
Neeru M. Biswas on

benefits of

'balanced education'

DISCERNING parents and
citizens in India today rec
ognize the importance of

well-rounded education for
schoolchildren. It would be
safe to assume that this is the
motive behind plans for a
swimming pool, activity room
and other facilities for co-
curricular activities besides an
excellent academic pro
gramme in every school. In
this article I put certain issues
for English-medium schools to
consider.

The subject of school educa
tion is a very wide one, espe
cially in the Indian context,
where even today, universal
primary education remains a
dream. This note does not in
clude those situations where
the option for the family is one
of education or no education
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your medium of instruction is
English, points to a select and
smaller segment of Indian soc
iety. It is also parents and
teachers in this segment who
can, in my view, make an im
pact on the quality of learning
that takes place in the school,
'and, consequently, the quality
of many of the leaders and
doers of the next generation.

* Teach by example — i.e.
teachers must practise what
they ask their students to do.

Today, teachers leading
children by setting an example
is rare. For instance, children
must, for "decorum", remain
thirsty during an outdoor
assembly, while teachers are
served cold drinks. What
happens is, "do as I say, not as
I do". It leads to resentment
and lack of respect for teachers
among students.

* Teach discipline through
example and explain why a
child is being asked to do
something, e.g., not running in
the school corridors.

Discipline is instilled mostly
through fear; the child would
learn better if he knew why he
had to do something, or why
he was being punished. Usual
ly a child is slapped and left to
igure out why!

Schools can foster balance in c

Children must be taught to
have a healthy respect for au
thority, not to blindly follo
someone in a position of au
thority.

There is a significant differ
ence between respecting au
thority and blindly following
instructions from someone in
authority. The former allows
for a dialogue and informed
learning by the child, the latter
generates passive followers
who find it hard to take a ra
tional decision subsequently
In most schools today, a heal
thy, polite exchange of ideas is
never encouraged. If a child
wants to know why he must
do something, he is "disci
plined" naturally.

* Teachers must prepare
well for class, and then show
the maturity to admit a mis
take or ignorance of some fact
that a child may point out.

* Teachers in India are of
ten reluctant to admit their
mistake or their ignorance if a
child asks a question to which
they do not know the answer.
The strength of character is re
flected in being able to stand
up and say to the class, "I
don't know, or I made a mis
take, but let us together find

out the answer", or "I'll find
out and tell you tomorrow".
Since we all learn from our
mistakes, such an attitude by
teachers would help create a
better learning environment
for the children. (Note: it is not
humanly possible to know air
the answers!)

* Have realistic expecta
tions from children. Apply the
principles of modern child
psychology that must have
been (or should be) taught to
teachers in their B.Ed, course.

There is an absurd expecta
tion from children, for inst
ance, three-year-olds are ex
pected to enjoy handwriting,
when it is a well-known fact
that their fine motor skills, re
quired for writing, are not fully
developed at that stage! At that
age children learn better
through play, creative activity,
songs and dramatics. I hardly
see puzzles being used by
schools in India for this age-
group.

* Insist on children doing
their own work at home, with
guidance only from parents or
tutors, if required. Disqualify
work that is obviously done by
a grown-up person!

While teachers may private

ly recognize that some pare
do the homework for tr.
children (especially projec
hardly any teacher avoids c
playing the neatest and m
adult-looking projects, as 1
"best". There are two issi
here:

# The child is being taught
to be dishonest — passing
the parent's work as his OH

• The child's opportuni
to be creative in doing his pr
ject or homework himself
being lost — may be it is
collective result of sui
schooling that product
bureaucrats rather tha
world-class scientists an
thinkers!

There has to be an emphasi
on creativity and individual]
ty, within the broade
framework of the school, am
its guiding principles. Are w
really interested in developinj
a generation of bureaucrats, a
this stage of our history?

* Many schools that have
various co-curricular facilities
seem to be unable to optimize
the use of these so as to benefit
the largest number of students.
Games and teams are not al
ways organized well, and
attention is paid only to the
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hardly any teacher avoids dis
playing the neatest and most
adult-looking projects, as the

best". There are two issues
Here:

# The child is being taught
to be dishonest — passing on
the parent's work as his own.

• The child's opportunity
to be creative in doing his pro
ject or homework himself is
being lost — may be it is a
collective result of such
schooling that produces
bureaucrats rather than
world-class scientists and
thinkers!

There has to be an emphasis
on creativity and individuali
ty, within the broader
framework of the school, and
its guiding principles. Are we
really interested in developing
a generation of bureaucrats, at
this stage of our history?

* Many schools that have
various co-curricular facilities
seem to be unable to optimize
the use of these so as to benefit
the largest number of students.
Games and teams are not al
ways organized well, and
attention is paid only to the

competitive teams that bring a
good name to the school. The
issue is: team spirit, sports
manship and the ability' to
lose gracefully are learnt well
on the sports field, if properly
encouraged. Aren't these de
sirable qualities for our chil
dren to have, along with a de
sire to compete?

• The CBSE syllabus is
quite unwieldy and somewhat
irrelevant in places, and prog
ressive schools must take lead
ership in moving the bureauc
rats in the relevant depart
ments to redesign the syllabus
based on clear learning objec
tives for the students. NCERT
books are poorly edited, and
written in the most unimagina
tive fashion — there is a crying
need for improvement. The
standard of English could be
higher.

* The school must foster a
cooperative and open rela
tionship with parents, and av
oid taking advantage of the pa
rents' situation by offering a
T.C., if parents make a reason
able complaint or demand. In
fact, parents would be very
willing to help out in innumer
able and valuable ways, if en-

couaged and treated with
genuine respect and profes
sionalism

* Recent reports in news
papers suggest that many
more children are facing
psychological problems than
ever before. Modern society,
with all its pressures, weighs
heavily on the child. Small liv
ing "'spaces, busy parents and
the absence of several siblings
put pressure on the child. The
intensely competitive environ-
ment and the relatively few
opportunities for the next gen
eration (mainly because of
population growth) force the
school and home to put undue
pressure on the child. But, do
we really want a generation of
what the experts call, "normal
deviates"?

Should we not help the
child to learn to establish a
balance in life — a balance
between studies, sports,
hobbies, controlled TV-watch
ing and just plain day-dream
ing? How many of us can
afford to be single-minded
about anything in our adult
lives? Such a balanced person
would be able to fit into the
challenges of modern life with
more confidence and poise.




