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A WEAK LINK IN THE ELEMENTARY EDUCATION CHAIN 
India is ignoring the necessity for strong capacity building of the many NGOs  

engaged in educational improvement 
 For about three decades now, a large number of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) are 
intensively engaged in the task of improving elementary education in the country. A paper in the Economic & 
Political Weekly of May 2005, titled How Large Is India’s Non-Profit Sector?, estimates about three million paid 
workers in the voluntary sector through 1.2 million organisations. The paper estimates that 20.4% of this 
workforce (about 6 lakh workers) is engaged in education. According to a newspaper report, “India has 31 lakh 
NGOs, more than double the number of schools” (August 1, 2015), the number of NGOs in the country was 
more than 31 lakh — more than double the number estimated in the above mentioned paper. With these 
data, it should be a safe guess to estimate that there are now more than 12 lakh NGO workers engaged in 
education (even if there could be only 50% of them in school education, and the remainder involved in 
improving reach and quality). The lower end of the estimated number of NGO staff working for the 
improvement of quality and reach in elementary education must be over three lakh. 
 
Scope of work 
 It is most probable that these workers are engaged in direct teaching in classrooms, demonstrating 
various activities and methods to teachers, conducting teacher workshops and so on. Most NGOs and large 
foundations believe that these people work as catalysts and influence the functioning of the system. For 
various reasons, they are supposed to be more effective than regular employees in the government system. 
 There is a lot of discussion around education and the Continuous Professional Development of 
Teachers (CPDT). These NGO workers have a significant part in the CPDT, for example, in annual in-service 
training and pedagogy improvement workshops. We should be asking ourselves whether these workers are 
adequately prepared for this difficult task. As an example, let us take quality improvement, which is currently 
the biggest concern in education. 
 Anyone who can successfully contribute to the improvement of educational quality must have some 
idea of what educational quality happens to be. A very common notion of what good quality school is in our 
society is based on a high score in the board examinations. Suppose the curriculum is irrelevant to the life of 
people (as it is often claimed), would it still indicate high quality? Further, suppose that high scoring is achieved 
by subjecting children to severe punishment and stress, would it still remain an indicator of high quality? If the 
response to last two questions is negative, then we can conclude that appropriateness of curriculum and 
pedagogy also need to be considered in defining quality of education. But how do we know what good or 
appropriate curriculum and pedagogy are? On what criteria can we decide that? 
 
Key documents, framework 
 The four documents currently providing a framework of principles, guidelines and legal stipulations to 
deal with such questions are the National Curriculum Framework 2005 (NCF), The Right of Children to Free and 
Compulsory Education Act, 2009 (RTE), the National Curriculum Framework for Teacher Education 2009 
(NCFTE) and the National Education Policy 2020 (NEP 2020). Even if the NCF and NCFTE change in the near 
future, the new documents are likely to have much in common with the present ones. Therefore, it is 
worthwhile to assume that any worker engaged in education improvement should reasonably understand 
these and similar documents. Let us take an example from each one of these documents to see what is 
involved. 
 Regarding pedagogy, the RTE, in Section 29(e), recommends “learning through activities, discovery and 
exploration in a child friendly and child-centered manner”. To use this definition in school improvement, the 
NGO worker has to ask himself questions such as : What is discovery? How and what can children learn 
through discovery? Does discovery method have any limitations as a pedagogy? Further, the NCF recommends 
constructivist pedagogy. What is the constructivist method of learning? Is it the same as recommended by the 
NCF? 

