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Introduction

Today discourses are taking place in view of the educational needs of Nepal in the new millennium.   The start of new millennium embodies remarkable outcomes of the modernisation trend, particularly of the last five to six decades. During these five decades some countries have achieved tremendous technological advancement, industrialisation of work and productions, expansion of market access and military capabilities. Due to the advancement of the technology day to day life have also become sophisticated with items like telephone, radio, television, computer etc. This has led to immense development of information system. The developments have direct implications globally on all aspects of life including social, economic, and political.   Globalisation of markets, liberalisation of the governments and privatisation of institutions are some of the visible impacts of this trend.   

Nepal has crossed over 5 decades of changes that have been influenced by the post-colonial world trend of modernisation. Organised development of education is one of the important aspects of this trend.  However the dilemmas and the tensions that the countries like Nepal have to live trying to cope with the changes are tremendous: there are social and economic limitations, geographic and political limitations, and the inertia of the past ways and means impeding desire for new momentum.  These limitations and dilemmas arise because of the modern perspective of development.  Whereas, on other the hand, it is in these very social and geographical circumstances and the cultural and historical roots that the countries like Nepal should search for prospects of better changes.  This paper has been prepared with these points in view, analysing the contexts, problems and prospects of education for new millennium in Nepal.

The country contexts

Bounded on the East, West and South by India, and on the North by China, Nepal, is a landlocked country.  It has an area of 147,181 square kilometres with a population of about 23,000,000.

The country consists of contrasting geographical zones: 

a) Terai -- flat and fertile strip of land on the south, bordering with India but sharing border-less geographical and sociocultural milieus of the adjoining parts of India 

b) Himalayas the snow capped high mountains on the north bordering China and sharing the historical roots of the sociocultural milieu.  

c) The mid-hills in-between the Terai and the Himalayas with lust green valleys and hills supported socio-economically by the other two zones. 

Population of Nepal consists of several ethnic/language groups. The census 2001 has listed over 102 social groups and 92 languages.  

Nepal is predominantly an agricultural country.  According to 2001 census, the economy of about 80% of its population directly depends upon it.  The remaining people are in other economic occupations, mainly related to the production and service sectors.

For many centuries, until 1950s Nepal remained virtually isolated from the outside world.  The internal social and political dynamics also lacked rigorous interaction between various ethnic groups.  This internal and external isolation was mainly due to the country’s rugged topography and segregating social system.  The major political change in the 1950s is the landmark of educational development in Nepal.  In early 1950s general perception was still influenced by the traditional perception that literary education was not important for working people including women and the so called "low cast". Obviously, there were very few schools.  The then total literacy rate in Nepal was about 2%.  There has been a consistent increase in the magnitude of educational facilities and student size over the period of the last two decades.

Until in the recent past, most people in Nepal learned family vocation by apprenticeship and by lived experiences. Reading, writing and mathematical skill were exercised only by a very few.  Since 1950s school education has gradually assumed an important role towards preparation for life. In this school model which is continued till today textbook reading, and writing from textbook including numerical exercises are synonymously taken as “educating” activities.  The important aspect of learning that was there is the old system seemed to have gradually lost in the process.  

This shift in paradigm regarding preparation for life was, in a way, inevitable in Nepal in the contexts of world-wide development.  Already, affluent people in Nepal were getting education from India before modern school education was available in the country.  This shift in perception from traditional social practices to school based education in anticipation of association with modern development also created a tremendous vacuum space for the development of school education in Nepal.  It must have been a gasping experience in the early 1950s to note then that only 2% of the population were literate, and that there were no schools at all for the lay people. What were there to help develop education in Nepal were the limited number of people who earned their livelihood through reading, writing and numerical skills and those who got education from India.  This section of the people was the role models and pioneers of educational development in Nepal. These people also constituted the leaders to interpret and attempt for the over-all modernisation of Nepal.

