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AQG'AKSCIENCES books usually avoid controversial aspects of

How educatlon can affect
our sociocultural milieu

Schools must train students to critique cultural issues and
practices. The educatlon system is weak in this respect

KRISHNA
KUMAR

ew people recognise the conflict that
4 educationinasocietylike oursneces-
't sarily involves. The Constitution of
India carriesatransformative vision
ofsoclety,implymgama]orchangemtheval
ues and behaviours embedded in culture.
Many of these values and behavioursimpinge -
onreligious beliefs. They arenotcompatible
with thefundamental values, such asequality
and justice, enshrined in the Constitution.
The State is supposed to play a negotiating
role, reconciling and mitigating the conflict
between Constitutional values and those
entrenched in culture. The State’s institu-
tional apparatus, includingschools and uni-
versities, aredlrectly mvolvedin i dlﬂicult

2
Take untouchability Aﬂabehavﬁmr, ithas

been outlawed in the Constitution. Asa prac-
tice, it derivesits cultural legitimacy fromthe
castesystem. Itisalsoclosely tied toreligious
beliefs and rituals. Temples werea major site

- whereuntouchability was practised. Thatis

why Ambedkar made temple entry a major
campaign in his politics. For long-term

changeonthisfront, education wasexpected -

toplayamajorrole. The successachievedin
this regard is not total. We still hear about
untouchability being practised in schools,
around thedrinking water tapandat the time
the midday meal is served. But these stories
are not as common today as they were two
generations ago.

Genderisanotherimportantareainwhich

education was supposed tomakeadent. The
enrolment ofgirlsin schools was widely per-
ceived as aremedy for gender disparity and

discrimination. No state aroused greater

expectationsin thismatterthan Keralawhere
schoolingand literacy spread across different

sections of society earlierthananywhereelse

inIndia. Recently, after the Supreme Court’s

Sabarimala verdict, Ifelt disappointed with

Kerala’sinability toacceptandimplementit.
Despite the verdict, women’s entry into the
Sabarimala temple remained contentious.
Apparently, universal education has not suf-
ficed toremoveall misogynistic beliefs. This

'Thotostofmatuﬂ!yofanedunﬂonm
is how teachers handle sensitive topics
with care in the classroom HT

ishardly surprisingasalot of peoplefeel that
neither courts nor schools should interfere
with cultural practices and the beliefs on
which they are based.
Ifweaccept that position, education will be
reduced totransmitinert information. Educa-

tionhasarolein creatingthe capacitiesthata

participatory democracy demands. To fulfil
this role, schools must train the young to
think critically. Oureducation systemisquite
weakinthisrespect. Cultural topics are usu-
allytaught withoutany interrogation. That is

“why theimpact of education on the sociocul-

tural milieuremains limited.

Ofcourse, itisnot easy for teachers to han-
dle cultural issues rooted in custom or reli-
giousbelief. In India, most teachers preferto
stick to the prescribed textbooks, and text-

culture. Theindividuals involt inmp
aration oftextbooksin the states and the pri-
vate sector often lack the skills required for
sophisticated handling of contentiousissues.
The Sabarimala controversy can be a good
topic for encouraging critical pedagogy in a
senior secondary class, but the treatment of
such a topic in a school textbook must be
nuancedand capable ofengagingthe young.

The ultimate test ofthe maturity ofaneda-
cationsystemis whether teachersareableto
handle’smhatopicwithcareinmeclassroorg.
Critical pedagogy isa fineidea, but it cannot
be practised by poorly trained teachers. Pro-
fessional confidence and a supportive envi-
ronment are necessary for teachers to deal
withsensitive cultural issues. Botharerarein
our system. Teachers perceive their job as
thatof compliance with whatever the authori-
tieswant. That is why they prefertofollow the
textbook mechanically and avoid training the
students to interpret. Only a few make an
attempt to encourage reflective study of a
topic. They depend on the principal’'ssupport
forsuchan attempt, especially if parents are
sceptical or uncooperative.

Language and literature constitutea cru-
cial area for the school’s success in dealing

- withculturalmattersinamaturemanner. It

isinthelanguage classthatchildrenlearn the
skills required for critical analysis and coher-
entdiscussion. Literature offersthe opportu-
nity torelatetosocial and cultural history and
its contemporary manifestationinacontem-
plative manner. Unfortunately, both lan-
guage and literature, along with other sub-

jectsbelongingtothe humanities, are getting

marginalised in the current social environ-
ment. Neither parents nor school authorities
seemtorecogmsetheimportanoedhumam
tiesand thesocial sciences.
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