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Abstract: Are schoolchildren able to follow what civics textbooks try to teach? This field study in Madhya Pradesh examined what they understood of three basic themes in civics- the formation of an elected government, its functions and its major institutions. Contrasting images gained from the social world with the images presented in textbooks, the study indicates serious problems with the conventional way of teaching civics and our expectations of what children learn. A major part of the problem lies in the way we conceptualise civics education itself. Selecting a constitutional framework and packing it with lists of rules and regulations makes in incomprehensible. Besides, its sterile, non-controversial nature makes it so remote from children’s lives that they are unable to relate to what is being taught.

C

ivics as a subject area in school curricula is central to the state’s efforts to explain and perpetuate itself.  Civics textbooks, especially those of the National Council of Educational Research and Training  (NCERT), introduce the child to a large number of concepts related to the functioning of the government. Though described tersely, these concepts are thought to be ‘central’ to the development of students as dutiful citizens. The research on which this paper is based was developed to study the extent to which students are able to grasp, understand and articulate the concepts that civics textbooks elucidate.

The first part of this paper discusses various perspectives from which the civics curriculum may be analysed. This helps to locate the present critique within a certain theoretical frame. The next section maps the concept areas selected and the group discussion methodology adopted for the study. Students’ understanding of these concepts, as it emerges through the discussions, is then contrasted with the ways in which the textbook provides information on them. After looking at how the textbooks are written and transacted, the paper goes on to deliberate upon the kind of constitution-centred, legalistic framework that civics textbooks use to convey concepts.  The last section calls for a debate amongst political scientists and civics educators to reflect on an alternative methodology in the teaching and learning of political institutions.

Perspectives in Analysing Civics Education

Most studies that evaluate the content of civics can be broadly classified into two groups: those undertaken from the perspective of the sociology of education, and those done by proponents of citizenship education/political socialisation. 

Sociology of Education Perspective  

One way of evaluating the civics curriculum is to analyse how certain knowledge areas are identified as valuable and gain a place in the curriculum. This would include an analysis of the content in relation to the self perpetuation of the sate and society. When analysing a text, those using the methodological tools of the sociology of education observe how dominant narratives of textbooks contain the biases of a particular section of society (see, for example, Madan 1995). These biases are classified into categories such as male/urban/middle class categories by examining the  ‘presence or absence of certain characters or characteristics’ (Kumar 1989: 16–17).  Occasionally, they move beyond the parameters that define the textbook and analyse how the transaction of the text in the classroom perpetuates existing inequalities, presenting arguments such as:

…education, under the prevailing curricular and instructional norms, can serve to assist the students who come from so-called ‘backward’ backgrounds to internalise the symbols of ‘backward’ behaviour…. What we ought to be worried about is not the fate of the tiny minority of ‘backward’ students who become ‘middle class’ but that of the vast numbers of students who are eliminated by the school system with the help of external or covert instruments… (ibid.: 76).

Some critics evaluate the civics curriculum on the basis of its ‘colonial’ lineage’ (Jain 1999). They comment on how and why the colonial masters had introduced this school subject, and explain why the modern state, despite being founded on a different paradigm, see merit in perpetuating similar values.

Studies using the sociology of education perspective show how the text itself sustains certain biases and point to the need for exercising care when alternatives are visualised. They also point out how a text, in and by itself, might not be able to achieve its intended goal, as students, teaches and the community, in interaction with the text may in fact redefine the meanings that the authors have assigned to it.  

Citizenship Education Perspective

Writers of the political socialisation school, such as Hyman (1972), Greenstein (1960) and Almond and Verba (1963), analyse the processes through which individuals get affiliated to a political party or construct their political behaviour, which is defined as ‘outgrowths of socialization’. The indicators used to evaluate them are ‘ego-ideals, media behaviour, level of political knowledge or response to direct questions on political involvement and interest’ (Hyman 1972: 21). The differences in the definitions of the two concepts –– citizenship education and political socialisation –– are sketchily elaborated. Both are used interchangeably to explain how a person internalises the norms and values of a political system (Ebel 1996: 129). Most studies in political socialisation analyse existing civics textbooks in this context. 

Varshney (1983) uses the political socialisation perspective to analyse children’s knowledge of civics in the Indian context. Taking the example of the civics curriculum followed in Uttar Pradesh, Varshney explores how these textbooks aim at producing ‘good citizens’, and observes that:  

It is true that free India has been spared the trauma of violent political revolution or civil war. But the functioning of political institutions is far from satisfactory. Whenever people’s behaviour in the public dealings leaves much to be desired or when they indulge in civic strife, or cut a queue, it is said that the ‘educational system has failed’. In other words, the complaint is that schools and colleges are not producing good citizens (ibid.: 134).
Varshney’s sentiments echo the popular view that good citizenship is one of the primary goals of education.  NCERT’s 1986 curricula guidelines, ‘National Curricula for Primary and Secondary Education: A Framework’, expresses similar ideas when it states: 

Habits of waiting for one’s turn, of impulse-control even when provoked, of decency and decorum, orderliness, punctuality and cleanliness, of kindness towards suffering human beings, animals and birds, of caring for the young, of preserving trees and plants, of protecting the environment, etc., have to be inculcated (quoted in Mitra 1987). 

The same document recommends the inclusion in the syllabus of concepts pertaining to political institutions:

At this stage the young people should know enough about constitutional rights, duties and proceedings as well as about such institutions as the parliament, state legislatures, judiciary and the executive branches of the government, elections and party systems, municipal and local bodies. One of the objectives should be to encourage young people to participate meaningfully in the democratic processes in civic life or in other areas, including the educational institutions and places of work (ibid.: 92)

It is significant that the emphasis is on political institutions and procedures. However, there is no framework to help us understand how this knowledge of institutions and procedures would lead to the creation of better citizens with the right attitudes and values. But despite this, it is easy to grasp the curricular imperative that the teaching of civics takes upon itself, of creating ideal citizens and transmitting values. Unfortunately, there is little literature of the process of political socialisation which would yield explanations on the elements that influence children’s learning behaviour, nor is there any analysis of curricular transactions of these ideals and values. One criticism levelled against citizenship education has been that its is biased towards stability and continuity rather than conflict and change. A second criticism has been that citizenship education is a one-way transfer of information ignoring human motivation and the attitudinal context in which a socialisation stimulus is perceived and interpreted. It also does not take into consideration the wide array of individual characteristics that influence people’s willingness and capacity to respond to socialisation (Schwatz and Schwatz 1975: 6). 