There has been tremendous efforts since the past several decades to bring modern development: to open more schools, to develop national GDP, per capita, and other indexes related to modern development.  As Nepal engaged in this exercise of modernisation, it faced the several issues:

· Issues regarding planning and management: resource constraints to support effective changes and their sustainability; constraints of the system mechanism to deliver the programmes efficiently and effectively; adverse situation for inculcating functional participation of community;

·  Issues regarding social equity: inability to bring even basic education to the reach of disadvantaged section of population in a meaningful way;

· Issues regarding internal efficiency and quality of education: low efficiency and unsatisfactory quality of education;

· Issues regarding relevance: lack of  close relevance to the needs of upgrading the socio-economic conditions of the people
Issues regarding planning and management
Nepal is facing the challenge of meeting the educational development needs in terms of both quantity and quality (NEC, 1992).  Because organised development has been a very recent phenomenon in Nepal, there has been a rather very slow economic growth in Nepal (about 2.2 percent in the decade of 1985 to 19941). Consequently, there is a lack of resources for financing of education system in Nepal.  Secondly, there is lack of personnel for educational management and administrators as well as suitable system to undertake the huge task of expanding education system to cover the whole of Nepal, consequently there is low administrative efficiency (Thapa, 1996). 

The investment in education as a percentage of the gross domestic product in recent years has ranged from 1.3 percent to 2.2 percent (MOEC, 1991, pp. 140-149).  During the Tenth Five Year Plan, government education expenditure was around 2.5 -3 percent of GDP and 14-15 percent of total government expenditure. This year the budget share has been increased to about 16%

Even though the government showed its generosity by increasing its budgetary allocation to the education sector, and also declaring school education free, as a result of resource constraints, the government could not meet more than teachers' salaries and nominal expenses for stationery. The proportion of government grants to the total income of an average primary school is about 90 percent.  

The virtual absence of teaching-learning materials, inadequate physical facilities and scarcity of trained teachers are some of the outcomes of resource constraints.  Untidy school environment, poor classroom conditions, classes being run irregularly and  not up full requirements, and teacher and student irregularities are some of the visible aspects of organisational and management problems.  Although supervisors have been appointed both at the District Education Offices and Regional Education Directorates, regular and effective supervision of schools are still not satisfactory.  Schools suffer from the several problem of the lack of technical support.  Lack of in-built strategy for implementing the supervision and monitoring activities as contemplated is one of the major causes behind the problems. Also the lack of effective mechanism for teacher support seems to contribute to the problems of current supervision system.  These problems indicate that there is a need for improving the current system of educational organisation and management.

Lack of trained teachers is one of the burning issues of schooling in Nepal.  The trained teachers, on the other hand, are faced with the problem of the lack of opportunities for follow-up professional development programmes.  Although pre- and in-service teacher training programmes are available in the country, the programmes are not in a position to meet the demand of fulfilling the training needs of the huge number of untrained teachers. The training programmes also need to be made effective.

One of the major issues in the current scene of educational management and resource mobilisation in Nepal relates to the feeling of people that education is the responsibility of the government.  Earlier in the period of pre-1950s some educational development in Nepal happened with the initiatives of social activists and participation of people.  After the successful revolution of 1951 against the autocratic regime, the government began supporting people's initiative for the development of education.  Until 1971, education in Nepal was basically initiated, managed and financed at the local level. The National Education System Plan (1971-76) shifted the responsibility relating to schools to the government.  It curbed the community's participation in educational matters, but expected greater local participation in terms of financial assistance for the development of physical facilities and for teaching-learning materials.  It shifted the decision-making authority from the school management committees (SMCs) to the district education committees (DECs) and the district education offices (DEOs). 

After about a decade, in 1981 decentralisation of educational institutions was re-instituted. Decentralisation was further strengthened by the Decentralisation Act 1982 of His Majesty's Government.  At present, the government realised the need for delegating both management and financial responsibilities to people, and SMCs were entrusted with some management responsibilities as well.  Local Self Government Act in the 1992 further intends to empower local level bodies to take charge of local development including education.  However, the problem has not been resolved yet.  The experience of such problem adds support to the conjecture that radical changes in educational policies do not work very well (Lockheed & Verspoor, 1991).

