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To all the teachers who rose above bad textbooks, 

poor facilities and oppressive school organizations, 

and made a difference in the lives of young people. 

May your tribe increase!
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PREFACE

The social sciences are often seen as easy, probably be-
cause they deal with issues and processes that surround 
us all the time, and on which we have ideas and positions. 
They are about people—our wealth, our problems and our 
values. Yet, this apparent simplicity is deceptive. Teaching 
the complexities of human beings is not easy. The recently 
developed social science textbooks of the National Council 
of Educational Research and Training (NCERT) are perhaps 
the most ambitious effort of its kind in India. They seek 
to address the challenges faced by social science education 
in India.

Social sciences in Indian schools are in an unenviable pos-
ition. On the one hand, they are expected to shoulder the 
bulk of the normative expectations from schooling. Thus they 
are supposed to teach everything—from a commitment to 
keeping the streets clean to the internalization of a pluralist 
vision of the nation. Yet, on the other hand, they are treated 
as stepsisters of science. Science is seen as a solid grounding 
for a lucrative career, while social sciences are considered 
soft, trivial and for the weak. It puts the social sciences at 
the centre of a struggle over the purpose and meaning of 
schooling—is schooling only about getting a job or is it for 
becoming a better person?

Indian educationists have always had a wide vision of 
the purpose of education. Most policy documents have 
emphasized a cultural role for the social sciences, over and 
above the mundaneness of vocational knowledge. Social 
sciences are, after all, the most practical, dealing with affairs 
that everybody participates in, and best learnt by doing 
rather than reading. There is a consensus about the fact that 
the decline of the social sciences can only spell danger for 
the quality of public life in our country. 
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Yet, the quality of social science textbooks and classroom 
teaching has not risen to expectations. Too often there has 
been the lament that social sciences are dull and uninspiring. 
The most common complaint is that they are meant only for 
rote learning. Perhaps the cruellest cut of all has been stu-
dents saying that there is nothing to understand in them, 
and that the social sciences are only for cramming.

How did the most exciting and the most relevant of themes—
human beings, their environment and their affairs—sink to 
the nadir? The commercialization of our society supplies 
only part of the answer because, after all, the best paying 
jobs today are in applied social science. Some other parts of 
the picture are provided by: (a) the poor quality of textbooks, 
(b) the virtual absence of teacher education and (c) an exam-
ination system which focuses on the lowest common feature 
of all schools, that is, knowledge that can be acquired by 
rote.

Social science textbooks have traditionally been styled as 
a simple narration of facts. The idea that textbooks must 
provide a format which invites the active participation of 
students, has rarely been put into practice. Instead, there has 
been a linear monologue, punctuated only to check whether 
or not students have dutifully accepted what was uttered. 
Whenever any suggestion was offered for incorporation 
into the syllabus, it was added to the corpus. Thus, nothing 
got removed and the textbook grew into an encyclopaedia 
bearing two lines about everything under the sun. This may 
have made school textbooks good reference texts for those 
preparing for the civil services examination, but it also had 
the effect of worsening the textbooks as platforms for active 
learning. The cluttering up of the text with details only led 
to greater emphasis on memorizing all of them, since the 
examination could (and did) ask any bit of trivia. There was 
no time to try and deal refl ectively with all of them in the 
classroom.

Many educationists in and outside the NCERT understood 
this problem. The solution, however, proved elusive since it 
lay not only in the creation of better textbooks, but also in 
the creation of a matching pattern of examinations, as well as 
complementary teacher education. There was also the prob-
lem of fi nding teachers who themselves could (and would) 
go beyond passive learning. Education that emphasized the 
active learning of the child would be available only then.



To be sure, there were several exceptions. Individual teachers 
here and there rose above trying circumstances to heroically 
inspire their students. Some students, especially those with 
the right kind of family support, occasionally succeeded in 
fi nding meaning and joy, even in dense and turgid texts. But 
these were a tiny, miniscule proportion; the opportunities 
wasted were immense.

Yet, a composite, multi-pronged shift is not in the realm 
of the impossible. It was demonstrated, for instance, in the 
1980s by the non-governmental organization (NGO) Eklavya, 
which produced social science textbooks for grades 6 to 8 that 
focused on encouraging thinking and understanding, rather 
than rote. Eklavya combined innovative textbooks with 
teacher training, and rounded it off by getting the Madhya 
Pradesh government’s permission for a board examination 
that stayed away from questions which could be answered 
by unthinking or rote learning.

The State Councils for Educational Research and Training 
(SCERTs) of Kerala and Delhi, among others, took matters 
forward. And now, the NCERT has brought out a completely 
new generation of social science textbooks, unlike any which 
this national body brought out in the past. The NCERT to-
day works with the Central Board of Secondary Education 
(CBSE) to transform the examination pattern too. 

Teacher education, however, remains largely unattended to. 
With the NCERT’s textbooks being used in more than 9,000 
schools across the country, the sheer scale of the task is 
enormous. While some school chains—like the Kendriya 
Vidyalayas—do organize their own in-house teacher training, 
the majority of schools and teachers are largely thrown back 
on to their own resources. Not surprisingly, the majority of 
teachers may fi nd the new textbooks enigmatic; they may even 
try to teach these books just as the older ones were taught.

It is in this context that our book was written. This book has 
several objectives. One of them is to assist those teaching 
social sciences from grades 6 to 10 in understanding the 
premises behind the new generation of textbooks. We have 
therefore tried to prepare a book which can help teachers 
make the transition from the older kind of textbooks and 
their examination pattern into a new and much more 
enjoyable world of teaching.

We are also acutely aware of the limitations of our book. 
This book cannot replace a wide and comprehensive teacher 
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education programme aimed at the specifi cs of each school 
discipline. But we are confi dent that until such a programme 
emerges, the present book will fulfi l a certain need.

It is not just the social science teacher who fi nds the NCERT’s 
new textbooks radically different. Parents and children too 
are curious about these strangely colourful pages, their side 
remarks and their provocative questions. We have written for 
them too, knowing that their appreciation of the strategies 
and purposes of the textbooks is crucial. They may fi nd our 
book helpful in getting much more out of their experience 
with the new textbooks. 

The style of our book has been chosen keeping our reader-
ship in mind. It is designed so that the reader can dip in here 
and browse through there. The questions raised here are 
those which many teachers, parents and children often pose. 
A dialogic style has been chosen to make the book accessible 
and for easy understanding. Almost every page may stand 
by itself and when read in conjunction with its collateral sec-
tion, may also be part of a larger argument. Since the text is 
divided into sections meant for different kinds of readers, a 
certain degree of repetition was unavoidable. But that should 
not trouble any but the most thorough of critics, since even 
when the same issue is being discussed for another kind of 
reader, distinctive facets have inevitably emerged. 

Finally, there is a larger and bolder purpose behind the writ-
ing of this book. Too often, debates on education, textbooks 
and curricula have been limited to narrow circles of experts. 
These debates deserve to go much beyond such confi nes. As 
we argue elsewhere in this book, reposing too much faith in 
experts is dangerous. It is essential that teachers, parents and 
young people join the debate. These are not simple issues 
and we have tried to be true at least to the spirit of their 
complexity. The participation of those to whom education 
matters the most should not be through simplifi cations. We 
hope that this book will serve as an invitation to greater in-
volvement with educational change and thence to social 
change in India.
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Chapter 1

PARENTS

Examinations and Careers

 1 In India, the child participates in state-level and 
national-level exams for securing admission in 
good colleges or getting a job. How will these 
textbooks help my child? I am concerned.

Many parents, educators and students are aware of the 
damage caused by the pressure of such competitive exams. 
The student, instead of enjoying what she learns, is forced to 
focus only on what the examination requires and how best to 
satisfy that. In standard 12, this mania centres round sciences 
and mathematics, because of the competitive ‘entrance’ exams 
for joining engineering and medical courses. Fortunately,  
social sciences at schools do not suffer from the same fate. 
Those who learn and teach social sciences can therefore focus 
on getting young people to understand life—its social dimen-
sions and challenges.

 2 May be not in standard 12, but those who study 
social sciences too appear for competitive exams 
later in life. For science students too, there are 
competitive exams later with a social science 
component.

Yes, like the civil services examination, or the entrance exams 
of some universities and for social work courses. But they 
usually call for special preparation at that age (around or 
after graduation) and do not rely directly on the school cur-
riculum. Those who prepare for the civil services exam in 
India use school textbooks, but these books are only a part 
of the larger set of books they read.

The objective of a textbook is not to prepare students for a 
particular type of competitive exam, but to help students 
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Extract 1.1
Learning to Think

Source: NCERT history textbook, Our Pasts II, standard 7, 
p. 57.

Extract 1.2
Broadening their Vision

Source: NCERT history textbook, Our Pasts II, standard 7, 
p. 73.

face challenges in their adult lives. This is not to say that 
the new textbooks will not help in competitive exams later 
in life. But three or fi ve years after leaving school, students 
may not retain much of the factual details they read years 
ago. The new textbooks would have equipped them in terms 
of attitudes, and ways to analyse issues. The competitive 
exams too may change, in their type and pattern. The new 
textbooks popularize an approach that makes students 
skilled and fl exible (see Extracts 1.1 and 1.2). The new 
textbooks will develop students’ ability to put forward an 
argument, analyse a situation, or summarize and debate 
information given to them.

 3 How do the new textbooks help students face 
challenges in their adult lives?

Students should begin to enjoy thinking and enquiring about 
the social sciences—that is the aim of the new textbooks. 
In this process, the students also internalize a repertoire of 
concepts and knowledges, which they can deploy in various 
situations in real life. In contrast, students who slog only to 
memorize facts will be at a loss when asked to apply in real 
life what they have learnt. Typically, the memorizers freeze 
when they face the same issue (whether in an examination 
hall or in the world outside) from a different angle, or in a 
different language.

Parents Helping Kids at Home

 4 I did not study social sciences after 
school and I barely remember what 
was there in the text-books. Will I be 
able to use the new textbooks while 
teaching my child? 

Yes, certainly. These textbooks discuss everyday 
social, political and economic scenes. Compared 
to the earlier textbooks, the new textbooks are 
much more inviting for parents who wish to 
be involved in their child’s education. The new 
textbooks are readable and easy to understand, 
and a parent can actively participate in the 
child’s learning. 

Question 103
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How can parents help? The new textbooks encourage 
students to explore the world outside and connect it with 
what is written in the chapters. In this, parents—especially 
educated parents—can help the child. Parents who are not 
highly educated can encourage the child by sharing their 
own views of events. If parents start enjoying the textbooks, 
that may help children look at their own textbooks and 
studies positively. 

 5 If you have changed a lot of things, then it will be 
diffi cult for us parents, who are used to the older 
pattern, to adjust to the new books.

Defi nitely not! On the contrary, you might start enjoying 
schooling! The new textbooks are written in a style that any 
child can understand. All you need to do is to spend time 
with the child, think about the concepts and encourage the 
child to think instead of learning by rote. 

 6 Do you mean to say that a parent from any subject 
specialization can help the child use the new 
textbooks? 

Subject specialization helps. A parent who has studied eco-
nomics will have an edge while helping the child learn 
economics. Similarly, if the parent is an agriculture offi cer, 
she can comfortably discuss the government’s agricultural 
policies. Or if the parent is working in the mining industry, 
she can help with geography lessons. That is natural. But sub-
ject specialization is not essential. Every parent will fi nd 
something or the other that he or she can add to the child’s 
learning experience. As a parent who has lived longer than 
the child and seen more of the world, you might come up 
with more answers or a different answer. Do not dismiss 
what the child says, but make her aware of various other 
possibilities.

 7 Does helping my child also mean that I have to do 
his ‘projects’ for him? In my neighbourhood, one 
person sells the projects.

‘Projects’ are assigned to the child because activities (not 
just passive reading) enable the child to learn things well. 
So, you should not do the activity all by yourself for your 
child, or purchase a ready/fi nished project from a shop. You 
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should participate to help the child, but let him/her benefi t 
from the activity. 

In India, we have not fully explored this method of learning 
social sciences. Also, it might be easier to design meaningful 
activities in some subjects than in others (see Box 1.1). The 
new textbooks try to ensure that the activities are chal-
lenging but within the reach of the child.

 8 What roles are parents expected to play?

The parent is to be a resource person, who has experienced, 
read and heard about the social, political and economic 
events happening around the child. The parent is expected 
to be an active discussant and participant in the learning of 
the child. Parents’ sharing of experiences or awareness will 
help the child adapt to the needs of the textbook.

 9 How do the ‘projects’ and ‘activities’ help the child? 

Parents can contribute in such ‘learning by playing’. Not 
all concepts in the social sciences can have such physical, 
manifest models, but discussions and examples can be used 
in many ways. Political science or economics textbooks ask 
students to collect information of events around them (see 
Extract 1.3). The history textbook asks children to imagine 
and write about events mentioned in the textbook. These 
help the child understand and evaluate events.  

The National Politics of Textbooks

 10 When a political party comes to power, it changes 
textbooks prepared under the previous regime. 
Politicians are ruining the future of children. 

It is not fair (or correct) to view the new textbooks in that 
vein. Yes, the decision to produce new textbooks emerged 
out of the United Progressive Alliance (UPA) government’s 
belief that the previous government (the National Demo-
cratic Alliance [NDA] government) had inserted its own 
ideologies into school textbooks. And yes, there was un-
precedented political support given to taking a fresh look at 
school textbooks.

Box 1.1

Teaching through Activities

Teachers need to understand how to 
plan lessons so that children are chal-
lenged to think and to try out what they 
are learning, and not simply repeat 
what is told to them. A new problem is 
that in the name of ‘activities’ and ‘play 
way’ methods, a lot of learning is being 
diluted by giving children things to do 
that are far below their capability.

One concern is that, a focus on activ-
ities would become too time con-
suming, and make greater demands on 
teachers’ time. Certainly, doing activ-
ities requires that time be spent in 
planning and preparing for activities. 
Initially, teachers need to make an ef-
fort to establish the classroom culture 
for activities and to establish the rules 
that will govern the space and use of 
materials.

Source: Excerpted from the National Cur-
riculum Framework 2005.
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The political decision was followed by several educational 
decisions. India’s National Policy on Education provides 
for evaluating the National Curriculum Framework every 
fi ve years. For a long time it had been acknowledged that 
there were problems in the content and methods of teaching 
children, including in the NCERT textbooks. But reforms 
were slow to happen. The call for a fresh look presented 
an opportunity for large-scale changes. The new textbooks 

Extract 1.3
Learning about the Real World

Source: NCERT, economics textbook, Understanding Economic Development, 
standard 10, p. 13.
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should be seen as an attempt to address some of the issues in 
teaching children. Sensing the opportunity, many top-notch 
academics participated in the writing of textbooks.

 11 Textbooks are changed every few years because 
of confl icts between political parties and their 
ideologies. Are the new textbooks any different? 

The new textbooks are different in that they try to re-fashion 
the way teachers and students interact in the classroom. 
In the context you mention, the most debated is the history 
textbook; so, let us see how it has evolved.

All historians—whether nationalist, Marxist or Hindutva—
have their own interpretations of historical events. Each 
group can fi nd examples and information to re-create or re-
interpret the subject in line with their respective ideology. 
In textbooks, each can list out the events that matter most 
in their own ideological framework and replace one set of 
national heroes with another.

There were debates on how many sentences in the history 
textbook should be on the Aryans, Ashoka, Alexander, Akbar 
or Aurangzeb. So, as governments changed (and textbooks 
changed), the number of sentences on historical events and 
characters changed. But all along, there was no change or 
debate on the role of textbooks, their place in the classroom 
or their impact on examinations. Children were supposed 
to just memorize the information given in the textbook and 
reproduce it in the examination.

The new textbooks have resulted from another question—
how can textbooks reshape interaction between teachers 
and students in the classroom, so as to encourage students to 
think and weigh arguments (instead of only memorizing 
facts). So, while the earlier textbook writers debated whether 
to include particular bits of information (‘Did the people of 
Rig Vedic society eat beef?’), and their decision was guided 
by ideological preferences, the writers of the new text-
books focused on the learning of history—what is history, 
how does one learn about the past, what are the complexities, 
how does a historian work amidst them, and so on. The 
writers of the new textbooks, as they wrote, repeatedly asked 
themselves, ‘Is this relevant? Should the child learn this?’ 
The objective was not to merely balance various political 
interests.

 Question 40–53
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Box 1.2

In Kerala, Questions are in the New Style

An annual examination for class 7 had only nine 
questions—all ‘activities’. See how the questions 
test the child’s understanding, and not memory.

Activity 1
Endosulfan tragedy, scarcity of drinking water 
in Plachimada and Chikunguniya fever are three 
instances of social problems that emerged in 
our society due to the faulty development 
perspective. Make a table to show the ways in 
which soil, water and air are polluted in our 
surroundings. 

Activity 2
The table below shows the budget of a 
country:

Sector Budget allocation 

Health 120 crore
Education 150 crore
Housing 100 crore
Defence 630 crore 

(a) Do you consider this budget to be welfare-
oriented for the people? Why?

(b) What could be the reasons for allocating 
more money towards defence?

(c) Re-allocate the budget to make it welfare-
oriented for the people. 

Activity 3
Here are some news headlines of recent 
events. Classify them into ruling systems.

• Army captures power.
• Government calls for a meeting with 

organizations on strike and demanding 
higher salary.

• King Gyanendra to quit. Power to the 
people.

