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EDUCATION IN NEPAL: MEETING OR MISSING THE
MILLENNIUM DEVELOPMENT GOALS?

Elvira Graner

Education in Nepal has a number of annual highlights. One is the National
Education Day, on Falgun 12th (late February), commemorating the late king
Birendra's coronation address in 1975. There he proclaimed that “education
constitutes the mainspring of development” (quoted in Shrestha 1989: i).
Accordingly, he commanded his government to make “primary education
free of cost and accessible for all, boys and girls” {ibid.). A second annual
occasion addressing education is the festival Basanta Panchami (mid
February), a day dedicated to Saraswati, the goddess of wisdom and learning.
On that day, (Hindu) students all over the country visit temples, where they
spend hours scribbling down their notes in chalk, as notes written down on
this particular day will never be forgotten. While this latter day is usually
celebrated and characterised by its festive mood, the National Education Day
is simply being “observed” (Khadka 1997: 12), and it is a rather ambivalent
affair, or even a gloomy one, and indicative for the (poor) state of education
in Nepal. Some authors even find stronger expressions, as Khadka in his
cynical article “Celebrating the pathetic state” (ibid.), or Shanta Dixit (2002),
in her critical assessment “Education, deception, state, and society” (2002).

Further regular events when education *“hits” the headlines are in
March/April when class 10 students need to take the final examinations of
their secondary education in order to obtain their school-leaving certificates
(SLC), and again in June/July, when SLC-results are published. While the
first one is an occasion of at least modest hope, the second is usually one of
more or less great despair, as the number of failed students usually
outnumber those who pass. While pass rates ranged between 30-36% during
the last years (see SPOTLIGHT 2003), in 2004 an astonishingly **high” number
of 46% students passed (see Amgai 2004a), and this rather dreadful result
was celebrated as a major national achievement. Yet, this was partly due to
re-introducing a “grace mark” system, when failures within a 5%-margin in a
single subject were to be neglected (ibid. ). Worse still, less than 10% of ctass
! students reach class 10 (Dixit 2002: 193), and only less than 50% reach
class 5 (HMG/UNCTN 2003: 15). These figures render the Millennium
Development Goals, aiming at universal primary education for boys and girls
and gender equity in secondary education by 2015 (HMG/UNCTN 2003: 19},
meaningless paper declarations, ridiculing past policies and millions of
dollars spent and wasted from donor agencies.

Another crucial feature is that the private sector is playing an increasingly
important role in the Nepalese educational “landscape”. By now there are
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about 8,500 private schools, providing educational facilities to about 1.5
million students. These can be found all across the country, although there is
a strong concentration particularly in the Kathmandu valley and in some
urban centres of the Terai (HMG/MOES 2003). Private schools are usually
associated with two characteristics: contributing decisively to increasing the
quality of education and yet strongly criticised for charging high fees,
sometimes even termed “exorbitant” (Pokharel 2003: 19). This latter charge
of turning education into a lucrative business was bound to lead to a
confrontation with the Maoists, as regularly pointed out in their demands, as
for instance in their early 40-point demands of 1996, stating that the
“commercialisation of education should be stopped” (point 35; quoted from
Thapa 2003: 394).

This issue was rather forcefully addressed when the Maoist-affiliated
“student organisation” {All Nepal National Free Student Union,
Revolutionary, ANNFSU-R} imposed several strikes upon all types of
educational institutions during December 2002 and January 2003, aiming at
pressurising private schools to reduce their fees (see Dhakal 2002b, Amgai
2002d, Amgai 2004d). A settlement was reached in January 2003 with
PABSON (Private and Boarding Schools Organization of Nepal), agreeing to
reduce fees in its member schools by 10-30% (Amgai 2004b). Consistent
with these ideas, private schools have been targeted, physically attacked, and
even closed in many rural areas, and occasionally also in the Kathmandu
valley. On the other hand. Maoists have even more frequently targeted
teacbers and students from rural government schools by taking them hostage
(Upadhyay 2004). In addition, many teachers have been approached for
extartions, or have even been manslaughtered, as was the case with Mukti
Nath Adhikari from Lamjung in 2002, who was stabbed and handed in front
of his students, or Gyanendra Khadka who was hacked to death in
Sindhupalchok in August 2003 (see Dhakal 2004a: 22). About 160 teachers
from both sides have been killed, by Maoists as well as government forces,
and about 3,000 have been displaced, seeking shelter either in district
headquarters or in the capital {ibid.). These latter agitations have led to a
petition from the side of five students submitted to the Supreme Court in
February 2004, complaining thit their “right to education was being violated
by the string of strikes (bandh)” and appealing to the court to force political
parties and student unions to stop these practices (ibid. 22). Similarly, the UN
has demanded that educational institutions should be deemed “Zones of
Peace” (Upadhyay 2004). '