https://www.epw.in/journal/2005/19/commentary/how-large-indias-non-profit-sector.html
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 On curriculum, NEP 2020, paragraph 4.23 says “certain subjects, skills, and capacities should be 
learned by all students to become good, successful, innovative, adaptable, and productive human beings in 
today’s rapidly changing world. … these skills include: scientific temper and evidence-based thinking; creativity 
and innovativeness; sense of aesthetics and art; oral and written communication; health and nutrition; physical 
education, fitness, wellness, and sports; collaboration and teamwork; problem solving and logical reasoning; 
vocational exposure and skills; digital literacy, coding, and computational thinking; ethical and moral 
reasoning; knowledge and practice of human and Constitutional values; gender sensitivity; Fundamental 
Duties; citizenship skills and values”. 
 If we want to use this policy, we need to understand what paragraphs such as the above say. One has 
to note the complexity and profusion of terms used. What do all these words and phrases mean? Is the 
paragraph internally consistent? Is this paragraph consistent with the NCF? Do the NCF and NEP need to be 
consistent with each other? 
 The paragraph from NEP 2020 also highlights certain aims of education: namely, to make all children 
“good, successful, innovative, adaptable, and productive human beings in today’s rapidly changing world”. Are 
these aims consistent with each other? Do they have any relative weightage? What if some schools produce 
children who are highly successful, innovative, adaptable, productive, extremely competitive, and uncaring for 
others? Would we be happy to call them “good” and consider such an education to be high quality education? 
 The last example, the NCFTE (page 23), says that we need teachers who “*P+romote values of peace, 
democratic way of life, equality, justice, liberty, fraternity, secularism and zeal for social reconstruction”. Are 
these two quotes, one from NEP 2020 and the other from the NCFTE, compatible with each other? Are they 
emphasising the same values or have significant difference with each other? 
 
Need for deep insights 
 It seems bringing about improvement in the quality of education is not a simple task that one can 
accomplish just by desire, hard work and interaction with teachers. It seems to require answers to a plethora 
of questions. Could it be that our attempts for over three decades have failed, at least partly, because most 
people working for improvement do not have reasonable answers to such questions? 
 Just reading these documents may be adequate for a layman not engaged in educational activities and 
teacher capacity building. But for someone engaged in CPDT, a study of these documents alone will neither 
answer the questions raised above nor give him/her any better insight into these documents. The positions 
taken in these and other such documents, as well as in decision making in education, are based on a vast 
repertoire of theoretical knowledge. A major part of this theoretical knowledge is drawn from the philosophy 
of education, political theories, sociology of education, psychology of learning and development, and a 
contextual understanding of the current needs of our society. Understanding an adequate part of all this and 
their implications for curriculum, pedagogy, and teacher development, therefore, becomes imperative to be 
effective in quality improvement or to contribute to good education. 
 
An immediate task 
 If the argument outlined so far is even tentatively acceptable, then a strong programme for capacity 
building of NGO workers engaged in educational improvement becomes an urgent need. 
 However, NGOs do not seem to be paying adequate attention to this very important area. Nor do 
universities and teacher education colleges seem to be offering any short term and/or distance learning 
courses for this sector. If we want to implement NEP 2020 — presently leaving its merits and demerits aside — 
and really want to see improvement in the quality of education available to our children, we need to pay very 
close attention to capacity building of this vast workforce engaged in the field. Without adequate preparation, 
the assumption that the mere appointment of a person in an NGO and being placed in the field will 
automatically develop the capabilities of these workers is incorrect, and a case of sheer injustice to them, to 
the education system, and to children in schools. 
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Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 (the) weak link (phrase) –  least dependable 

member (of a group); a vulnerable person or thing 
within an organization/system. 

 necessity (noun) – (essential) requirement, 
prerequisite, indispensable thing. 

 capacity building (noun) – capacity development; 
it has typically been defined as the development 
and strengthening of human and institutional 
resources. The United Nations Development 
Programme defines capacity as “the ability to 
perform functions, solve problems, and achieve 
objectives” at three levels: individual, institutional 
and societal.  