• United Front gains power with two-thirds 
majority.

• Saudi King dies, son takes over.
• Military coup in Fiji.

Source: From the annual examination question paper of 
standard 7, social science, Kasargod,  Kerala.

Different Boards and Compatibility 
between Them

 12 In the Indian school system, there are 
different streams, that is, different regional 
and national education ‘boards’ to which 
schools are affi liated. What will happen if 
I move to a new state, and my child joins 
another stream in that state? Will there be 
problems because my child was using the 
new textbooks?

We advise you to select a school that emphasizes the 
child’s active learning rather than rote learning.

When the child shifts from one school board to 
another, she will be forced to adjust to some new 
ways—rules, textbooks, language, and so on. If your 
child was using the new textbooks of the NCERT, she 
might face one problem. With the introduction of the 
new NCERT textbooks, the gap in quality between 
the NCERT books and those of some state boards 
has widened. Until those state boards catch up, your 
child will have to adjust to the old-style textbooks 
there. The good news is that some state boards 
are already using new-style textbooks and exam-
inations (see Box 1.2) that emphasize skill-building 
over information-building. Sooner or later, all school 
boards will move towards better models of teaching 
children and new-style textbooks.

Another textbook problem that the child will face 
is one due to a move from the NCERT to a state 
board and which was prevalent even in the case of 
old textbooks. State boards usually emphasize local 
heroes in history textbooks; the NCERT textbooks are 
less state-centric. Tipu Sultan or Shivaji would be a 
‘benevolent ruler’ in one state board’s textbook, an 
‘invader’ in another state board’s textbook, but in the 
NCERT textbook, neither. The child might therefore 
take some time to adjust to the textbooks in the new 
environment. This problem is not because of the 
new NCERT textbooks, but due to differences in the 
textbooks prepared by various state boards. But this 
is a minor problem. There will be continuities and 
commonalities too across textbooks.
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Please give the child time to adjust to the new environment 
and study material.

Textbook Reform All over the Country

 13 Have such textbooks been used elsewhere in the 
country?

There have been many attempts to bring out improved, 
child-centred school textbooks in India. For instance, the last 
two decades have seen radical changes in the textbooks of 
Kerala. The old-style dull, incomprehensible books have 
also begun to gradually disappear in Chhattisgarh and 
Assam. There have been subject-specifi c initiatives in the 
sciences and social sciences by Eklavya in Madhya Pradesh 
(see Extract 1.4). Similar innovations can be seen in the 
Krishnamurthy Foundation’s packages for various upper-
primary classes and in Digantar’s work in the primary 
schools of Rajasthan. Most Indian states have felt the pres-
sure to improve school textbooks and have dabbled in vari-
ous experiments (see Box 1.3). These programmes have 
included not only developing new materials for students, 
but also training, enabling and helping teachers to use the 
new materials in schools.

 14 Are the new NCERT textbooks different from 
these kinds of efforts?

The new NCERT textbooks draw upon the experiences and 
learnings of all these books. Many people involved in 
the innovative efforts in various states participated in the 
NCERT’s project and enriched the quality and depth of the 
new textbooks. Still, the new textbooks are different in two 
respects.

First, the new NCERT textbooks are aimed at being used all 
over India, not in any one state. In many states (Goa, Sikkim 
and Haryana, to name just three), there are no separate text-
books other than those published by the NCERT. 

Second, while there were changes in the state-level textbooks 
of some states, they continued to largely follow the National 
Curriculum Framework of 1986 and the syllabus suggested 
under it. The new NCERT textbooks follow the National 

Box 1.3

Using Local Contexts in Schools

Let us briefl y see what happened in 
Operation New Hope. It was primarily 
aimed at classes 1 to 5 in Ladakh. 

In this region of Jammu and Kashmir, 
till the late 1990s, less than 10 per cent 
of the students passed the national 
board exams in class 10. 

Why? Because education was in Urdu 
or English (languages unfamiliar to the 
children of Ladakh), and the national-
level textbooks the students used did 
not relate to the children’s social 
surroundings. These books described 
the ocean currents and monsoons, 
rainforests and mangroves; to children 
living in Ladakh—a cold desert created 
by a rain-shadow—these elements 
were alien. 

The new learning materials developed 
under Operation New Hope for 
primary school replaced the counting 
of unfamiliar coconut trees, rabbits, 
peacocks and mangoes with what 
the children saw around them: yaks, 
apricots, black-necked cranes and 
cheese. 

Their histories and close interactions 
with Lhasa or their being a part of 
the Silk Route had never been in 
national textbooks. The new books 
could incorporate such elements (See 
Extracts 1.5 and 1.6). The new books 
also described how the unique geo-
graphical features demanded special 
adjustments and infl uenced the way 
they built networks with the rest of 
the world, and how they evolved.
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Extract 1.4
Eklavya Used Pictures to Teach 

Source: Eklavya textbook, Social Studies, standard 8, part 1, p. 3.
Note: The exercise of examining this illustration made children more sensitive to historical changes in technology. Illustrations were 
not being used only to fi ll spaces and look pretty.
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Extract 1.5
Local Contexts: Everyday Work in Kashmir

Source: Jammu and Kashmir State Board of Education textbook, Environmental 
Studies, Part I for Class IV: A Textbook of Science for Children of Ladakh, pp. 75–76. 

Curriculum Framework (NCF) of 2005 and its syllabus, 
which are very different from the earlier framework and 
syllabus. 

 15 What had been the impact of the earlier inno-
vations in various states?

Overall, there was a better quality of learning. Students found 
the innovative books easier to read and understand. Teach-
ers found the books to have more examples and simpler lan-
guage, and hence easier to use in the classroom. Offi cials and 
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non-governmental organizations visited the innovating 
states and tried out similar improvements in their own 
states. Almost everywhere the feeling was, ‘This is the right 
direction to move.’ The new books had more and better 
images, and sections that retained the child’s attention in the 
classroom. Scholarly studies that evaluated the textbooks 
praised the efforts. 

But these innovations were scattered and the question was 
‘if such textbooks are good, why does not the NCERT also 
follow the same approach?’

Extract 1.6
Local Contexts: The Proud Produce of Kashmir

Source: Jammu and Kashmir State Board of Education textbook, Environmental 
Studies, Part I for Class IV: A Textbook of Science for Children of Ladakh, pp. 75–76.
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 16 Well, now the NCERT has also moved in that 
direction.

Yes, the NCERT has a special status in India and is considered 
the highest authority on what should (or should not) be 
taught. We expect that the NCERT example will encourage all 
states to make even bigger and more wide-ranging changes 
in their own textbooks. 

 17 But were there problems in the states due to the 
innovative textbooks?

The biggest problem was that they were new. Teachers were 
used to the old approach and were comfortable with it. 
Initially, they were unsure of how to use the new textbooks. 
But some teacher-training sessions and introductions to the 
basic philosophy of the innovative textbooks helped. After 
initial hiccups, teachers began to report that the children 
enjoyed these textbooks much more and learnt better than 
before. 

Many teachers felt that their own workload had increased. 
They agreed that the new ways of teaching would benefi t the 
students, but were unhappy about the effort (they thought) 
they had to make in the classroom. They also feared that 
reviewing homework would be tougher in the new approach. 
This teacher-workload problem remains an issue, especially 
in schools that are understaffed and where teachers are over-
worked or asked to do various non-teaching activities along 
with their routine work.

Across states, the best resolution to this uneasiness came from 
the students themselves. When teachers saw the signifi cant 
difference the textbooks had made in their students, they 
resisted less. 

 18 The textbooks will be used only in a few schools 
and not in all the schools of the country. Is it fair 
to ‘try’ the new books on one set of students, while 
other students (who will compete with them later 
in life) are not subjected to such ‘experiments’ or 
‘trials’? Will this affect their competitiveness?

Nowadays, most children attend coaching classes to prepare 
for competitive examinations. These classes drill the students 
in the pattern of questions expected in that particular exam. 
However, if the exam organizers change the pattern of 
questions, such children will fi nd themselves lost.

 Question 94
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In contrast, the new NCERT textbooks raise the basic quality 
of the child’s learning. Children who have studied the new 
NCERT textbooks will bring to the examination hall a deeper 
understanding of things and a more active way of thinking. 
All else being equal, such students will have an edge over 
others in competitive examinations. They will also be better 
placed to face challenges in real life. 

 19 Do school teachers in India have the skills or the 
attitude to use the new textbooks?

The best institutions preparing professional teachers sup-
port the well-established skills and attitudes required for 
teaching the new NCERT textbooks. For instance, you will 
fi nd this in the excellent Bachelor in Elementary Education 
(B.El.Ed.) programme run in several colleges in Delhi. 
Similar principles and practices are taught in the Bachelor 
of Education (B.Ed.) programme of the Central Institute 
of Education of the University of Delhi and several other 
places. In the earlier state- and local-level initiatives, teacher- 
training was a part of the textbook reform programme. 
Through training, teachers were re-oriented and familiarized 
with the new and innovative approach. 

But teacher education in India, in general, is on a weak foot. 
Many B.Ed. centres and courses are ineffective in equip-
ping teachers to be more child-centred, or to meaningfully 
engage with the children in a classroom. It is clear to all that 
we cannot stop with merely developing a better set of text-
books. Teacher education too needs to be revamped across 
the country. 

Meanwhile, for the new textbooks, national-level teacher 
training has been visualized. Also, in most new textbooks, 
there are instructions to teachers on how to use the books 
in the classroom. The NCERT has brought out a sourcebook 
for teaching and learning in primary schools. It has also held 
video conferencing with the Regional Institutes of Education. 
Resource books for teachers in middle and high schools will 
probably be brought out.

 20 What problems are teachers likely to face while 
teaching the new textbooks?

First, teachers will realize that their old way of teaching is 
insuffi cient. The objective of the earlier textbooks was to 
enable children to recall facts and fi gures. The emphasis 
of the new textbooks is on developing the child’s thinking 
capabilities. So, it is not enough for the teacher to possess 
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lots of information; she too must think actively such that her 
students develop their own thinking abilities.

Second, the teacher is likely to face diffi culty due to the 
newness of the text. It will take time to get acquainted with 
the new materials, methods and examples in the textbooks. 
The teacher is expected to use a textbook to engage the stu-
dents and stimulate their thoughts. The textbook is not merely 
a bundle of information to be read aloud and explained in 
an information-fi lling manner. So the teacher herself has to 
read the textbook, resolve her own problems with the text, 
and then use it with the students.

Third, the teacher is likely to face a workload problem. 
Checking identical answers can be done quickly and easily. 
In the new textbooks, there are many open-ended scenarios 
where various children are expected to write different 
answers (there is no ‘single, correct’ answer). Reading diverse 
answers and checking whether students have grasped the 
concepts takes more time and effort. In this situation, the 
teacher’s task as an evaluator will not be as easy as it was 
in the past. On the other hand, teachers would now enjoy 
teaching more (see Extract 1.7).

Extract 1.7
E-mail from a Teacher

Source: The NCERT political science textbooks team.

 See also the chapter on Teachers
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 21 Many school teachers may have educational 
qualifi cations but are not interested in teaching the 
subject in an exciting manner. They do not share 
the enthusiasm of the textbook writers. What can 
parents do in such situations?

Perhaps one must not blame the teachers too much for this 
situation. There are too many odds against which teachers 
struggle—tyrannical principals, low salaries, poor social rec-
ognition, continuously racing against time in the classroom, 
carrying work home, and so on. Parents should therefore 
compliment and complement the efforts of teachers. 

Luckily, a parent can inspire the child, in many ways. And 
as a parent, you will fi nd the new textbooks easier to read 
than the old textbooks. The new textbooks contain several 
examples from everyday life; they are not dense paragraphs 
of information that can be deciphered only with some 
theoretical understanding of the subject. 

Please spend time with your child, and together, go through 
the textbooks. Discuss the examples. While your child does 
the activities asked in the textbooks, sit along with her. 
Reluctant teachers (the kind you are worried about) usually 
skip the activities or tackle them without seriousness. But it 
is through such activities and examples that the child devel-
ops her understanding (see Extract 1.8). Remember that 
participating in such learning processes is also a great way 
to spend evenings together; it is more fun than watching 
television programmes and advertisements with her.

 22 Why do I need to study the social sciences? People 
grow up and fi nd out these things by themselves, 
don’t they?

Yes, people usually learn from their experiences in daily lives. 
Such learning can be profound but it can also be disjointed 
and incomplete. They may not fi nd out some things at all. 
Take for example, the widespread sympathy for the idea of 
dictatorship. When frustrated, many feel that democracy is 
a noisy and dirty affair, and perhaps it would be better to 
live under a dictator. But have these people lived under a 
dictator? Wouldn’t they like to have some control over the 
local politician? 

In this case, it will help if we systematically study dem-
ocracy’s benefi ts and problems. That way we will prize 
more dearly what we have and work hard towards realizing 
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its potential. After all, a dictator rules as he wishes; it is only 
in a democracy that the rulers are forced to pay attention to 
people’s wishes. 

 23 Are not these books a kind of government pro-
paganda, trying to give a goody-goody picture of 
government and democracy?

The new textbooks are full of open-ended questions. Take 
for example the Democratic Politics textbook for standard 9. 
Here is a twist to Abraham Lincoln’s famous defi nition of 
democracy (see Extract 1.9).

Is that a goody-goody picture?

 24 Hmm…the cartoon on page 34 of that textbook 
is very sad and cynical. It shows a Canadian 
saying, ‘We voters are angry and we’re not going 

Extract 1.8
Discuss with your Child

Source: NCERT economics textbook, Understanding Economic Development, 
standard 10, p. 7.

Extract 1.9
Questions that Connect to Reality

Source: NCERT political science textbook, 
Democratic Politics, standard 9, p. 24.
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to take anymore. The Liberals have been arrogant. 
They’ve broken our trust in government. They 
stole our money. So, on June 28, we’re going to do 
what Canadians do best. We’re going to vote them 
back in.’

Yes. That cartoon was published in Canada just before the 
2005 parliamentary elections, when everyone including 
the cartoonist, expected the Liberal Party to win again. 
But the Liberals lost that election. The textbook poses the 
question, ‘Is this cartoon an argument against democracy 
or for democracy?’ Yes, the cartoon is sad and cynical, but 
that is how many people feel when they look at the kind 
of democracy and political system they have, isn’t it? The 
textbook tries to say that we cannot stop there. We have 
the choice and the chance to understand, and to improve 
matters. 

 25 Do we have to say such things to children?

The readers of the standard 9 book are in their teens. They 
know what is going on around them. Ask them about 
corruption in their town or village, and some might even tell 
you how much a local neta or offi cial takes for getting some 
work done. Not to acknowledge things like corruption will 
make the children even more cynical. It is better to accept 
our reality and then search for the pathways of hope. 

 26 Where is the basis of hope? Our democracy seems 
mired in petty politics and corruption. No one 
seems to get justice and only the rich and the 
powerful fl ourish. 

Yes, there is great injustice in our country—injustice in too 
many ways to count—in wealth, in gender, in commu-
nity, in caste, and so on. And yes, when we look around, 
it seems diffi cult to sustain a sense of hope. When gutters 
are choked, politicians promise to clean them, but disappear 
only to make the same promise fi ve years later. Our babus 
are corrupt and keep fi nding new ways to seek bribes. We 
ourselves sometimes discriminate against certain groups of 
people. We marginalize communities and push them into 
ghettoes, by our suspicion and our jibes. 

Yet, the impression that things are static is false. Things are 
changing, slowly but surely. And one of the most important 
processes driving that change is democracy.
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 27 Do you think we have really improved since India 
won her freedom? 

Yes, we have improved a lot since 1947. But our freedom 
is incomplete. Mahatma Gandhi pointed out that merely 
pushing out the British would not mean swaraj. Swaraj would 
come only when we learnt to rule ourselves. By winning 
freedom we commonly refer to freedom from the British. 
But actually our people continue to be largely unfree. 

 28 What is freedom?

That is a big question. Freedom is about being able to realize 
all your potential. It means being able to discover your 
talents and then being able to develop them fully. Its absence 
is easier to recognize. If a writer wishes to write in a certain 
way, but is told not to, we can see that her freedom is being 
curtailed. To a girl who is good in science, but goes to a badly 
equipped village school with ill-trained teachers, freedom is 
being denied. In an educated youth who is searching for but 
unable to get a job, we can see that freedom is missing. After 
all, we wanted freedom from the British because they were 
curtailing our growth.

 29 But textbooks cannot create freedom. You need 
political struggles, you need people to go out and 
get into face-offs with oppressors, you need big 
economic changes...

Yes, you need all that. But without people who understand 
reality, where are you? Without people who speak up, face 
adversity with courage and penetrate lies, how can anything 
change? We need decency, honesty and courage. And those 
are the qualities that good school education encourages.

 30 You mean social science textbooks will do all this?

Textbooks, especially the new ones, try to do this. Some parts 
work, some do not. The new textbooks encourage children 
to keep their minds open, learn to think freely and critically, 
and be constructive. The new textbooks prompt children 
to examine any question from as many angles as they can, 
and ask ‘who benefi ts from a practice’ (like one-person, one-
vote) and ‘who loses from it’ (see Extract 1.10).
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Extract 1.10
Learning to See Deeper Truths

Source: NCERT social science textbook, Social and Political Life-II, standard 7, p. 6.
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A Constructive Approach

 31 Talking about freedom without talking about 
duties makes me nervous. 

Yes, it is futile to talk of freedom without duties. All of us 
should restrain ourselves in certain ways for freedom to 
exist. For freedom of speech, I should learn to speak, but 
also learn to keep quiet (while others are speaking). What 
is important is to learn why a duty is important. Merely 
following a duty because one is told to follow it will soon 
lead to enslavement. We should not encourage passivity or 
submissiveness. What we seek is a society where rules and 
regulations are carefully planned for the convenience and 
benefi t of all. We seek a society where people are willing to 
re-examine whether the rules meet their purpose. 