Textbooks and Children

Curricular documents, such as the National Curriculum Framework (NCERT,1986), give certain elements a hallowed position in civics education.  A broad look at school textbooks such as Muley et al (1987) and Kaviraj (1997)
 reveals two striking features. Firstly, they use a legalistic framework, mainly drawing upon the Indian Constitution, to describe various political institutions.  These descriptions, which emphasise the rules and procedures by which institutions are formed, come across as simplistic and mechanical, glossing over ideas that may play a crucial role in children’s comprehension of how these political institutions function.  Some of these ideas, which are not discussed in the textbooks, include the notion of democracy, the need for governance and laws, the idea of hierarchical structure in territorial organisation, and system of representation and the place of individuals and political parties in this.  Secondly, the texts do not engage with the day-to-day experience of state authority and power, and the relationship that this has with formal institutions and structures.  Both the political behaviour of people and folk knowledge of real politics and state institutions may even be contrary to textbook descriptions.  Such ‘official, received knowledge’ may be confusing, ambiguous and alien.  

The present study attempts to analyse the understanding that children have of political institutions drawn from the textbooks they study and their everyday experiences of political processes and state authority.  It is based on discussion held with children of class VII to X from selected rural and urban schools in Madhya Pradesh.

Methodology and Sample Selection

Our study focuses a small set of concepts and children’s experiences and perceptions associated with the ideas of ‘Constitution’ and ‘government’ (‘sarkar’ in Hindi). The ideas around sarkar have always been part of the received wisdom and form the core of civics. What meanings do children construct of sarkar? What images do they have of sarkar and how do they understand its workings?  
On examining the concepts covered by textbooks for Classes VII, IX and X (Muley et al.1988; Kaviraj 1997), we found that some of them recurred in all three years.  These included the formation of government at state and centre; the functioning and powers of the legislature, executive and judiciary; and the process of the writing of the Constitution and descriptions of certain sections contained therein. For our study, we chose topics that we believed were significant in the development of civics knowledge and which we felt were relatively simple for children to handle in discussions. The Madhya Pradesh textbooks are closely patterned on the NCERT ones with minor modifications. 
Based on pilot rounds of discussion, the key areas identified were: (a) formation of the government; (b) duties of the government and the ways in which its programmes are implemented; (c) the notion of laws and aspects related to the process of law-making; and (d) the division of the government into three organs and how they differ from each other. Besides these, there were a few areas that we felt were prerequisites,i.e., without clarity on which it would be difficult to talk about the structure of the government. These were: (a) territorial regions under which different political systems or administrative structures operate; (b) certain terms used in the context of different structures; and (c) some understanding of political parties.

Children from ‘best’ schools of both rural and urban areas of Dewas district in Madhya Pradesh were chosen to participate in the discussions. To discount the effect of poor teaching it was necessary to select the ‘best’ schools in the area as well as ‘best’ students within them. The categorisation of schools as ‘best’ was based mainly on local popular perception, and within schools, teachers were asked to select ‘best’ students.  In earlier rounds of discussions with children of ‘weaker’ and ‘average’ groups, it was noted that they had difficulty in recollecting various elements from the textbook and it was not possible to enter into a conversation using the text as the basis of discussion. While this finding was significant in itself, we decided to focus on ‘best’ students since our attempt was to evaluate how well civics textbooks have been able to communicate their ideas to children. 

Two other factors that we felt necessary to consider while selecting the sample were social context and exposure. Rural and urban schools are different from each other in terms of social surroundings and their exposure and relationship to different aspects of political institutions. The physical distance between rural children and the various centres of power or administrative structures was thought to play some role in what they were able to associate with the image of sarkar. Urban centres are the more ‘visible’ arenas for the presence of government. Is this physical presence and proximity of offices, officials and netas of help to urban children in their understanding of sarkar? Or does the knowledge of and participation in local political process enable rural children to acquire a clearer picture of government? It was with these questions in mind that we chose both rural and urban samples. However, the urban sample is drawn from a town (district headquarters) and therefore does not represent a metropolitan milieu. 

Table 1 provides information on the number of discussion groups in each category, as well as the number of students in each discussion group (generally three to five). The number of groups is not uniform across categories, since our choice of schools depended on availability and convenience.  In some groups there were all female students or all male students because the schools from which they were drawn were not co-educational. Otherwise, the groups comprised an almost equal number of girls and boys. However, our analysis did not focus on gender as a differentiating factor. 

Table 1: Group Discussion Sample

As mentioned earlier, the group discussion method was adopted for this study, with each discussion lasting around 45 minutes to an hour. We used a list of open-ended questions, which allowed us to explore each concept area in some depth and also move from one concept area to another based on children’s own explanations. Since the objective was to glean the images that children have about sarkar, we felt it was necessary to explore their understanding in stages. Group discussions were preferred over individual interviews because we thought that children would feel more comfortable in the company of their friends. Such discussions would also provide a situation where children could challenge or add to the ideas presented by the others.  

All discussions were conducted by the same team of three researchers, including the author. Most were held in Hindi, though for some groups English or even Hinglsih were used. Each discussion was recorded and then transcribed for analysis. For each concept, the research team grouped together all conversation pertaining to it in order to map the various perspectives/issues/patterns emerging from them. The texts were then re-read and the findings placed in their proper context. 

Analysis of Discussions with Children

In this section, we present our discussions with children on three concept areas and compare these with the textbook narratives of them: a) the formation of the sarkar, b) the functions of the sarkar, and c) the structure of the sarkar and the three organs associated with it.  We end with a discussion on the children’s life experiences of political processes in relation textbook knowledge. 

