Rethinking Education:
A Need for Structural Change
 
- Dr. Poorna Kanta Adhikary
Let me first congratulate the leaders of the Association of Political Science Students (APSS) in taking the initiative to hold a dialogue on education. This gives a new hope in Nepal as desirable changes in education are not going to happen without the proactive role of the students. As the students are the subjects as well as the actors and principal beneficiaries of education system, their active participation should be the precondition in any efforts in education development. Let me express my conscious intention to engage in dialogue with all stakeholders of education in Nepal via the medium of this paper and the participants of this program. 
1. Socio-Economic Condition 
Of the 23.15 million Nepalis as per 2001 Census data, 9 million (approximately 40%) live below poverty line, which is set at about $77 per capita per annum; the poorest 20% get 12% of the national income; the Gender Development index ranks 121st out of 143 and adult literacy rate is about 41.8 % of the population above 15 years of age. The labor force of 11.2 million is increasing at a rate of 2.4 percent: approximately 80% is engaged in agriculture, 3% in manufacturing industries and17% in service industries.
 The Nepalese industrial sector is in an infantile situation, which is severely affected by the national conflict. Due to the difficulty encountered in industrial and agriculture sector, their contribution in the GDP is being reduced. On the other hand, there is a significant increase in the defense budget at the cost of development projects.  

2. Status of Education and its Relation to Employment
Of the total school aged children, although enrollment in the formal education system has increased from 69% in 1998 to 81% in 2001; only 39% of them pass grade 1, 34 % drop out of the system before even completing the grade five of primary school
. This is much encouraging from 1995, when 50% of the children did not complete the primary school. Roughly 15 % of the original enrollees did not complete class 10, 94% did not pass the regular School Leaving Certificate Examination (SLC).  The 2002 data indicates that only 31.22%, 8.22% and 64.96% of the examinees have passed SLC from regular studies, exempted and old-exempted and supplementary categories respectively
.  This suggests that only a minority of the age cohort is enrolled in the high school, and even smaller minority completes it with SLC after class 10. These data do not reflect the closure of many schools in the rural areas and school children forced to drop out of school due to prevailing violent political conflict. 
World Education data based upon HMG Census Report 2001 indicate that annually around 650,000 children and youth (more than 85%) fall out of the education system every year without any work skills. The Asian South Pacific Bureau of Adult Education (ASPBAE) and the Global Campaign for Education have termed Nepal as one of the poorest performers in the education sector in the Asia-Pacific region. According to the report, “nearly a third of Nepal’s children are missing primary school; over half secondary school; and over two-thirds of adults are illiterate.
  The system as it is, has thrown them in a waste basket without giving any hope for future. So they are the real stakeholders of the prevailing national conflict in Nepal and are also the potential ones for any eventual future conflict as well. 
Migration of the workforce in search of new livelihood in the urban centers and their inclination to go abroad has provided a great challenge to Nepali government in providing sustainable livelihood to its people. The migrant youth forced to shelter in the urban areas are lucky, if they somehow find a job and afford to pay to go to the foreign employment market, which is not always safe and gainful. General observation indicates that these out-of-school children/youth do generally come from the underprivileged groups of dalit, ethnic minorities, girls and remote backgrounds. All those who are unable to continue their formal education enter labor market without any skill at hand. Those who are lucky learn various livelihood skills either through informal apprenticeship training, non-formal training programs and limited available Council for Technical Education and Vocational Training (CTEVT) programs, which primarily cater the school leavers after class 10 only. In order to ensure meaningful participation of all the out-of-school youth in national economy, it would be essential for them to possess relevant skills to match the national or international labor market needs. Please refer to Figure 1 for the existing relationship between sub-sectors of education and labor market. 
Figure 1: Existing Relation Between Sub-sectors of Education and Labor Market



            

   10
   
                   
5

20-30%
Formal Education:
  


TEVT

a. 81% of children                                    

 enroll in grade 1 
                    Skilled

  Labor

                                                                                          HR                        
Market

b. 39% of them 




       Available
             for Skilled

    pass grade 1, 66%




                          

Workers

    pass grade 5

c. 15% complete

         grade 10






d. 6% of the regular pass SLC






 

· Huge deficiency of skilled workers

· There is virtually no program for the huge number of  out-of –school children/youth 

· Huge gap (HMG cannot meet the needs)