 32 How can a teenager make out which duties are 
constructive and which are meant to control or 
manipulate?

Since there is no list of ‘good’ or ‘bad’ duties and rules, a good 
way is to keep your mind open, and learn to think freely 
and critically. Learn to examine any question from as many 
angles as you can, and ask who benefi ts from a practice (like 
‘one-person, one-vote’) and who loses from it. 

 33 Why do we need open and critical thinking for 
being constructive? 

We need to try out new ways of doing things that may give 
greater justice and freedom to our people. By emphasizing 
openness and critical thinking, we are more likely to become 
innovative and positive-thinking people. If people follow 
orders without understanding why the orders must be fol-
lowed, or when people blindly imitate tradition, who will 
explore and experiment?

 34 How can open thinking be taught?

One way to close people’s minds is to have very few ques-
tions. Another way is to tell the student reader, ‘Just learn 
the single, correct answer and repeat that answer in the 
examination. Don’t think of anything else. Focus on the of-
fi cial answers.’ 

Instead, the new textbooks adopt an open approach (see 
Box 1.4). Look at the Democratic Politics textbook for standard 
9. It has an unusually large number of questions at the end of 

Box 1.4

Questions to Encourage Thinking 

The question ‘What is democracy?’ 
appears open-ended. But it is really 
not so because the textbook has 
given a defi nition (‘democracy is a 
system of government in which…’), 
has explained it in one paragraph, and 
we have asked the student to write 
the ‘offi cial answer’. We are not en-
couraging her to think.  

Instead, the new textbook adopts an 
open approach. It asks the student 
‘Consider the following facts about a 
country and decide if you would call it 
a democracy. Give reasons to support 
your decision.’

Such questions have no ‘offi cial 
answers’ that the student can ‘mug up’. 
Various students may give different 
answers. The question forces each 
student to weigh the facts, apply his 
understanding of ‘what is democracy?’, 
and arrive at a conclusion. In this way, 
the new textbook encourages open 
and critical thinking.
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each chapter. In this textbook, there is often no single, correct 
answer to the questions in the chapters. What is important 
is for the student to understand what the ideas or concepts 
mean. She can then learn to apply that understanding and 
look at situations from various angles. The large number of 
questions gives students practice in thinking for themselves. 
The textbook avoids defi ning ‘offi cial questions’ or offering 
‘offi cial answers’ for rote learning. 

 35 Why should people learn to be critical? Isn’t that a 
negative attitude?

To be critical does not mean merely to point out fl aws or to 
be cynical about everything. It has a deeper meaning, com-
ing from the dialogues of Socrates, from the questioning of 
Prajapati by Indra in the Aittriya Upanishad and from the 
modern approach of trying to improve upon everything. It 
means asking questions to gain a deeper and higher under-
standing. Further, it means using that deeper understanding 
to ask how a better state of affairs can be created. For example, 
it means to ask why the panchayat should function through a 
committee, and why full powers should not be given only to 
the sarpanch. It means thinking through the dangers and the 
benefi ts. To be critical, in this sense, means to ask whether 
rules and procedures are doing their job and how we can 
improve upon them. It implies the comparing of alternative 
forms and a continuous search for a better state of affairs. 
This kind of critical approach is not cynically negative, but a 
necessary condition for being positive and constructive.

Just the Textbook Alone?

 36 Are you not expecting too much out of what are, 
after all, just textbooks?

Yes, just reading a school textbook will not lead to all these 
changes (see Extract 1.11). Just reading about democracy is 
hardly enough to ensure that I will begin to practise it in 
my own life. If that had been true, then we should have 
been turning out ideal citizens in millions, from our schools. 
Often, our schools end up teaching bad civic attitudes—bow 
down before people in power, learn to live with irrational 
rules, be self-centred, do not care about what is happening 
around you, and so on.
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 37 What must accompany such textbooks if democ-
racy is really to be encouraged?

There must be workshops which sensitize teachers to the 
textbooks’ key issues like freedom, equality and democracy. 
Teachers should read about issues, and meet each other to 
discuss and work out their own understandings. Alongside, 
there should take place a rethinking of the culture of the 
school so that it too teaches democratic values. That is why 

Extract 1.11
Beyond Textbooks

Source: From NCERT political science textbook, Democratic Politics, standard 9, p. 105.
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so many questions in the book are designed to lead toward 
refl ecting upon the conditions that exist in the children’s own 
schools. Teachers who themselves live in a very undemo-
cratic environment can hardly be expected to exemplify 
healthy behaviour. We have schools that treat teachers like 
machines. Then why should we be surprised if students 
become regimented and cynical? Such a culture is the enemy 
of democracy. For a strong and healthy democracy, we need 
not just good textbooks, but also democratic schools.

 38 Is it not too much to expect that? I mean, it is dif-
fi cult to run a school, and now, you are arguing for 
democracy in schools! 

Many people are moving in the direction of democratic edu-
cation. People in government bodies like the NCERT keep 
asserting in their documents that good education is demo-
cratic education. People in non-governmental organizations 
like Eklavya, Digantar and Kerala Sastra Sahitya Parishad; 
in trusts like the ICICI Social Initiatives Group and Sir Ratan 
Tata Trust; in research organizations like the Home Bhabha 
Centre for Science Education and the Centre for Environment 
Education; and in many others—are trying to contribute to 
these changes in a variety of ways.

 39 Several of the new textbooks do not always give 
a rosy picture of India. In fact, they discuss social 
ills, political corruption and poverty. The old text-
books did not highlight such ‘bad’ things. Why is 
there a change now?

School textbooks are written in a governmental-bureaucratic 
environment. People involved—bureaucrats, teachers and 
textbook writers—wish to avoid controversy. They fear that 
a government textbook which admits to corruption in India 
would be raised as an issue in Parliament. So, all play safe 
by talking about the rules of the present system, glossing 
over its weaknesses and discouraging any talk of alternative 
systems of governance. 

Another reason is that textbook writers are sometimes ignor-
ant of new and key debates in their subject. So they stick to 
traditional ideas and skip new topics and concerns. Sadly, in 
India, many leading experts have the attitude that writing 
textbooks is a cheap activity that reduces their prestige. But 
this time, the NCERT succeeded (to an extent) in roping 
in a much larger circle of experts, who boldly wrote about 
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their subjects from a fresh perspective. By not talking about 
the problems of India, we actually weaken our children’s 
education. Only when we are aware of our problems can we 
gird ourselves up to fi nd their solutions.

Confl icts and Controversies Over Textbooks

 40 Whenever a new government is formed, the Op-
position always complains that the ruling party’s 
ideology is being put into the textbooks.

Nowadays political parties show interest in school textbooks, 
much more than in the past. Their interest is usually in how 
the textbooks agree or differ with their own political ideology. 
Are their political heroes mentioned in the textbooks and 
what is said about them? Has anything unsavoury been said 
in the textbooks about certain communities? How have the 
textbooks presented the history and origins of India, and her 
various communities? These are what they ask. Typically, 
they raise questions of national or regional identity. Rarely 
do issues of education get addressed.

It is not only the political parties that ignite controversies. By 
fi ling public interest litigation, people drag the judiciary too 
into textbook controversies. 

 41 Why cannot the experts just sit together and write 
whatever is true? These debates on what should or 
should not be taught in school are confusing. 

There is no agreement on what is ‘true’. Education is all about 
cultural issues on which even serious thinkers have differ-
ent points of view. For instance, should we teach children 
that consumerism is good for us, or should we teach that it 
is bad? It is consumerism that is creating so many new jobs. 
At the same time, it may be making us more prone to greed, 
jealousy and superfi ciality. So what should we teach about 
it? How do we want to portray modern industry and the 
economy?

 42 Are these questions so diffi cult to resolve? Have 
not experts already resolved them? 

In the fi rst place, we do not have many ‘experts’ on these 
matters. We have a society where there is an increasing em-
phasis on technology and fi nance. In such a society, little 
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encouragement is given to developing a serious under-
standing and study of moral or social issues. Second, on 
such issues, even the best scholars are not confi dent that 
they are right. 

 43 Why should the best scholars feel uncertain? They, 
at least, should know what they are talking about.

Knowledge is closely tied to our social life and the context in 
which that knowledge is to be used. Let us consider, say, the 
teaching of obedience to elders. This may make a lot of sense 
in a society where little change is taking place and where 
the elders always know considerably more than the young. 
But in a society where change is taking place rapidly, the elders 
may not know best. It is quite possible that the young may 
pick up more useful ideas from elsewhere. In this situation 
there may still be a person who insists that the knowledge 
of the elders is right. It is possible that at an unconscious 
level he may be wanting to uphold the authority of the older 
generation. 

The relation between a society’s structure and knowledge 
is especially tricky because it often operates below our 
consciousness. Scholars studying culture and power have 
explored this problem in detail. We usually realize only dimly 
how much our social context affects our understanding. 
The better scholars know this danger and are cautious of 
sweeping judgements. It is quite diffi cult to be sure that 
my stand is because I am right, and not because my social 
experiences are making me see everything through tinted 
lenses.

 44 Do you mean that each group, each class and each 
caste sees things differently?

No, they do not have a completely different view of the world 
from each other. Many, if not most, understandings overlap 
each other. The community I am part of, however, leaves a 
deep impact on how I can see or understand various issues. 
Consider if, for instance, my group’s sense of identity rests 
upon a hero who lived in the past. Suppose I discover some 
evidence that he was also a human being, with the ordinary 
weaknesses and failings of all human beings. My tendency 
would be to fi nd ways to ignore that evidence and to feel 
uncomfortable about it. I would tend to continue to believe 
what I held earlier. If somebody insisted on talking about 
the failings of my hero, I would slip into a suspicion of the 
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motives behind the criticism. Perhaps they are intended to 
slight me, or my community…

 45 That may be possible when one is talking about 
history. But how can there be different group 
views on the government and current affairs?

There is greater diversity of views on current affairs than 
on what happened in history. Suppose a piece of land is to 
be taken over by the government for building a dam or a 
factory. There can be several points of view. If I identify with 
those who are building the factory, then I may believe that 
it is good for the country and that it will lead to wealth and 
development, and so on. If I identify with those who are 
being evicted from their lands, I may believe that this is 
injustice, it is leading to the downfall of the country, it will 
lead to greater crime and unhappiness, and so on. The class 
or group I am part of will have some effect on what I believe. 
Of course, I can rise above all this and try to apply deeper and 
higher principles. But for that, I need to have internalized 
the idea of truth and the ways to move closer to it. 

When one looks at current affairs, it is clear that there are 
different points of view. It is diffi cult to decide which one of 
them to support or which one to teach children.

 46 If there is such a difference of opinion among 
various groups, should not it be the duty of the 
government to decide what is right and teach only 
that? 

A government does not stand independent of or aloof from 
society. It is made up of people like you and me, who are 
more sympathetic to the interests of one group or the other. 
There is hardly any guarantee that the government will 
always only do what is right. 

In the case of acquiring land for building a factory, for in-
stance, the government may be closer to big industrialists 
than to small farmers. It would then tend to lean in one 
direction on grounds other than justice or fairness or devel-
opment. However, a democratic government, which works 
in democratic ways by consulting various points of view, 
is less likely to display such behaviour. By the way, that is 
another big reason to support democracies—it is easier for 
them to avoid speaking only in the voice of one class or one 
community.
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 47 Isn’t there something called ‘reality’? If we were to 
believe you, there would be no certainty left in the 
world.

We do not mean to suggest that the world is a mirage swim-
ming before our eyes. There is a reality behind all this. The 
tricky part, though, is fi nding out what exactly it is (see 
Extracts 1.12 and 1.13).

Extract 1.12
The World Upside Down?

Source: NCERT history textbook, Our Pasts-II, standard 7, p. 1.
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There are many ways to discover reality. Science seems to 
lead them in reliability, but there is some merit in the other 
ways too. We cannot claim that science or any other way 
has reached the fi nal truth. For that matter, this is one of 
the special characteristics of science—it accepts that it must 
always be incomplete. One seeks only a better approximation 
of the truth.

 48 Are you trying to say that all kinds of knowledge 
are equally true? 

Not at all. Not equally. Science-based knowledges are more 
trustworthy. They go through a process of extensive testing 
and must survive a process of being banged around by very 

Extract 1.13
Or, Is this the World Upside Down?

Source: NCERT history textbook, Our Pasts-II, standard 7, p. 2.
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critical reviewers. But we cannot argue that only the sciences 
have something worthwhile to say, or that only one method 
of science is suitable for all situations, or that there is nothing 
worth learning from other kinds of knowledge.

 49 Humility and tentativeness may all be fi ne in 
the case of scholars, but no government can rule 
without an iron fi st. Should not the government 
take a stand and enforce it? 

On many matters, the government takes positions, makes 
laws and enforces rules. When the government is in a situ-
ation where the slightest delay can cause a disaster, it should 
indeed act immediately and without any half-heartedness. 
But should the government act like that all the time? One of 
the reasons why a democracy can provide a better govern-
ment is that it calls upon the latter to consult widely and to 
refl ect before it acts. On subjects like knowledge and scholar-
ship, the government should not take a stand on every issue 
or bring about a law. Why should an iron fi st imprison the 
human mind or advancement of knowledge?

 50 People cannot act wisely on their own. Don’t gov-
ernments have to act fi rmly?

To become people who act wisely, we should encourage a 
culture of reason and of dialogue. Most people talk about the 
importance of education for careers and for equality. Edu-
cation is important for creating a better culture too. Through 
the social sciences, we can move towards a culture that uses 
reason, evidence and dialogue to decide matters. 

 51 Do you mean to say that I need to decide things on 
my own and not rely on experts?

We need people who have specialized knowledge. But we 
should also be able to understand what those experts say. 
Only then can we choose between competing advice from 
two experts, for instance. We need not yield control of our 
lives to others, however ‘expert’ they may be.

 52 Is it inevitable that there will be politics and con-
troversy over school textbooks?

Tugs of war are inevitable over what should or should not 
be said. Note that there are many issues here—between the 
interests of classes, on prioritizing the cultures of certain 
castes over others, on whether to treat the town superior to 
the village, on the portrayal of men and women, and so on. 

Do we have ‘reality’ in 
science? How do we defi ne 
a planet? Can the number 
of planets go up or down?



Teaching Social Science in Schools  30

When people talk about politics in the textbook, they forget 
all these and refer only to politicians who focus on a narrow 
range of issues (portrayal of government or ideologies). They 
hardly ever talk about other layers of politics in the school 
textbook—for example, whether to promote democracy or 
bury it under the dull teaching of rules and regulations.

 53 So, must one live with the idea of teaching only 
one partisan point of view?

Not at all. One should strive to teach the truth to children. 
But that striving should refl ect the nature of truth itself. It 
must embody tolerance of other points of view, as well as a 
primary focus on evidence and reason. It must encourage 
processes of dialogue and debate.



Chapter 2

TEACHERS

Textbooks and Teacher Autonomy

 54 Over the years, I have seen changes in the way I 
am expected to teach. What is expected of me by 
the new textbooks?

Yes, the way in which social science is taught has changed 
over the decades (see Box 2.1).

There can be two situations. Situation 1 is where textbooks 
are not used. Here, to gain information, the child is almost 
wholly dependent on the teacher’s knowledge. Situation 2 
is where there is too much emphasis on textbooks and the 
questions in them; the teacher loses all freedom and education 
becomes over-guided by examinations; and uniformity in 
evaluation. Even the child who gets good marks does not 
really learn.

Much is lost in these situations. In Situation 1, the teacher 
is able to provide examples or information relevant to the 
child, but we cannot be sure of the quality of what transpires 
in the classroom. In Situation 2, a rigid system of uniformity 
prevents the teacher from meaningfully interacting with 
the child in her social and environmental context. The new 
textbooks try to bridge the two problems—the textbooks 
ensure a certain quality but give space to the teacher.

 55 There seems to be no teacher autonomy even in 
the new method to teach social science.

Like any textbook anywhere, the new textbooks too control 
the interaction between a teacher and a student. The textbook 
and the examination limit the ways a teacher transacts busi-
ness in the classroom.

The ideal of teacher autonomy—a teacher determining the 
content and methods of teaching—remains a distant one. It 

Box 2.1

A Teacher’s Experience

I have been teaching social sciences 
for about 30 years.

When I was a student in school, we did 
not have any social science textbooks. 
When I began teaching, the children 
brought textbooks but we teachers 
were told by our headmaster not to 
use textbooks in the classroom. So I 
used to make my own ‘lesson plans’ and 
lecture in the classroom. From mem-
ory, I used to tell children whatever 
was in the textbook. I also used to 
dictate the answers to the children.

A few years later, the headmaster 
changed and I began using the text-
books in the classroom. In these text-
books, there was a set of questions at 
the end of the chapter or textbook. It 
was suffi cient for me to get the chil-
dren to underline or ‘bracket’ the pas-
sages which formed the answers to 
those questions. Sometimes I got the 
children to scribble ‘imp.’ (important) 
or ‘v. imp.’ (very important) on the mar-
gins of the text. Students used to study 
those sentences and got good marks. 
Now textbooks have changed again!