This brief introduction may suffice to show that education in Nepal has
many facets. It is not only an affair between the state and its junior citizens
and their parents, but it is also a highly (party) political issue, and also a
business. This article addresses a number of critical issues pertaining to
education. It will give a brief introduction to education polictes during the

Education in Nepal 155

last 50 years, highlighting the main objectives of these policies and critically
assessing their achievements and failures. The article will identify a number
of crucial features, such as fow enrolment rates, high drop-out rates, and low
performance in examinations, and assess their validity as indicators. In
addition, it also provides a “mapping” of gender and regional disparities at a
nationai level, based on data from the Ministry of Education (for the 1950s),
supplemented by unpublished district-level data (for Jhapa district}. The
article then addresses the lack of achievement, identifying the “culprits” and
political battlefields. It also provides some suggestions for policies, by (re-)
considering “stakeholders” and their potential roles.

Educational Policies in Nepal: A Brief Outline

Education lies at the core of human development. As such, it is also a
fundamental human right and thus, providing education to its citizens needs
to be a focus of government activities all across the world, irrespective of the
state of development. In addition, many international agencies, particularly
UNESCO and UNICEF have drafted global educational agendas, as for
instance during the world conference on “Education For All” held in Jomtien
(Thailand) in 1990. There, all member states — including Nepal — have agreed
upon the need to translate these international agendas into national policies.
A more recent framework is the “Millennium Declaration”, signed in 2000
and now synthesised into the “Millennium Development Goals”
(HMG/UNCTN 2003: 1). This aims to “achieve universal primary education™
and to “ensure that by 2015, children everywhere, boys and girls alike, will
be able to complete a full course of primary education™ (ibid: 15). At the
same time, Nepal’s country report states that “given the current rate of
progress [.. ] it is unlikely that Nepal will achieve universal access to primary
education by 2015 (ibid.). Thus, it is obvious that there still exist vast gaps
between “paper declarations” and social realities in many fields, and
education is certainly among the most blatant examples.

In Nepal, educational policies have been designed for the past 50 years,
and the need for providing universal education has been targeted in virtually
cach of these policies. Yet, the “deadlines™ for reaching this crucial goal keep
being postponed, indicating not only a lack of achievement, but possibly also
a lack of commitment. Thus, 4 large number of children, particularly girls,
are still being deprived of this fundamental right. While public education was
next to non-existent during the Rana period (prior to 1950) a massive
initiative at promoting national education 100k place during Nepal's (interim)
democratic phase of the 1950s. When the Nepal National Education Planning
Commission (NNEPC) handed in its report in 1955, it advised the
government to introduce universal free primary education across the country.
Education was to “reach all the people, not just a few” (quoted in Joshi 2003:
33). They also addressed the need that “education must be compulsery, so
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contribution was to provide the recurrent salaries for teachers and lecturers,
and UNICEF's contribution comprised of about 5 million US $ (see Joshi
2003: 116ff). The most recent and much higher budgeted initiative is the so-
called Basic and Primary Education Project (BPEP), where several donors
joined hands and funds (mainly grants, see Table 1). This project aimed at
improving access to schools, improving the quality of education and
strengthening the administration (for details see Bajracharya & Phuyal 2000;
Joshi  2003: 151ff). Activities for access comprised of expanding
opportunities for non-formal education for women and girls, and a provision
for out-of-school children, as non-attendance is seen as one of the major
obstacles. In addition, the number of female teachers was to be increased, and
communily awareness programmes were to be launched. Quality was to be
improved through textbook and curriculum development, in-service teacher
training, and by introducing early childhood education in formal schooling
(see Bajracharya & Phuyal 2000: 29ff). From the government side, 14% of
the national budget was to allocated for education, yet only 55.4% for
primary education (HMG/NPC/CBS & UNFPA 2003; 216). Yet, irrespective
of these substantial financial inputs, improvements have been slow, to put it
mildly.