· Need for multiple actors as education and  training providers

4. Economy of Remittances

The remittance economy has played a vital role in the national economy. The official records indicates that in year 2000, only 27,000 Nepali workers went abroad for work; the figures increased to 55,000 in 2001 and to 105,000 in 2002.
 The trend indicates that there are a very high number of Nepali work forces engaged around the world.   Study on foreign employment in Nepal, shows that largest demand was received in 2002 for semi-skilled/skilled jobs, followed by unskilled ones. In 2002, Nepal received a demand for 99,519 laborers, mainly from Gulf countries and Malaysia. Of these 56.2% were semi-skilled /skilled jobs, 41.8% unskilled jobs, 2.0% highly skilled (Europe and North America) and 0.15% were white collar jobs. The survey data indicate that 94.56 percent of total labor outflow falls under unskilled category where as 5.44% come under semi-skilled and skilled category. The white collar and highly skilled outflows are negligible (0.4%).
 This suggests that the nation has not utilized as yet the available opportunities and is way far short of exploring gainful international market.
 The above data does not include the usual temporary and permanent migration of work force to India and also going to third country like Japan through informal means and over-staying there. Violent conflict in the rural areas is also forcing hundreds of thousands of Nepalese crossing over to India and forced to live in an appalling situation. For mere survival they are forced to do any kind of wok available. It is estimated that currently one out of eleven Nepalis is aborad as migrant worker. Most of the migrant workers posses no salable skills to get proper job in the foreign labor market. Observations indicate that unskilled workers tend send their income back home as they see no better future elsewhere, whereas the skilled and highly skilled ones tend to use their income to migrate elsewhere for better life.  Yet, the national economy has been totally dependent on the remittances from the country’s unskilled workers abroad.  Even poverty reduction in limited scale has been observed through the effect of remittance economy.
 Nepal in the midst of the current national conflict may not have a choice for mere survival but to send its workers abroad, but in the long run the country cannot continue like this as it cannot develop by sending its vibrant work force elsewhere.  
5. Financing of Education 

It is obvious that the Council for Technical Education and Vocational Training (CTEVT), the mandated government body for the preparation of the basic and middle level human resource, has been able to cater only insignificant proportion of the total market need. The CTEVT courses cater only to those who are able to reach class and only in the number, which is far less than the national requirement. However, the HMG Education Budget 2003/04 indicates 97.3 %, 0.5 % and 1.5% allocation in formal general, non-formal and TEVT education respectively10. This has been the trend during the last quarter of a century in public expenditure in education. The public expenditure in education, which has been over-emphasized in formal general education, has not been judicious at all as expressed by the above proportions, which do not match at all the needs of the in-school and out-of-school children/youth in the country. Private training institutes and I/NGOs and some donor projects are involved in providing skill training and it is also being reported that HMG alone spends over a billion rupees in it through its various ministries and departments. The accountability of the training programs as such has been questioned as there has been very little coordinated effort among the training providers. 
The 2005 SLC result indicates that of the 216,303 students attending the SLC Examination; only 38.72 percent have passed through it.11 The proportion with regard to government school has been only 18% for which the government has spent Rupees eighteen billion, which indicates that in terms of efficiency, the formal school education provided by the government has come out to be a very expensive as Rupees one billon is spent to have one percent of children to pass through SLC.
 Similar questions could also be asked on the expenses and quality of products of Tribhuvan University. In terms of effectiveness, except for institutions like Institutes of Medicine and Engineering, even though they have had highly qualified teachers and curricula comparable to elsewhere, the products of Tribhuvan University are found to be less competent compared to the ones of other universities in Nepal and abroad. This has raised urgency to rethink on the financing and management of the whole sector of education including its sub-sectors: formal, non-formal and technical education and vocational training. Although the government budget in education has increased substantially over the last decade, questions on the quality with regard to efficiency, effectiveness and relevance have been raised vis-à-vis public expenses incurred.  Although the private schools and campuses are blamed for creating class in education, they have in fact shared the burden of the government exchequer and demonstrated the fact that Nepali society is willing and capable to pay for education of the children, who can also excel in academic performance. 
6. Politics of Education