Formation of the Sarkar

As has also been pointed out earlier, the process through which a government is formed is central to the notion of civics teaching. However, the text passages that relate to it do not explain the entire process. While describing how the parliament is formed, the text says: ‘The political party which has the support of the majority of members in the Lok Sabha is asked by the President to form the government’ (Muley et al. 1997: 26 emphasis added). The concept of majority seems to be given the most importance. Textbook writers expect children to visualise that all elected members belonging to different political parties from all over the country come together to decide the ‘majority’. They do not provide any further explanation. And even though this passage does promise to take up the idea of how the Prime Minister is appointed and the Council of Ministers formed, the explanation given is similar in nature. ‘The President exercises all these powers on the advice of the Prime Minster and the Council of Ministers. On the advice of the Prime Minister, the President appoints other ministers. There are three categories of ministers...’ (ibid.: 35).
 Moreover, this explanation is included in the section that describes the powers of the President. The parallel between the textbook passage and Article 75 of the Constitution is also striking: ‘The Prime Minister shall be appointed by the President and the other Ministers shall be appointed by the President on the advice of the Prime Minister’ (The Constitution of India as of 1 June 1996). The most significant terms in the textbook passages that describe formation are ‘leader of the political party which forms the majority’(emphasis added). These are also central to the kind of democracy visualised by the Constitution.

Similarly, in the chapter on state legislature the process of formation is dealt with briefly: ‘Here is same as that you have studied for the Parliament’ (Muley et al. 1997: 39). Thus the text expects children to be capable of applying what they have learned about the Parliament in the context of the state legislature. 

Coincidentally, during the time that this research was conducted, children had managed to acquire a lot of information on elections from their own social environments.  This was because in 1999 there were three elections in Madhya Pradesh: two for the union government and one for the state assembly. That the children were all familiar with these elections came through quite clearly during discussions, with children not only being able to identify some individuals as leaders but also associate them with particular political parties. However, they were not sure of the relationship between the elected leaders and the legislative houses. It is precisely here that the role of textbooks becomes significant. Textbooks should have been helpful in explaining how local events and individuals take the form of sarkar, allowing for crucial linkages to be made with the textbook concepts of ‘majority’ and ‘leader of the party’. 

An imaginary situation was used for this discussion. We provided children with a table containing the name of three fictitious parties that were running for elections and their number of seats won by each (Vikas Party: 110, Vilas Party: 116, Viplav Party: 105, Others: 9, Total 340). Each of the three parties had around one-third of the seats; the others had only an insignificant fraction. Since the aim was to explore children’s understanding of the central concepts, we purposely ensured that no single party had a clear majority. Another table was used to outline the actual situation in the Madhya Pradesh State Legislature. Based on these tables, the children had to describe how the government is formed. 

It was observed that in most groups children who could narrate actual events failed to make the connection when asked to analyse the imaginary situation. Even children who recollected the textbook explanations did not connect them with either actual or imaginary situations. According to most groups: ‘Those who have more seats would form the government’. But when asked to explain how/what majority is, the children would say: ‘It cannot be made without support.’ Thus often what they seemed to recognise as being crucial was not the implication of majority but rather ‘support’ from other political parties. The concept of political hierarchy was another dominant image that children had drawn from textbooks. Some groups thought that the leader of a political party – Sonia Gandhi, for example – was the most powerful person in this hierarchy. Children also tended to associate certain designations with a certain hierarchy, and their understanding of institutionalised hierarchies led some groups to believe that it is the parliament that decides what state legislatures should do as ‘main orders will come from there only’. 

It is evident that children found it comparatively easier to relate to actual events. For example they could argue how their MLA could become a minister or if, as in another instance, he belonged to the party that was not in power, how he could not. They could also explain how Digvijay Singh was reappointed as the Chief Minster.  There was also some attempt on the part of children in high school to make linkages between these real events and the explanation provided in the text; they failed mainly because of the excessively abstract manner in which textbooks deal with concepts. Middle-school groups, on the other hand, had little to say as soon as we went beyond the textbook passages.

The events around elections enabled children to observe the close nexus between powerful people. This was evident in their conversations about who is able to influence whom. It was also clear that they are able to grasp the notion of hierarchy, for instance when they said Sonia Gandhi is above Digvijay Singh and can give orders to him or other elected MLAs. But a more formal and rigorous view of democracy and the importance of the concept of majority as formed by more than half have continued to elude them, despite the textbooks’ emphasis on this aspect. 


On Law and the Functions of Sarkar

The making of laws, their implementation and the distribution of justice when they are violated are the three elements upon which textbooks base their narrative on the functions of sarkar. These are described within the framework of the three organs of the government and the powers and functions associated with those at the top of the hierarchy. However, the interactions of an individual with the state are usually mediated through those in the lower rungs of administration, and it is likely that children, too, are familiar with the roles of these lower sarkari functionaries –– the teacher, the patwari, the postman and the police to name a few.  Yet, the textbooks are more or less silent on their functions and the fact that they are part of the sarkar. This is not to say that textbooks completely neglect welfare activities.
 One finds ample mention of them in Class VI and VIII textbooks, which rationalise the need to ‘uplift’ the rural society from its ‘economic and social backwardness’– for instance, they elaborate on the initiatives taken up by the government to eradicate ‘illiteracy’, ‘overpopulation’ and ‘other social evils’. In fact, as mentioned earlier critiques of civics textbooks by sociologists of education point to these sections as a source of many of the biases reflected in them. 
Whenever a question on the functions of a Member of the Legislative Assembly, the Chief Minister or the sarkar in general was asked in open-ended manner –  for instance, “What do you think such and such elected representative, say Thukojurao Pawar from you area, will do? They would say: ‘Sarkar has a duty towards the people, i.e., take care of the people (dhekhbhal karna)’ When asked to elaborate on dhekhbhal karna, they would answer with statements like: ‘They have to develop the region from where they won the election … build roads and so on’.

When we tried to verify what they had learned about ‘lawmaking’, the children could not immediately ‘recollect’ the textbook information. We gave them a list of five functions that the government performs –– making roads and providing water facilities, complaining about the problems in their region in the House, asking questions in the House, representing views of their political parties in the House, and participating in discussions related to law making –– and asked them to identify one that they considered the most important. Seventeen of the 20 groups chose welfare activities; 
Q: 
What do the MLAs who have won the elections do?

A: 
Their duty… they have to develop the regions from where they won the election.

Q:
Do they do anything else?