Table 1: Budget Allocations from Different Donors within the Basic and
Primary Education Project

Donor  agencies  and | Type Phase 1| Phase 11
contribution (in Mio. US (1992-1998} | (1999-2004)
$)
IDA loan 30.6 12.5 (WB)
DANIDA grant 16.3 4.1
UNICEF grant 4.6 5.0
JICA grant (in kind) | 15.7 -
European Union grant - 200
FINNIDA grant - 5.0
NORAD grant - 235
Total * 67.2 110.1

Source: Joshi 2003, 151ff

The Current Situation: Impressive Results and Misleading Statistics

Educational statistics document that policy targets have been met, and in
some cases even exceeded. Thus, they seem to indicate that education in
Nepal is rapidly progressing, leaving dnly a few regions which need to “catch
up”. On the other hand, these statistics are based on a number of flaws, which
are apparent when further disaggregated. These comprise of a
disproportionately high number of class 1 students, which indicates that
“primary” education is often “class 1-only” education, as argued elsewhere
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{see Graner 1998). Secondly, cohort analysis is often inappropriate, which
results in gross distortions of enrolment figures. Thirdly, enrolment figures
are usually based on admission at the beginning of the year, rather than
documenting “real” attendance. Tuking these issues into full account, it
becomes obvious that enrolment is meager, rendering policies of “universal
education” meaningless paper declarations. Fourthly, education is
characterized by an utterly poor performance in examinations in many
classes, particularly in classes 1, 5, 8 and 10 (see below),

When considering enrolment in primary education it is apparent that a
disproportionately high number of students are enrolled in class 1 (see Figure
2). This most bizarre “pyramid” is apparent both among boys and girls and
indicates that drop-outs are not only pronounced between primary and
secondary education but also within primary education. Thus, at a national
average, class 5 students account for less than half of the numbers of class 1
students. While this peculiar pattern could be interpreted as a most recent rise
in class | admissions, its persistence over many years (see Figure I, above)
renders such an interpretation out of question (see also Graner 1998). School
enrolment rates have two further distinctive features: firstly, high gender
disparities and secondly, high regional disparities. Enrolment rates of girls
until today lag far behind those of boys (see Figures 2 and 3). Above all, in
many rural Terai and mountain districts of the mid and far western regions,
drop-outs increase linearly for boys but exponential for girls, as for instance
i Doti (see Figure 3). Thus, in quite a few districts class 1 girls account for
30-50% of all girls enrolled in school (analysis based on HMG/MOES 2003).

Enrolment rates are a crucial indicator in order to assess participation in
education. These rates are usvally based on a “cohort™ analysis, relating the
number of school children to a particular age group. In the case of primary
students, this cohort is defined as children aged 6-10. Yet, in a context where
over- as well as under-aged children account for a substantial number of
children, such an analysis is analytically meaningless. Thus, in 2001 “gross™
enrolment rates ranged between 72-229% (as in Mahottari and Taplejung,
respectively), as  documented in the annual Educational —Statistics
(HMG/MOE&S 2003: 245ff). This distortion is corrected by differentiating
gross and net enrolment rates, the later ranging between 43 and 98% (39 to
Y8% for girls; ibid.). Yet, the precise calculations remain vague, as proper
cohorts are difficult to enumerate. An attempt was made, based on data from
the Population Census 2001 (see Figures 2 and 3). This documents that
under-enrolment of girls starts in primary classes, in Doti even from class 3
onwards. Even then. net enrolment rates are extremely low, and are below
50% in a total of 9 districts, in the far western as well as in the central
development region (see map, Figure 5).

Case studies indicate that ages in primary classes frequently vary over 4
to 5 years, due to a substantial number of over-aged and a few number of
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task force suggested 700 NRs as an upper ceiling (Amgai 2004d). In addition,
schools may charge extra fees for additional services, as for instance
transportation, lunch, computer and swimming facilities, as well as for
examinations. Yet, rates may exceed this upper ceiling up to 50% (ibid.).

Thus, it is crucial to point out that education, both in private and
government schools, has suffered a severe set-back due to the political
instability arising from the Maoist insurgency. which has targeted teachers in
particular. Demanding financial “contributions” and redistributing those
within the villages may have brought about some applause from the local
peasantry during their early “Robin Hood” phase. Yet, they have gone much
further later on, by attacking and even killing teachers, particularly since late
2001 (see also SPOTLIGHT 2002b). Some of the most disgusting examples
were the cases of Mukti Nath Adhikari from Lamjung in 2002 who was
stabbed and hanged in front of his students, and Gyanendra Khadka who was
hacked to death in Sindhupalckok in August 2003 (see Dhakal 2004a). These
actions are detrimental to education, and the psychological damage for the
(young) students is certainly profound. Similarly, the taking of hostages has
made school attendance a dangerous pastime.