The emergence of private schools and campuses has created no doubt class in education, which exacerbates further already existing gap between ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’, which is also fueling the national political conflict in the country. As public schools and campuses have proved to have low quality, the conscious and able class of people has boycotted them by sending their children to private ones. Government control in education started in 1971 through New Education System Plan (1971-76), when the King’s Pachayat regime had a design to control the educated elites. All the schools and colleges established and managed by the communities were forcibly nationalized. Although this design had a couple of benefits like assurance of teachers’ salaries and opening of schools in remote areas as well, the biggest crime committed was the forced alienation of the community in management of education. If the government was honest, such benefits could have been provided to the teachers and communities without centralized control of the schools. 
Politicization of education through control of teachers started by Panchayat regime was unfortunately continued even after restoration of democracy in 1990. Every political party has played dirty politics in using teachers and students for controlling the masses and/or influencing them in their own favor. As a result the education so far has clearly been for proselitization of the youth and the masses and not for their conscientization. The process of proselitization seeks creation of domesticated servants, who faithfully and blindly support their masters and leaders. Whereas the process for conscientization tends to develop critical thinkers, who by bringing in their own creativity, can become the pillars of national development.  The recent talk in town about bringing all universities under one umbrella of the Autocratic King as the Chancellor has been influenced by the premeditated thought of the continuation of the heinous crime against Nepali people through education for domestication that started in 1971. No conscious citizen of the country should support such an act, which is clearly against not only the present generation but also many ones to come. 
7. Way Forward: A New Paradigm Shift 
7.1 Need for a Structural Reform 

Prevailing high public expenditure in formal school and university education is bringing pathetic results. One cannot blame those 85 percent of school aged out-of-school children and youth, who for various reasons often beyond their control, have been left out, pushed out and dropped out of formal schooling system. Nor it is desirable to blame the large number of university graduates, who face unemployment mainly because they possess insufficient marketable skills for needed employment, nor have capacity to adapt to market needs. The students have faithfully given part of their life to acquire appropriate knowledge and skills and develop attitude to act accordingly. The parents and guardians accordingly have supported from their part as well.  It is the responsibility of the system makers to look into the situation and find appropriate ways to cater their needs. For this reason rethinking on education system as a whole including the non-formal education and TEVT is warranted. The problem in Nepal has been that policy makers, intellectuals and government agencies in education are too elitist, traditional minded and biased excessively in favor of formal general education. Their behavior is contradictory to what they preach with populist slogans on equity issues. For this reason, reorientation of the educators is equally warranted. 
Bridging the gap between education system and labor market requires in terms of planning and management of all sub-sectors of education. A skilled worker in the labor market should also have the avenues for both of his/her vertical and horizontal development. For this reason a clear understanding is needed in the relationships between the sub-sectors of education and labor market. The NFE and TEVT can be developed as complementary systems providing courses in modular approach, which then could provide a great deal of flexibility to the learners as well as the curriculum developers and training managers, which could be modeled as per the market requirement and that of the learners’ needs and capacities. 

It is natural for the large number of out-of-school children and youth to feel being abandoned by the society. Not finding a way out, they at times tend to be influenced to take up extreme positions. The structure of education should be such that anybody at any time should be able to take the options as per his/her capacity, interests and requirements.  The structure of education should be such that it should provide hope for future for any citizen provided he/she is willing to work for it. For this, there must be an assurance for both horizontal and vertical mobility for anybody in education system as well as at work in the labor market. The Figure 2 below presents such a relationship for a desirable structural reform. 

Figure 2:  Desired Relation Between Sub-sectors of Education and Labor Market12
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7.2 Technical Education and vocational Training (TEVT)
As the market can be highly flexible and dynamic, the TEVT providers need to be highly dynamic so that they can design their curriculum accordingly.  Since skill training and occupational standards are new concepts in Nepal, one should also try to go for short modular courses, which can be implemented in shortest possible time that can cater the needs of as many persons as possible in need of employment or self-employment. The modular courses can be designed and implemented on a successive sequence based upon the market needs and aptitude of the trainees. Thus they can also open up opportunities for on-the-job-training (OJT) of the workers in the labor market. TEVT providers should link their programs with skill testing so that the graduates of the courses have the certification of their skill standards. The skill testing program should also reflect the labor market demands so that certified persons have sufficient assurance of employment or self-employment at the national and international labor market. In order to operate them in a meaningful manner and maintaining quality and standards of skills, a proper skill testing system is needed in a broad range of trades. 
7.3 Non-formal Education
Out-of-school children and youth do come with different knowledge level of language, mathematics and science based upon their prior experience with the school system. This problem is further exacerbated by the fact that inequalities exist in educational opportunities between urban and rural setting, ethnic groups, private and public schools, rich and poor communities, boys and girls, etc. For this reason, formal education streams either at the general education or at TEVT cannot adequately meet the needs of the disadvantaged children and youth. For this reason it is proposed to introduce a system of Non-formal education programs designed and implemented in a modular approach. The non-formal modular courses could start from functional literacy all the way up to university level including various kinds of bridge courses, paving the way for open schooling system. Such a system could cater out-of-school children and youth of any level by providing them opportunities for both vertical and horizontal mobility and development.  
7.4 National Cognition Testing System (NCTS)

