphery of Lahore. Karachi already has
more than 10 million people; by 2030 it could have a population of 25
million. By the same time, Greater Lahore® may have a population of 15
million. Will such large urban populations live in peace and become active
contributors to Pakistan’s economic growth and development? Or will
they become increasingly restive and disturb peace not only within the
country but also outside the country’s borders? The answers to these two
questions will depend on the way the authorities and people of Pakistan
approach the subject of education and what kind of assistance they can
receive from the world outside.

There are several characteristics of Pakistan’s demographic situation
that should be kept in view as the country develops a strategy to educate
the masses. In two to three decades Pakistan will have the largest concen-
tration of Muslims in the world, more than in Indonesia or India.
Although Indonesia in 2030 will still have a larger population than
Pakistan, it has a higher proportion of non-Muslims than is the case in
Pakistan. In 2005, an estimated 95 percent of the Pakistani population is
Muslim. Disaffection could easily spread in the population as a result of
what the French Islamic scholar Olivier Roy has called “globalizing
Islam,” the process by which disgruntled and unhappy groups across the
globe communicate, motivate and radicalize one another by the internet
and the increasingly ubiquitous mobile phones.
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In 25 years, the population of Pakistan will be even younger than it is
today. Out of a population of some 255 million projected for 2030, about
132 million will be below the age of 18. In other words, those less than
18 years old will account for nearly 52 percent of the total. Unless an
ambitious program is launched soon and implemented with the govern-
ment’s full attention and energy, a significant proportion of the young will
be poorly educated and will have skills that will not be of much use as a
factor of production in a modern economy. An indifferently educated
workforce made up of millions of young people, living in a few crowd-
ed megacities, will become attractive recruits for groups and organizations
that are alienated from the global economic, political and social system.
In a Muslim country such as Pakistan, the groups that will be able to
attract the young espouse various radical Islamic causes.

There are two questions that need to be answered in order to explain
the situation in Pakistan. One, why did the education system in Pakistan
deteriorate to the point where it now not only threatens economic, polit-
ical and social stability within the country, but also poses a real danger for
the world at large? Two, what can be done to redress this situation?

THE STRUCTURE OF THE SYSTEM AFTER THE CREATION
OF THE STATE OF PAKISTAN
In the late 1940s and up to the early 1970s, Pakistan had a reasonably effi-
cient system of education, not much different from other countries of the
South Asian subcontinent. It was dominated by the public sector; educa-
tional departments in the provinces administered schools and colleges
while a small number of public sector universities provided postgraduate
instruction. A few schools were run by local governments. The public sec-
tor also had teacher training schools and colleges. The main purpose of the
system was to prepare students for government service. The government
including the military was the single largest employer in the country.
There were not many private schools within the system of education
for several decades following the birth of Pakistan. Those that existed
were run mostly by Christian missionaries and Islamic organizations,
each producing graduates for two completely different segments of the
society. The Christian missionary schools catered mostly to the elite.
They followed their own curricula, taught from textbooks written most-
ly by foreign authors, and brought in experienced teachers from outside.
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The students who graduated from these schools usually took examina-
tions administered by Cambridge University in England. A significant
number of graduates from these schools went abroad for higher educa-
tion. Upon return or after graduating from institutions such as Lahore’s
Government College and Forman Christian College, they joined one of
the superior civil services or entered the army. There were few opportu-
nities for these people outside the public sector.

At the opposite end of the educational spectrum were religious
schools, called dini madrassas, that imparted religious instruction. Some of
the better institutions belonging to this genre were either imports from
India or were patterned after the old madrassas in what was now the
Indian state of Uttar Pradesh. The best known of these was the Darul
Uloom at Deoband that had developed its own curriculum and taught a
highly orthodox or fundamentalist interpretation of Islam.

Following the partition of India and the birth of Pakistan, a number
of ulema (Islamic scholars) from Deoband migrated to Pakistan and
established seminaries in the new country. Two of these, a madrassa at
Akora Khattak near Islamabad called Darul Uloom Haqqania and anoth-
er in Banori township of Karachi, played a prominent role in bringing
an austere form of Islam to Pakistan. This was not the type of Islam that
had been practiced in the country. Islam was brought to the areas that
now constituted the state of Pakistan by a number of Sufi saints from
Afghanistan and Central Asia. The religion they spread was not done by
force but by setting personal example of piety, simplicity, and respect for
the members of other faiths. Consequently, even to this day non-
Muslims visit shrines such as the one at Ajmer Sharif in India’s
Rajasthan. This was not the version of Islam that appealed to the semi-
naries patterned after Deoband. I will return to the subject of these
madrassas a little later.