Many teachers who feel threatened are thus leaving their schools,
sometimes after taking official permission from the respective District
Education Office. Such actions have left many schools without teachers, and
has drastically worsened the already sorry state of teachers’ attendance at
government schools. Besides, it is depriving them of their fundamental rights
which even the Maoists should acknowledge. Maoist training camps should
definitely not be taken as a potential alternative for minors, or otherwise one
would have to ignore millions of Chinese youth left educationally devastated
during the years of the so-called *“‘cultural revolution™ in China. Calls from
the UN and guardians’ associations to convert schools into “peace zones”
should be taken seriously. Otherwise a dangeraps divide could evolve
between those who can afford to send their children to neighbouring India
and even further abroad and those “left behind” (see below). If overcoming
this “educational divide” is really a part of the Maoists’ agenda, then high-
quality education has to be facilitated within Nepal, instead of contributing to
making it {next to) impossible.

Aiming at Quality Education: (re-)Considering the “Stakeholders”

In 1991, HMG/MOE raised concerns thatghe country may end up with a five-
tier (basic) education system model, i.e. an expatriate model for the affluent,
a private model for the less affluent, a public model for the middle class, an
out-of-school model for the poor, and no model for the poorest {quoted in
NESAC/UNDP 1998: 87). This article has shown that enrolment figures
generally seem to confirm this statement. On the other hand, an analysis of
primary enrolment figures has also shown that these figures tell a different
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story. Enrolment figures are much higher than could be solely attributed to
middle class children (see Figure 2, above), indicating that the poor, and
possibly even the poorest sections of society also send their children to
school, for at least two or three years. Thus, the crucial question for policy
makers is not how to bring children from these sections to school but how to
keep them there. This is not necessarily easier to answer. Low efficiency
seems to be a core issue,

When assessing the educational sector and its (lack of) achievements, a
number of “stakeholders” need to be addressed and (re-)considered. Certainly
the most crucial one is the state. Spending substantial amounts on physical
infrastructure has brought schools closer to the potential users and has, thus,
minimised reasons for not attending school. On the other hand, this pre-
occupation with physical targets has ignored many other factors which need
to be improved. Providing qualified teachers is certainly a decisive factor, in
terms of budget allocations for salaries as well as for training facilities.
Unfortunately, the current budget with its freezing of government salaries
(HMG/MOF 2004), drastically counteracts this “‘commitment”, Similarly,
qualifications need to be guaranteed, in order to improve the performance of
teachers. Above all, qualification rather than party alliance should be a
baseline for assignments. In addition, regular trainings, for the sake of
training and not for the sake of collecting TA/DAs, need to be offered. In
taddition, a nuch stricter monitoring of classroom performance is certainly
important (see Dixit 2002: 203),

Similarly, curricula should be comprehensible and relevant, finding
suitable compromises between national homogeneity and local variation. The
latter aspect also needs to (re-)consider language issues (see also
NESAC/UNDP 1998), as mother tongue classes could positively influence
students’ attendance, at least in primary classes. Yet, this task is certainly
difficult to organise in a country characterised by a mosaic of various
cu[_turally and linguistically distinct ethnic groups. One other crucial aspect is
10 Integrate pre-school classes, which constitute an important component of
private schools. This will certainly simultaneously decrease the burden of
studgnts attending overcrowded first classes and at the same time, will
{acilitate school-aged (girl) children who then do not need to watch their pre-
school aged siblings.

Secondly, the role of the state vis-a-vis its citizens need to be
reconsidered. This implies both empowering them, but also reminding them
ahout their core responsibilities. Nepal is one of only a few states in the
world which has, until today, refrained from introducin g compulsory primary
ed.ucation. Yet, in a country where all other policies have failed abysmally
this fack of legislation needs to be reconsidered. Similarly, in a context wherc;
many analyses indicate that children are incorporated into the household
cconomy at a primary school age. these “opportunity costs™ could be easily
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counteracted by the state. In such a context, the provision of free meals at
lunch time could significantly contribute 1o “motivating” the (rural)
population to send their children to school. particularly from low-income
groups. Besides, positively contributing to saving household expenditures
this could also contribute to “empowering” children vis-a-vis their parents.
Funds could be made available through donor agencies, as for instance as a
particulur type of “food-for-education” scheme.