 decade (noun) – a period of ten years. 
 voluntary organisation/sector (noun) – it is also 

referred to as nonprofit organizations, NGOs (non-
government organizations); a group of individuals 
who enter into an agreement, usually as 
volunteers, to form a body (or organization) to 
accomplish a purpose. a voluntary organization is 
an organization in which whether its workers are 
paid/unpaid, is initiated & governed by its own 
members without external control. 

 workforce (noun) – workers, employees. 
 reach (noun) – range or extent (of someone’s 

effect/influence). 
 probable (adjective) – most likely, possible, 

expected. 
 and so on (phrase) – and similar things, etc, et 

cetera. 
 catalyst (noun) – something which trigger/cause 

/give rise to an event suddenly/unexpectedly; 
stimulus, motivation, fillip, encouragement. 

 Continuous Professional Development of 
Teachers (CPDT) (noun) – a 
planned, continuous and lifelong process 
whereby teachers try to develop their personal 
and professional qualities, and to improve their 
knowledge, skills and practice, leading to their 
empowerment, the improvement of their agency 
and the development of their organisation and 
their pupils. 

 in-service training (IST) (noun) – The programme 
which develops skills and knowledge within the 
teachers so that they can perform their duties 
effectively and with respect to the standard of 
working field is called as an In-service training 
programme for teachers. 

 pedagogy (noun) – teaching, tutoring,  coaching/ 
training. 

 influence (verb) – affect, have an effect on.  
 ask (oneself) (verb) – think about, mull over, 

ponder. 
 notion (noun) – idea, belief, concept. 
 curriculum (noun) – syllabus, course of 

studies, subjects. (curricula is the plural form 
of curriculum). 

 irrelevant (adjective) – immaterial, unrelated, not 
germane, unimportant/insignificant. 

 subject to (verb) – likely to suffer from, easily 
affected by, at risk of. 

 stress (noun) – strain, pressure, tension, worry. 
 appropriateness (noun) – rightness, 

aptness, propriety, suitability, usefulness. 
 criterion (noun) – basis, standard, norm. (criteria 

is the plural form of criterion). 
 framework (noun) – structure, system, 

composition, organization. 
 stipulation (noun) – condition, precondition, 

requirement, provision. 
 National Curriculum Framework (NCF) (noun) – 

NPE proposed a national framework for 
curriculum as a means of evolving a national 
system of education capable of responding to 
India’s diversity of geographical and cultural 
milieus while ensuring a common core of values 
along with academic components. The National 
Curriculum Framework 2005 (NCF 2005) is the 
fourth National Curriculum Framework published 
in 2005 by the National Council of Educational 
Research and Training (NCERT) in India. 
The NCF 2005 serves as a guideline for syllabus, 
textbooks, and teaching practices for the schools 
in India. 

 Right to Education (RTE) Act (noun) – the Right of 
Children to Free and Compulsory Education 
Act or Right to Education Act (RTE) is an Act, of 
the Parliament of India enacted on 4 August 2009 
under Article 21-A in the Constitution of India, 
which provides free and compulsory education of 
all children in the age group of six to fourteen 
years as a Fundamental Right. 

 productive (adjective) – valuable, effective, 
worthwhile, useful, helpful. 

 worthwhile (adjective) – valuable, helpful, useful. 
 exploration (noun) – research, investigation. 

https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/the_weak_link
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/necessity
https://www.lexico.com/definition/decade
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/workforce
https://www.lexico.com/definition/reach
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/probable
https://www.lexico.com/definition/and_so_on
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/catalyst
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/us/pedagogyhttps:/en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/us/pedagogy
https://www.lexico.com/definition/influence
https://www.lexico.com/definition/ask
https://www.lexico.com/definition/notion
https://www.lexico.com/definition/curriculum
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/irrelevant
https://www.lexico.com/definition/subject
https://www.lexico.com/definition/stress
https://www.lexico.com/definition/appropriateness
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/criterion
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/thesaurus/framework
https://www.lexico.com/definition/stipulation
https://www.lexico.com/definition/productive
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/us/worthwhile
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/exploration
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 National Education Policy (NEP) (noun) –
 The National Education Policy, 2020 is meant to 
provide an overarching vision and comprehensive 
framework for both school and higher education 
across the country. It is only a policy, not a law; 
implementation of its proposals depends on 
further regulations by both States and the Centre 
as education is a concurrent subject. 