A: 
Build roads and so on.
The two or three that did choose ‘lawmaking’ immediately linked it to some welfare activity. Their choice of this idea was probably influneced by the long discussions we had held on the topic prior to giving them the exercise, for they failed to explain the lawmaking process.  
The next question was: whom do children visualise as the lawmaker? Some of them identified collectives like the sarkar, Vidhan Sabha or Lok Sabha as lawmaking bodies. None, however, could visualise the role of representatives in this context. According to the textbook passage pertaining to the process of lawmaking, ‘Every bill introduced in the parliament has to go through three readings’ (Muley et al. 1997: 29–30). Each reading is explained in one sentence, the attempt being to differentiate between four terms: ‘bill’, ‘money bill’, ‘law’ and ‘amendment’. The description of the lawmaking process thus appeared to be simple. Several key elements are overlooked, particularly in two areas: first, there is no explanation about why a ‘clause by clause’ reading is necessary, or what difference would the alteration of a clause would make. And secondly, while pointing out that there are ‘three readings’, possible reasons for opposing laws and the debates on them are completely ignored. The determining role played by the interest/ideology of political parties in such situations is also not considered. Again, while the passage does speak of simple majority, it does so without linking it to political parties or members of the house. While appearing to be precise, it does not show why or how the concept of majority is significant in a democratic system. This is a serious shortcoming, as the rule of majority is a crucial element in the functioning of a democratic state. Additionally, as was noted earlier, textbook writers seem to expect that children will be able to apply what they have learned in the context of the parliament to the state legislature. ‘In earlier chapters you have read the bills are passed. All bills which are passed by the state legislatures are required to receive the assent of Governor’ (ibid.: 39).

There were varied responses to questions on lawmaking from rural Class VII groups. Children in these groups talked more about the parliament than the state legislature. Some argued that there was a hierarchical structure. One group associated the role of lawmaking with the Chief Justice and the parliament, but was unable to explain exactly how laws were made. In one group some children argued that the law was equivalent to the Constitution and could not be changed. 

Critical elements in the textbook’s description of the process are the idea of majority and knowledge of the legislative houses through which a bill has to pass before it is approved. However, most groups failed to talk about the notion of majority with any clarity. Only a few groups mentioned the process of debates. Unless we asked leading questions (How does this majority take place? Do the members do anything? Do they talk about it?), children would usually say ‘bills have to be passed’ without any reference to the members of the house. When they were given an example of a law and asked to describe how it could be changed, they attributed the process to some other institution or authority, such as the judiciary. They did not try to apply their knowledge of the process of making a law to changing an existing one. 
The following example illustrates the confusion regarding the legislative houses through which a bill is circulated. One group argued that it moves from the state legislature to the Lok Sabha and then to the President before it becomes a law.
Children: The President and that Chief Minister only through the consent (consultation) of President a Bill or…. until then it is not a bill as long as it comes from the legislative assembly to Lok Sabha… and Lok Sabha to President. 

Question: Let us slow down…just explain. Suppose this is a bill for reservation of women, then what would happen?

C: 
At first with the chief minister…through the chief minister something could be done in the legislative assembly.


Q:  
It’s all right… something could have happened in legislative assembly then.

C: 
Silence.
Q: 
Then what could have happened?


C:  
This is in the Vidhan Sabha.  If people in the Vidhan Sabha agree that there should be reservation for women then there would be voting. Then it would go to the Lok Sabha. If the Lok Sabha agrees on it then it would go to the President. The President has to sign it. If he does not agree then he would send it back to the Vidhan Sabha.  If he feels there are some errors (problems) in it he would send it back to the Vidhan Sabha. Then those people, who are in the Vidhan Sabha, they will feel there are problems in it and that is why the President has returned it to us. If there are some errors in it from their part then they will correct them. Otherwise they would return it to the Lok Sabha and if the Lok Sabha passes it then it goes to the President.  Now it is compulsory for the President to sign it. 

Another group argued that laws are made simply in consultation with the President and then implemented. They gave the example of President Rajendra Prasad and Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru to explain the process: ‘First he must have called all the leaders from everywhere… all the chief ministers and other leaders all of them… consults with the governor, chief minister, leaders and law is made’.

 What is of crucial significance is that representatives were almost never seen as lawmakers; they were always associated with welfare functions. This is not surprising, as this idea has gained ground even in the popular imagination. Ironically, it has been put forward by Andhra Pradesh MLAs as an explanation for not attending or speaking during Assembly meetings, even referring to them as irrelevant. According to Moola Reddy: …(So) why should I speak in the House when I know to take care of my people?’ Others like Vijaypal Reddy have gone on record to say: ‘So I keep a low profile in Hyderabad, stay away from Assembly and concentrate on developing my backward constituency.’ (quoted in Menon 1998). 
Children’s inability to differentiate laws of from the customs and rules that govern their own lives, as well as unfamiliarity with actual laws, could be another reason why they fail to recognise this role of the sarkar. Their perception of the lawmaking process and its association with a hierarchy go against the idea of democracy communicated in textbooks which emphasise that since the representatives who make the laws are elected by us (dutiful citizens), it is in effect we who make the laws. ‘You are a dutiful citizen, who elects your representatives, and then s/he makes the law and thus you make your laws.’ 
Framework for Classifying Sarkar: Three Organs

Textbooks classify political institutions using the framework of three organs, i.e., the Executive, Judiciary and the Legislative, treating the various concepts and people relating to each of these institutions as separate entities. Their attempt to explain the overlaps or linkages between these three organs is generally weak. An evaluation of children’s understanding of the three organs serves to provide a critique of the very framework used to describe them. 
Discussions revealed that children were unable to go any further than text definition of the key words, ‘executive’, ‘judiciary’ and ‘legislative’. Those in the high school group were expected to classify various terms that are included in these three categories. Although it seemed that they had learnt the text, they remained silent when asked to apply explanations to concrete examples. This suggests that the ideas may be more complex than they appear. 

Children tried to explain the terms by splitting up the words and sometimes hit upon the correct explanation but often associated the wrong institutions and people with them. To the question, ‘What do you include in (legislative) vyavastapika?’ the students responded picking on a part of the word to deduce that: ‘They make vyavasta (arrangements).’  And when asked to elaborate further, added that: ‘Prime Minister is elected for doing vyavasta.’

Children also had problems in classifying and understanding terms that applied to the executive and the legislature. They found it difficult to grasp the proposition that the Chief Minister and Prime Minister are both MLAs and MPs (Members of Parliament), and are thus simultaneously part of the executive and legislative organs. While children were familiar with certain terms or names, they did not make use of this knowledge when addressing complex concepts. 

Q:
Now the sarkar has got formed. What all so they do? OF any sarkar…

A1:
Develop the cities.