As a second crucial “stakeholder”. the roles of parents and village
communities nced to be reconsidered. Nepal nceds a “culture” of
understanding and pro-actively supporting the need and the right of children
to progress in education. While back in the 1950s, the National Education
Planning Commission addressed the need to “reach all the people, not just a
few” (quoted in Joshi 2003: 33) and that “education must be compulsory, so
that indifferent parents can not deprive their children of the henefits of
education” (ibid: 92; quoted in Joshi 2003: 33), this crucial understanding
was. most unfortunately, lost along the way. Thus, all parents, irrespective of
ethnicity/ caste and class should take up their responsibility of sending their
children to school. At the same time it needs to be pointed out that parents are
more willing to send their children to school than is generally being
acknowledged. Enrolment rates in early primary classes (see Figure 2, above)
all across the country indicate that these figures can certainly not only be
attributed to “middle classes™ only. Yet. when repetition rates are as high as
they currently are, then the commitment from the side of the parents is likely
to be lost on the way. In this respect. village communities also nced to
receive a much higher form of empowerment towards the teachers, increasing
their accountability towards the local community rather than solely towards
the national and district-level administration, as documented from India (see
Subramaniam 1997). ~

A further crucial need from the side of the parents is that there needs to be
a wide understanding and solidarity at the village level. providing moral
support and, if necessary. also financial assistance to those families where so
far education is given a low priority. The provision of free meals could
certainly contribute positively to “convincing”™ parents. Sinilarly, there needs
1o be a provision of funds for wition classes for low-performing students, as
wide disparities within classes pose a burden not only for the teachers but
also for all fellow students, In addition sparents need to take a much more
{pro-)active role in mobtlising additional internal funds. The government’s
commitment to free primary education does not necessarily imply that all
expenses can be covered. There should be a willingness from the side of
village communities to contribute to schoel budgets, in financial and/or
labour contributions, for poorer houscholds. Such a fund could positively
contribute 10 making schools more attractive for both stodents and teachers,
and the latter could upgrade their meager salaries by offering efficient tuition
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classes, in addition to, and not instead of, an efficient classroom performance.
This could bring about a situation where schools are perceived as the jewels
of village life, increasing the willingness to let one’s children participute.
Closely linked to this, elder students should become model roles for younger
students, engaging in educational rather than in the political agendas of
student unions.

Parents also need to take up their responsibtlity vis-a-vis the teachers.
Even if only a few of them are qualified to monitor class room performance,
monitoring  of teachers’ attendance could positively contribute  to
decentralising education and empowering village communities. This also
includes pressurising the government(s) to provide the institutional (and
fegal) framework for increasing their role, possibly also by providing them
(purtial) financial autonomy towards the teachers. Such a regulation could
bring about a stronger feeling of teachers’ accountability towards the village
community, rather than sotely being oriented towards the District Education
Offices {see also Dixit 2002: 201). The current amendment of the Education
Act has contributed towards this end.

The third crucial stakeholders in improving education are the teachers.
Representing the state and its policies at the local level, they are the most
crucial “interface”. While being trained and paid to deliver education, their
actual tasks are much more comprehensive. They need to motivate students
to attend classes. In large classes. and when capabilities of strongly vary
widely. this can be quite a demanding task. In such cases, tuition classes
could help poorer” students to tmprove their standing. This aspect is
particularly important while preparing for the annual (or term) examinations,
where achievements are generally rather weak. In some cases. teachers may
also need to motivate parents in order to send their children to school and in
some cases, even help Lo prevent parents {rom stopping their children attend.

Yet, such a commitment can only be asked for in an atmospherc where
teachers enjoy their work and. above all, feel safe. This tatter aspect asks for
addressing the role of the political parties, the Maoists in particular.
Murdering teachers in front of their students is certainly not a way to increase
educational standards. It has also fairly little to do with ideology. Similarly.
even though teachers” salaries may be high in comparison to village
economies, extorting from teachers is bound to decrease their motivation and,
In extreme cases, encourage them to leave the village, leaving behind young
students who arc in desperate need of education. The condemnation of the
coimmercialisation of education may address a corc issue of current society.
Yet, .in a setting where government education has failed to provide
meaningful access to quality education, it is only natural that the private
sector hay taken the opportunity to fill this gap. some motivated by idealism
and others rather by commercial interests. Condemning both is counter-
productive. rather there need to he clear euidelines. from government and
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from the Maoists in areas under their control, outlining “codes of conduct”
for both government and private schools, and these need to be strictly
adhered to and monitored. If such changes are brought about, then private
education can gradually become obsolete, and free education will no longer
imply “an excuse to provide below-standard education” (Dixit 2002: 200),
where parents are asked to compromise on the guality of their children’s
education (ibid.).
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