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Abstract: Teachers working in schools run by city corporations in mega cities like Bengaluru 
primarily cater for children living in slums, which have the highest concentrations of poverty, 
socially disadvantaged groups, and children of migrant workers. Teachers are neither 
professionally prepared nor given support to meet the needs of these children, who are 
educationally at risk. While the systemic issues afflicting the education of the urban poor 
require critical attention, research in the sector highlights the importance of inclusive pedagogic 
practices in classrooms. This paper examines the possibilities and challenges of changing 
pedagogic practices to be more inclusive in the context of a professional development 
programme for teachers1 that was adopted over a period of three years at four schools run by 
Bengaluru City Corporation. 

 

Keywords: Teacher professional development, inclusive pedagogy, action research, local body, 
government-run schools 
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1 The teacher development programme was part of a project under a CSR-funded initiative from 2015 to 2019. 
The schools were selected by the funders who had entered into an MOU with the government of the local body 
(BBMP) for ‘All Round Improvement’ of the four primary schools at the time of inviting RVEC to be their 
knowledge partner in implementing the project. I am grateful to the staff of the funding organization involved for 
acknowledging the complexity of the sector and giving space and freedom to organically evolve action plans. 
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1. Introduction 

Government schools in urban areas now cater almost exclusively for the poor.2 This 

demographic shift, while ‘historically embedded’ and dynamic, also has globally discernible 

patterns.3 The nuanced understanding, emerging from scholarship, of urban education as a 

complex interplay of local and global changes, and of the need for systemic efforts to ensure 

good quality, inclusive education is not taken into account in state policies and programmes 

targeting the urban poor. These policies and programmes continue to be reductionist.4 Even as 

they recognize the critical role of teachers, there is a concomitant move towards de-

professionalization, with teachers viewed as technicians who deliver on short-term, set targets 

with minimum resources and support.5 In the context of India, it is well documented that 

teachers struggle to adopt inclusive practices.6 Educators concerned with equity and social 

justice have been advocating systemic reforms in teacher education more generally. 

Specifically they urge support for teachers in adopting inclusive pedagogic practices and 

evolving as autonomous agents of change.7  

This paper discusses an intervention which took place over a period of three years with 

teachers in four elementary schools run by the local body government of Bengaluru,8 a 

                                                            
2 Nalini Juneja, “Education in Urban Areas,” in Routledge Handbook of Education in India: Debates, Practices, 
and Policies, edited by Krishna Kumar (Oxon: Routledge, 2018), 92-109. 
3 William T. Pink and George W. Noblit (eds.), Introduction in Second International Handbook of Urban 
Education (Switzerland: Springer, 2017), ii. 
4 Raewyn Connell, “Poverty and Education,” Harvard Educational Review 64 (1994): 125-150; Geetha B. 
Nambissan, “Poverty, Markets and Elementary Education in India,” Working Paper Max Weber Foundation 
Transnational Research Group India (2014); Pauline Lipman, High Stakes Education – Inequality, 
Globalisation and Urban School Reform (NY: Routledge Falmer, 2004). 
5 Jane Green, Education, Professionalism and the Quest for Accountability – Hitting the Target but 
Missing the Point (NY: Routledge, 2011); Poonam Batra, “Problematizing Teacher Education Practice in India: 
Developing a Research Agenda,” Education as Change 18 (2014): 55-58; Rahul Mukhopadhyay and Padma M. 
Sarangapani, Introduction in School Education in India, edited by Manish Jain, Archana Mehendale, Rahul 
Mukhopadhyay, Padma M. Sarangapani and Christopher Winch (London: Routledge India, 2018). 
6 Nidhi Singal, “Challenges and Opportunities in Efforts towards Inclusive Education: Reflections from India,” 
International Journal of Inclusive Education 23 (2019): 827-840; Manabi Majumdar and Mooij Jois, “The 
Marks Race: India’s Dominant Education Regime and New Segmentation,” in School Education, Pluralism and 
Marginality: Comparative Perspectives, edited by Christine Sleeter, Shashi Bhushan Upadhyay, Arvind K. 
Mishra, Sanjay Kumar (Orient Blackswan: Hyderabad, 2012), 192-210; B.K. Anitha, “Quality and the Social 
Context of Rural Schools,” Contemporary Education Dialogue 3, 1 (2005): 28-60.  
7 Manish Jain, “Beyond Deskilled Wage Labourer: Teachers as Transformative Intellectuals,” Paper Presented 
at the Second People’s Education Congress, Homi Bhabha Centre for Science Education (TIFR: Mumbai, 
2009); National Council for Teacher Education, National Curriculum Framework for Teacher Education 2009 
(New Delhi: National Council for Teacher Education, 2009); Poonam Batra, “Quality of Education and the 
Poor: Constraints on Learning,” Working Paper 4, Max Weber Foundation Transnational Research Group India 
(2015); Padma M. Sarangapani et al., “Recovering the Practice and Profession of Teaching,” in School 
Education in India, edited by Manish Jain, Archana Mehendale, Rahul Mukhopadhyay, Padma M. Sarangapani, 
Christopher Winch (London: Routledge India, 2018), 120-136. 
8 Known as Bruhat Bengaluru Mahanragara Palike (BBMP) in the local language. 
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metropolis in the south of India. The intervention was an ‘action research’ that aimed to help 