A2:
water, electricity… provide facilities for the farmers.

Q:
How do they do it?

A:
They would give their problems.

Q:
Who will give them?

A:
Those who had stood (in elections).

Q:
Whom would they give?

A: 
Digvijay Singh would give money.

Q: 
Digvijay Singh would give money directly?

A: 
Yes.

Q: 
And…?

A: 
They will do the work.

Q:
Suppose you need a handpump in Tonkala. You told that to Sajjan Singh Verma. Sajjan Singh Verma asked Digvijay Singh. Digvijay Singh gave money to Sajjan Singh Verma. Now they will make the handpump here. Is it so?

A:
No.

Q:
Then?

A:
 It would go the Prime Minister.

Q: 
Who is the Prime Minister?

A: 
Atal Behari Vajpai.

Q: 
So we have to install a hand-pump. We demand this from Sajjan Singh. Sajjan Singh demands this from Digvijay Singh. Digvijay Singh would demand this from Atal Behari Vajpai.

A: 
(Silence.)

Q:
What is the procedure?

A:
Prime Minister would give it directly to Digvijay Singh. Different regions have a fixed amount, you have to give it to do the work for the region.

Q:
What is the region of Digvijay Singh.

A:
Madhya Pradesh.

Q: 
Are there other regions like this?

A:
(Silence.) No….

Q:
Suppose it has been reached, then what would happen?

A:
They would give it to the sarpanch.

Q:
Would it be given directly?
A:
Yes.
Q: 
What would Sajjan Singh Verma do?
A: 
Chief Minister gives to Sajjan Sing Verma. Sajjan Singh gives it to the sarpanch.
The classification of institutions in the text did not help them to categorise the officials associated with them. For instance, they were given list of ‘administrative titles’ such as Thehsildar, Chief Minister, Postman, Minster, etc., and asked to explain how the particular person is related to the three organs of government. Usually, in the early part of each discussion, children identified the Prime Minster or Chief Minster by name. The discussion on the three organs was held towards the end of each session and it was only the better-off groups within our samples that participated in them. 
Q:
MLA(since the list was long, we just called out the titles)?

A1:
Executive.

A2:
Legislature.

Q:
Why?

A:
MLA becomes the minister.

Q:
So?

A:
Legislature.

The most misunderstood category was probably that of the police, which children classified as being a part of the judiciary. This confusion is partly due to the fact that in investigating cases and framing charges, the police work in close conjunction with the judiciary. Since crime, justice and punishment are ideas that children linked with the judiciary, the police and lawyers were viewed as being part of it. The normal maintenance of law and order was not something that children associated with the police. The problems that children had with these concepts indicate that there is a need to re-evaluate the framework that textbooks use to explain political institutions.

School Knowledge and Everyday Knowledge

The dominant image of sarkar among children was based on an understanding that power is vested in certain powerful people who are expected to be benevolent. Access to and the functioning of institutions and persons associated with sarkar were seen in terms of a personalised and hierarchical order. While they showed some awareness of the failure/malfunctioning of institutions and personalities because of their exposure, however limited, to the real political world, what we found disturbing was the dichotomy between real-world events and ideals promulgated by textbooks. Determining the extent to which what happens in the real world is corroborated by the textbooks was of critical importance in our study, and we have presented this in tabulated form in the following figure1.

Actual events do help children to concretise concepts like elections. However, the text does not provide space for this, even though it could have easily drawn upon examples from the children’s social environment to illustrate and clarify concepts. In complex areas like the formation and functions of the sarkar, the knowledge that children draw from various sources appears to contradict the explanations provided by textbooks. For instance, civics textbooks teach that institutions and persons associated with the sarkar function through a democratic process; what children learn from their socialisation process is that their working is hierarchical and personalised. 
Comparative Performance

Our samples were selected with the twin objectives of determining (a) differences between rural and urban groups, and (b) the effect of repeating concepts at middle and high 



school levels. Given the fact that these children were from ‘best’ local situations, their performance reflects the depth of the problem faced by children in general. We cannot expect a better result from other children given the nature of the text and the mode in which transactions generally take place within the classroom.
The usual practice is to evaluate children only on the basis of their ability to recollect information. Our discussions revealed that children from Class VII had better memories than those in the high school groups. However, middle school groups were neither interested nor able to apply concepts to hypothetical situations. In terms of curiosity and motivation, high school students were remarkably different from middle school ones. On the whole, the repetition of concepts across grades did not seem to affect the performance of high-school groups. Rather, their awareness of actual events in the political world around them enhanced their ability to explain/grapple with the processes that we were investigating. For instance, children in one of the high school groups attempted to explain how the government is formed at the state level in the context of current politics of coalition. They hinged their entire discussion on ‘avashyak seats’ (necessary seats) and ‘support for majority’ without being entirely clear about either concept. They also felt that the more the people support the government, the better it runs.

Q: 
You said that there were two kinds of people; some from the Congress and others from BJP. Are both in the government or only the Congress? And what about others?

A: 
Congress.

Q:
And others…?

A:
If other people what they can provide support and that way they can increase their majority. And government, they can run the nation smoothly (sucharu roop), and the whole nation, economic situation, means, all activities are kept in mind, and laws, etc., they make it. 
There were also marked differences in terms of exposure between rural middle-school children and their urban counterparts. 
Our pre-framed questions included a list of 18 political parties and names of 12 political leaders of the state and national level political parties. Children were asked to match the leaders with the political party to which they belonged. We had designed this question partly to explore the accuracy of the open-ended discussions on formation of the government.  While tallying the children’s answers, we noted that different groups such as urban middle-school, rural and urban high-school groups, correctly matched an almost equal number of political parties with the names of leaders. However, answering this question was difficult for rural middle-school children, who could not go beyond the names of two major state-level political parties. But, both the high-school and middle-school rural children could identify the names of all the four MLAs that represented various constituencies of the district. In contrast, the urban groups would switch to naming of other urban centres, such as Ujjain, Indore and Bhopal, as constituencies, and often failed to identify names of other MLAs in the district. They also failed to identify such administrative titles as Tehzildar, Patwari, etc, What is interesting thus in this context is the fact that rural middle-school children catch up with the urban groups in recognising the political parties as they reach the high-school level. In fact it was one of the rural groups that had identified the maximum number of political parities.
Looking at all the discussions as a whole it appears that some urban groups at the high-school level seemed to have become cynical about politics, wheras most rural groups showed an active interest in political questions. This was particularly evident in their enthusiasm and ability to discuss politics. 
Conclusions