Source: As narrated by a teacher from Indore.



Teaching Social Science in Schools  32

calls for many interventions, not just designing better text-
books. What is the reality?

1. In India, it is very diffi cult to get supporting materials 
that are child-friendly. Hence, a teacher in even a big city, 
leave alone other places, cannot equip herself with good 
materials for the class.

2. In India, teachers are expected to be profi cient in teach-
ing all social science subjects (school-level), irrespective 
of their subject specializations during graduation or 
higher studies. It is diffi cult for a teacher to identify and 
use relevant materials in each class or standard.

3. In India, teacher training or college education do not suf-
fi ciently equip students (that is, teachers of the future) 
to assess children’s needs or imagine how a curriculum 
should be designed.

We believe that the new textbooks give space and freedom to 
a teacher to be creative and enterprising. At the same time, 
we are aware of external limits on the teacher’s creativity.

 56 Why is it that the teacher has very little space for 
creativity in our schools today?

Historically, schooling systems emerged in different ways in 
various countries. In many countries of Europe, schooling 
was not centralized till the nineteenth century. Children went 
to a teacher and learnt what the teacher thought was useful. 
Then as the state became powerful, it decided to regulate 
the education system through examinations. This made it 
necessary to have a certain uniformity across regions. That 
probably led to the current system of syllabi and textbooks. 
But in many of these countries, teachers continue to prepare 
the students in their own ways for the examinations. In 
India, examinations became the predominant driving force; 
a narrow focus on textbooks was seen as the only way in 
which examinations could be handled.

 57 So you agree that you cannot blame just the teach-
ers for all this! After all, it is the examination that 
determines how we teach the children.

Ha! Ha! Agreed. Before we discuss examinations, can we con-
sider another aspect of your fi rst question? How can the new 
textbooks be taught best? To understand how to teach, we 
must recognize what has changed. These are new types of 
social science books with very different content.
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How to Teach

Changes in Content

 58 How has the content of the history textbook 
changed?

History textbooks were largely chronological narratives. 
One would fi nd the changing boundaries of empires and 
the successive dynasties of kings and queens. Their social, 
economic and religious policies and war strategies would be 
given, along with the dates and places sprinkled here and 
there. These details largely formed the content of the history 
textbooks. There was an underlying theme—critical treat-
ment of colonial masters, but celebration of the freedom 
struggle and its heroes.

The new textbooks focus on basic processes of history:

1. Instead of kings and queens, the textbooks narrate 
the growth of agriculture and industry and how they 
changed people’s lives. To understand processes, a few 
representative situations are examined and children are 
not burdened with exhaustive details of everything that 
happened everywhere. The belief is that children must 
understand the basic processes and not get lost in the 
details of who, when or where.

2. There is a sharper awareness of the lives of ordinary 
people, something which only rarely appeared in the old 
textbooks. What did people wear, what did they play, 
how did they live?

3. The underlying theme is the self-consciousness of the 
craft of a historian. The conventional way of teaching 
history was to present it as fi nished and fi nal facts. 
Children never got a feel of how history was actually 
discovered and interpreted. The new textbooks focus 
on how history is written by historians. Children are 
introduced to how evidence is collected and examined, 
including how different evidences are weighed when 
they appear contradictory.

 59 What has happened to civics? Where did it go?

Civics has been done away with and replaced by a Social 
and Political Life textbook (for the middle school) and Pol-
itical Science and Economics textbooks (for the high school). 
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One could add ‘economic life’ to the title of the middle-
school book. In all of these, there is a shift in the way civics 
is taught.

Earlier, civics was largely a description of political institu-
tions, with social and economic institutions mentioned here 
and there. Studying political institutions meant memorizing 
a long list of rules and regulations which formed the basis 
of these institutions (for example, powers and functions of 
the executive, qualifi cations of legislators). There was also 
an attempt to inform the child of all the good things that the 
government did to tackle various problems in society since 
independence. Yet, despite trying to inform the child in such 
painful detail, little got translated into daily life. The child 
found it diffi cult to identify with the processes talked about 
because little of that information matched the politics she 
observed around herself. Students and teachers complained 
that the civics textbook was the most ‘textbookish’—distant 
and formal (see Box 2.2).

In the new textbooks, there is a shift of focus from rules to-
wards basic principles. The assumption is that if children can 
understand the basic principles—like equality, diversity, and 
democracy—which underlie India’s Constitution and should 
guide public life, then children will be better placed to under-
stand the rules of the Parliament and the government. De-
tails of rules and regulations have been reduced; instead, 
chapters focus on developing an understanding of the basic 
issues. Examples have been chosen from across the world to 
give children a wider and better perspective. Also, there are 
new chapters on dimensions of public life which are central 
to our daily existence, like the nature of economic life and 
the role played by the market. Children are taught to be con-
scious of the effects of the media and how the media affect 
the way we look at ourselves and the world.

 60 Why were not the older textbooks as lively as the 
new ones?

Two reasons come to mind immediately:

1. The new textbooks are colourful and have lots of images, 
which have been used purposefully. In the past, resources 
to design textbooks were scarce. Today, it is easier to get 
visuals quickly. Similarly, printing books in colour but en-
suring a reasonable price is possible now, unlike in the past.

Box 2.2

Criticisms of the Old Civics

An enlightened mind accepts a 
principle only after examining it from 
several perspectives. This is the basis 
of science. It is also necessary that 
people examine their beliefs against 
the touchstone of reality. Compact 
and dense textbooks do not seem to 
be encouraging this. There is much 
scope for improvement in this regard. 
Critical engagement with ideas needs 
to be increased.

Source: ‘The image of the citizen in NCERT’s 
Civics textbooks’, Amman Madan, Shaikshanik 
Sandarbh, May–June 1995, pp. 88–94.
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2. The new textbooks have benefi ted from many recent, 
smaller initiatives to design textbooks. So today, there 
are more specialists and more expertise in the designing 
of children’s textbooks.

 61 Geography looks much the same, though.

Yes, the geography textbooks of the NCERT have not changed 
as much as the others have. Compared to the new textbooks 
of the NCERT, the middle school textbooks designed by Lok 
Jumbish in Rajasthan and Eklavya in Madhya Pradesh have 
rethought more on how geography should be taught. The 
content, choice of images and the narrative style of NCERT’s 
middle and high school textbooks are of the old pattern.

Changing the Teaching Style

 62 You have broadly described how the content of 
the textbooks has changed. How should teaching 
itself be changed?

So far, you have been teaching a subject in the following ways:

1. Lecturing—where, you speak and the children listen.

2. Reading out—where, you or a child reads the text aloud 
in the classroom.

3. Paraphrasing—where, in your own words, you para-
phrase those textbook sentences which you consider 
important.

4. Underlining or bracketing—where, you ask the children 
to mark the important sentences in the textbook.

5. Dictating—where, you read aloud your own notes 
(typically, the answers to questions in the textbook) and 
ask the children to jot them down in their notebooks.

6. Reviewing—where, you ask the children to recall the 
answers or notes dictated by you.

These methods involve no real student-teacher interaction. 
They are teacher-led methods of learning. The only sound in 
the classroom is the teacher’s, or a child nervously trying to 
answer questions asked by the teacher.

 Question 113
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The new textbooks aim at active child participation in learn-
ing, by increasing student–teacher interaction. They promote 
student-to-student learning as well. The teacher is there-
fore expected to manoeuvre her classroom—its resources, its 
environment—and encourage children to think and learn, 
rather than accept whatever the teacher says. The children’s 
sounds will fi ll the air as much as the teacher’s.

 63 Why is this important? Will this lead to better 
learning?

It is well established by scholars that a child learns best when 
she herself interacts with study materials, ideas or examples 
and tries to fi gure out what they mean to her. Learning 
improves when the child’s active participation increases. 
When the child feels around an object or probes a concept, 
she develops a deeper and longer-lasting impression of it. 
Better learning also happens through listening to the nar-
ration of a historic event or of something which happened 
in another country.

Asking a provocative question, telling the child a stimulating 
joke—the possibilities are endless, and most good teachers 
already practise this. A student learns when she is treated 
like a friend (not a child) and feels respected.

 64 Yes, I too know this. The problem is that it takes a 
lot of time. What will happen to the course then? 
I have to cover the syllabus.

That dilemma has been around for years. We had textbooks 
with long and dense chapters, and the race was to fi nish 
teaching all that was in the textbook. At the same time, we 
know that children understand best when they (a) learn at 
their own pace and their interest is retained and (b) interact 
with, experience and explore what they learn.

How do we strike a balance between creating space for ac-
tive participation and at the same time covering the entire 
textbook? Till now, to ensure a child’s good performance 
in the examination, the balance was tilted towards complet-
ing the textbook. But now the textbooks and examinations 
have changed. The textbooks themselves are trying to give 
more space for interaction and dialogue. It is offi cial now!

 Question 120
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 65 But this would mean chaos in the classroom.

No. If all that happens in the classroom is a lot of playing 
around by the children, then little learning will take place. 
What we now need to aim at is a new balance—through less 
lecturing and more dialogue with children.

 66 How do these textbooks help in increasing the 
child’s interaction with ideas?

Several elements of the new textbook have been introduced 
specifi cally to promote interaction. The new textbooks equip 
the teacher with many tricks and the teacher should use them 
to discourage passive listening and encourage active learning.

 67 Tricks like what?

For instance, the new textbooks have various types of ques-
tions. One type is the ‘in-between’ question—questions 
placed between paragraphs of the main text itself. They are 
usually placed in such a way as to mark the end of a topic or a 
sub-section, within the main topic of discussion in a chapter. 
These questions provide the teacher with an opportunity to 
review the ideas discussed in that section (see Box 2.3). Teach-
ers are expected to discuss all these questions to ensure that 
the children have understood the concept(s) discussed in 
that section.

The in-between questions themselves are of different types:

1. Some to stimulate a discussion which will take the stu-
dents’ attention to things that may not be fully explored 
in the text.

2. Some to introduce a new idea or link the current section 
with the next.

3. Some which review and summarize the concepts dis-
cussed in the section.

4. Some that compare what was discussed in the previous 
section with things happening around them.

 68 The photographs and pictures too can be used for 
student participation in the classroom.

Exactly. That is why the images are there. The visuals in the 
new textbooks are not fi llers—they are not a pretty way to 

Box 2.3

Three Ways to Use ‘In-between’ 
Questions

1. Ask a child to respond to a 
question.

2. Form small groups, each of 5–7 
children, who then work col-
lectively and write answers. Ask 
them to create a poster or a chart 
of the answers.

3. Organize a group-wise presen-
tation, develop team spirit. Ask the 
groups formed to express their 
views. If you notice differences in 
arguments, highlight them and en-
courage the groups to debate.
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occupy empty space, but are central to what is taught. The 
visuals explain concepts, pose critical comments, summarize 
ideas, provide evidences, evoke wonder, and so on (see 
Extract 2.1).

As you have been ‘reading’ the text and interpreting its 
words, you should ‘read’ the images as well. Do not pass 
them over; give time to the children to enjoy them. Let these 
images evoke greater curiosity and attention (see Extract 2.2). 
This will not only keep the child attentive, but will also 
deepen her understanding and learning. The class may sud-
denly sound very quiet, but that is because the children are 

Extract 2.1
Pictures to Ponder About

Source: NCERT economics textbook, Understanding Economic Development, 
standard 10, p. 66.
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engrossed in digesting a well-chosen illustration. You can 
ask children to describe the images or write about them. If 
possible, collect more images that are relevant to the text and 
use them in class.

 69 Is this also why so many poems and anecdotes are 
there in the new textbooks?

Yes, this is the third trick, and probably the most important—
the integration of different types of materials. The new text-
books contain extracts from stories, biographies and poems; 
they also contain fairly extensive narratives of real-life events. 
In many places there are press reports, news analyses, court 
orders, archival material, and so on.

Many main principles or concepts of the chapters have been 
stated directly through these stories and narratives. The 
stories are not just illustrations (as they were in the earlier text-
books); they embody key concepts (see Extract 2.3). Please 
keep this in mind when going through the stories and dis-
cussing them.

Extract 2.2
Depicting Concepts

Source: NCERT economics textbook, Understanding Economic Development, standard 10, p. 9.
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All these are a break from the earlier style of handling the 
text because it is important to relate the textbook to the 
child’s real world outside the classroom. Instead of being 
bookish, such text passages open up a window between 
the book and the different experiences of the child. They let 
the child re-think what she sees on television or reads in the 
newspaper every day (see Extract 2.4).

 70 You mean the narratives and stories are meant to 
avoid textbooks from feeling textbookish?

Yes, for example, look at an open-ended question in one of 
the textbooks (Box 2.4).

What is the answer? Yes and no. Not a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’. Real 
life is usually like this—with several factors and complexity. 
Things were often so simplifi ed in the old textbooks that 
they seemed to have no connection with real life. Of what 
use are such textbooks? No wonder that students dismissed 

Extract 2.3
Pictures to make you Wonder

Source: NCERT history textbook, India and Contemporary World-II, standard 9, p. 11.

Box 2.4

Do you think that the above is a case 
of discrimination? Why?
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school education as textbookish and unrealistic. Remember 
how the textbooks, in the name of making India more ‘demo-
cratic’, told children what the governments were expected 
to do (how they ought to function). Did that help? The use of 
realistic examples and narratives is necessary to break out 
of this trap. It is necessary for the child to learn to negotiate 
and understand the world around him/her.

 71 Many stories and examples seem complicated and 
complex. Was that necessary? Why not just give 
straight and direct defi nitions for children to learn?

Real life is complicated, isn‘t it? It is important that the social 
sciences get children accustomed to seeing life the way it ac-
tually is. If we provide black-and-white or over-simplifi ed 
pictures to children, we would be doing them a disservice. 
They would be inadequately prepared to comprehend the 
world around them (see Extract 2.5). Worse, they might see 
the world in simplistic, black-and-white terms. This is one rea-
son why we should not shy away from complex and accurate 
descriptions of social life. There is another reason too.

 72 What is the other reason?

Defi nitions that do not relate to concrete situations are dif-
fi cult to grasp. Their implications and limits are rarely clear. 

Extract 2.4
Connecting Textbooks with Life

Source: NCERT social science textbook, Social 
and Political Life-II, standard 7, p. 120.

Extract 2.5
Making Sense of a Complex World

Source: NCERT social science textbook, Social and Political Life-II, standard 7, p. 75.
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That is why many good teachers couple the discussion of 
defi nitions with a common example from everyday life. The 
new textbooks assist in that technique. Defi nitions have been 
given through discussions of live examples. That helps chil-
dren visualize the defi nition much more easily. The concepts 
get linked with the concrete.

If the student is to only memorize a defi nition, then the 
path adopted in the new textbooks seems complex and 
unnecessary. But if the student is to internalize the defi ni-
tion and be able to use it in evaluating life around herself, 
then the use of realistic examples is necessary. The new text-
books simplify a teacher’s work by providing ready-made 
examples.

 73 There are also lots of boxed sections of text, with 
borders around them. What is special about them?

We heard some years ago from teachers that they generally 
leave out all the box items in a textbook. Their approach was 
‘never waste time on whatever is unimportant at the exams’. 
A pity!

The boxes highlight certain key aspects of the chapter (see 
Extract 2.6). In the new textbooks, there are different styles 
of boxes. For example, in the textbooks, some highlight an 
extract, others a similar event which took place elsewhere, 
and yet others contain years and dates. Many boxes contain 
case studies, brief narratives, and so on. Most of the time, 
the boxes contain something special and are central to the 
message of the chapter (see Extract 2.7).

While using the new textbooks, if teachers continue the prac-
tice of ignoring boxes, they risk missing important aspects of 

Extract 2.6
Framing the Noteworthy: Using Boxes

Source: NCERT economics textbook, Understanding Economic Development, 
standard 10, p. 52.
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Extract 2.7
Highlighting Key Ideas

Source: NCERT political science textbook, Democratic Politics, standard 9, p. 49.
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a chapter. At times, however, these boxed items mention that 
you need to read them only if you (teacher or the student) 
think that the information is important. In such cases, you 
should use your judgement as to whether you want the 
students to go through that box or skip it.

 74 But would not all this take a lot of time? How will 
I fi nish the course if I am going to have a detailed 
discussion on every box and picture?

Yes, you have to manage time well. A good way is to start 
by keeping a daily diary while you teach the fi rst chapter. 
At the end of the fi rst chapter (that is, a few days) you will 
have a feel of how much time is taken up by what. Then, 
by quickly fl ipping through a chapter before you teach, you 
will be able to quickly estimate where you want to let the 
children loose and where to keep a tight rein. With a little 
experience, you will soon settle into a new routine.

In some textbooks, the chapters have been written specifi c-
ally with an eye on the time available. For example, the 
standard 9 Democratic Politics textbook is planned such that 
each concept or theme gets covered in roughly 15–20 minutes. 
There could be a small question (or discussion) break before 
the next section introduces newer things. Usually in class-
room situations, teachers handle a subject for 40–45 minutes. 
Hence, there is enough time for classroom discussions on 
things happening in society and linking them with the con-
cept learnt.