The private schooling system of that era, imparting western style edu-
cation, produced members of what later came to be known as the
Pakistani establishment—the military and the civil services. The religious
schools, on the other hand, produced imams (preachers) for the
mosques, teachers for the madrassa system of education, and political
workers in the Islamic parties.

These two very different systems with very different ideologies and
pedagogic techniques produced two very different social classes with
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very different world views and views about the way Pakistan should be
managed. The two groups are now clashing in the political and social
arena. One recent example of this is the controversy over the deletion
of a box in the newly designed and machine-readable passport that ini-
tially did not have a column indicating the religious affiliation of the
passport holder. This step was taken by the government headed by
General Musharraf as one small move towards what he has called
“enlightened moderation.” He was, however, beaten back by the reli-
gious parties and the “religion column” was reinserted in the passport.
Another example is the street violence religious groups were prepared
to resort to in order to stop women from participating in sporting events
in Gujranwala. Once again, the government stepped back rather than
press forward with the modernization of the society. Education, there-
fore, has begun to play a divisive role in the Pakistani society.

In between these two active social classes is a large inert group, the
product of the public educational system. The large public school system
includes all aspects of the system of education. It starts with kindergarten
and primary schools at the bottom, includes secondary and higher
schools, and has at its apex semi-autonomous but publicly funded uni-
versities. For several decades the standard of instruction provided by this
system was adequate; the system’s graduates were able to provide the
workforce for the large public sector and also for the rapidly growing
private sector of the economy. Those graduates of the system who went
abroad for further education either at their own expense or relying on
the funds provided by various donor-supported scholarship schemes did
not experience much difficulty in getting adjusted to the foreign systems.
Some of Pakistan’s better known scholars and professionals such as the
Nobel Prize winning physicist Abdul Salaam and the well-known econ-
omist Mahbubul Haq were the products of this system.

However, the system deteriorated over time to the extent that it has
become common to describe Pakistan as the country that has done the
least for the social development of its large population. It is also common
to fear that without major investment in education, Pakistan may well
become a large exporter of manpower to the stateless Islamic organiza-
tions—al Qaeda being the most prominent among them—that will con-
tinue their crusade against the West, western values, and anything else
they see from their narrow prism as anti-Islamic.
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How did Pakistan travel the distance from a moderate Muslim coun-
try with a reasonably efficient educational system to a country in which
the public system of education is virtually broken down and in which a
large number of educational institutions are providing instruction that
teaches hate for those who hold different points of view and encourages
jihad against them? Pakistan’s gradual transformation from one state to
the other occurred slowly under many different impulses. As such, the
country offers a good case study of how a society can get derailed.

SYSTEM’S PROGRESSIVE COLLAPSE OVER TIME

The Pakistani educational system collapsed slowly; at times its progressive
deterioration was not even noticed by the people who later were to be
most seriously affected by it. The collapse occurred for basically four rea-
sons. The first jolt was given in the early 1970s by the government head-
ed by Prime Minister Zulfikar Ali Bhutto. Bhutto decided to nationalize
private schools, in particular those run by various Christian missionary
orders. His motive was simple. He was of the view that private schools
encouraged elitism in the society whereas he wanted equality and equal
opportunity for all.

Bhutto was also responsible for delivering the system the second shock,
and this time the motive was political expediency. His rise to political
power was viewed with great apprehension by the religious forces in the
country. They considered the socialism Bhutto espoused as “godless” and
were determined to prevent him and the Pakistan People’s Party founded
by him from gaining ground. The two sides—Bhutto and the Islamists—
chose to use the college and university campuses to fight the battle for the
control of the political mind in the country. Both sought to mobilize the
student population by establishing student organizations representative of
their different points of view.

For a number of years campuses of the publicly run institutions
became the battle-ground for gaining political influence at the expense of
providing education. It was in this battle, waged in educational institu-
tions, that Pakistan witnessed the birth of another organization—the
Mubhajir Qaumi Mahaz—that was to use violence in order to spread its
word and make its presence felt.