Why Politics Becomes ‘Uncivil’ in Textbooks

The School text is generally written tersely and follows a Constitution-centric or legalistic approach, with an emphasis on facts. Since the space for establishing linkages is limited, children are unable to identify the relationship between various concepts contained in the textbook. Further, the curriculum fails to critically evaluate ideas/perceptions that children gain from their socialisation experiences and amalgamate them with those that it wants to teach in the legalistic framework of the Constitution. Meaningful teaching–learning of civics would be possible if enough opportunity is provided for the sharing of knowledge gathered from real world. Such interaction can enrich the ideas being taught in the classroom, and also have a more lasting impact on the minds of children. Clarifying ideas by using real-world examples would also encourage children to explore new ways of looking at the world. 
So why do textbook writers or curriculum designers avoid the possibility of interaction between textbook knowledge and knowledge that is derived from socialisation? An analysis using the perspective of sociology of education might perhaps provide some answers. 

One of the debates relating to the civics curriculum has to do with the inclusion or exclusion of certain values (we have briefly touched upon this in an earlier section).  The authors of the present textbooks seem to find it handy to narrate concepts from another text –– the Constitution. Their textbooks thus depend heavily depend on the information, language and structure provided by it: what the texts impart is selected knowledge from the Constitution. But even here, instead of discussing the ideas contained in the Constitution, the focus is more on structures, which are treated as static, given entities. The actual functioning of the structures, or experiential reality, is ignored. The failure to evoke concrete images of the institutions distances the content of the curriculum from real life. Whether civics is viewed as merely pertaining to political concepts (of institutions and processes), or whether we see it in terms of teaching citizenship values, it needs to have a framework that allows us to observe/contextualises events, institutions, processes, and the ideals and principles by which we live, rather than merely the ability to ‘recollect’ what institutions ought to be. The present civics textbooks fail to provide such a framework. Not surprisingly, therefore, the methodology used for teaching it is also superficial. Several critics argue that one reason for this failure is that civics writing has an entrenched bias towards a colonial/male/urban/middle-class viewpoint (see Madan 1995 and Jain 1999). 

In this context, I feel that the very term ‘civics’, which is understood as having to do with the word ‘civil’ (meaning ‘polite’ or ‘gentlemanly’) is biased. The other interpretation of the subject is that it is  ‘directly’ associated with politics. Casual discussions with teachers, both urban (in the context of Parliamentarians and Legislators) and rural (in the context of panchayats) suggest that they view/observe the current practice of ‘politics’ as ‘uncivil’. To illustrate how ‘uncivil’ institutions have become in their functioning, urban teachers gave the example of incidents that had taken place in the Uttar Pradesh Legislature a few years back. The also spoke of the corruption practised by political leaders like Jayalalitha and Laloo Yadav. Similarly, teachers from rural backgrounds spoke extensively of women/dalit/illiterate panches (village representatives) or sarpanches (panchayat presidents), who serve as dummy candidates of their own or neighbouring villages, as symptoms of  ‘the malfunctioning of the system’. However, what is more important for us to remember in this context is that textbooks discuss only ‘ideal types’. They focus on what structures and institutions ought to be without any reference to what happens on the ground.  Such descriptions suit the teachers, since it allows them to ‘avoid’ talking about actual events which they consider ‘uncivil’.

In the actual, everyday functioning of these institutions and processes, what one observes is the operation and influence of power (defined as politics). Thus, if the subject ‘civics’ were allowed to incorporate/discuss the experiences of children/teachers, it would no longer be ‘civics’; nor would it be able to withdraw from the reality of the political world into its ‘civil’ cocoon.
Towards an Alternative 

How do we explore alternative ways of teaching the various abstract concepts involved in the functioning of these institutions? This is an area that is of critical importance to Eklavya, for whom this research was undertaken and the theme for which emerged from their own experience of developing a social science curriculum.

As mentioned at the outset, apart from being ‘distant’, the theoretical understanding necessary for comprehending the functioning of institutions is complex. This was made amply clear during our discussions with children on ideas like the ‘law’ and ‘majority’. Children at middle-school level did not/could not really attempt to grapple with such issues or have any broad images of the institutions. For example, during our discussions on law/lawmaking, it was observed that children had no concrete images of laws. When asked to describe laws, they spoke of customs and rules. The level of abstraction needed for understanding why laws are necessary in democracy or any other political system as against already existing rules/mores/customs that governed their day-to-day lives, seemed to be absent.
The following argument based on J.S. Bruner’s theory emphasises that the need to rethink what we present to children from the viewpoint of what lies at the heart of the discipline:

On the basis of Burner’s theory, what we would expect a child to learn and generalise are not grand, underlying logical structures but processes of self-regulation. He argues that effective teaching in school, for example, exposes children to ways of thinking that characterise different disciplines. The ‘syntax’ of a subject –– its formal structure, facts and ‘solutions’ –– is only one aspect of what a child needs to learn. Teaching procedures, facts, dates, formulae and so forth will not engender understanding or facilitate generalisation, unless the child understands the intentions and purposes that motivate both the discipline and the people who practise and teach it. Ways of thinking, in mathematics, history, geography, or whatever, have developed to achieve certain ways of making sense of and understanding the world. Unless the child practises the role of being a mathematician, historian or geographer, learns the issues that excite such people, the problems that interest them and the tools that help them to resolve and solve these, then the child may only learn empty tricks or procedures and will not inherit the discipline itself. If we accept such views on the nature of what it is children learn when they are involved in both informal and formal instructional encounters, then we would expect to find important, far-reaching differences in the way children from different cultures, sub-cultures and social groups develop and learn (Wood 1995: 84, emphasis in the original).

