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Troubling question 

Gender equality in India: 

1. The road to gender equity is long and hard, and despite the fact that each 
generation has paved a better way for the next, the struggle to overcome 
disparities is far from over.  

2. Through this difficult journey, the school’s role in sensitising young minds 
towards building a non-discriminatory world cannot be overstated.  

3. In this context, a comprehension passage in the Central Board of Secondary 
Education (CBSE) English examination must be condemned for its 
regressive and sexist stance.  

4. The passage said: “women gaining independence is the main reason for a 
wide variety of social and family problems”.  

5. Young impressionable teenagers, girls and boys, already stressed because 
of the pandemic, did not know how to tackle the question.  

Social Sciences neglected: 

1. Already because of COVID-19, the 2020-21 syllabi for Classes 9-12 were 
truncated by 30% with glaring omissions of core concepts in subjects such 
as Mathematics.  

2. From the social sciences and other humanities subjects, topics such as 
federalism, citizenship, nationalism, secularism, democracy, and diversity, 
were slashed.  

3. In the real world, it will be tougher for children if they are not taught the 
basics in school, and if they grow up with anxieties related to gender, for 
instance.  

4. In India, misogyny has long roots. Inequalities of class, caste, gender 
already exist in the school system, worse in the villages and among the 
urban poor.  

5. Many girls are pushed to drop out for myriad reasons, from the lack of toilet 
facilities in school to forced labour or marriage.  

6. If men, as Claudia Goldin says in her book, Career & Family, must start 
doing what women have always done, provide personal support, lend an ear, 
and help, education has to begin when they are young.  

Instead of teaching them to cast off stereotypes, school authorities are 
reiterating old wrongs. At a time when it is imperative for the Board to lighten 
children’s burden, the CBSE has sent out the worst possible message. 
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Losing the art of critical thinking 

1. We in India are destroying the spirit of education — the spark of engaged 
pedagogy, critical thinking and humanistic sensibilities.  

2. Furthermore, as the ‘will to power’ often characterises our leaders, it 
becomes difficult to acknowledge solid facts and truth that might unsettle 
their images as the ultimate saviours of the nation.  

3. It is no wonder that the escape from truth becomes the new normal. And 
this pathology seems to have crippled the educational sensibilities of our 
academic bureaucrats. 

The potential of critical pedagogy 

Imagine the likes of Paulo Freire and Bell Hooks responding to the CBSE’s logic. 
They would possibly make three points.  
Critical pedagogy awakens 

1. First, they would demythologise the notion of value-neutral academics. 
They would argue that in the name of value-neutrality, we often end up 
legitimising the status quo.  

2. In fact, the spirit of critical pedagogy awakens young minds and makes 
them capable of reflecting on the discourse of power.  

3. Hence, young students should not merely memorise the Preamble of the 
Constitution as a fact; instead, they should be inspired by teachers to see 
the harsh reality and wonder why our secular, socialist republic is 
characterised by gross inequality and caste/gender violence.  

4. Education is about asking difficult questions and striving for just social 
order. 

Creative agency of a young learner 
1. Second, they would stress the creative agency of a young learner. The idea 

is neither to memorise facts like a parrot nor to master the strategy of 
cracking the multiple-choice questions pattern of standardised tests.  

2. In our classrooms, they must find their voice, their argumentative spirit, 
and their urge to walk with teachers as co-travellers and critical thinkers.  

Inner Churning: the bridge between the ‘self’ and the ‘world’ 
1. And third, they would remind us of the art of building the bridge between 

the ‘self’ and the ‘world’, or ‘personal’ and ‘political’. When you are 
introduced to the ideas of Gandhi, B.R. Ambedkar and Savitribai Phule, you 
undergo a process of inner churning; you begin to strive for a new world. 

2. Our political masters seek to negate this liberating potential of critical 
pedagogy. And ironically, our academic bureaucrats abhor the spirit of 
emancipatory education. 