The third development to turn the system of education dysfunc-
tional occurred in the 1980s when a coalition led by the United States
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and including Pakistan and Saudi Arabia decided to use the seminaries
as training grounds for the mujahideen who were being instructed to
battle the Soviet Union’s troops occupying Afghanistan. There was an
unspoken understanding about their respective roles among these three
partners. The United States was to provide equipment and training for
the foot soldiers of the jihad. Pakistan was to set up madrassas in the
Afghan refugee camps and along the country’s long border with
Afghanistan. Its military, with good knowledge of the Afghan terrain,
was to be actively involved in training the mujahideen. The govern-
ment of Islamabad also reserved the right to choose among the various
groups that were prepared to do battle in Afghanistan. The Saudis were
happy to aid the effort with money as long as they were allowed to
teach Wahabism, the brand of Islam they favored and espoused, in the
seminaries that were to be used for training the jihadis. This proved to
be a potent mix of motives: the United States was able to recruit high-
ly motivated fighters to battle the occupying forces of the Soviet Union
in Afghanistan, Pakistan was able to further its influence in
Afghanistan, and Saudi Arabia was able to introduce its extremely con-
servative interpretation of Islam into a large Muslim country that had
hitherto subscribed to a relatively liberal, accommodating, assimilative
form of the religion.

The fourth unhappy development to affect the sector of education
was the political confusion that prevailed in the country for more than
a decade, from the time of the death of President Zia ul-Haq in August
1988 to the return of the military under General Pervez Musharraf in
October 1999. In this period four elected governments and three inter-
im administrations governed the country. Preoccupied with prolonging
their stay, the elected governments paid little attention to economic
development in general and social development in particular. Under
the watch of these administrations, public sector education deteriorat-
ed significantly. To put it back on the track will need more than money;
it will require a change in the way the society views education and in
the way it is prepared to impart knowledge that would be useful in the
market place. The education system must aim to change the mindset so
that all citizens begin to recognize that it is not right to declare your
religion on the front page of the passport, or to stop women from par-
ticipating in public sporting events.

1231



Shahid Javed Burki

REFORMING AN EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM

There are several ways of assessing the status of an educational system in
the developing world. Among the more frequently used indicators are
adult literacy rates for both men and women in various parts of the
country; enrollment rates for both girls and boys at different levels of
education and in different areas of the country; the dropout rates at dif-
ferent levels of education; the number of years boys and girls spend in
schools; the amount of resources committed to education as a propor-
tion of the gross domestic product, particularly by the public sector; the
amount of money spent on items other than paying for teachers’ salaries;
and, finally, some measure of the quality of education provided. To these
indicators, one should also add the quality of data and information avail-
able about education. Unfortunately, Pakistan’s record is relatively poor
on all these counts, including the quality and reliability of the data,
which makes it difficult to provide a reasonably accurate description of
the state of affairs in the sector.

The latest information available for Pakistan suggests an adult litera-
cy rate of only 43.5 percent for the entire population above the age of
15 years. The rates for Sri Lanka and India are considerably higher than
for Pakistan; 92.1 percent and 61.3 percent respectively. Of the South
Asian countries, only Bangladesh has a slightly lower rate, 41.1 percent.
Since the level of literacy has a profound impact on the quality of
human development, Pakistan ranks 142 in terms of the UNDP’
Human Development Index. Sri Lanka ranks at 96, India at 127, and
Bangladesh at 138.”

There are noticeable differences in gender literacy and in the level of
literacy in different parts of the country. Some 58 percent of the male
population qualifies as literate while female literacy rate is estimated at
only 32 per cent. In other words, two-thirds of the country’s women
cannot read or write. There is not a significant amount of difference in
the rates of literacy among different provinces. Sindh, on account of
Karachi, has the highest rate at 60 percent while Balochistan at 53 per-
cent has the lowest rate. However, it is among women living in different
parts of the country that literacy rates vary a great deal: in Balochistan
the rate is as low as 15 percent while it is 36 percent for Punjab’s women.
It is clear that the women of Balochistan must be targeted in any drive

to educate the masses in the country.
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There are wide discrepancies in the various estimates of enrollment
provided by various sources of information. My own estimates are for the
year 2003, when the number of children in the primary school age was
22 million, of which 11.5 million were boys and 10.5 million girls.
According to the ministry of education in Islamabad, 9.6 million boys
were in school, giving an enrollment rate of 83.4 percent. The number
of girls attending primary school was estimated at 6.6 million, giving an
enrollment rate of nearly 63 percent. There was in other words a gender
gap of 20 percentage points. Once again the policy implication of this
information is the need to focus on the provision of education for girls.
Another conclusion suggested by these numbers is that we should expect
a fairly significant increase in the rate of literacy as the cohorts presently
in school reach adulthood.