Issues of social equity

As mentioned earlier, the educational development in Nepal was headed from the section where education has always been basic livelihood, the rest of the people who were rapidly drawn into the process of educational development have been earning their livelihood from other premises, mainly subsistence farming. Therefore it should not be surprising to come across the issue of social inequity in education.  

In the contexts of Nepal, the issue of educational accessibility to educational facilities should be interpreted in terms of physical access as well as social access.  Social access pertains to the ability of different communities to find meaning in the educational provision as well as to be confident in using the educational opportunities and facilities.  A social assessment of educationally disadvantaged communities (CERID, 1997) indicated that some people in some communities e.g. Rana Tharus tended to see education as irrelevant to their socio-economic conditions and therefore counter-productive.  Similarly, communities like Mushahar from the Terai as well as Chepang from the hills do not feel confident about using the educational provisions for their advantage.  The same dilemma of education exists for women also.  Consequently, there is a wide variation in terms of educational attainments of various communities – many social groups have literacy rate less than 30%, some communities, such as Mushahar has below 15%.  Only few social groups have literacy rate over 60%.

The perceptions of the disadvantaged communities, including women, contribute negatively to the implementations of programmes for their educational development.  For example, several incentive programmes such as various scholarship programmes and the policy of recruitment of female teachers are being offered for the enhancement of girls' participation in school education.  These are positive steps in increasing girls’ enrolment and their regular attendance and performance in school.  But the development in this direction is rather not very satisfactory especially  in terms of implementation.  The scholarship distribution sometimes does not reach the real disadvantaged groups.  Moreover, the disadvantaged communities cannot compete with the others in receiving the available benefits.  For example, “84 per cent of scholarship receiving girls were high caste and only 16 per cent are “low caste,” e.g., Damai, Kami, Sarki, Dom, Danuwar and Musahar (Parajuli, 1995, p. 18).

Also the distribution of secondary schools is not homogenous across the geographical regions.  There are more schools in the Central, Eastern and Western hills and less in the Mid and Far-western regions, particularly in the Terai.  The trend is highly visible in the case of the distribution of higher secondary and tertiary level institutions.  Most of the university campuses are located in Kathmandu  valley and in some major urban centres.  Consequently, the attainment of different communities in higher education is highly disproportionate. 

Internal efficiency and quality of education

Because educational development has taken place in the wake of acute shortage of resources, both financial and human as well as with the limitation of management skill, the outcome in the Nepalese contexts could be expected to have several problems. The current primary education is replete with problems of low level of completion rate and high level of drop-out and repetition rates. 

According to the 2003 data of the MOES, at grade one the annual dropout rate is about 15% percent, the repetition rate is about 30%, and about 35% never complete primary education cycle.  The situation of girls is worse as compared to that of boys.  

Many efforts have been made to address these issues.  However enhancing the internal efficiency and quality of education still remain a big challenge.   The physical infrastructures of the schools do not meet the bare minimum requirement for the delivery of quality education.  The classroom instructional practices are still very poor and schools are yet to be reformed to run properly.  Teacher morale is yet to be enhanced; teacher training needs to be expanded and diversified in its mode of delivery to produce the adequate number of trained teachers conveniently and effectively; teachers need to be trained to become sensitive to social, emotional, psychological as well as pedagogical needs of the children.  There is also a need for curriculum reform to make it relevant and effective to the needs of society so that the opportunity cost of education for general people is not an issue. 