 75 Wouldn’t there be a tendency for the discussions 
to go on and on, and take up an entire period?

Yes, there certainly will. And part of the reason for that will 
be because discussions are much more fun for the teacher 
too. It is so much nicer to be part of a dialogue than to plod 
through an elaborate, detailed lecture.

You should be alert about time management for the fi rst few 
days and work out your own balance. Do not worry, things 
will fall in place soon. Just keep in mind the magic mantra—
children should be learning the basic concepts and that is 
best done through active learning, not memorization of de-
tails (see Box 2.5). Allow the discussion to generate a live 
feel for the issue and whenever you feel it is beginning to 
meander, draw the children back to the core issues.

Box 2.5

Increasing Students’ Interaction 
and Level of Learning

• Questions: Ask students the ques-
tions scattered in each chapter. 
Stimulate discussion. Help them 
relate the material to what was dis-
cussed in another part of the text-
book. Make the classroom noisy!

• Pictures: Let the students enjoy 
the cartoons and photographs. 
Ask them to describe the images. 
Just as you ‘read’ text, ‘read’ the 
images. Do not skip images, they 
often speak of the situations in the 
text. Rarely will you fi nd images of 
people that would not ‘say’ any-
thing but give only visual relief to 
the teacher and the student.

• Extracts: Use the extracts from 
biographies, stories, poems, news-
papers to help the student relate 
to the different forms around him. 
Social science is closely linked to 
the everyday world.
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 76 The questions at the end of each chapter are not 
straightforward. How do you expect a meaningful 
evaluation of them?

The nature of questions was long overdue for change. A 
straightforward question is very easy to cheat on. By cheat-
ing we mean answering it without understanding or learn-
ing what was talked about. Let us take an example of a 
straightforward question which could be asked from the 
standard 9 Democratic Politics textbook (see Box 2.6).

There would be very few who understood the concept (dem-
ocracy), but most students (and teachers) would memorize 
the defi nition, regurgitate it in the examination, remain happy 
and satisfy others. This is cheating because it maintains ap-
pearances, but bypasses the primary purpose—students 
should understand what is taught.

 77 How else can we ask a question?

There are several ways. One is by trying to see if the student 
is able to apply the concepts being taught. In this case, 
we could ask a question like that given on page 37 of the 
Democratic Politics textbook (see Box 2.7):

To answer this, the student must have gone through the 
chapter, must be able to recall its basic arguments and must 
have understood what it is all about. Questions like these 
are not simple to cheat on. They lead students into learn-
ing out of the textbook. A series of such questions can ef-
fectively tell us whether or not student has learnt what 
democracy is.

 78 The questions are too many and bewildering. 
Earlier there used to be only a few questions, and 
their answers were simple and easy.

The questions appear bewildering when you are yet to 
grasp the basic principles of the chapter. To overcome this 
diffi culty, please go through the chapter carefully and ask 
yourself ‘What are its basic concepts?’ In other words, what 
the chapter tries to convey. Then come back to the questions. 
You will discover that most questions are merely different 
ways of asking the same handful of basic issues. The 
questions are twisted or turned this way or that, and they 

Box 2.6

Conventional Question

Q: What is a democracy?

The traditional way of teaching is 
to go through the relevant chapter 
and expect the following answer, 
copied from page 30. 

A: A democracy is a form of govern-
ment in which (1) rulers elected by 
the people make all the decisions; 
(2) elections offer a choice and a fair 
opportunity to the people to change 
the current rulers; (3) the choice and 
opportunity is available to all the 
people on an equal basis; (4) the 
exercise of this choice leads to a gov-
ernment limited by basic rules of the 
constitution and citizens’ rights.

Box 2.7

Test the Child’s Understanding

Here is some information about four 
countries. Based on this information, 
how would you classify each of these 
countries? Write ‘democratic’, ‘un-
democratic’ or ‘not sure’ against each 
of these:

(a) Country A: People who do not ac-
cept the country’s offi cial religion 
do not have a right to vote.

(b) Country B: The same party has 
been winning elections for the last 
twenty years.

(c) Country C: Ruling party has lost 
in the last three elections.

(d) Country D: There is no independ-
ent election commission.

Source: NCERT political science textbooks, 
Democratic Politics, standard 9, p. 37.
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focus on one aspect or another. But they test basic under-
standing of a limited range of concepts (see Extract 2.8).

 79 Why is this done?

The questions connect the textbook’s central concepts and 
issues with applied and comparative situations. This way, 
we can ensure that students understand concepts. These 
exercises also help students to take something from the text-
books which would be useful in their daily lives.

 80 It is only while doing the exercises did I begin to 
understand what the chapter was all about.

Yes, many people have reported such an experience. This 
happens because your mind began working to connect the 
chapter’s contents with your own life. Earlier, you were only 
passively reading the chapter. The exercises help students 
too to understand the chapter better than if we had adopted 
the usual straightforward questions.

 81 Does this mean that I should no longer dictate 
questions and answers to children?

First, get children to try and fi gure out the answers by them-
selves. Then for a few questions, try giving some likely 
answers. Please make it clear that these are only possible 

Extract 2.8
Practising and Consolidating the Grasp of a Basic Concept

Source: NCERT political science textbook, Democratic Politics, standard 9, p. 39.
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answers, not model answers. Otherwise, children might re-
peat your answers in their answer books.

Encourage children to write answers in their own language 
and style. Do not expect or insist that every child should 
answer in a similar manner (see Box 2.8). If you insist, you 
will not fi nd out whether the child has learnt. Insisting 
on the same or very similar answer will also hinder the 
growth of the child’s own understanding and imagination 
(see Box 2.9).

Box 2.8

How to Encourage Children to 
Think on Their Own

Pick up two or three excellent answers 
from the children’s responses, and 
present them as examples of what is 
desired. Teachers who have done so 
said that this encouraged the children 
to think on their own. You can thus 
avoid the closing fi nality of your own 
answer.

Box 2.9

Role Reversal

Dear teacher, we’ve got a question for you. For essay-
type answers, how do you give marks to the students?
Teacher: I count the number of ‘points’ in the model answer, verify 
whether the student has mentioned the ‘points’ and give marks.

If you look only for ‘points’, it means that you expect only 
memorization. It is essential to enable children to develop 
their own answers.
What do you mean?

Let children write their own answers. Let them develop 
their language skills. Look for conceptual understanding, 
not points.
But then, they will make mistakes.

If they make mistakes, that is fi ne. Tell them where they 
have gone wrong. Do you give feedback to the students? 
At times, I write ‘good’, ‘excellent’, etc.

Do you think that helps the students?
Well, I am not sure.

When you evaluate, please write detailed suggestions on 
how the child could have improved the answer.
That is time-consuming.

Yes, but that is what helps the child. You could also write:
1. ‘Liked the way the ideas are organized.’
2. ‘The new examples you have given are apt.’ 
Oh! Ok, I understand.

Similarly, for answers to be improved, you could add:
1. How the ideas can be better organized
2. What important issues he missed
 (a) ‘The link between the two concepts is unclear.’
 (b) ‘The examples did not lead to your conclusion.’
3. ‘If your answer had developed on the following lines, 

I would have given you more marks.’
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 82 Would this mean too much work for us teachers?

Not really. Once you shift to this style of teaching, it is just 
as much work as the previous style. Those of us who do it 
have found that it is no more effort than a mechanical style 
of giving feedback.

Yes, the teacher will have to stay more alert in class. Checking 
of answer books also slows down, because you no longer 
merely ‘tick’ the same answer in every answer book. But 
the boost you give to a child’s growth more than balances 
the effort you put in. For many of us, the greatest payback 
is the enhanced pleasure of interacting with students in the 
classroom; the approach to questions and evaluations in the 
new textbooks leads to greater job satisfaction (see Box 2.10).

 83 Textbooks have changed. Will the examination 
pattern too change? Are we expected to make new 
sets of questions for evaluating children?

Board exams are expected to change, and follow the pattern 
set by the new NCERT textbooks. So it would be good if you 
changed the various class exams to the new pattern.

 84 Has there been any serious effort in the past to 
change the examination system in India?

There have been efforts to reform examination systems, but 
only a few. Kerala has by and large given up the ranking 
system and moved to a grading system. The Madhya Pradesh 
government partnered with Eklavya to conduct a board 
exam at standard 8—it was an open book exam, and tested 
students’ understanding (rather than memory). They used a 
mix of questions to examine children’s comprehension and 
ability to apply concepts. Every year they prepared a new 
set of questions, none of which was the same as those in the 
textbooks.

Indian education systems were designed to distinguish be-
tween ‘successful’ and ‘failed’ students; the examinations 
themselves were not seen as constructive tools. Nowadays, 
the NCERT and the Central Board of Secondary Education 
(CBSE) favour rethinking the basic pattern of examinations.

 85 With the new textbooks, what will question papers 
look like? What will be the pattern of examinations?

It is too early to say what the exam pattern will be. But 
most likely, the questions will test a variety of skills. While 
designing questions in the textbooks, the writers took care 

Box 2.10

A Teacher Reports

‘Since it is interesting for the teacher 
too, my life and work have become 
much less frustrating and boring. Less 
dictation of questions and answers!’

Source: Teacher interviewed by Amman Madan, 
Kanpur, 2007.
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to tap various skills considered necessary for developing in 
children. To make that effort meaningful, the question papers 
too should refl ect this approach and maintain the diversity 
of questions.

Teachers will have to come up with new question papers of 
their own. While doing so, please remember to think be-
yond the old-type, descriptive questions (what, where, 
which). Preparation of new question papers can be under-
taken at a district level initially, in a group, if teachers fi nd 
it convenient.

 86 How can teachers, on their own, make questions 
for tests and examinations?

Let us begin with how not to ask questions.

Avoid straightforward questions that test only memorization 
of details. Instead, ask questions that call for applying a 
concept the child may have learnt. For example, in history for 
standard 6, the chapter ‘On the Trail of the Earliest People’ 
discusses the life of early humans in India.

Look at the two types of questions that can be asked (see 
Box 2.11):

The old-type question is easy to evaluate (check the number 
of sites listed by the child and assign marks), but is a bad 
question. Children can cram names (Bhimbetka, Inamgaon, 
Paliyapalli) but still remain without a feel for the early 
lives of humans in India. Look at the new-type questions. 
They direct the children to an important historical issue—
the factors which guided human habitation in the early 
centuries. The factors and their interplay deepen children’s 
understanding. Also, from the child’s angle, it would be 
more interesting to learn how different or similar life was in 
the past, than a mere list of names.

 87 Should we ask such analytical or applied questions 
everywhere?

No. There should also be a few questions which examine 
whether the child has her facts correct, or can talk about the 
concepts in a systematic way. Only a few questions of this 
type are necessary, though.

88 What other kinds of questions can there be?

If you look carefully at the exercises at the end of each chapter 
in a textbook, you will notice different kinds of questions.

Box 2.11

Old-type Questions

Q. At what sites have remains of 
early humans been found in India?

Q. Where did early humans choose 
to live?

New-type Questions

Q. At what kinds of sites have re-
mains of early humans been found 
in India?

Q. If you were part of an early human 
community in India, how would 
you choose where to live?
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Box 2.13

Extrapolative

Q. Do you think merchants and 
bankers today have the kind of in-
fl uence they had in the eighteenth 
century?

Q. Did any of the kingdoms men-
tioned in this chapter develop in 
your state? If so, in what ways do 
you think life in the state would 
have been different in the eight-
eenth century from what it is in 
the twenty-fi rst century?

Source: NCERT history textbook, Our Pasts II, 
standard 7, p. 90, p. 154.

Please look at the question in Box 2.12 which appears at the 
end of a chapter on state governments. Box 2.13 has exam-
ples from the history textbook of standard 7.

Flip through the new textbooks for other types of questions; 
there are many possibilities once you decide not to ask plain 
vanilla, memorization questions.

Please remember to ask questions which the classroom ex-
perience has prepared the child for. All questions need not 
have been discussed in the classroom, but the type of ques-
tion must be one that the child is familiar with. Your 
exam questions should challenge the child to think a little 
deeper, but must also be one that the child can realistically 
answer. Avoid asking over-complicated questions which 
may be beyond a child’s understanding. You know your 
students well!

 89 The chapters are full of too many details. The chil-
dren have to mug up all these irrelevant facts. You 
have made our students’ lives hell.

Please do not look at the new textbooks with old lenses. 
Students are not expected to memorize all the details in the 
chapters. The details are given (as examples) to help the 
children think and learn the concepts.

 90 How do so many details help the child learn 
concepts?

Let us take an example. Please read the following extract 
from the fi rst chapter of the standard 9 Democratic Politics 
textbook (see Box 2.14).

Now, there are all kinds of details here—the date of the 
strike, the name of the shipyard, the pronunciation of Lech 
Walesa and so on. But there is no need for children to mem-
orize all these, or for questions to be asked about them. 
These are only concrete details provided to let children get 
a feel of reality. What is important is that democracy means 
the freedom to form an independent association as well as 
freedom of speech.

Now, how will we ask questions in an exam? (see Box 2.15)

The old-type question is bad because it does not tell 
us whether the student learnt anything important. The 
new-type question is better because it tests whether the 

Box 2.12

Comparative

3. What differences do you fi nd 
between private and public health 
services in your area? Use the 
following table to compare and 
contrast these.

Facility Cost of 
services

Availability 
of service

Private

Public

Source: NCERT social science textbook, Social 
and Political Life II, standard 7, p. 29.
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student has understood some of the basic principles 
(or key features) of a democracy. The new-type question 
also draws the student’s attention to the fl aws in a gov-
ernment’s claim.

 91 That is a relief. Life becomes easier for students 
with such an approach.

Yes and no. A boring and meaningless part of life is struck 
away—a student no longer needs to remember many 
pointless details. On the other hand, we now expect that she 
will use her mind much more than in the past. We hope that 
the new approach towards education will create brighter 
and better human beings.

Activities and Projects

 92 The new textbooks have lots of ‘activities’. Do you 
really think we will have time to do all of them?

A core principle of the new approach to education (across 
all subjects) is the emphasis on activities (see Extract 2.9). 
All educationists would agree that when children do things 
by themselves, it improves their various skills. This idea is 
rooted in the wise saying, usually attributed to Confucius 
(see Box 2.16).

Box 2.15

Old-type question

Q. Which strike started off Lech 
Walesa’s movement?

New-type question

Q. Poland at the time of Lech 
Walesa’s great strike claimed 
to be a democracy. Would you 
agree with that claim?

Box 2.14

On 14 August 1980, the workers of Lenin Shipyard in the city 
of Gdansk went on a strike. The shipyard was owned by the 
government. In fact all the factories and big property in Poland 
were owned by the government. The strike began with a demand 
to take back a crane operator, a woman worker, who was 
unjustly dismissed from service. This strike was illegal, because 
trade unions independent of the ruling party were not allowed 
in Poland. As the strike continued, a former electrician of the 
shipyard, Lech Walesa (pronounced Lek Walesha), joined the 
strikers. He was dismissed from service in 1976 for demanding 
higher pay. Walesa soon emerged as the leader of the striking 
workers. The strike began to spread across the whole city. Now 
the workers started raising larger demands. They wanted the right 
to form independent trade unions. They also demanded the release 
of political prisoners and an end to censorship on press.

Source: NCERT political science textbook, Democratic Politics, pp. 5–6.

Box 2.16

Confucian Maxim

What I hear, I forget

What I see, I remember

What I do, I understand.

Extract 2.9
Unforgettable Lessons

Source: NCERT history textbook, India and 
Contemporary World-II, standard 10, p. 58.
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 93 Many students get the ‘activities’ done through 
shops. How can we curb that?

We have heard that ‘activities’ in the textbooks are converted 
into ‘projects’ for high-school students, who are required to 
do a few projects every year. To curb this, teachers and par-
ents should act.

Teachers should assign activities that are achievable, and 
those that do not call for parents to rush to the market late 
at night to buy raw materials. Once the activities are prac-
tical and doable, then parents will have less need to rely 
on a shop that ‘sells’ ready-made project kits. Parents should 
also realize (and be made to realize by teachers) that chil-
dren benefi t from doing the activities. Children, not par-
ents or shopkeepers, should undertake the activity (see 
Extract 2.10). Only then will the purpose of activities be 
fulfi lled.

Experiences of Textbook Changes 
Across the Country

 94 A drastic change in textbooks seems to have hap-
pened for the fi rst time. Have such textbooks been 
used by teachers anywhere in India?

It has long been known that traditional Indian textbooks 
communicate poorly with children. Despite national reports 
and committees on educational reform talking about this, 
there was never a national-level decision or effort to make 
the content accessible to children. But in the last 20 years or 
so, there were some major initiatives in state-level textbooks. 
The new NCERT textbooks are latecomers, in that sense.

In the 1980s, the NGO Eklavya, produced innovative text-
books for use in primary and middle schools in Madhya 
Pradesh. In the 1990s, there were serious attempts to improve 
the textbooks in Rajasthan, Chhattisgarh, Assam, Delhi and 
Kerala. Many of these efforts were part of larger changes 
under schemes like the District Primary Education Pro-
gramme (DPEP) and Lok Jumbish. These radical changes in 
state-level textbooks were mostly limited to middle schools, 
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except in Kerala, where there were changes all the way up 
to the board examinations in standard 10. In Kerala, when 
students fi nish high school, they are given grades, not marks.

Extract 2.10
Doable Activities

Source: NCERT social science textbook, Social and Political Life-II, standard 7, p. 39.
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The innovative state-level textbooks of that period had a 
close affi nity with the National Curriculum Framework 
(NCF) of 1986.