There is considerable disparity in the rates of enrollment among the
richest 20 percent of the population compared to the poorest 20 percent.
The gap is two and half times as large in the urban areas and even larg-
er in the rural areas. Applying these number to overall literacy rates, it
appears that while universal primary education has been achieved for the
richest one-fifth of the population for both boys and girls, the enroll-
ment rate for the poorest one-fifth is only a shade above 45 percent.
Public policy aimed at increasing the level of education must, therefore,
focus on the poor in both urban and rural areas. There is demand among
the poor for education; if it is not satisfied by the public sector, it will be
met by the dini madrassas.

As is to be expected, the well-to-do families tend to enroll their chil-
dren in high performing privately managed schools while the poor are
forced into the public sector system. According to a recent survey, while
only 27 percent of the children from the richest 20 percent of the house-
holds were enrolled in government schools, these schools catered to as
much as 75 percent of the children from the poorest 20 percent of the
families. This means that the rich have been able to bypass the part of the
educational sector managed by the government while the poor have no
recourse but to send their children to public schools. This process of
selection according to income levels is reducing the quality of the stu-
dent body in government schools.

There is a high dropout rate in the public system with the rate
increasing as we go higher up in the system. Barely 10 percent of the

1251



Shahid Javed Burki

school-going-age children complete 12 years of schooling; around 25
percent leave after eight years of schooling and another 15 percent by
grade 10. Such a high level of dropout has serious budgetary implica-
tions. At least 50 percent of the educational budget is spent on children
who drop out early. This is a tremendous waste for a sector that is
already short of resources.

A high dropout rate has one other adverse consequence. Even if the
level of literacy increases in the country, the level of skill acquisition will
not improve. For many years a number of development institutions
emphasized the provision of primary instruction without focusing
attention on higher level education. It is only recently that there is
recognition that human development means more than primary educa-
tion. Some researchers maintain that universal education should mean
more than five years of schooling; it takes a much longer stay in schools
to become functional in a modern economy.

In light of this, what are the options available to policymakers and to
the donor community that is eager to help the country reform its edu-
cational system? The donor interest in the country’s educational system
reflects the understandable fear that unless the educational system is fun-
damentally reformed, it would create a large body of young alienated
people who would be prepared to lend a helping hand to the forces of
radical Islam not just in Pakistan but in all corners of the world.

EDUCATING THE PAKISTANI MASSES: A NEW APPROACH
The conventional approach for addressing the problem posed by the
underdevelopment of the educational sector is based on six assumptions.
One, in many societies the opportunity cost of sending children to school
is greater than the benefit education is likely to bring. Parents bear costs
even when education is free. Perceived cost of education is likely to be
more of an inhibiting factor for the attendance of girls in schools than for
boys. In poor households girls help their mothers handle a variety of
chores including the care of their siblings. One way of approaching this
problem is to provide monetary incentives to parents to send their chil-
dren to school. School feeding programs fall into this category of assis-
tance; they lower the cost of education for parents.

Two, the state may not be spending enough on education. The reme-
dy is to increase the proportion of public resources going into education.
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If tax-to-GDP ratio cannot be increased, the state should be willing to
divert resources from sectors with lower priority towards education. The
donor community has been prepared to help with funds when it was
feared that domestic resources were too constrained to allow for an
increase in public sector expenditure on education. This was one reason
why development institutions such as the World Bank significantly
increased their lending for education.

Three, typically a state spends more on secondary, tertiary and univer-
sity education than on primary education. The cure is to divert more
funds into primary schooling and if need be, charge students attending
colleges and universities.

Four, the quality of instruction is poor. The obvious solution is to invest
in teacher training, reforming the curriculum and improving the quality
of textbooks. Sometimes the quality may suffer because schools may lack
proper physical facilities. They may be poorly constructed or the buildings
may be poorly maintained. The students may not even have chairs and
desks where they can sit and work. This problem can be handled, once
again, by committing more resources for public sector education.

Five, the educational bureaucracy is too remote from the parents who
wish to see an improvement in the quality of education given to their
children. This gap between the provider and the receiver can be bridged
by organizing parents to oversee the working of the educational system.
Teachers can be made responsible to the parent’s association in addition to
being responsible to the educational departments in some distant place.

Six, in highly traditional societies, parents will be prepared to send
their girls to school only if they don’t have to travel long distances, if
they are taught by female teachers, and if the schools have appropriate
toilet facilities. In some situations parents would be prepared to educate
girls if there were single-sex schools. The solution for this problem is to
build more schools for girls and to employ more female teachers.

All this was learned by the donor agencies from a great deal of expe-
rience around the world. Most of these lessons were incorp