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It was in those good old pre-pandemic days that I was
first introduced to the education sector of Pakistan.
After being away for three years, I had hardly reacquaint-
ed myself with the Lahori weather that lywas on the
move again. Towards north, somewhere unique, and this

is where I would like to begin.

That distinct scent of early autumn blues s still crisply
etched in my sensory memory — one that returns almost
every year. Back then, I found myself seated in an
armchair belonging to the Office of the Assistant Com-
missioner Tehsil Talagang, District Chakwal. It had taken
me around ten days to go from the mad capitalist traves-
EF that is New {;

alagang, The reason of my visit here was that I had
taken up a job as Project Manager for a development

roject in the education sector — for which District
]g:hakwal was a target area of intervention. As to the
question of why I was in an Assistant Commissioner’s
officer and not the education department? Well, you see,
in Pakistan everything goes: at least once, if not again and
again — through the bureaucracy.

ork City to the quiet tranquility of

What started back then was a brief yet revealing engage-
ment with the school education system in Punjab. In the
foﬂowing months, I ambled my way from one district to
another n order to build institutional linkages that could
sustain our field team’s implementation eftorts through-
out the province. What I found during this time was
something that was different to what I had anticipated.
For instance, I had expected the infrastructure of public
schools in Punjab verging on dilapidation. But to my
surprise, the school buildings that were present, seemed
to Ee of moderate quality. In addition, for Punjab at
least, provision of facilities such as electricity and drink-
ing water did not on the whole represent any s nificant
issues. Now I am fully aware that gunjab, being the most
pampered of all our provinces, is in a privileged position
— and that the state with regards to infrastructure and
supplementary facilities is often starkly different when it
comes to other provinces. Furthermore, despite the not
so rundown state of most public schools in Punjab —
there is obviously a shortage of schools in the province
indicated by its housing t%m most number ofP out of
school children in the country.
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Having said that, the issue of out of school children is
not only restricted to Punjab. Different surveys report
different results, but even from a conservative standpoint,
the country has about 23 million (44%) children
between 5-16 years of age that dont go to school —
putting Pakistan in 2nd place on the list of countries
with the greatest number of out of school children.

Hence there is indeed a need to both increase the capaci-
of current schools and build new ones. Yet, I would
like to maintain that the paucity of school space is both,
not the only and also not the foremost reason for
children not going to school. An amalgamation of
distinct factors come together to bring about this reality
and include economic, cultural and societal factors.
However, there is another important factor that contrib-
utes immensely — one that is often overlooked — which
pertains to the quality of school education in Pakistan.

In addition to having tens of millions of out of school
children, Pakistan also faces an acute learning crisis.
According to the Annual Status of Education Report
(2021), only 55% and 51% of Grade S students could
read a story in their local language and perform basic
arithmetic, respectively. What makes these figures worse
is the fact that these passing percentages are for a test that
is designed for Grade 2 competencies, but was adminis-
tered to Grade 5 students. Fgr students who are transi-
tioning from Grade 2 to 3, the level for which the test is
originaﬂy designed for, the passing rates fall to 15% and
0% for reading and arithmetic, respectively.

Given that Pakistan has tens of millions of out of school
children to go along with a severe learning crisis, we find
ourselves in a complex conundrum. Since we only have a
limited number of resources, we cannot bring all
children to school and reduce learning poverty at the
same time. Theoretically it might be possible, but given
that our government expenditure on education has
hovered around the 2-39% of GDP mark for the last half
century or so, only a significant rupture in the fpolitical
economy apparatus would facilitate the sort of radical
improvement that is required.

Given our financial constraints, we will have to make
profoundly difficult choices. Difficult choices now are
nothing new within the realm of public policy decision
making — but before I delve further, I would like to
delineate something that will add some nuance to our
discussion.

The past three years of my life have been spent working
with the most peculiar kind of social science researchers,
L.e. economists. Economists often have a habit of taking
commonplace ideas, ones that are percthible to all lay
senses, dressing them with mathematical equations and
trivialising them to a point of no return, just to prove
what already made Iogical sense at the outset. One such
fundamental concept that underpins microeconomic
theory is of ‘Constrained Optimisation. Behind the
calculus of utility and budget fEnctions, what the

concept barely stands for is that given a limited budget or
income, a consumer has to choose between two possible

oods — and that it is when a certain level of uantigl of
%oth goods are maximised given the limited spendin:
b}lfdget can we say that we have optimised a constraine
chorce.

It is precisely such a constrained optimisation problem
that we are faced with when it comes to provision of
education in Pakistan. Given that we don't realistically
have resources for both, should we focus on bringing our
tens of millions of out of school children into
classrooms or should we instead focus on improving the
quality of learning for students already in school. A
rational public policy professional or economist would
advocate for a mix of both in a manner similar to the
constrained optimisation concept in MmicroeCONOMmics.
Yet, what most some economists (not all) fail to under-
stand are the ethical dimensions of decisions based on
mathematical calculus. A very valid ethical question to
ask would be: if we divert money towards improving
quality, are we not invariably taking away money that
could be used to put some c{lﬂdren mnto schools? What
gives us the right to make a decision to keep kids out of
school in this case, particularly when their right to be in
school is enshrined in the Constitution? Suc%h questions
do not have easy answers and require sustained and
careful discourse.

The role that quality education plays in the development
and economic growth of countries is well documented.
Yet for us as a country, having a major portion of our
youth either not getting any education or getting sub-op-
timal education also poses a national security risk. This
latter link might not be easy to prove using empirical
models — but % fear if we were to wait too long to obtain
years worth of data points — it might be too little and
too late. For what can be the consequences of havin
tens of millions of uneducated and most likely alienate,
young people who cannot even read or write?
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