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Abstract:

This article examines the complex interplay between Pakistan's education system and the enduring
challenges of establishing Urdu as an effective national language of instruction and integration. It
analyzes the historical, sociopolitical, and pedagogical dimensions of language policy, tracing its
evolution from the post-independence era to the present 18th Constitutional Amendment context, which
devolved education to the provinces. The analysis identifies a tripartite structure elite English-medium,
public Urdu-medium, and diverse mother-tongue mediums as a primary source of systemic inequality,
perpetuating socioeconomic stratification and hindering cognitive development in early learners. The
imposition of Urdu, while symbolically potent for nation-building, often occurs at the expense of
Pakistan's rich linguistic ecology, marginalizing major provincial languages (Punjabi, Sindhi, Pashto,
Balochi) and countless regional dialects. This article argues that the current linguistic hierarchy creates
significant pedagogical barriers, contributes to high dropout rates, and undermines the constitutional
promise of uniform educational standards. The challenges are further compounded by a shortage of
qualified teachers, politicized curriculum content, and the global hegemony of English.
Recommendations include a phased, context-sensitive multilingual education (MLE) model that
leverages mother-tongue instruction in early years, a robust bilingual transition to Urdu and English, and
a depoliticized, culturally inclusive national curriculum that reconciles linguistic diversity with functional
national cohesion.
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Introduction:

Pakistan's education system, since the nation's inception in 1947, has been a central arena for contesting
visions of national identity, modernity, and social equity. At the heart of this contest lies the unresolved
"language question": the tension between the constitutional mandate for Urdu as the national language,
the provincial and ethnic identities rooted in regional languages, and the perceived economic necessity of
English as a global lingua franca (Rahman, 2002). The choice of language medium is not merely a
pedagogical technicality but a deeply political act with profound implications for access, quality, and
social mobility. This article investigates how Pakistan's language-in-education policies have shaped its
educational landscape, creating a system fraught with challenges that undermine both national integration
and individual learner potential. It explores the historical roots of current policies, maps the contemporary
multilingual classroom reality, and analyzes the pedagogical, social, and political consequences of
prioritizing a monolingual national language model in a profoundly multilingual society.

The language policy trajectory is inextricably linked to Pakistan's political history. The early state,
grappling with the administrative legacy of British rule and the need for a unifying symbol, declared
Urdu the national language in the 1956 Constitution, despite its mother-tongue speakers constituting a
minority (Brass, 1974). This was perceived as a direct imposition in East Pakistan (now Bangladesh),
where Bengali was the majority language, and sowed seeds of alienation a critical lesson often
overlooked. In West Pakistan, the "One Unit" scheme (1955-1970) further suppressed linguistic plurality
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to forge a centralized national identity. Post-1971, the state's emphasis on Urdu intensified as a tool for
internal cohesion. However, the 18th Constitutional Amendment (2010) marked a paradigm shift,
devolving education entirely to the provinces. This granted Sindh, Punjab, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP),
and Balochistan formal authority over language policy, leading to varied approaches, from Sindh's
official patronage of Sindhi to Punjab's paradoxical neglect of Punjabi in official education (Mustafa,
2011). This decentralized landscape presents both an opportunity for context-sensitive policies and a
challenge for achieving national educational standards.

Pakistan's education system is effectively stratified along linguistic lines, reflecting and reinforcing class
divisions.

Elite English-Medium Schools: Catering to the urban upper and upper-middle classes, these private
institutions (e.g., Beaconhouse, Karachi Grammar School) offer internationally aligned curricula.
Proficiency in English becomes a form of "cultural capital" (Bourdieu, 1991), ensuring access to elite
universities and high-status professions, thus perpetuating a socioeconomic oligarchy.

Public Urdu-Medium Schools: The majority of students attend these government schools, where Urdu is
the medium of instruction. English is taught as a compulsory subject, often poorly due to inadequately
trained teachers. This system creates a large cohort proficient in Urdu but frequently lacking the
functional English skills required for higher education and technical fields.