Issues of relevance

In Nepal a majority of people (80 percent) still live with traditional agriculture practices, mostly labour-intensive subsistence farming.  In the rural Nepalese context, every individual member of a family is required to contribute to its collective economic activities.  Even young children play an active role in the socio-economic dynamics of the family.  Therefore, schooling is a compromise with the opportunity cost in terms of family income generated from its collective economic activities.  This applies to both the students and the teachers.   The problem is of high significance for the children of more disadvantaged communities, such as “low caste” people or politically marginalised and minority ethnic groups who do not have enough land to support themselves for the whole year. 

The problem of limited relevance is further compounded for girls as they are required to spend most of their time working at home.  An even more serious problem pertains to the widely followed social practice of treating girls as subservient.  Furthermore, girls are often married at a very early age. 

Like the effects of the joint family based economic activities on the regular and active school participation by students and teachers, various social and cultural functions also very often draw them away from the school requirements.  For example, a village festival or designated days of seasonal farming distract the students and teachers of the village from the school. These scenarios could be understood as the contributing factors for high drop-out and repetition rates.  A more alarming aspect of the problem is its nature of persistence. 

It is interesting to note in these contexts that the school teachers and the parents do not consider drop out as serious problem.  According to a study conducted by NPC (NMIS, 1996), only 2 to 3 percent of the grade 1 and 2 students dropout from school based on the information provided by the parents.  It is based on the argument that the parents perceive their children as dropouts only if there is no intention of their returning to the school.

People have not felt the importance of education in making their farming practices better, in enhancing healthy habits, or in enabling them to take social and economic initiatives.  Education is seen more as a means of transforming from a rural agrarian life to urban life -- moving away from agriculture-based manual work.  Consequently, the importance of education manifests in terms of pursuit to higher education.  In this process, those parents/guardians who can afford to support the education of their children emphasise education in such a way that their children get involved in only academic activities and shun manual work.  They do not allow them to get involved in any other activities including household chores.  As a result, there is no tradition of educated people doing manual work -- education has not helped build a work ethic among educated people.

Also the current educational programmes are not developed with due attention to the social and cultural realities of the various communities in Nepal.  Even the nonformal education programmes are not without serious problems, though they are often focused on the ideals of empowering the people.  Most of the programmes are prescriptive and not people-centred.  For example, a typical literacy programme uses books which are in the national language focused on the language and the social contexts of the politically advantaged dominant group.  In order to target the literacy campaign for the disadvantaged communities, literacy materials have to be prepared in languages of the target group such as the Tharu, Tamang, and Magar.  Literacy in the mother tongue facilitates and gainfully leads to literacy in other languages.  Although initiatives in this approach have been shown in nonformal education, it is yet to be widely disseminated and seriously practised.

Perceptions of the limited relevance of education to their daily life have affected people's interest in schools.  Many rural people consider that providing an education for their children mean to lose them from the family because the present system of education is directed towards preparing graduates for white collar jobs which are available only in urban areas.  Moreover, the life style of those who do not migrate to urban areas remain unchanged even after completing high school education successfully.  In this context, the visible impact of education for socio-economic development is further diluted.  

Because of the lack of direct relevance of education to daily life of people, majority of the people are unconcerned regarding the conditions of the schools.  There is thinking that public schools are the responsibility of the government and not of the communities.  On the other hand, those who stake on education are attracted to private school system which does not seek community participation.  The idea behind this system is that the services of private schools are provided against the payment.

As a result, two tier system of education is developing: private schools that are run on market concept and public schools financially supported by the government for social service.  Those who can afford are increasingly sending their children to private schools, particularly in urban areas and district headquarters, whereas the public schools are becoming the place for the poor and disadvantaged children. In this context insuring peoples' participation and cost sharing in the public school system is becoming increasingly difficult.  This in turn will make the gap between the rich and poor more visible and wider.  It is also paving a way for public schools towards further deterioration. The outcome of such development is likely to widen the socio-economic gap between the rich and the poor. 

A Reflection on the contexts and the issues:

The new millennium may be only a symbolic change of date but it marks an important stage for us to reflect and re-position our educational development in the world contexts. It challenges us to look at the contemporary world and to the future and turn our attention to address the challenges – the knowledge challenge; -the challenge of decentralization; the resource challenge; and the challenge of social inclusion and equity.