teachers adopt inclusive pedagogic practices. The rest of the first section summarizes the 

literature on which this study draws. Section 2 of the paper presents the context of the schools 

along with a description of the action research and the conceptual and empirical bases that 

framed our work with teachers. Section 3 describes the engagement and analyses what emerged 

from it. The analysis draws on relevant literature, reflections on the engagement with teachers, 

and data from the study. 

1.1 Urban Education 

Urban education is marked by social polarization and stratification.9 Cities are seen as 

providing opportunities for securing livelihoods and for social mobility, and they experience a 

steady stream of migration from rural areas. However, spatial segregation in the form of slums 

and makeshift illegal tenements ensure the segregation and marginalization of poor and socially 

disadvantaged groups.10 Slums in urban areas have the highest concentration of poverty and 

the children that live there are ‘educationally at risk’. Slums also have a high concentration of 

socially disadvantaged groups.11 Along with spatial segregation, a consistently high rate of 

growth in private schools since the 1990s12 has resulted in a further impoverishment of the 

quality of education13 received by the urban poor, who almost exclusively attend public 

schools.14 While state policies and programmes have ensured access to formal schooling for 

the urban poor, inadequate attention was paid to systemic issues when the state shifted from a 

welfare-orientation to being market-driven,15 with the result that practices of segregation and 

exclusion within the education system and the larger society have become normalized.16  

                                                            
9 Marisol Silva-Laya et al., “Urban Poverty and Education. A Systematic Literature Review,” Educational 
Research Review 29 (2020); Jain et al., “School Education in India.” 
10 Geetha B. Nambissan, “The ‘Urban’ and Education in India: Section Editor’s Introduction,” in Second 
International Handbook of Urban Education, edited by William T. Pink and George W. Noblit (Switzerland: 
Springer, 2017), 299-318. 
11 Debraj Roy et al., “Survey-based socio-economic data from slums in Bangalore, India,” Scientific 
Data 5, 170200 (2018).  
12 Geeta G. Kingdon, “The Progress of School Education in India,” Global Poverty Research Group (2007). 
13 Nambissan, “The ‘Urban’ and Education in India”. In her review of urban education in India, the author 
points out that soon after independence, schools run by city corporations and state-aided schools catered to 90 
per cent of a city’s population, and that before liberalization, the rate of enrolment in city schools, and their 
quality, was substantially better than that in rural schools.  
14 R. Govinda and Madhumita Bandhyopadhyay, “Access to Elementary Education in India: Country Analytical 
Review,” Consortium for Research on Educational Access, Transitions and Equity, 2008, http://www.create-
rpc.org/pdf_documents/India_CAR.pdf. 
15 Juneja, “Education in Urban Areas.” 
16 Rekha Pappu, “Learner Diversity and Marginality,” in Handbook of Education Systems in South Asia, edited 
by Padma M. Sarangapani and Rekha Pappu (Singapore: Springer Nature, 2020), 1-18, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-13-3309-5_52-2. 