 95 How did teachers in these states respond to the 
changes? Did they feel that their workload had 
increased?

Initially the teachers complained that the workload had in-
creased. This was natural—the textbooks were new after all. 
The teachers also had to think of ways to use the textbooks in 
classrooms. So, there was an increase in workload. But after a 
year or two, when teachers became familiar and experienced 
with the new nature of work, ‘increased workload’ was no 
longer a major diffi culty.

A few months into using the new textbooks, almost all 
teachers said that the new books were more accessible to the 
students. They later reported better learning and improved 
understanding among students.

The new national-level textbooks of the NCERT draw a lot 
from the efforts, experiences and lessons of various states. 

Teachers’ Ability to Teach 
the New Textbooks

 96 Your suggestions and ideas sound quite useful. 
But frankly, it is only when I try them out will I 
really know how good (or bad) they are. Where can 
I learn more about how to use books like these?

At the beginning of each new textbook is a note to the 
teacher on how the textbook has been re-designed, what 
new features have been included in the textbook, and so 
on. There are also specifi c suggestions on how to teach that 
textbook. In most textbooks, each chapter has an overview 
or introduction, which summarizes the key elements dis-
cussed in that chapter. Please use that to organize your 
understanding of the chapter.

In addition, you will the fi nd the following useful:

1. Divaswapna by Gijubhai—Published by the National 
Book Trust and available for Rs 25, the book gives lots 

 Question 13
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of ideas (with examples) on how to teach well in India. 
Not all of his experiments can probably be tried in your 
school (especially if your principal is not sympathetic to 
Gijubhai’s approach!) but it will give you several ideas 
to insert in your work.

2. http://www.arvindguptatoys.com—A compendium of ex-
cellent writings on education and teaching. Also lots of 
toys which children can make and play with, and take 
apart to learn their underlying principles.

3. http://www.vidyaonline.net—A heap of good resources for 
primary- and middle-school teachers.

4. http://www.eledu.net—Get ideas and advice from experts 
and colleagues. Resources and online discussions from 
the University–School Resource Network.

 97 How can teachers provide feedback to those who 
prepare textbooks?

You can write to any or all of the following:

1. The department in the NCERT that prepared the textbook—
Every book contains the offi cial address of the NCERT 
and the name of the department which prepared that 
textbook;

2. Chief Advisor or Member–Coordinator of the Textbook De-
velopment Committee of that textbook—They are subject 
experts who participated in preparing the books and 
their names appear in the textbook. They may or may 
not reply, but they will defi nitely read and think about 
what you write to them;

3. E-mail contacts—Some textbooks mention the e-mail ad-
dress to which teachers and students can send comments. 
For example, it is politics.ncert@gmail.com in the standard 
9 textbook Democratic Politics and spl_ncert@hotmail.com 
in the Social and Political Life textbooks for standard 6 
to 8. Many comments have been received at these e-mail 
addresses.

Responses from teachers and students are important 
and valuable. All responses are fi led. They will infl uence 
revisions and changes in textbooks in the future.
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Supplementary Materials for Teachers

 98 Can I use textbooks from other publishers for 
teaching my subject?

The CBSE has made it mandatory for secondary schools to 
use the new NCERT textbooks in standards 9 and 10. To 
update their own knowledge base, teachers can use non-
NCERT books and other information sources. Teachers will 
benefi t from different kinds of resources:

1. Journals for teachers like Sandarbh (Hindi, Marathi and 
Gujarati), Shiksha Vimarsh (Hindi), Tulir (Tamil) and Teacher 
Plus (English). These contain articles aimed at enlarging 
teachers’ understanding of the topics taught in school.

2. Good B.A. level course material, such as those published 
by the Indira Gandhi National Open University. These 
help teachers keep track of recent advancements in a 
subject. Also, teachers who feel that they studied an old 
curriculum at the university level, will benefi t from such 
material.

3. ‘Readers’ in social sciences used by B.A. and M.A. 
teachers. For example, in political science, Oxford Univer-
sity Press publishes the series Themes in Indian Politics, 
and SAGE Publications brings out the series Readings 
in Indian Government and Politics. These collections of 
classic articles help teachers identify the best learn-
ing material for deepening their own understanding 
of a subject. Newspaper supplements for children. 
Teachers can use these directly in classrooms. Children 
will enjoy reading them. These days, English and regional 
language newspapers carry supplements for children. 
Some newspapers also run Newspaper-in-Education 
programmes that teachers can collaborate on.

 99 Can you give some examples of books that can be 
used by students for supplementary reading?

Any book which you feel that a student can read and under-
stand by herself can be used for supplementary reading. 
These can be kept in your school’s library.

Sadly, social science books targeted at teenage readers are 
rare in India. For middle-school students, Eklavya has de-
veloped illustrated (yet inexpensive) booklets on many 
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themes discussed in the new textbooks. On Indian his-
tory, there are a few publications from Tulika and Puffi n 
Books. The National Book Trust has several readable books 
aimed at a general audience; these can be used by younger 
readers. On issues directly relating to environment, the 
Down to Earth magazine’s supplement ‘Gobar Times’ is a 
good resource. Balarama Digest (editions in English and 
Malayalam) sometimes covers social science issues in inter-
esting ways.
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Chapter 3

STUDENTS

Learning from the New Textbooks

100 My teacher gives me answers (‘notes’) to the 
questions in the textbook. She says, ‘This is what 
you should write in the exam.’

When the old textbooks were used, questions in the textbook 
were often asked in the examination too. But when the new 
textbooks are used, the questions in the examination may 
not be the same as the questions in the textbooks. To do 
well in the examination, you should learn and understand 
the ideas in the chapter, instead of learning the answer to 
specifi c questions.

The new textbooks encourage you to think on your own. 
Write your own answers, not the ‘notes’ given by teachers. 
Please practise writing the answers by yourself (instead 
of memorizing the teacher’s answers) to do well in the 
examination. 

101 I like cartoons. Why not make the whole textbook 
in comic format? 

Yes, cartoons are interesting. But can we express everything 
in cartoons? Can you write the entire examination as a comic 
sheet? It will take a long time to convey an idea, no? So, some 
ideas are conveyed by cartoons, but not all. 

Think of your friend who likes text-based descriptions—
poems, novels, and stories—and fi nds text easy to learn. She 
would not like a comic book. To make her learning enjoyable, 
we use examples that are not cartoons. 

Some complain that children are not mature enough to under-
stand cartoons. They fear that children might see everything 
as a joke, instead of respecting the ideals or recognizing 
the importance of an idea. For example, in a chapter on 
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Box 3.1

Write Back

Send your comments, ideas, criticisms 
to the NCERT. They do make a dif-
ference! See Question 97  for details.

elections, a cartoon portrays voters as dogs, and politicians’ 
promises as food (see Extract 3.1). Some complained that 
the cartoon does not correctly convey the idea of politicians 
representing the people. 

102 How can I help in the design of better textbooks 
for us?

Tell the NCERT what you think about a cartoon, a boxed 
item, the text, or anything. Your feedback will help it improve 
the textbooks (see Box 3.1). Are the letters too small or big? 
Are the sentences diffi cult for you to understand? Please 
give examples when you write to them.

If necessary, please seek the help of your parents or teachers, 
to fi nd a postal or e-mail address.

Examinations and Careers

103 Can those who study and use social sciences, earn 
as much as those who study science, engineering 
or medicine?

In a country, specialists are needed in all fi elds. So, there 
are well-paying jobs in many fi elds, including those that 
involve little physics, engineering or medicine. These days, 
MBAs earn well and many of them studied social sciences in 
college. The MBA course itself contains social subjects like 
economics, politics and human relations. There are also 
other professionals like lawyers, journalists and researchers 
who studied social sciences (and apply their learning) and 
earn well when they work in government, fi rms or non-
governmental organizations. 

104 In competitive exams, for jobs and good courses in 
India, the emphasis is still on facts and information. 
So, when you say that the emphasis should be on 
understanding of issues (rather than memorizing 
facts), you are ‘weakening’ me. 

Learning to think is an asset; it does not reduce your ability 
to memorize facts. The new textbooks do not ask you to ig-
nore the facts. They help you dig out facts, and analyse what 
the facts mean.
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There are different kinds of competitive exams in India. The 
civil services exam largely tests your memory. But to do well 
in them and also in more sophisticated entrance exams for 
courses such as MBA or social work or journalism courses, 
you cannot succeed with merely memorizing—these test 
your understanding and intelligence, and you need to learn 
to think through situations. 

In any case, none of the competitive exams will remain the 
same for ever. It is smarter, therefore, to learn various skills 
instead of merely preparing for a particular examination 
that you might write immediately after school or college. 

Again, please do not think that all objective-type questions 
(a popular form in competitive exams) test only memory. 
Look at the example in Box 3.2.

If you can answer that question, it does not mean that you 
will be handicapped in tackling a traditional, memory-based, 
objective-type questions like the one in Box 3.3.

Integration of Social Sciences

105 Why do the four textbooks in social sciences teach 
the subjects in different styles?

Those who write textbooks come from various 
backgrounds—some are teachers but they teach at different 
levels (school, college, university), others are educationists 
and trainers of teachers, and still others have expertise in 
the subject but not in education. This makes it diffi cult to 
achieve common standards on how to design textbooks 
or how to best convey concepts to children. Moreover, the 
Indian education system has till now focused on producing 
only one type of professionals—teachers. There are no in-
stitutions to train people who wish to be professional cur-
riculum designers or education managers or educational 
policymakers or education offi cers. That too hinders the 
development of good, common standards. 

Also, more than Indian political scientists or economists, 
Indian historians have creatively thought about the school 
textbooks in their subject; the new textbooks in history 
are therefore more innovative than the other social science 
textbooks. This has happened probably because history 

Box 3.2

Consider the following two statements 
on power sharing and select the an-
swer using the codes given below:

(A) Power sharing is good for 
democracy.

(B) It helps to reduce the possibility 
of confl ict between social groups.

Which of these statements is true?

a. A is true but B is false;

b. Both A and B are true;

c. Both A and B are false;

d. A is false but B is true.

Box 3.3

Many of the campaigns in northern 
India were fought over the city of 
__________. (Tanjore, Nasik, Kanauj)

In a short period of __________ years 
Mahmud made __________ raids. 
(fi ve, ten, fi fteen, twenty-fi ve, ten, 
twelve, seventeen, eighteen)

 Question 2
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textbooks have been in the limelight repeatedly in India, 
with politicians and the public joining the debates in the 
media. History teaching has thus attracted interest, and 
subject specialists have felt the need to keep the subject 
alive and interesting for students. The specialists in other 
social sciences are yet to put in suffi cient efforts into school 
textbooks. 

Pedagogic Approach/Examinations

106 These books look so different from the older ones. 
I am expected to do so much more in them!

Yes, one big difference is that the new textbooks expect 
students to do and learn. The books are designed to encourage 
active learning. Sitting quietly and listening to your teachers 
helps to maintain order and discipline, but leads to slow 
learning. You will learn much more if you do things, think 
about issues, get excited about pictures, or ‘feel’ a story. Be 
alive in the classroom!

107 Cool! That means I no longer need to sit quietly; 
I can freely make a racket and shout in class.

That was not what we meant. To learn actively, there should 
also be some coordination and dialogue in the classroom. 
Too much activity in the class does not help learning. You 
would not hear the teacher, he would not hear you, and the 
principal will come and yell at all of you! 

Yes, speak up in the classroom. If there is a picture you like, 
say so; if there is something you do not understand, ask 
about it; when asked a question, if you have something to 
say (even if it is not the complete answer), tell the class. Be 
active—that is the best way to learn. 

108 There are lots of pictures and cartoons in the new 
textbooks. Did you put them there just to make us 
laugh?

You are smart. There is more to the illustrations than mak-
ing students smile. The illustrations and cartoons say some-
thing important to you. What they say is usually one of the 

 Question 62
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Extract 3.1
Not Just for Laughs

Source: NCERT political science textbook, Democratic Politics, standard 9, p. 60.

basic issues discussed in that chapter. Along with enjoying 
the illustration (and cackling in mirth), please try to guess 
what that picture is trying to say (see Extract 3.1). 

109 There are so many questions in some of the new 
textbooks. Are we supposed to mug up all the 
answers to these questions?

The good news is that you no longer need to ‘mug up’ the 
answers to questions. What you need to fi gure out are the 
basic concepts of each chapter. Once you can understand and 
apply those, then you will be able to answer all the questions 
without any ‘mugging’.

 Question 68
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There are many questions because your mind needs exer-
cise. When you have gone through all the exercises and 
questions, you will have a good and deep understanding. 
You will be able to tackle real-life situations and perhaps 
even have a better life.

110 You mean, I do not even need to remember all 
those details of names and places given in the 
stories and examples?

Yes, there is no need to remember every detail. The text-
books have lots of examples in the form of stories, boxes, and 
so on. These are only examples, and are meant to help you 
understand. Instead of cramming all the details, you should 
try to understand the basic concepts and the basic processes 
at work. You should then apply that understanding while 
looking at the world around you. 

Of course, there are some important facts and details you 
should know, for instance, that India has a parliament. But 
do not waste your time memorizing what happened in 
Chilean politics 30 years ago! 

111 There seem to be no single, correct answers to many 
questions in the new textbooks. I fi nd the subject 
confusing.

Take the question from the chapter on Gender in the stand-
ard 7 textbook Social and Political Life (see Extract 3.2).

There can be several answers to it: ‘because they feel safer 
while walking in groups in public spaces’, ‘because they 
are more socially oriented while growing up in the family’, 
and so on. What is important is not narrowing down to one, 
single answer. What is important is to draw your attention 
to a facet of life which you may not have noticed, and to get 
you to think about its implications. Why do girls feel more 
vulnerable? Why and how do they learn to be more social?

Just as there are several answers to the same question, it is 
possible to say the same thing in several ways—the words 
and examples used differ from one student to another. What 
is the need for all students to write the same, common, 
‘mugged up’ answer? 

Extract 3.2
Open-ended Questions Work Better

Source: NCERT social science textbook, Social 
and Political Life-II, standard 7, p. 45.

 Question 89

 Question 76
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EDUCATIONISTS

112 What are the salient features of the new textbooks? 
How are they different from the older ones?

Most importantly, across all three subjects—history, political 
science and economics—there has been an effort to move 
away from the conventional style of giving defi nitions and 
information. The new textbooks try to avoid listings of 
events, jargon, images which are mere fi llers, and questions 
that promote only rote learning. They invite children to 
learn and draw conclusions from examples, narratives, case 
studies, sources, images and cartoons. In the design and 
presentation of textbooks, much has been achieved (see 
Extracts 4.1 and 4.2). And there has been some degree 
of success in making the text itself friendly to the child 
reader. The role of the teacher is expected to move away from 
that of a knowledge repository to that of a facilitator in the 
child’s learning process. Questions and discussions (for use 
in the classroom) require the child to not just remember facts 
and fi gures, but also acquire a fairly deep understanding, or 
at least recognition, of the complexities of the themes.

113 What are the major defi ciencies of the new 
textbooks? 

1. Different subjects have pitched their content and 
language at different levels. Some textbooks are more 
readable (child-friendly) than others. 

2. Similarly, there is considerable (avoidable) variation in 
the styles, and quality of images and photographs used. 

3. Questions and methods used in the textbooks have not 
been standardized. 

 Question 58
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Extract 4.1
The Old Way

Source: From NCERT social science textbook, Social Sciences, standard 7, 2005, p. 51.
Note: Differences in textbooks: Nayanars and Alwars are presented in the new textbook of history (facing page) with more 
elements and colour than in the old textbook (above).
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Extract 4.2
The New Way

Source: NCERT history textbook, Our Parts-II, standard 7, p. 106.
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4. Not every textbook has been able to make the linkage 
between its content and the social context within which 
children live.

5. References to materials outside the textbook are still in-
adequate.

6. Much more needs to be done in providing clear guide-
lines and examples to the teachers, on how to use these 
textbooks. 

7. Textbook planning (especially in terms of the content 
across subjects) remains patchy.

114 With such fundamental changes in textbooks, will 
there be a change in the pattern of examinations?

Educationists have long been debating how to evaluate 
children and even whether to evaluate. The present National 
Curriculum Framework (NCF) has a strong and clear po-
sition on the need to rethink examinations (see Box 4.1). 

While discussing with teachers we observed that one of their 
main concerns was the examination—that is, how to handle 
the wide variety of questions in the new textbooks, at the 
time of examination. The new textbooks have introduced 
some new ways of posing questions. If it leads to a new ap-
proach towards evaluation and a change in the pattern of 
examinations, that would be good. 

In India, we have two extreme models of examination 
questions: questions for long essay-type answers (popular 
at the university level, and where questions generally begin 
with what, when, where or how), and quiz-type objective 
questions. These models test how good you are at fi lling 
pages, or memorizing information. They do not tell us 
whether children have actually learned what has been taught 
in the textbooks or what the teacher has tried to teach. Have 
the students internalized the knowledge and are they 
able to use it in real life? Probably, the answer lies in a mid-
dle path that assesses the real learning outcomes. The ques-
tions in the new textbooks try to adopt a new approach, 
but there are variations across the new textbooks. This 
has happened despite the early recognition that designing 
questions was a distinct and huge task in the making of the 
new textbooks.

