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January 23, 2022

An Update

On the International Day of Education (24" January), the Centre for Social Justice (CSJ) and
Working Group for Inclusive Education (WGIE), the civil society stakeholders in education
reforms, note with concern that recent measures introduced in public education in Punjab are
loaded with religious content and nomenclature, changing the very character of school education
in Punjab province.

Instead of modernizing education, introducing creative and inquisitive learning, the policy
measures introduced during 2020-2021 by the Punjab Assembly, the Governor of Punjab, and
the Education Department rely on religion centric reforms which claim to contribute to the
progressive objectives of the purported education policy which will be hard to materialise.
Rather, these steps will make public education stand next to seminary education which will be a
colossal loss to an already challenged education sector.

We note with deep concern that nearly half of the children in the province are out of school, and
the learning poverty of children 10-year-olds (out of school and In-School) hovers between
(79%-85%) according to World Bank report. Most of the students in the schools are suffering
learning losses due to COVID intermittent school closures (2020 March to January 2022), poor
education content, and poor teaching methodologies, leading to low learning outcomes and
enrolment losses according to ASER 2021. It is regrettable that the government of Punjab seems
to have bent upon imposing extreme religiosity upon the students (even children in Early
Childhood Education have to be subjected to ECE kits in 3 languages: English, Urdu, and
Arabic).

The following interventions in the recent past are regressive with regards to the object of access
to and quality of education in Punjab:

e In June 2020, the Punjab Assembly amended the Punjab Curriculum and Textbook Board
Act, 2015 adding a sub-section 2(a) to Section 10 (Prohibition) !, to vet all manuscripts
through the Muttahida Ulema Board Punjab which was assigned to review and approve
the textbooks before their publication by the Punjab Curriculum and Textbook Board
(PCTB). This has ignited controversies regarding pictures of Isaac Newton and Malala
Yousafzai in the textbooks printed by various publishers.

It is pertinent to note that no other province has constituted an Ulema Board to review the
textbooks. Moreover, this step defies the claim and efforts of the federal government
about reaching a consensus around curriculum policy for the country. Therefore, the
Muttahida Ulema Board Punjab should only be confined to reviewing the subject of
Islamiyat.2

L http://punjablaws.gov.pk/laws/2589.html
2 https://www.thenews.com.pk/print/850557-surrendering-space-to-the-right



In June 2020, the Governor of Punjab made the study of the Holy Quran compulsory? for
higher education, without giving any alternative to non-Muslim students. (This course is
already a part of middle and secondary education according to SNC/ The Punjab
Compulsory Teaching of the Holy Quran Act, 2018). Hence the question is; should this
be necessary both at school and university level education.

In November 2021, Lahore High Court (Altmash Saeed Vs Government of Punjab)
issued a verdict that assigned the district judges an extraordinary task of conducting
inspections in schools to check the arrangement for teaching the Holy Quran in all
schools across Punjab. There were reports of the judicial officials sealing a few schools
for insufficient arrangements, violating the fundamental right of children to schooling.
The verdict also visibly impinged upon the separation of functions of the executive and
judiciary yet the government failed to file a review of the verdict.

Education Department tried to ban co-education (reference circular issued by District
Education Officer, Chakwal No. 1721, which was later withdrawn).

In December 2021, the School Education Department notified the compulsory reciting of
Darood Sharif* along with the recitation of the Holy Quran before the National Anthem
during morning assemblies in all public and private schools.

(Around 81% of the reported cases under the blasphemy laws during 2021 had taken
place in Punjab, where some incidents of false allegation involved students and teachers.
Therefore, the above-mentioned measures carry repercussions on religious tolerance and
rule of law in the province. A student from minority faiths who may not be able to
pronounce certain Arabic words correctly, or quote a Hadith correctly could face
accusation of blasphemy).

During 2020-2021, PCTB failed to implement the decision of the National Curriculum
Council/ SNC regarding teaching five minority religions against the subject of ethics as
an alternative to Islamiat. The PCTB adopted entirely the rest of the policy and model
textbooks proposed by the Ministry for Federal Education and Professional Training.
Hence, this was a selective application of provincial autonomy in adopting Single
National Curriculum in the province under the 18th amendment to the Constitution of
Pakistan.

Furthermore, School Education Department Punjab has recently announced the hiring of
70,000 Nazra teachers when there is a huge shortage of teachers for core subjects such as
languages, mathematics, and science. (It looks highly inappropriate to sacrifice the

3 https://www.thenews.com.pk/print/908077-punjab-sessions-judges-to-check-if-quran-being-taught-as-separate-

subject

4 Durood Sharif is an invocation or a conventionally complimentary phrase which Muslims make after the
name of Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him).



learning of core subjects which would contribute to better learning outcomes. In a
resource-strapped environment, this is uncalled for and injustice to children, denial of
their right to quality education and equity).

e In arecent development, data of minority students in Punjab is being compiled, without
explaining the purpose behind this exercise. The education department has been
indiscrete in introducing this step, raising fears that it will increase religious hostilities in
the province.

Conclusions

Based on the discussion above, it is concluded that various stakeholders and offices in the Punjab
government are making inconsistent policy interventions according to their own understanding
and without consulting one another.

Since the abovementioned steps are religion-specific, there is a risk that the minority students
will be discriminated against and will face huge psychological pressures.

e The Punjab Curriculum and Textbook Board Act, 2015 amended in 2020 has added
confusion to the policy of “single curriculum” to the extent that it is defying the concept
and objectives of “public education” as well as “religious education”.

e Apparently, the curriculum policy stresses on religious content, and unfortunately
ignores the very concept and objective of religious education, i.e., the upbringing of a
child as an honest, responsible, and God-fearing person. Requiring children to memorize
religious texts and creeds in a language that is heavily loaded with theological terms
cannot help them to appreciate the faith and to be faithful persons.

e The policy steps are not focusing on the ideas of ‘basic skills’, ‘graded vocabulary’,
‘levels of cognition’, and objectives of ‘Civic sense’, ‘number of hours in the
classroom’, and time for ‘co-curricular activities’, it openly dismisses the concepts of
‘mass education’ as well as “primary education” on the other hand the steps overburden
the students with a load of written material.

Recommendations:
In the wake of the ongoing debate on SNC, the government and stakeholders should;
1. Work in conjunction with one another.

2. Punjab Assembly in particular should avoid passing any legislation in haste and without due
consultation with relevant stakeholders in the province including civil society and opposition
political parties.

3. Punjab Government should approach higher courts for a review of the Lahore High Court
judgment mandating the district judges to make inspection visits to schools for ensuring
implementation of Punjab Compulsory Teaching of the Holy Quran Act, 2018.



4. The government entities in Punjab should avoid introducing any policy measures which
disregard the constitutional protection of religious freedom and non-discrimination under articles
20, 22 (1), and 25 of the Constitution of Pakistan.

5. Ensure that minority students are not reprimanded for not wanting to study Islamiyat. The
government must ensure the provision of teachers to teach minority students, their faith books as
promised in the Single National Curriculum.

For queries:

Peter Jacob
E-mail: csjpak@gmail.com

Dr. A. H. Nayyar.
E-mail: nayyar.ah@gmail.com
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