Mother-Tongue and Religious (Madrassah) Streams: In rural and ethno-linguistically distinct areas, initial
instruction sometimes occurs in the local language (e.g., Pashto in KP's early grades). Meanwhile, a
parallel Deeni Madaris system often uses Arabic and Urdu for religious instruction, operating largely
outside the state's linguistic policy framework.

This tripartite division creates what sociolinguist Tariq Rahman (2004) terms "linguistic apartheid,"
where the language of one's schooling largely predetermines economic destiny, directly contravening
Article 25-A of the Constitution guaranteeing free and compulsory education of equitable quality.

The insistence on Urdu as the primary medium in public schools, often for children whose first language
(L1) is different, poses severe pedagogical hurdles. Decades of educational research confirm that children
learn best when early literacy and concepts are introduced in their mother tongue (Cummins, 2000).
Forcing a child whose L1 is Saraiki, Balochi, or Brahui to immediately learn to read, write, and
comprehend academic content in Urdu creates a "double burden “learning a new language while learning
through it. This leads to cognitive disconnect, poor comprehension, low self-esteem, and is a key
contributor to high dropout rates in primary grades (Coleman, 2010). The transition to English in later
grades as a subject, taught through grammatical translation rather than communicative methods, further
compounds confusion, resulting in widespread "semilingualism" limited proficiency in multiple
languages without mastery in any.

The promotion of Urdu is imbued with nationalist ideology, envisioned as a unifying thread across
Pakistan's diverse tapestry. Textbooks and official discourse consistently portray Urdu as the language of
the Millat (Muslim nation) and the repository of "Islamic" and national values (Saigol, 1995). However,
this top-down imposition is often resisted at the provincial level as cultural hegemony. The
marginalization of powerful literary traditions in Sindhi, Punjabi, and Pashto is seen not just as a
linguistic issue but as an attack on ethnic identity and heritage. This creates a persistent tension: while a
common language can facilitate communication and foster national solidarity, its forced implementation
can exacerbate sub-national grievances and impede genuine integration.

Current challenges are multifaceted

Provincial curricula after the 18th Amendment struggle to balance national content with regional histories
and literatures, often leading to inconsistency and continued ideological bias.
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There is a critical shortage of teachers proficient in multilingual pedagogical strategies or even competent
in the English they are mandated to teach.

The pressure to compete globally reinforces the demand for English-medium education, widening the gap
between elite and public systems.

The rise of EdTech often privileges English and Urdu content, further alienating speakers of other
languages.

Conclusion and Recommendations:

The quest to impose Urdu as a uniform national language of instruction has yielded a fragmented,
unequal education system that fails both the goals of national cohesion and individual educational
achievement. A recalibration is urgently needed. Pakistan must move from a monolingual ideology to a
functional multilingual framework that views linguistic diversity as a resource, not a problem (Ruiz,
1984). This necessitates:

1. Implementing Mother-Tongue Based Multilingual Education (MLE): Mandating instruction in the
child's first language (whether Punjabi, Sindhi, Pashto, etc.) for at least the first five years, ensuring solid
cognitive foundation and literacy skills.

2. Structured Bilingual Transition: Introducing Urdu as a second language gradually and systematically,
transitioning to its use as a medium for certain subjects in later primary grades. English should be taught
as a vital foreign language using modern communicative methods.

3. Curriculum Reform: Developing a nationally agreed-upon core curriculum that is linguistically
flexible, culturally inclusive, and focuses on critical thinking rather than ideological conformity.
Provinces can augment this core with local language and literature components.

4. Investment in Teacher Training: Massive investment in pre-service and in-service teacher education
focused on multilingual classroom strategies and improved proficiency in English.

5. Legitimizing Linguistic Diversity: Official recognition and incorporation of major regional languages
in administration, media, and early education to reduce the perceived threat of Urdu.

Only by embracing a pluralistic, pedagogically sound language policy can Pakistan's education system
become a true engine of equitable development and a source of unity that respects, rather than suppresses,
its inherent diversity.
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