If we were to attempt to reformulate the curriculum in the context of teaching political institutions and processes (not civics), it would be necessary to begin from what has been pointed out in the preceding passage.
 However, the suggestion for creating a ‘syntax’ of how the world of political institutions and processes could make children imbibe ideas for evaluating them would need to be carefully and further explored. Most political scientists would probably translate the ‘syntax’ of political science education to mean the study of ‘power’, and this particular area has been taken up in studies of political socialisation. Many studies, like those by White, Greenstien, Almond and others, attempt to evaluate children’s understanding of ‘politics’ as power relationships within such contexts as peer groups, school, family and the media. They observe that children do have the experience and capacity to visualise how ‘power’ operates within these different arenas of their interaction. Can this understanding be translated into the realm of experiences with regard to political institutions?
Here, it would be useful to look at one study that attempts to construct a philosophical basis for teaching ideas in the civics curriculum. Using the political socialisation perspective to look at the possibility of teaching politics in the curriculum, White (1983) argues in favour of introducing the child quite early on to a knowledge of political ideas and arguments (ibid.: 104).  The concept of politics used by White, which is similar to that used by other theorists of political socialisation (such as Greenstein and Almond) and looks into the role power relationships play in children’s day-to-day life in school, in the family, within peer groups and so on.  White believes that from the age of six onwards, children are already working with political concepts and the beginnings of political argument (ibid.: 110).

While White’s emphasis on discussing political ideas appears to be appropriate, we are not sure whether these ideas can be talked about meaningfully in the context of political institutions at such an early age. In fact, as White herself says in another context: 

The problem is that the device of majority voting, seemingly indispensable to decision-making in a democracy, necessarily involves exercises of power over others. The issues it raises need to occupy a prominent place in any programme of political education ... My own efforts at discussing the issue of majority voting, even with adult students, suggest to me that teachers may have to work quite hard before its problems are appreciated - in particular, the connection with power and with fraternity (ibid.: 107, emphasis added).

The question, therefore, is about what should be given priority in teaching politics and how institutions should be analysed. Can children understand institutions without enough explanations or notions of the rationale by which they function? It has been already argued that understanding abstract ideas like ‘law’ and ‘majority’ is not an easy task for them. As White says, the need is ‘to make explicit the distinction between bedrock principles and basic assumptions, on the one hand, and institutions on the other’ (ibid.: 105). She identifies bedrock principles as ‘fraternity as a value’, ‘justice’, ‘the idea of power and its relationship to individual’, etc. (ibid.: 105–106).    She also states:

Unless the very different status of values like justice, fraternity and benevolence is distinguished from that of institutions like the British parliament, the American congress, the German bundestag and so on, there is a danger that pupils will come to see the latter as democracy. Societies that have, for instance, a parliament elected on a one-person, one-vote basis, modes of decision-making that involve majority voting and no imprisonment without trial, will be regarded as democracies while societies with different arrangements will be beyond the democratic pale. It is also likely that if people regard a collection of institutions and procedures as democracy, they will think that ‘making one’s society more democratic’ can only mean either maintaining or strengthening those institutions (ibid.:104–105,emphasis in original).
It is significant to note that White elaborates upon various complexities that would emerge if we were to aim for ‘ ... a scheme of political education which is not simply a presentation of facts about systems of government and institutions…’ (ibid.: 107–109). At present, the civics textbooks in India stop at the level of (wrongly) equating democracy with institutions. Thus, in a certain sense, it has become difficult for proponents of political socialisation to think beyond the arena of political institutions. They have certainly been unable to suggest a way by which the syntax of ‘power’ can be used to develop a meaningful curriculum.
Analysing Contemporary Political Institutions

Another possible framework would be to evaluate the working of the political system that has emerged in post-Independent India against the backdrop of the ideas contained in the Constitution. The civics textbooks that are currently in use attempt to initiate only memorising skills into the curriculum. The legalistic framework it follows does not seem to allow for other possibilities. There is therefore a need to initiate other skills like critical thinking, applying concepts to concrete or imaginary situations, debating and evaluating the views of others. These skills would help children to better inculcate the ideas of political education. Thus, while adopting a framework for civics teaching, it would be necessary to keep in mind whether it is flexible enough to meet these expectations.
A major gap noted in the textbooks is the complete disregard for the relationship that exists between state and society. The text seeks to explain the structures of government as if they were independent entities. Thus, ‘the conceptualisation of the state collapses into a description of the powers of the officials’ (Chandoke 1995). There are long descriptions of the powers vested in various people but very meagre analysis of the processes and principles on which the structures of government are based. In this perspective, society is seen as inactive and submissive and little attention is paid to the political conflicts and alliances within it. Textbooks ignore the manner in which the state is constructed by society in its various agendas, or the way in which society subverts and reorganises state–society agendas.

It is felt that at middle school level more emphasis should be given to building images and concretising certain ideas. Thus, some areas could be reserved for discussion in the higher classes. At present, textbook writers seem to display a strange logic. Children are introduced to political institutions in Class III itself. For example, in Class III, children are made to study the panchayats. They are required to study them again in Class VI and then again in Class IX, perhaps with some additional information about them. 

The framework that explains the concept of sarkar on the basis of the organs of government needs to be abandoned. Instead, the concept should be explained starting from the local level and then moving on to higher levels. This would help to cover the complexities associated with the concept of political institutions. It would also be useful in making children understand the underlying principles and ideas that enable institutions and structures to function. Instead of dispassionately doling out facts and information, the treatment of ideas and institutions should be such that it affects the individuals as citizens. 

The focus should be on explaining causal relationship between the institutions of government and the ideas underlying the Constitution. The Constitution is essentially a political document which should be read as an interrelated whole. It marks one stage in our ongoing struggle for freedom and justice that began with the national movement, and includes a statement of the goals and objectives that were worked out during our fight for independence. All the richness of meaning and significance that imbues the Constitution would be lost if it is studied only in terms of its formal procedures. The legal structuring of the institutions of government is only the bare bones.

Clearly, children may not appreciate all this all at once, but they could be given a sense of the Constitution’s importance in guiding our political life and the hopes that the founding fathers had vested in it.  The Constitution should be studied from the perspective of a citizen whose hopes and prospects are embodied in it. The clearest statement of these is in the Preamble and the chapters on Rights and Duties.

