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To achieve desired results in improving the quality of higher education there is a dire need to focus on faculty development by adopting a more innovative approach than the top down, elitist and rigid policy adopted by the HEC from 2002-2010

The setting up of the new 
democratic order has accelerated the interest of all stakeholders to seek an appraisal of the investments made in higher education and to map out a more effective strategy for improving its quality. It is pertinent, therefore, to share the results of a recent survey conducted by the author on faculty policy and practice along with a new vision for strengthening faculty development in Pakistan keeping in view the implications for brain drain, unemployment, and youth.

Higher education is seen as critical to Pakistan’s development as a moderate and democratic nation, as well as its role in improving the country’s economy by channelising its youth, which constitute around one-third of its population, to become productive citizens. During the last decade, it has received a great deal of attention from the government and the international agencies, and the Higher Education Reforms were introduced to resolve the innumerable problems that continued to plague the colleges and universities. On the recommendations of the task force and a steering committee constituted by President Musharraf in 2000, the Higher Education Commission (HEC) was set up in 2002 to address the virtual state of collapse of the higher education system. The HEC replaced the earlier University Grants Commission and also assumed the roles and responsibilities of the Ministry of Higher Education.

The HEC, in its Medium Term Development Framework 2005-2010, projected that in terms of access, the plan aimed at doubling the enrollment of students from the current 2.9 percent to 5.0 percent in 2010, and 10 percent by 2015. The HEC deserves credit for achieving this goal with the expansion of universities from 60 to 124 during this period.

In terms of quality, the HEC had to face a more challenging task. The HEC reforms proposed a number of steps. Faculty development was considered to be of utmost importance, and the strategy proposed was to drastically increase the number of PhDs from 1,700 in the 60 public sector universities to 15,000-20,000 during the five-year period. The plan also included faculty training by the National Academy of Higher Education to enhance their pedagogy, communication, and information and communications technology (ICT) skills. 
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The reforms also laid stress on innovative research and dissemination of findings through publications by the faculty to be supported through research grants.
For successful implementation of the reforms, higher education in Pakistan received atremendous boost in terms of financial support by the state and international donors. The government of Pakistan at the onset provided support by raising the annual budget allocation for higher education from $ 15 million to $ 150 million, and increased the funds for science and technology from $ 3 million to $ 100 million. Currently, the total budget for higher education is Rs 18,416 million.

The international donors also assisted the HEC reforms through generous awards for faculty development, teacher education, research, and links with prestigious universities abroad. The US government, after the 9/11 attacks, gave priority to Pakistan’s education reforms, and has been the largest donor to support its higher education reforms. A five-year $ 100 million agreement was signed with USAID in the initial period that tripled three years later.

The attention to reforming higher education and the injection of funds to bring about qualitative improvements in the graduates produced by the Pakistani universities and colleges has been viewed with interest by all stakeholders. There has been a great deal of scepticism amongst the academics about the multiple roles assigned to the HEC, as the reforms have not only imposed on it an external regulatory body role similar to that of the former University Grants Commission, but has also granted it powers to assign funding to higher education institutions according to various criteria for gauging infrastructure and performance.

Faculty development is being steered by the HEC where the ultimatum goal is to increase the number of PhD faculty. Moreover, all promotions of higher education faculty to professorial ranks are subject to the requirement of holding a PhD degree along with a number of research publications. These requirements have created a lot of confusion amongst the majority of those who do not hold a PhD degree, and have limited or no facilities for engaging in research work or to publish articles, leading to frustration and low motivation. What the HEC perhaps did not envisage was that, with the tenure track requirement, there would be more losers than winners. The majority of faculty, particularly in degree colleges, feels handicapped with this requirement. Moreover, those with aspirations to move ahead have been left at the mercy of a system that is deficient in providing them with a clear map how to develop themselves as per their needs and interests during their teaching career.

The achievements of the HEC in terms of faculty development have not been impressive so far. As per the HEC Report (2002-2008), a total of 6,749 PhDs have been funded since 2003, of which the majority is in the area of science and technology. 
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The HEC Report states that of the 2,825 foreign PhDs, a total of 65 had returned by 2008, and of the 3,516 indigenous PhDs, only 15 had completed their higher studies. Although the total number of PhDs produced from 2000-8 are listed as 613 in the Economic Survey, it is worth noting that the percentage of PhD faculty in universities actually decreased from 28.9 percent in 2001-2 to 22 percent in 2007-8, due to an overall increase in faculty numbers.

The HEC’s professional development courses have also not achieved their target of training 100 percent of higher education faculty because these courses are not mandatory and are offered as per availability of resources. Moreover, the faculty lacks motivation to avail these courses, as the courses are not credited and do not lead to any rewards in terms of increments or promotions.

To achieve desired results in improving the quality of higher education there is a dire need to focus on faculty development by adopting a more innovative approach than the top down, elitist and rigid policy adopted by the HEC from 2002-2010. The current situation regarding faculty development raises the following questions for research: what do we understand by the term ‘faculty development’; what should be the objectives of the new policy; and what would be the drivers of success? 

(To be continued)
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