Box 4.1

Exams vs Education

So often, in the name of ‘objectivity’, 
teachers sacrifi ce fl exibility and crea-
tivity. Very often teachers, in govern-
ment as well as private schools, insist 
that all children must give identical 
answers to questions. The argument 
given for not accepting other answers 
is that, “They cannot give answers 
that are not there in the textbook.” 
“We discussed it in the staffroom and 
decided that we will only accept this 
answer is right!”, or that “There will 
be too many types of answers. Then 
should we accept them all?” Such argu-
ments make a travesty of the meaning 
of learning and only serve to convince 
children and parents that schools are 
irrationally rigid. We must ask our-
selves why we only ask children to give 
answers to questions. Even the ability 
to make a set of questions for given 
answers is a valid test of learning.

Source: Excerpted from the National Curricu-
lum Framework, 2005. 

 Question 76
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115 You seem to be going all the way against infor-
mation-based textbooks. Isn’t that a bias, and one 
which is equally dangerous?

One reason why information was thought essential was that 
we need information to defend an argument that we wish 
to make. But while emphasizing information, we forgot 
that we also need to inculcate how to consider or build an 
argument. For instance, how does one systematically read, 
analyse and understand a passage from which information 
can be gathered? Children were always tested on their ability 
to recall the information, rather than their ability to build an 
argument or evaluate a situation. 

The new textbooks do not throw out information altogether. 
In many of the new textbooks, information has been in-
tegrated into certain contexts. We see information as part of 
a comprehensive and deeper approach towards human 
knowledge.

116 Talking of information-based textbooks and exam-
ination patterns, I feel that Indian education has 
been infected by ‘guides’—books tailored for a 
student to succeed in examinations. This is a failure 
of textbooks, which were neither child-friendly 
nor exam-friendly. Will this situation change?

Education in India has become the celebration of exam-
inations, particularly school-leaving examinations (‘board 
exams’). ‘Guides’ became popular because textbooks did 
not address the children directly, and the examination 
system became predictable. A textbook should explain 
the content in a direct and simple manner to develop the 
child’s understanding. Most old textbooks made concepts 
appear complex, and students found guide books easier 
to read. Similarly, exams should test a child’s knowledge 
and whether she has understood the material to be learnt. 
By asking direct questions and expecting direct answers, 
exams were poorly designed and predictable, so much so 
that guide books with ‘model’ answers were the best bet for 
a child who wanted to clear an exam. 

It is too early to say whether the new textbooks will drive  
away guide books. Based on feedback, the textbooks them-
selves need to be made simpler in the years ahead. Using 
the new textbook’s approach to questions, examinations 
could be made less predictable. Till then, guides are here 
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to stay. After all, a new approach to learning, teaching and 
evaluation takes time to evolve. 

Need to Rethink Social Science Curriculum

117 Children are taught Indian history in middle 
school and world history in high school. Why? 
How does one prioritize the concepts that are 
taught across various classes?

In India, the tradition has been to teach history in this se-
quence. Perhaps those who wrote the early textbooks 
considered India close (or immediately known) to the child, 
and the ‘world’ to be away. The child can learn about the 
world after studying events in one’s own country. 

118 If so, when the child is learning India in history, 
why is he learning the ‘universe’ in geography? 

Again, this has been handed down in the teaching system. 
Senior academics did not explore seriously whether this 
would help the children or their learning processes. The 
geographers would have thought that for the child to 
understand why there are different climates in a region like 
India, she has to fi rst know the universe. When they write 
textbooks, geographers often refer to India as a whole; this 
does not help the children understand regional variations 
(see Box 4.2). Unlike the geographer who tries to build 
upon a broad perspective, the historian tries to fi rst pre-
sent the child’s immediate surroundings. Many state-level 
history textbooks try to build upon the history of their re-
spective states.

119 You mean to say that suffi cient thought did not go 
into the designing of social science textbooks in 
India?

Mental rigidities exist. Some believe that changing the 
order of teaching will kill their subjects. They fear to think 
differently. They ask, ‘After all, we learned it that way. Is it 
not okay to teach our children too in the same way?’ In such 
a situation, we miss opportunities to provide alternative 
ways of thinking. Probably if I had been taught differently I 
would have become different. 

Box 4.2

Geography Teaching-learning

If geography currently languishes as a 
social study, the reasons lie within its 
own nature of discourse characterized 
by frameworks of physical-human dual-
ism and a positivistic and deterministic 
approach. A review of teaching-learning 
materials shows thatsuch practices 
in geography hinder appreciation of 
socio-spatial implications. Recent geo-
graphies have marked major shifts from 
the traditional framework by engaging 
in understandings of socio-spatial 
transformations. But our educational 
practices continue to operate within 
traditional limitations.

Source: Yemuna Sunny, 2006. ‘Analysing Cur-
rent Practices in Geography Education’. Economic 
and Political Weekly 41(3): pp. 270–278.
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The new NCERT textbooks try to loosen such rigidities, 
at least in some subjects. One important innovation in 
them is the emphasis on methods. For example, the new 
history textbooks emphasize how a historian goes about 
her work. Textbooks are laid out in a certain chronological 
order, but at each level, children are expected to do what a 
historian does—examine various sources and try to validate 
what could be a correct interpretation of that particular 
period of history. 

A Better Method of Teaching

120 Where there is no unanimity in deciding the con-
tent, surely there will be no unanimity in the 
method of teaching either. An idea can be taught 
in various ways.

Hmm…let us take an example. Imagine that you want to 
teach how the government gets formed. What will be a good 
way to teach this? In our old way of teaching social sciences, 
we give a defi nition like, ‘In a democracy, government is 
formed by adult franchise. After elections, the leader of the 
majority party forms the government.’ It is a precise answer, 
which the child is expected to remember. Wake up a ‘well-
educated’ child at midnight and pose the question, pat 
comes the reply. We would feel good in that the child has 
said the correct answer. 

But the new textbooks adopt a better route, even though it 
is longer. They fi rst describe election campaigns and var-
ious arrangements necessary for conducting elections (like 
constituencies, parties, voter eligibility, and so on). This 
is followed by a narrative of how voting takes place, and 
the results across the state. Finally it shows who could 
have formed the government. Such a description draws 
in several ideas that were earlier excluded—like the idea 
that political parties are involved, and that people vote 
on different considerations. The new textbooks invite the 
children to identify what had happened in their state dur-
ing the previous election (see Extract 4.3). We believe that 
this method is more useful to the child when she wants to 
understand what she reads in the newspapers—elections 
and government formation.

 Question 133
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121 But why is the second (new) method better than 
the fi rst?

The old textbooks give the child knowledge (or information), 
but do not tell her how to use it. She may accurately recall 
what is there in the textbook about formation of government, 

Extract 4.3
Concrete Examples for Complex Processes

Source: NCERT political science textbook, Democratic Politics, standard 9, p. 57.
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but she may not be able to apply her knowledge to a concrete 
situation. After all, we want the child to understand the 
political process in the country. The detailed example in the 
new textbook provides a rich experience that enables the 
child to understand a situation. The new emphasis is not on 
merely providing information to the child, but on enabling 
him/her to use it as well.

Information recall can be one of the objectives of education, 
but it is not the only objective. Education should also help 
the child understand her own life and the world around. 
This is applicable to all school teaching, not just social 
science teaching.

Textbooks and the Social 
Experience of Children

122 How can a textbook taught across a diverse country 
like India be sensitive to local, social experiences?

Yes, this is a weakness of ‘national’ textbooks. It is clear that 
the reference point in these textbooks is India (as a whole). 
The new textbooks try to minimize the weakness by using 
descriptions or narratives picked up from various regional 
settings, that is, children’s experiences. 

For example, in the history textbooks for standard 6, 
each chapter begins with a child’s experience. Chapter 2 
‘On the Trail of the Earliest People’ begins with a text panel 
(see Box 4.3).

That chapter then describes hunter-gatherers, their mov-
ing about, the rise of habitations, and so on. A few pages 
later, the chapter on Buddhism begins with a school trip 
(see Box 4.4).

In the political science textbooks, two children Unni and 
Munni pose questions on the margins of pages (see Extract 4.4). 
While a student in Kerala can relate to Unni (‘the little one’), 
a student in Uttar Pradesh can relate to Munni. 

Many feel that the problem of local experiences and mean-
ings has not been properly addressed. The new geography 
textbooks deal with the country as a whole, without many 
regional touches. We need to incorporate the experiences of 
children from various regions in more ways. 

Box 4.3

Tushar’s Train Journey

Tushar was going from Delhi to 
Chennai for his cousin’s wedding. They 
were travelling by train and he had 
managed to squeeze into the window 
seat, his nose glued to the glass pane. 
As he watched trees and houses fl y 
past, his uncle tapped his shoulder and 
said: “Do you know that trains were 
fi rst used about 150 years ago, and 
that people began using buses a few 
decades later?” Tushar wondered, 
when people couldn’t travel quickly 
from one place to another, did they 
spend their entire lives wherever 
they were born? Not quite.

The curriculum promises the 
freedom to have many textbooks 
to address regional variations. But 
what is the way forward? 

 Question 62

 Question 133
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123 There is very little that is common between the 
experiences of an urban child and a rural child, 
or between one living in Ladakh and another in 
Lakkidi. So how did you bring their experiences 
into the classroom?

For standard 6, there is a textbook titled Social and Political 
Life. The last chapter in it is on urban livelihoods. It is in the 
form of a narration by a rural (or small-town) child visiting 
a big city. It begins as in Box 4.5. 

It uses a survey conducted in Ahmedabad to talk about 
people working on the streets. The chapter talks of street 
vendors, women in small business, factory workers, sales-
men and marketing managers. Through the story of a cycle-
rickshaw puller in Delhi who has come from Bihar (see 
Extract 4.5), and similar examples, the chapter draws out 
concepts like income disparities, working conditions, job 
security, and so on. 

A similar presentation style is adopted in its preceding chap-
ter too, which is on rural livelihoods. It describes a village 
in Tamil Nadu, through portraits of agricultural labourers 
and others. 

The history textbook describes lives of people in forests and 
of nomadic pastoralists. 

124 Interesting. But these are not the experiences of 
most children in classrooms where the textbooks 
are used.

A ‘national’ textbook, that is, one used across India, can-
not incorporate the experiences of every child or all the 
experiences of any single child. The old history textbooks 
taught empires that did not extend to where I lived. But 
can I argue that those chapters and maps were useless? As 
a student, when I read the experience of another child in 
India, it was an opportunity for me to learn a different way 
of thinking about my own social experience. By using such 
examples as starting points for discussion, the teacher can 
widen the child’s horizon to recognize differences in social 
experiences and in their light, evaluate one’s own social 
experience. In fact, the new textbooks encourage this. The new 
history textbooks, for instance, ask the children to identify 
themselves with the experiences of people from various 
historical periods. Children are asked to write dialogues, 
narratives and pamphlets by using the information given in 
the textbooks.

Box 4.4

Anagha’s School Trip

This was the fi rst time Anagha was 
going on a school trip. They boarded 
the train from Pune (in Maharashtra) 
late at night, to go all the way to 
Varanasi (in Uttar Pradesh). Her 
mother, who came to see her off at 
the station, told the teacher: ‘Do tell 
the children about the Buddha, and 
take them to see Sarnath as well.’

Box 4.5

This is the city where my cousin lives. 
I’ve been here only a few times. It is 
very big. Once, when I came here, 
my cousin took me around. We left 
the house early in the morning. As 
we turned the corner onto the main 
street we saw that it was already 
buzzing with activity. The vegetable 
vendor was busy arranging tomatoes, 
carrots and cucumbers in baskets at 
her stall…

Extract 4.4
Kids See Things Differently

 

Source: NCERT political science textbook, 
Democratic Politics, standard 9, p. 81, p. 82.
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Extract 4.5
Bringing Lives of Ordinary People into the Classroom

Source: NCERT social science textbook, Social and Political Life-I, standard 6, p. 78.
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This ‘problem of localization’ in a national textbook has 
a fl ip side too, which we should not forget. At the age of 
10–11 years (when the child is in standard 6), after fi ve 
years of schooling, it is also necessary to broaden her vision 
beyond her immediate surroundings—to include other parts 
of India and the world.

125 But doesn’t this approach overload a textbook 
with details? For instance, a student in standard 9 
or 10 is expected to know a lot of world events in 
political science textbooks.

In the old system, children were expected to learn all the 
information in the textbooks. In that vein, when people 
look at a new textbook, they make the mistake of seeing it 
as merely a new storehouse of information. The purpose is 
often missed.

For example, by using the old textbooks, children were 
expected to remember the crop and vegetation patterns in 
various continents. That set of information was thought 
useful. The new, history textbook introduces vegetation 
patterns to explain how agriculture patterns changed in the 
United States and what effect they had on the landscape (see 
Extracts 4.6a, 4.6b and 4.6c). The purpose here is different—
information is given not for the sake of giving information 
but to give the children a historical sense of the ways in 
which agriculture or the lives of farmers change. 

Similarly, the descriptions of important events in world 
politics are not to teach about the events per se but to teach 
democracy—the topic of the textbook for standard 9. By 
giving such examples, we hope that children will be able to 
make sense of what happens in future—say a coup (like the 
recent one in Thailand) or the struggle for democracy (like in 
Nepal) or Emergency (like in Pakistan). 

126 We see social science being taught by teachers 
trained only in languages. Has the textbook taken 
care of such situations where a non-specialist is 
teaching the subject?

Textbook writers, especially for standards 9 and 10, largely 
assume that the books will be taught by teachers trained 
in social sciences. The scenario you mention—language 
teachers teaching social sciences—is true in middle schools 
and some private high schools affi liated to the Central Board 
of Secondary Education (CBSE).

Box 4.6

Children Learn by Reading Local 
Experiences of Others, and Find-
ing about Their Own 

Where do you go when you are ill? 
Are there any problems that you 
face? Write a paragraph based on 
your experience.

Source: NCERT social science textbook 
Social and Political Life-II, standard 7, p. 24.

If you have seen crafts persons at 
work, describe in a short paragraph 
what they do. (Hint: how do they 
get the raw materials, what kind of 
equipment do they use, how do they 
work, what happens to the fi nished 
product).

Source: NCERT history textbook, Our Pasts I, 
standard 6, p. 98.
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Extract 4.6a
The Issue is Important, not the Details

Source: NCERT history textbook, India and the Contemporary World, standard 9, p. 128.



Teaching Social Science in Schools  78

Extract 4.6b
The Issue is Important, not the Details

Source: NCERT history textbook, India and the Contemporary World, standard 9, p. 129.
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Extract 4.6c
The Issue is Important, not the Details

Source: NCERT history textbook, India and the Contemporary World, standard 9, p. 130.
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A related problem exists in the majority of non-CBSE gov-
ernment and private schools. In Indian schools, a social 
science teacher may have studied (for B.A. or M.A.) only one 
or two subjects out of history, geography, economics, political 
science, sociology and psychology. Such specialization can 
hinder a teacher from preparing children for a common exam 
in social science. Even though there is commonality in the 
teaching methods of social science, the problem is serious. It 
needs to be addressed by teacher training institutions as part 
of their regular courses, or through refresher programmes 
(see Box 4.7). 

127 Why not adopt an integrated social science 
curriculum?

While every one talks of integration, no one has been able to 
create model textbooks for social science. There has been very 
little movement in the direction of teaching social sciences 
as a single subject. Integration should not be merely binding 
a set of chapters from each subject into one book. There 
should be thematic integration. In the new textbooks, only 
a few themes have been discussed with cross-references 
to other subjects, and fall far short of what can be called 
integrated textbooks. Even ‘alternative’ social science text-
books (like Eklavya’s) are oriented to meet the needs of 
subject specialization. 

In India, we have not given suffi cient thought to producing 
integrated textbooks. People seem to be waiting for a truly 
integrated curriculum before writing the textbooks for it.

128 How does an integrated curriculum benefi t or 
affect the child?

With an integrated curriculum, we can reduce the quantity 
of information that the child has to learn. For this, social 
scientists should agree on what are the most important 
things that a child must know and what are the best ways 
for the child to learn. This has not been the starting point of 
either the new or earlier textbook projects. Only after a truly 
integrated textbook appears can we evaluate how a child 
responds to it.

A shared objective of social sciences is, in a broad sense, the 
understanding of society. People may understand society 
through various lenses—historical processes, economic and 
political systems, natural and geographical features—but it 
should be possible for each subject specialist to put forward 
what is most central in their discipline. As opposed to this 

Box 4.7

Reach Out to Teachers, Parents, 
and Local Community Groups

Dialogue is, in fact, a key to the suc-
cess of any endeavour that seeks to 
radically transform education. Unless 
a widespread process of dialogue is 
set in motion, the present textbooks 
run the risk of remaining yet another 
attempt at social engineering ‘from the 
top’. Meaningful engagement of large 
numbers of ordinary schoolteach-
ers will require concentrated efforts 
towards this end. Indeed, it will also 
be essential to reach out to parents 
and local community groups if the 
transformations envisaged are to be-
come ground level reality.

Source: Deepti Priya Mehrotra, ‘Texts and 
Contexts’, Seminar, 569 January 2007. 
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ideal of integration, the present way is to engage the children 
from the concerns of each subject specialist. 

