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Educational Goals vs. the Pedagogical Means to Achieve the Goals 
As teachers, educators, educationists, and educational administrators committed to raising 
the quality of school (and college) education in India, I take it that we agree that we have 
a responsibility to help students acquire the capacity for critical thinking. This is not to 
say that other learning outcomes such as understanding of received knowledge, 
understanding of the evidence and arguments for the conclusions that are taken as 
knowledge, innovative and thoughtful application, creative problem solving, independent 
learning, teamwork, communication, and so on are not equally important.  But these I will 
leave for other occasions.   
A system of education that aims at the capacity for critical thinking and independent 
inquiry as one of the desired outcomes of learning can be called Inquiry-Oriented 
Education or Constructivist Education. Ten years ago, NCF 2005 presented a vision of 
constructivism. Yet, as most of us would agree, that vision has not been incorporated into 
the design of syllabi, textbooks, classroom activities, and assessment tasks. 
To translate the vision into practice, it is crucial that we help students to  

A. understand the evidence and/or arguments that support or refute the conclusions 
that are presented in classrooms and textbooks as ‘knowledge’; and 

B. develop the capacity to 
i) identify interesting and worthwhile questions to investigate; 
ii) choose and implement appropriate methodological strategies to find answers 

to these questions and arrive at conclusions; 
iii) rationally justify (defend, prove, provide evidence and arguments for) the 

conclusions to the satisfaction of fellow inquirers; and
iv) think critically about one’s own and other people’s conclusions and 

justification, to decide on what conclusions to accept, what to reject, and what 
to keep in view for further exploration. 

To implement constructivist education, it is crucial that we distinguish these educational 
goals (desired learning outcomes) from the pedagogical means used to achieve them, 
embodied in the various terminologies of active learning, interactive learning, 
collaborative learning, experiential learning, activity-based learning, task-based learning, 
problem-based learning, and inquiry-based learning. While these methodological 
commitments are indeed important, they are orthogonal to the goals outlined in A and B.

The Role of Teachers, Syllabus-Textbook-Assessment Designers, and Policy Makers
There seems to be an impression, including among those who matter, that influencing 
what teachers do in their classrooms is sufficient to improve the quality of education in 
India. So, to find out if constructivist education has been implemented in India, we do 
field studies of the practices of the teacher, without asking if our syllabi, textbooks, and 
questions in the board exams, entrance tests, and aptitude tests assess the learning 
outcomes outlined in A and B. While NCF 2005 asks teachers to adopt pedagogies that 
are appropriate for constructivist goals, the questions in NCERT’s National Talent Search 
are not designed to test any of the mental abilities in A and B.  Many NCERT textbooks 
for primary education pay attention to the observational component of Aii, but none pays 
attention to A, Bi, Biii, and Biv. This is true of the NCERT syllabi as well.  
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To achieve the vision of constructivist education, we need to go beyond the preoccupation 
with classroom engagement, and ask what we can do to create constructivist syllabi, 
constructivist textbooks, and constructivist assessment tasks. This challenge has not been 
collectively undertaken in India today.  

A Plan of Action 
As a collective of teachers, educators, educationists, and educational administrators in 
India, we may consider the following strategies to work further towards the vision of 
NCF 2005:

• articulate the tools and abilities of scientific inquiry and the elements of scientific 
temper in syllabi; 

• embody the tools and abilities of scientific inquiry in textbooks and other 
teaching-learning resources such as learning triggers and lesson plans; 

• ensure that the ability to use the tools of scientific inquiry are tested through all 
forms and levels of assessment, particularly the board examinations and the 
National Talent Search examinations;  

• help teachers use textbooks and teaching-learning resources to help their students 
develop the capacity for knowledge construction and evaluation and excel in the 
examinations that test this capacity; and finally, 

• help the stakeholders of education (including educational administrators and 
parents) understand and appreciate these goals, and work in consonance with one 
another. 

 This is an invitation to jointly pursue these activities. 
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