The ideas relating to institutions, such as the making of rules and their enforcement, regulation and settlement of disputes, are interrelated functions, which are sometimes carried out through particular organs of government, though they may also sometimes be combined in a single functionary or institution. The theory of democratic governance is that representative bodies that are accountable to the people make laws. The reasons why particular procedures that have been adopted, for example in lawmaking, can also be explained in terms of the need for democratic control. This might make sense of what otherwise seems like meaningless rituals. It is important to understand the different institutions in their interrelationships, all sharing in carrying out the overall obligations of government as laid down in the Constitution. This would also provide a point from which the relative success of institutions can be examined. 
Finally, any alternative school textbook, by Eklavya or others need to gain wider acceptance. There would be a need to negotiate various political views. While it is appealing and theoretically appropriate to place ourselves within a wider state–society interrelationship, we should not forget that this is contested terrain. Critics of the contemporary (post-independent) Indian state are always in danger of being biased towards one or the other political position. The problem multiplies manifold when it is the government that prescribes the text. In such a situation, ‘following the Constitution’ appears to be a relatively non-controversial plank. Therefore, even if we seek the critical minimum space, it would have to be linked to constitutional ideas and debates for wider acceptance of the text.

Notes


 I would like to take this opportunity to thank Sarah Joseph, R.K. Gupta, Geeta Nambishan, Farida Khan and the anonymous reviewers for comments and suggestions during the various stages of the study. The usual disclaimer applies. This paper is the result of research undertaken at Eklavya. While attempting some curricular innovations, Eklavya redefined the content of its civics curriculum to broaden the definition of civics by including economic institutions and policies.  In its experience, children were able to associate with many of the economic processes that are analysed in the texts. On the other hand, the attempt by Eklavya to redefine and teach political institutions and systems were fraught with challenges. See, for example Paliwal (1995).

2 I have chosen to analyse textbooks brought out by the NCERT, as this institution is usually put forward as ‘the’ model for education. It is the dominant paradigm in education, as various state board textbooks adopt the curricular framework and material set by it.

3 The emphasis here is on explaining the powers of the President rather than the process of formation.

4 It is a ‘welfare vs law’ situation in the sense that textbooks are almost completely silent on the welfare roles expected of the representatives and highlights only their statutory lawmaking aspect. In contrast to this, the popular perception, including children’s, is that the main function of the representatives is to develop the constituency. Children only mentioned the lawmaking aspect after some prodding form our side, where as the welfare role was discussed in an easy, free-flowing manner and in great deal. 

5 Though this paradigm may look attractive, it is important to remember that traditionally, civics has not been used for teaching political institutions and many writers have used 'civics teaching' as against the 'subject specialist approach' to evaluate perspectives on the social sciences curriculum. See, for example, Chapter 1 in Wehlage and Anderson 1972.

References

Almond, Gabriel A. and Sidney Verba (1963) The Civic Culture: Political Attitudes and Democracy in Five Nations. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Chandoke N. (1995) State and Civil Society: Explorations in Political Theory. New Delhi: Sage Publications. 

Constitution of India The [as on 1 June1996]. New Delhi: Government Of India, Ministry Of Law, Justice and Company Affairs 

Ebel, R.I. (ed.) (1969) Citizenship and Political Socialization, Encyclopaedia of Educational Research. London: Macmillan.

Greenstein, Fred I. (1960) Children and Politics. London: Yale University Press.

Hyman, H.H. (1972) Political Socialization. New York: H Macmillan.

Jain, M. (1999) Evolution of Civics and Citizen in India. Paper presented at the South Asian Conference on Education held in New Delhi in November.

Kaviraj, S. (1997) India Constitution and Government: A Textbook in Civics for Class IX & X. Reprint. New Delhi: NCERT.

Kumar, K. (1989) Social Character of Learning. New Delhi: Sage Publications.

Madan, A. (1995) Nagrik Shastra ki Pustakon mei Nagarikon ki Chhavi. Shaikshik Sandarbh, No. 5, May-June. 

Menon, A.K. (1998) Mum’s the World. India Today, 7 September.

Mitra S.K. (1987) ‘Citizenship for the Society of the Future’ in S. R. Gupta and U. W. Schottli (eds.) Citizenship Education: Rights Duties Responsibilities. New Delhi: Roli.

Muley, D.S, A.C. Sharma and Supta Das (1988) How We Govern Ourselves: A Textbook of Civics for Class VII. Reprinted in 1997. New Delhi: NCERT.

Paliwal, R. (1995) Jo Gauri Shankar ko Samaj mei Na Aaye. Shaikshik Sandarbh, No. 7. 

Schwatz S.K. and D. C. Schwatz (ed.) (1975) New Directions in the Study of Political Socialisation. New York: Free Press

Varshney U. (1983) Education for Political Socialisation. Meerut: Meenakshi Prakashan.

Wehlage. G  and E. M. Anderson (1972) Social Studies Curriculum in Perspective: A Conceptual Analysis. New Jersy: Prentice Hall 

White, P. (1983) Beyond Domination.  London: Routledge.

Wood, D.  (1995) How Children Think and Learn. Massachusetts: Blackwell.
�
Class VII�
High school�
Total�
�
Rural�
7 groups; 35 children�
4 groups; 20 children�
Groups 11�
�
Urban�
3 groups; 9 children�
6 groups; 21 children�
Groups 9�
�
Total groups �
10�
10�
20/85�
�



The chapters in civics textbook are designed to explain the idea of executive, legislature and judiciary.


Always discuss only the role of the top stratum of these organs is discussed.





On basic structure of Sarkar





As an organising principle this is rarely understood. The judiciary appears to be separate, whereas executive and legislative are not distinguished.


Children are often familiar with the local functionaries of these organs but rarely follow the entire structure. Children seemed to associate their roles in a personalised hierarchy.


Especially when there are overlaps in functions, as when an MLA is a minister or in the case of police being associated with the judiciary the differences are not recognised.





Ideas relating to actual laws are minimal and law is often linked with rules, habits and instructions they have learned.


The most important function of sarkar has always been welfare activities. The perception of a law-maker is almost absent.


The description of the process of law-making (at times) and the process of implementation clearly show how differently children visualise the role of the hierarchy in the sarkar and the role of the political party/personalities involved in it.





On law and functions  of sarkar





Legalistic information regarding:


- Passing of bills.


- Role of the head of state.


Law-making as the most important function of the sarkar in a formal, representative democratic structure.


Other functions are not described in the context of sarkar. There is a rather general description of economic policies, problems etc.





Role of political parties.


Information associated with various political personalities and local representatives.


Controlled by powerful dominant groups/ individuals.





Formation of sarkar





Legalistic information regarding:


- Eligibility criteria to contest  election.


- Eligibility for casting votes.


- Role of the head of state.


Formal democracy as one that is controlled by a majority.





Figure 1: Textbooks and the real World
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