http://www.create-rpc.org/pdf_documents/India_CAR.pdf
http://www.create-rpc.org/pdf_documents/India_CAR.pdf
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1.2 Systemic Issues 

Children from poor households in cities face a number of issues, ranging from safety and 

violence to poor sanitation and health problems, that are complex and interrelated.17 As Jean 

Anyon perceptively puts it, ‘these issues create a formidable knot of many tightly wound 

strands. Only when the knot itself is undone will the threads come free.’18  

Research on poverty and education in India, while documenting systemic neglect and 

myopic reform efforts by the state, also provides a nuanced analysis of the underlying issues. 

A few studies point to conditions within slum households and neighbourhoods that cause 

emotional or behavioural disorders in children,19 and prevent them from concentrating on 

schoolwork.20 Inflexible school rules that do not accommodate the needs of these children add 

to their burden, and even more so for migrant children.21 An understanding of systemic barriers, 

especially in the light of the new public management discourse, is emerging on the macro 

level.22 Studies have also highlighted the complex interplay between policy and practice, 

discourse and action.23  

While hegemonic macrostructures shape, and are shaped by, micro-level behaviours 

and practices,24 the critical role of teachers is highlighted by Haberman when he states that for 

the urban poor,  

                                                            
17 Marisol Silva-Laya et al., “Urban Poverty and Education. A Systematic Literature Review,” Educational 
Research Review, 29 (2020); Gita Dewan Verma, Slumming India: A Chronicle of Slums and their Saviours 
(Delhi: Penguin Books, 2002) 
18 Jean Anyon, Radical Possibilities: Public Policy, Urban Education and New Social Movement (New York: 
Routledge, 2005), 175. 
19 Bele et al., “An Epidemiological Study of Emotional and Behavioral Disorders among Children in an Urban 
Slum,” Psychology, Health & Medicine 18, 2 (2013): 223-232. The authors report that one in four children 
living in slums suffered from emotional disorders in India. 
20 R. Govinda, ed., Who Goes to School? Exploring Exclusion in Indian Education (India: Oxford University 
Press, 2011); Yuko Tsujita, “Poverty, Education and Inter-Generational Mobility in India: A Review of the 
Literature,” in Regional and Class Disparities in India, edited by Yuko Tsujita (Japan: Institute of Developing 
Economies, 2012), 1-14.  
21 Vijitha Rajan, “The Ontological Crisis of Schooling: Situating Migrant Childhood and Educational 
Exclusion,” Contemporary Education Dialogue 18, 1 (2021): 162–70. 
22 Geetha B. Nambissan and S. Srinivasa Rao, eds., Sociology of Education in India: Changing Contours and 
Emerging Concerns (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2013); Padma Velaskar, “Sociology of Inequality in 
India: A Critique and a New Research Agenda,” in Sociology of Education in India: Changing Contours and 
Emerging Concerns, edited by Geetha B. Nambissan and S. Srinivasa Rao (New Delhi: Oxford University 
Press, 2013), 103-135; Archana Mehendale and Rahul Mukhopadhyay, “Regulatory State and the Diversified 
Private,” in School Education in India, edited by Manish Jain, Archana Mehendale, Rahul Mukhopadhyay, 
Padma M. Sarangapani, Christopher Winch (London: Routledge India, 2018), 104-122. 
23 Jyotsna Jha and Dhir Jhingran, Elementary Education for the Poorest and Other Deprived Groups: The Real 
Challenge of Universalisation (New Delhi: Centre for Policy Research, 2002); Majumdar and Mooij, 
“Education and Inequality in India”. 
24 Marisol Silva-Laya et al., “Urban Poverty and Education.” 
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having effective teachers is a matter of life and death. These children have no life 
options for achieving decent lives other than by experiencing success in school. 
For them, the stakes involved in schooling are extremely high.25 