 constructivist (approach) (noun) – it refers to the 
idea that learners construct knowledge for 
themselves. It is a theory of learning suggesting 
that learners create their own knowledge of the 
topics they study rather than receiving that 
knowledge as transmitted to them by some other 
source. Constructivist teaching is based on the 
belief that learning occurs as learners are actively 
involved in a process of meaning and knowledge 
construction as opposed to passively receiving 
information. 

 aesthetics (noun) – it refers to a set of principles 
underlying the works (of a particular art 
movement). 

 nutrition (noun) – the process in which necessary 
food is received/obtained by the living things to 
grow and be healthy. 

 collaboration (noun) – cooperation, alliance, 
partnership. 

 vocational (adjective) – relating to job or work & 
its related skills. 

 literacy (noun) – the ability to read and write. 
 gender sensitivity (noun) – the process by which 

people are made aware of how gender plays a role 
in life through their treatment of others. It opens 
up communications between the sexes to bring 
mutual understanding and respect of each others’ 
roles. 

 profusion (noun) – a large quantity of 
something; a lot of, a host of. 

 consistent with (adjective) – compatible, agreeing, 
in tune/line with. 

 highlight (verb) – underline, underscore, 
emphasize, call attention to. 

 relative (adjective) – reasonable, a fair degree of, 
considerable. 

 weightage (noun) – importance, significance, 
value. 

 liberty (noun) – freedom, independence. 
 fraternity (noun) – brotherhood, solidarity, union, 

mutual support, friendship. 
 secularism (noun) – the belief that religion should 

not have a strong influence in education or other 
public parts of society. 

 zeal (noun) – passion, fervour, eagerness, interest. 
 emphasise (verb) – draw attention to, put stress 

on, underscore, highlight. 
 insight (noun) – perception, understanding, 

comprehension, realization/recognition. 
 bring about (phrasal verb) – cause to 

happen, make happen, result in, give rise to. 
 accomplish (verb) – achieve, complete, fulfil. 
 plethora (noun) – lot, too many; excess, 

abundance, surplus. 
 layman (noun) – non-professional, non-specialist, 

non-expert, amateur. 
 repertoire (noun) – collection, stock, range. 
 contextual (adjective) – relating to the conditions 

that make the setting of something (an 
event/idea). 

 implications (noun) – consequence/outcome, 
ramification, repercussion. 

 imperative (adjective) – vitally important, crucial, 
essential. 

 outline (verb) – indicate, summarize. 
 so far (phrase) – until now, up to the present, up 

to this point. 
 pay attention (phrase) – heed, attend, be 

attentive, concentrate on. 
 merit (noun) – advantage. 
 demerit (noun) – disadvantage. 
 sheer (adjective) – utter, complete, total, 

absolute, outright. 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.lexico.com/definition/constructivist
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/aesthetics
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/nutrition
https://www.lexico.com/definition/collaboration
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/vocational
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/literacy?q=Literacy
https://www.lexico.com/definition/profusion
https://www.lexico.com/definition/consistent
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/highlight
https://www.lexico.com/definition/relative
https://www.lexico.com/definition/liberty
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/fraternity
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/secularism
https://www.lexico.com/definition/zeal
https://www.lexico.com/synonym/emphasize
https://www.lexico.com/definition/insight
https://www.lexico.com/definition/bring
https://www.lexico.com/definition/accomplish
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/plethora
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/layman
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/repertoire
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/contextual
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/implication
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/imperative
https://www.lexico.com/synonym/outline
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/so_far
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/pay_attention
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/merit
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/demerit
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/sheer