In order to address the problems and the issues several measures are already undertaken by the government specially since 1990s.  The policy thrusts in education in this regard are put on:

1. developing provisions for early childhood/pre-school education

2. making free primary education universally accessible and gradually compulsory; 

3. launching literacy campaign;

4. expanding secondary education;

5. emphasising educational development for addressing the issues of poverty; 

6. expanding technical higher education;

7. enhancing the quality of general education;

8. enhancing the female participation in education; and

9. Expanding the access to education for the disabled and the socially disadvantaged communities.

Very recently, some broad steps are taken to get into details of the educational development needs – National program regarding Education for All, sector-wise approach for educational development; perspective plan for secondary level education, initiatives for reforming higher level education are some important steps taken in this direction.  The development plans have laid emphasis on quality education by improving the mode of programme implementation, supervision, monitoring and evaluation. Further improvement of education has been tied up with the impact analysis of the current programmes. The concept of community participation and contribution to education has been promoted in order to foster people's responsible participation to improve quality of and finance in education.  Private sector investments have been encouraged.  

These developments show the commitment of the government for better development of education.  However, there are other possibilities which could create a new course of development that is more beneficial, meaningful and effective.

So far educational development is seen and developed based on the post colonial modernisation perspective.  The issues of inefficiency and irrelevance are therefore obvious since the social and economic contexts of Nepal do not corroborate the basis of the development perspectives.

Nepal is basically composed of rural villages (over 80%), the problems of illiteracy, non-enrolment to school and high school dropout are felt here.  On the other hand, the children in the rural areas who do not attend the school are to be found helping their parents in farming, or looking after cattle in which cases they are developing confidence of work capabilities to take the responsibilities of the family professions.  Such children are to be found in full control of their work in farm or in cattle herding.  The child is also likely to be aware of the plants, and animals around the grazing land and in the village.  He/she is also capable to predict weather for the day and take decisions for his/her work.  But this child is illiterate and therefore uneducated from the perspective of current education system.  On the other hand a child who is clothed and shoe lace tied by his/her mother and is walked to the school, but who is capable to read and write alphabets and the names of the animals but never seen the animals and plants in real environment are the model children for the school education.  The question is -- where is this current education system leading us to? 

Obviously, the school education developed does not have roots touching the social and economic contexts of Nepal.  Many of the day to day activities of the people goes against the schooling.  Besides those children who are successful in education often get away from the villages and the community.  What aspirations and values are we providing through education? Is not the modern education anti-community, particularly in the rural situation?  Is the current school education what we really wanted in order to prepare our children for life?  Do we really wanted to abandon all our native ways, knowledge, skill, innovation and system?  Can we sustain such change?

In our traditional practices work endeavour and learning are tied to belief and culture.  Such life practices are rooted deeply to the social, cultural and historical milieu and is persistent.  What lacked in the traditional ways is the renewal of the knowledge and the practices thereby making it stagnate and developing hurdle even for better changes.  Whereas the modern development endeavours lacked the social beliefs and culture thereby making it alien in the social contexts. 

The problems and the issues discussed are not that simple as it may seem that it could be solved by developing policies and giving objective programs.  It is important to note here that traditionally there have been efforts of putting  in-built system to ensure reproduction of social heirarchy to the advantage of the higher and dominating class.  Questions are still raised regarding the social reification in the existing schooling system including curriculum practices.  To some extent this is not untrue.  Although Nepal is a mosaic country of several mutli-cultural and multi-ethnic communities, there are dominant groups who feel their own community ways as “the national ways” this has created an issue of dominant and dominated.  This is reflected in the choice of language of instruction, in the choice of contents of curriculum and in the choice of the mode of the delivery and in the school culture of the teacher student relationship, in the student-student relationship and in the parents and teachers relationships, and most importantly the separate streams of so called private and public schooling. 