A systematic literature review of urban poverty indicates that while larger systemic factors 

need to be addressed to make the rhetoric of inclusion a reality, empathetic institutions and 

environments conducive to learning can reduce the risks of educational failure.26 Teachers need 

support to create learning environments in which children from poor and socially marginalized 

communities can meaningfully participate in the schooling process.27 

1.3 Teachers and Teacher Education 

This sub-section briefly looks at literature on teachers’ beliefs and practices, their professional 

development, and the support system that is available to them, all of which are crucial if 

teachers are to function as autonomous agents of change.28 Marilyn Cochran-Smith underlines 

the fact that in teacher education, 

how we construct the questions, including how we make the case that some 
questions matter more than others, not only drives policy and practice but also 
legitimizes particular points of view about the purposes of schooling, the nature 
of teaching and learning, and the role of the teacher in educational reform.29 

1.3.1 Teacher Beliefs and Practices 

In India, the general apathy of teachers in government schools has been reported extensively,30 

and lacklustre classroom practices with a few lone teachers battling on against all odds are also 

documented.31 Studies indicate that teachers lack adequate knowledge, skills, and dispositions 

to meet the needs of the urban poor. Batra points out that teachers patronize children from poor 

households and take recourse to physical and verbal abuse in the belief that ‘corrective 

measures’ will reform them. She is also critical of teachers for ‘discounting the epistemic 

identities of children of the poor’.32 However, government school teachers themselves lack an 

                                                            
25 Martin Haberman, “Selecting and Preparing Culturally Competent Teachers for Urban Schools,” In Handbook 
of Research on Teacher Education, edited by J. Sikula (New York: Macmillian, 1995), 747-760.  
26 Silva-Laya et al., “Urban Poverty and Education.”  
27 Lisa Gaikhorst et al., “Teacher Preparation for Urban Teaching: A Multiple Case Study of Three Primary 
Teacher Education Programmes,” European Journal of Teacher Education 43, 3 (2020): 301-317. 
28 Beatrice Avalos, “Education for the Poor: Quality or Relevance?” British Journal of Sociology of Education 
13 (1992): 419-436; Pauline Lipman, High Stakes Education – Inequality, Globalisation and Urban School 
Reform (NY: Routledge Falmer, 2004); Poonam Batra, “Voice and Agency of Teachers: Missing link in 
National Curriculum Framework 2005,” Economic & Political Weekly 40 (2005): 4347-4356. 
29 Marilyn Cochran-Smith, “The Outcomes Question in Teacher Education,” Teaching and Teacher Education, 
17, 5 (2001): 528. 
30 Batra, "Quality of Education." 
31 Majumdar and Mooij, “Education and Inequality in India.” 
32 Batra, “Quality of Education and the Poor,” 12. 
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epistemic identity and endure the patronizing attitude of officials, aid agencies, bureaucrats, 

and civil society organizations towards them.33 They have also internalized the widespread 

notion that government schools are the last resort for people who cannot afford any other 

alternative.34 

Teachers’ pedagogic practice draws on popular ontological beliefs in being ‘kind’, 

‘punctual’, and ‘well-dressed’ that teachers seem to have accepted,35 rather than on any robust 

theoretical and empirical understanding of children, knowledge, or learning.36 Teachers in 

Indian classrooms have very little opportunity to reflect critically on their practice.37 The larger 

issue is that teacher education does not encourage teachers to be sensitive to the diverse needs 

of the poor, or prepare them to adapt their pedagogy, curricula, and related resources to ensure 

that the schooling process is relevant. 

1.3.2 Teacher Education 

Challenges that teachers in an urban context face include addressing wide differences in the 

classroom arising from age and language differences, and inflexible institutions with rigid 

curricula.38 Several studies have shown that adequate preparation and support can help teachers 

to deal with these challenges.39 However there are structural limitations arising from teacher 

education institutions, which are themselves entrenched in dominant, hegemonic discourses.40 

Countries in the global south are increasingly recognizing the need to ensure continuous 

professional development for teachers, but this has evolved as a ‘spray-on’, based on a top-