School certificates are not of uniform standards to provide reliable information on school leaver’s cognition standards. A grade 5 completer from School A and that from B can be of different standards. For this reason, a given education institution including the TEVT provider has difficulty to know exactly the level of knowledge of the prospective students/trainees coming to their door steps. Unless we have a functional system to identify the level of cognition of the out-of-school youth, any supplementary educational opportunities beyond the formal general schooling cannot be effectively provided. In order to facilitate out-of-school children and youth to new educational opportunities, NCTS could be designed and implemented in a very similar manner as the skill testing system is being practiced currently in CTEVT but based upon formal general school curricular courses. A person being out of school for any reason could take the cognition test and find out his/her level of knowledge in language, mathematics and science as the basic foundation of academic learning. After that this person could  either go for the appropriate level of TEVT and then land at the labor market, or return to formal schooling after certain non-formal courses and cognition testing, or even move further up in areas of his/her interests along the non-formal ladder in open schooling manner. 
This way the gap between education and labor market can be filled up and youth being out-of-school for any reason would not lose faith in education system and the society as a whole. Rather he/she could see possibilities for his/her vertical and horizontal development. Anybody who drops out of school should be able to take a small package of non-formal education course, which allows him/her either land in a technical/vocational education or can return back to the formal schooling. The one who goes to the technical/vocational education could take a skill test to certify his/her level of skill and then land in the appropriate job market. Anybody in the job market could find ways to improve his/her skill by taking another package of technical/vocational education and certifying the newly acquired skills, which can provide ways for vertical promotion or take a package of non-formal education to improve their basic foundation of language, mathematics, science or social studies to qualify themselves to go for either higher level in formal education or TEVT. 
7.5 Politics of Education 
Education should be continuous and flexible, and oriented for conscientization and skill development. The role of the government should be for facilitation of initiatives taken by the people and not for their control. For this reason, management of educational institutions should be decentralized and localized and every educational institution right from the primary school to university level should operate as an autonomous institution both in terms of financing and academic programs, managed by local community. Government should provide financial support as grants as per established criteria and local, regional and national needs. Standard testing measures/systems in both cognition and skills should be readily available for all learners, educational institutions and employers so that every one concerned can obtain needed information on the capacity of the individuals looking for education and/or employment. Standard curricula could be prescribed by the government for the schools and universities to concerned campuses or colleges with in-built flexibility in instruction. Quality of faculty is the single most determinant factor for quality education. Promotion of the faculty should be based on the quality and quantity of work they have done in teaching, research and services to the society and not on the number of years they have repeatedly provided the specified lessons. 
The basic level of NFE and TEVT parallel to the primary education has to be provided free of cost. At the higher level courses, participatory financing should be introduced as costs could be shared by the employers as well as the trainees. The coordinating the non-formal education and TEVT with formal general education would mean how the non-formal education and skill training programs can best serve the needs of the learners and labor market which can also provide possibilities for their vertical and horizontal development so that they can play a significant role in economic regeneration of the country. Education should be continuous and flexible, and oriented for conscientization and skill development. Disabled children and youth are often taken as the burden and so are neglected and deprived from educational opportunities. The society cannot escape from its responsibility in taking care of the disabled, who have every right to live a honorable living. For this their right to education has to be respected by making disable friendly educational programs and infrastructures. 
In view of new challenges being faced by the nation in the context of new global order of social and economic globalization, education development requires innovative approach, which can be expensive as well. This requires participation of multiple stakeholders including the involvement of the private sector and NGOs to enter as providers of non-formal education and skill training and general education. Participatory cost-sharing mechanism would also be needed to finance these sub-sector activities. There is a need for a fine demarcation between what government should do what others cannot do and what the government should not do what others can do. 

 In view of the prevailing scenario of the national conflict in Nepal, unless problems of the out-of-school youth can be meaningfully addressed as an integral part of the conflict transformation strategy by attacking at the structural problems of the conflict, there will be no durable peace even if the political conflict is resolved with the Maoists. The ideas expressed in this paper can also be part of the conflict transformation strategy in the education sector of the country. Here both NFE and TEVT can play significant role. In the name of education development, Nepal has been spending enormous amount of domestic and international resources in the formal general education sub-sector. Any amount of money funneled in the inefficient and ineffective formal general education system in the name of its improvement has not brought desirable results unless supplementary sub-sector systems can be developed as mentioned above, to provide alternative pathways to learners of different needs. Thus the problems of education of a country like Nepal cannot be resolved only through formal general education means, no matter how desirable we may like to see it to be true.  
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