Looking ahead

Despite the tricky issues and difficult challenges, hope of better educational development stand as the way to solve them all.  This hope is based on the fact that the goal of education in academic sense has always been to lead the society towards a more humane and prosperous world.  Educational development aims to guide social transformation to bring peace, prosperity and virtuous life to all in each community, society, nation, and the whole world, it aims to bring harmony to the natural environment and all the beings in it.  If educational development gets away from such goals and objectives whether in perception or in practices, it should be tracked to the aspired course.  For this, society needs to guide education policy as much as education gives illumination to the course of social transformation.  This should be the first basic premise for educational development.

The second premise regarding educational development is the understanding that individual human development is the basis of  world development.  Development of each individual to their full human potential is the central concept of human development.  Full human potential means -- development of capacity to identify, select and use positive and gainful choices of healthy, positively aspiring, and empowered life style and means of achievement.  

The third premise relates to the changing nature of education contexts.  Knowledge attained at present will not be equally relevant and useful in the future.  It is therefore important that learning to know is very crucial.  Education should be continuous and lifelong process.   

The curricular concept of education therefore should include as also pointed out by Delors’ report (1996)  four important aspects:  1) Learning to know, 2) Education for productive skill for prosperity and health, 3) Education for praxis for living in the society with skills of positive social interaction and creative work, and 4) Education for empowerment.  

In the contexts of Nepal

1. education for economic development should focus on poverty alleviation

2. education for social transformation should focus on democratic values and ways with the full awareness of its social/political situation of diverse groups of people with different language, culture, and economic potentialities and limitations

3. education for empowerment should focus on self respect -- coming out of fatalism, respect for others -- being sensitive to otherness, and creativity to avoid stereotyped mind-set of disintegration as well as assimilation.  Self actualisation and self awareness should be the key words for this.

Implementing the above idea of educational development in Nepal needs reflection on the ground reality of the country.  The reality of the social and economic situation and also the reality of the recent development of school education.  

If we analyse the national curricula including the process of curriculum development we will find that it stands reasonable even compared to the world trend.  However when we look at what is happening in the schools and the institutions the problems are overwhelming.  In the current school system the classes are compartmentalised and stereotyped: small and crowded classrooms, 40 minute class activities for each subject.  The teachers resorting to chalk and talk practice, often complaining about the constraints to run the classes interactively. 

It is easy for the system to monitor whether a school has completed all the course contents as contained in the textbooks, to compare schools in terms of their results in the examination outcomes, students numbers, and the provisions of classrooms, benches and desks.  Whether a school has a good SMC, good community participation in development, whether students are involved in creativity, useful and meaningful learning, whether students’ attitude and behaviour have changed as an outcome of schooling, whether students have participated in community based activities helping the parents and the community in improving their surroundings utilising the information from classrooms and textbooks all are subjective aspects and therefor do not find a place in the assessment.

Obviously, although the paradigm of current education system is not that old compared to the social history of Nepal, it seems it has already come to a limitation.  We now feel a need for change in management of educational institutions including school and the higher education institutions:  a change that will bring common sense in the curriculum and practices of educational activities.  The common sense being constructed by the society for which the educational institutes stand.  In other words, there should be de-centring of the authority that controls education to bring people's participation in both constructing and running educational activities.  

As much as there is need for social contexts to education there is also need for education to be appropriate and useful in the contexts of the changing world.  It needs to consider the realities of Nepal -- consider the learning of the children from the society and environment as well as the need to bring them to the reality of the world of 21st century.  

There is a need for a balance in the curriculum and other school activities.  In this line we should be mindful of the educational needs of young children, youths, and adults.  If we consider helping and learning involvement of the children in the family as part of the curriculum the school drop out issue will be solved.  If we can conceive of school premise extending to home and the work place including farm, people's participation will simply become natural.  If the system becomes mindfully linked to the people and society, people will take the ownership of the system and participate in its better operation.
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