Our present-day disciplines themselves emerged in the 
unique social and political context of the nineteenth century. 
While at one time it was the done thing to combine moral 
and political questions with economic inquiry, we have 
gradually seen a separation between political science on the 
one hand and economics on the other. Morality has become 
a disparaged term, meant only for a ‘separate subject’ called 
value education. The struggle to recreate an integrated social 
science is to transform the universities fi rst, before we ex-
pect to see such an integration in schools. It is in the domain 
of methodology where many contemporary integrations 
are taking place. The NCERT textbooks’ emphasis on meth-
odology refl ects this trend. 

129 Over the years, the tendency to ‘catch them young’ 
has been increasing. How has it affected the social 
science textbooks?

On the one hand people talk of reducing the burden on the 
child; on the other, they think the solution to every problem 
is through schooling. Hence, you have the following tagged 
on to textbooks—disaster management (with geography); 
consumer education (with economics); environmental 
studies (with sciences); art, architecture and heritage (with 
history); human rights, (with political science) and so on (see 
Extract 4.7). Orders are passed to include a chapter on how 
to cross unmanned railway crossings or how to handle rag-
ging in schools. The Supreme Court and the NGOs think of 
textbooks merely as an object to pass on an idea they think is 
important. These decisions are not always guided by any con-
cern for the child, but the assumption that problems in our 
country can be resolved by making children aware of them. 

130 But isn’t that a way of making education socially 
relevant?

Some of these are social concerns and part of the main subjects 
taught in schools. But we need to resist the temptation that 
every social problem can be resolved through schooling. 
It only creates a jumble of superfi cial do’s and don’ts. So 
many things get pushed in as one-liners, or a paragraph 
here and there, that when the child reads the fi nal passage 
nothing sinks in. For complex issues, there should be proper 
treatment and discussion in a textbook. Only then can a 
textbook have an impact. 
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Extract 4.7
New Topics Keep Getting Added

Source: NCERT economics textbook, Understanding Economic Development, standard 10, p. 73.
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Also, when we write textbooks, it is important to keep in 
mind two key criteria: (a) what are the core ideas in a sub-
ject and (b) what level of complexity can a child grasp at a 
particular age. These themes then have to be developed in 
an appropriate sequence. Many themes are socially relevant, 
but one has to take hard decisions on how to spread them 
out over different textbooks across the 12 years of schooling. 
Otherwise we get dense textbooks which do not have any 
effect at all. 

Teacher Autonomy

131 A textbook binds the way a teacher performs in the 
classroom. It curbs teacher autonomy, does it not?

Through a textbook, the state regulates the classroom prac-
tices of a teacher, one reason for which is to ensure quality 
and fi x parameters for fair evaluation across the country. 
In India, good books for children are neither abundant nor 
accessible. If there were, say, good history books written 
with adolescents in mind, then a teacher could use these 
to build his own set of classroom practices. Based on their 
training at B.A. or M.A. levels, teachers could develop their 
own materials, but we do not see that happening yet. In this 
setting, if a teacher enjoys complete autonomy in developing 
the content relevant for his classroom, then wide differences 
(and discrepancies) may emerge across schools.

Also, when a school affi liates itself to boards like the CBSE 
or the Council for the Indian School Certifi cate Examinations 
(CISCE) the school and its teachers accept limits to their own 
autonomy. 

While the basic dilemmas remain unresolved, the new text-
books do give more space to the teacher than previously. 
At the same time, they also demand that the teachers be 
up-to-date.

132 For effectiveness, the new textbooks seem to highly 
depend on the ability of the teacher to interact with 
his class.

Yes, especially when compared to the earlier textbooks. The 
new textbooks expect the teacher to be active and dynamic. 
The teacher, for instance, can decide how to use the material 
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in the textbook—like narratives of people’s lives or a child’s 
experience—to build something.

But then, the content also directly addresses the child reader. 
While the teacher is expected to read and interpret the 
text, the child herself can probably understand the text on 
her own. 

133 What are some of the problems faced by authors in 
preparing child-centric textbooks?

First, is the shortage of authors who are knowledgeable 
and skilled—people who know the advances in academic 
disciplines and are also capable of describing them well to 
children. The convention has been to get good scholars to 
write a textbook, so that its content will not be challenged. 
While such a textbook succeeds in confi rming their schol-
arship, it may not connect with students because of the 
scholars’ inaccessible and heavy style of writing. Even today, 
it is only the skills of a few people that have made some of 
these textbooks reader-friendly.

Second, is to visualize the child who will read the textbook. 
In the past, where alternative textbooks were made in 
various states, the audiences have been homogenous—
students from the same region and those who speak the 
same language. But writing a textbook at the national level 
is a challenge. The child reader could be living anywhere—
in the slums of Dharavi, or the fl ood plains of Bihar; in the 
trans-Himalayan region of Tawang, or on the sea coast of 
Orissa. Their language skills vary hugely, as do their social 
backgrounds and the exposure they have got. It is almost 
impossible to address them as a single unit. 

Third, is to make the book attractive to the child. Photographs 
and images have to be selected with care—they must be 
thought-provoking to children. Here again, we feel the ab-
sence of skilled people who are both academically skilled 
and have the ability to visualize (or picturize) complex con-
cepts for children. Some textbooks had good designers 
willing to creatively use their skills (see Extract 4.8).

134 And what were the challenges faced by the authors 
in preparing textbooks that would satisfy adult 
critics?

Critics as a species are not uniform. They have different 
perspectives and play diverse roles. 

 Question 123
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Extract 4.8
One of the Best Illustrations

Source: NCERT social science textbook, Social and Political Life-I, standard 7, p. 104.

One breed is that of adult researchers who unravel the 
underlying politics of the textbooks. Their studies read be-
tween the lines and typically highlight the upper-class bias, 
the urban bias, the male-centred world views, the biases 
against marginalized people (dalits and tribals), and the 
state-centrism in any given textbook. Such readings result 
in strong criticisms of the textbooks, but often fail to put for-
ward alternative material. Textbook writers have to stay on 
guard from this small (but vociferous) section of academic 
elites and ensure that the textbooks are not heavily biased. It 
is a challenge to write a textbook that does not merely refl ect 
a statist world view. 

Another breed consists of people waiting to see whether a 
textbook is driven by a single ideology. Those in the right 
will attack you for being towards the left, those in the left 
will blame you for not being suffi ciently left, and those in 
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the centre will anyway blast you left, right and centre! If you 
have attempted to balance the views, then they will say ‘Oh, 
after all this is just a liberal opportunist.’ 

Similarly, each group wants a positive mention. One caste 
organization might declare that their caste’s image has 
been tarnished and hence a particular reference should be 
removed. Later, it will reverse the demand and ask that the 
caste’s role be mentioned in a positive light. It is a challenge 
to ensure that the sentiments of any section are not hurt. 

Then there are the sceptics—people who claim that any 
text cannot be transacted because of ineffi cient schooling 
systems and facilities. They repeatedly refer to ‘average’ 
teachers and ‘average’ children, ask who will teach the im-
proved textbooks, and tell us that teachers are not used to 
teaching the improved textbooks. But if that criticism is 
taken on board, then it is a chicken-and-egg situation, with 
no change possible. We need to start the change somewhere 
and we have started with textbooks.

135 Why is it so diffi cult to get reknowned scholars to 
write textbooks for children?

Textbooks for school children do not have the status of ref-
ereed journal articles or academic books. So, there is little 
incentive for good experts to be involved closely in preparing 
school textbooks. Some narrate their own experiences with 
bad textbooks (as student or parent), and sub-let the real 
work (of writing the textbooks) to educationists. For the new 
textbooks, many experts spent time and energy. But more 
time and serious discussion are required to produce great 
textbooks.

Pedagogic Approach

136 You say that this approach can be applied to teach-
ing various social sciences. Please explain how 
you visualize history to be taught.

The new textbooks in history draw the attention of the 
students to the craft of the historian. This means learning 
to think for yourself in a rigorous manner and not relying 
upon others to tell you what is right or wrong. In history 
it means reading original sources and piecing together an 
accurate picture of the past to provide explanations for 
what happened. Note the commonality with the teaching of 
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science—through observations and experiments, teaching 
children how to reach their own conclusions. The focus is 
on the methods (of sciences or social sciences) to develop 
the thinking skills of students in these subjects. This is in 
contrast to providing the students with the fi nal informa-
tion and expecting them to merely memorize that. 

137 How does the new textbook fi t into the National 
Curriculum Framework?

The NCF 2005 comprises the state of art recommendations 
on how to conduct school education. Prepared by some of 
the best scholars in India, it is the product of generations 
of research and refl ection on education. It is not infallible, 
but the NCF does put together the best informed guidelines 
available in India today. It bears excellent advice on how one 
should teach, what one should teach and how one should 
evaluate (see Boxes 4.8, 4.9 and 4.10). 

Box 4.8

NCF on How to Teach Social 
Sciences

History should be taught with the in-
tent of enabling students better under-
stand [how] their own world and their 
own identities came into being as 
shaped by a rich and varied past.  
History should now help them dis-
cover processes of change and con-
tinuity in their world, and to compare 
ways in which power and control 
were and are exercised.

Source: Excerpted from the National Cur-
riculum Framework, 2005.

Box 4.9

NCF on How to Teach Social 
Sciences

In Political Science, the focus should 
be on discussing the philosophical 
foundations that underlie the value 
framework of the Indian Constitution, 
i.e. in-depth discussion of equality, 
liberty, justice, fraternity, secularism, 
dignity, plurality, and freedom from 
exploitation. As the discipline of 
Economics is being introduced to the 
child at this level, it is important that 
the topics should be discussed from 
the perspective of the people.

Source: Excerpted from the National Cur-
riculum Framework, 2005.

Box 4.10

NCF on How to Teach Social Sciences

As pointed out by the Kothari Commission, the social science 
curriculum hitherto emphasised developmental issues. These are 
important but not suffi cient for understanding the normative di-
mension, like issues of equality, justice, and dignity in society and 
polity. The role of individuals in contributing to this ‘development’ 
has often been overemphasised. An epistemological shift is 
suggested so as to accommodate the multiple ways of imagining 
the Indian nation. The national perspective needs to be balanced 
with reference to the local. At the same time, Indian History 
should not be taught in isolation, and there should be reference to 
developments in other parts of the world…

In order to make the process of learning participative, there is a 
need to shift from mere imparting of information to debate and 
discussion. This approach to learning will keep both the learner 
and the teacher alive to social realities…

Concepts should be clarifi ed to students through the lived ex-
periences of individuals and communities. It has often been ob-
served that cultural, social and class differences generate their 
own biases, prejudices and attitudes in classroom contexts. The 
approach to teaching therefore needs to be open-ended. Teachers 
should discuss different dimensions of social reality in the class, 
and work towards creating increasing self-awareness amongst 
themselves and the learners.

Source: Excerpted from the National Curriculum Framework, 2005.



Teaching Social Science in Schools  88

Some of the new textbooks are closer to the spirit of the NCF 
than others. They have been able to draw the students and 
teachers into greater involvement with the content. They 
have focused on central issues and principles rather than 
dull details. They have made much greater use of questions 
and exercises so as to enhance students’ understanding. In 
these, the end-of-chapter exercises are not chore to be slogged 
through. Even where the textbooks do not live up in some 
respects to the NCF’s standards (for example, in geography 
and class 9 economics), those who wrote them have tried 
hard. Yes, much more remains to be done. 

International Politics and the Textbook

138 There is a strong anti-US sentiment in the stand-
ard 9 textbook on democracy. Why is that?

It would be wrong to assume that there is any sentiment 
against any country in the textbooks. To illustrate various 
themes, examples were drawn from across the world. These 
have included, along with the US, events and images from 
India, Britain, communist Poland, Pinochet’s Chile, Saudi 
Arabia, former Yugoslavia, China and Ghana. Selection of 
examples was guided by the principle of choosing the best 
scenario which highlighted the ideas being discussed. The 
objective was not to portray any one country in a negative 
light, but to enable children to think about the complex 
political processes involved in democracy around the 
world. 

Often, the descriptions were guided by two factors: how 
simple and straightforward the narrative was, and how best 
it would suit the situation or the concept being described. As 
happens in real life, some parts of the story depicted actions 
that supported democracy and some that opposed it. It was 
inevitable that in certain examples, the role of the US, the 
most powerful country in the world today, would come 
up. It is an unfortunate but widely recognized truth that in 
international affairs, the US has often allied itself with forces 
that were inimical to democracy. This is a strange paradox for 
a country that, within its own borders, has one of the more 
democratic political systems of the world and which claims 
democracy to be one of its defi ning national characteristics. 
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When we have to give examples of the saga of democracy 
across the world, it is inevitable that the questionable role of 
US foreign policy will occasionally be mentioned. 

This is not a red slant against the US. Do also keep in 
mind that in the textbook, adjacent to the example of Chile 
(where, the Central Intelligence Agency helped to topple 
a democratically-elected government), is the example of 
Poland (where Solidarity led the struggle against the 
totalitarianism of the Soviet bloc). The hallmark of post-
independence India was just this—we tried to stand straight 
and not lean against this or that world power.

Pedagogic Philosophy

139 Whose ideas were the sources of inspiration 
behind the current textbooks?

Over the last three decades, several advances have taken 
place in textbooks and classroom practices in small pockets 
across India. One can identify these not only in the works of 
NGOs like Digantar and Eklavya, but also in textbooks that 
came up in state initiatives like the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan 
and the District Primary Education Programme in Kerala, 
and the Lok Jumbish in Rajasthan (see Extract 4.9). The 
SCERTs of Delhi and Chhattisgarh too evolved new models 
of textbooks and teaching practices. Such efforts, which 
showed alternatives to the traditional pattern of the NCERT 
textbooks, provided concrete and living examples to draw 
inspiration and ideas for rethinking and rebuilding the 
basics of textbook design in India. 

Tagore and Gandhi were two Indian thinkers who infl uenced 
these changes. The approach of encouraging children to 
interact with the world and develop their understanding of 
it (rather than force them to listen to monologues) was given 
a rigorous grounding by philosophers and scholars like 
John Dewey, Jean Piaget, Lev Vygotsky and Jerome Bruner. 
The importance of an appreciation of the real world and 
its challenges was continually emphasized by Gandhi, and 
many others like Paulo Freire and Michael Apple, who saw 
education as part of humanity’s struggle for emancipation 
(see Box 4.11). Vast literature is available now on these 
themes. 

Box 4.11

Critical Pedagogy

Critical pedagogy provides an op-
portunity to refl ect critically on issues 
in terms of their political, social, 
economic and moral aspects. It entails 
the acceptance of multiple views on 
social issues and a commitment to 
democratic forms of interaction. This 
is important in view of the multi-
ple contexts in which our schools 
function. A critical framework helps 
children to see social issues from dif-
ferent perspectives and understand 
how such issues are connected to their 
lives. For instance, understanding of 
democracy as a way of life can be 
chartered through a path where chil-
dren refl ect on how they regard 
others (e.g., friends, neighbours, the 
opposite sex, elders, etc.), how they 
make choices (e.g., activities, play, 
friends, career, etc.), and how they 
cultivate the ability to make deci-
sions. Likewise, issues related to 
human rights, caste, religion and gen-
der can be critically refl ected on by 
children in order to see how these 
issues are connected to their every-
day experiences, and also how dif-
ferent forms of inequalities become 
compounded and are perpetuated. 
Critical pedagogy facilitates collective 
decision making through open dis-
cussion and by encouraging and rec-
ognising multiple views.

Source: Excerpted from the National Cur-
riculum Framework, 2005.
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Extract 4.9
Lok Jumbish Social Science Textbooks from Rajasthan

Source: Lok Jumbish textbook, Samajik Adhyayan, standard 6.

It was not as if people fi rst sat and read everything and only 
then began to ask how better textbooks could be designed. 
People were already responding to the frustrations of the 
older approaches and were interacting with each other, 
reading the works of this scholar or that, looking at each 
other’s efforts and simultaneously learning from all of these. 
There have been many people involved in the rethinking 
of school education who learnt not from reading scholarly 
books, but by their own collective engagement in changing 
education in India.

140 This ‘philosophy’ of education you talk of was not 
discussed or debated, before being implemented. 
Is it not undemocratic? It looks like the capture of 
the NCERT by a small group of elites.
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Box 4.12

Popular Demands for Change

Hundreds of parents and teachers 
sent messages to NCERT in response 
to advertisements inviting public con-
tributions for the National Curriculum 
Framework. One of these messages 
was from a Mumbai-based mother and 
teacher, Mrs Neeta Mohla. She wrote: 

‘…Our syllabus gets more massive 
and moves beyond the teaching cap-
acity of the teachers, so they rush 
through the contents with tedious 
methodology.’

Source: Excerpted from the National Cur-
riculum Framework, 2005.

The NCF was debated. Many people participated in it—not 
just academics or education professionals, but also parents, 
journalists and social activists (see Box 4.12). People from 
different walks of life joined this debate. So it is not fair to call 
it undemocratic. Also, the changes being adopted are based 
not merely on the opinions of people but draw their strength 
from research experiences of educationists, experiences of 
other countries and experiments in India. 

Yes, at the most, a few hundred people have been central 
to this entire process. They may be the best minds in the 
business, but still the setting of the agendas of this effort 
continues to be dominated by a very small number of intel-
lectuals in our country. It is less a question of party affi liation 
and more a problem of there being a very small number of 
good quality scholars and intellectuals in India to draw upon 
from. Until we are able to improve our higher education 
system and get a larger number of scholars willing to engage 
with questions of education (and not be diverted by other 
temptations), the problem will remain.
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