                                                            
33 Padma M. Sarangapani, “A Cultural view of Teachers, Pedagogy and Teacher Education,” in Handbook of 
Education Systems in South Asia, edited by Padma M. Sarangapani and Rekha Pappu (Singapore: Springer 
Nature, 2020), 1-24. 
34 R. Govinda, "Who Goes to School?" 
35 Manabi Majumdar and Jos Mooij, “The Marks Race: India’s Dominant Education Regime and New 
Segmentation,” in School Education, Pluralism and Marginality: Comparative Perspectives, eds. Christine 
Sleeter, Shashi Bhushan Upadhyay, Arvind K. Mishra and Sanjay Kumar (Hyderabad: Orient Blackswan, 
2012). 
36 Batra, “Voice and Agency of Teachers.” 
37 Manjumdar and Mooij, “The Marks Race.” 
38 Kavita Matsko and Karen Hammerness, “Unpacking the ‘Urban’ in Urban Teacher Education: Making a Case 
for Context-Specific Preparation,” Journal of Teacher Education 65, 2 (2014): 128-44; Vijitha Rajan, “The 
Ontological Crisis of Schooling: Situating Migrant Childhood and Educational Exclusion.” 
39 Beatrice Avalos, ed., Teaching Children of the Poor: An Ethnographic Study in Latin America (Ottawa: 
International Development Research Centre, 1986); Mel Ainswcow, “Teaching for Diversity: The Next Big 
Challenge,” in The SAGE handbook of Curriculum and Instruction, edited by F. M. Connelly, M. F. He and J. 
A. Phillion (London: Sage, 2008); Linda Darling-Hammond and Ann Lieberman, eds., Teacher Education 
Around the World: Changing Policies and Practices (London: Routledge, 2012); M. McDonald and K. 
Zeichner, “Social Justice Teacher Education,” in Handbook of Social Justice in Education, edited by W. Ayers, 
T. Quinn, M.D. Stovall (NJ: Erlbaum, 2009), 595-610. 
40 Karen Hammerness and Elizabeth Craig, “Context-Specific Teacher Preparation for New York City: An 
Exploration of the Content of Context in Bard College’s Urban Teacher Residency Program,” Urban Education 
51, 10 (2016): 1226-58; Carla Johnson and Jamison Fargo, “Urban School Reform Enabled by Transformative 
Professional Development: Impact on Teacher Change and Student Learning of Science,” Urban Education 45, 
1 (2010): 4-29. 
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down approach to change.41 These one-off workshops are found to have little long-term 

impact.42 Studies indicate that whole-school, sustained, and collaborative professional 

development for teachers has a positive impact on improving teaching practice and students’ 

learning.43 

If teacher education is to prepare teachers for equity and social justice, it has to be 

designed as ‘an intellectual, cultural, and contextual activity’.44 At the core of professional 

development is pedagogic learning, and a questioning of how this learning can be used ‘for the 

benefit of students’ growth’.45 

1.3.3 Support Structures 

Teachers are urged to provide an education that will help the poor transcend the immediacy of 

their environment and not merely to cope with it,46 and to adopt pedagogic practices that will 

empower underprivileged children.47 Teachers are not only ill prepared to make pedagogic 

adaptations to meet the needs of poor children, but they also receive confusing and conflicting 

directives.48 Robust academic support structures are lacking. Although the block and cluster 

resources centres were set up with the explicit purpose of providing academic support for 

teachers, they function sub-optimally for a variety of reasons.49 The state also directs teachers 

to meet periodically at the cluster resource centres.50  

The Indian state has launched many initiatives through the public–private partnership 

model that involves teachers directly in ‘school improvement’ efforts.51 In the absence of 

                                                            
41 Ajay Singh, Irfan Rind and Zia Sabur, “Continuous Professional Development of School Teachers: 
Experiences of Bangladesh, India and Pakistan,” in Handbook of Education Systems in South Asia, edited by 
Padma M. Sarangapani and Rekha Pappu (Singapore: Springer Nature, 2020), 1-27. 
42 Thomas Guskey, Evaluating Professional Development (USA: Corwin, 2000). 
43 Carla Johnson and Jamison Fargo, “Urban School Reform Enabled by Transformative Professional 
Development: Impact on Teacher Change and Student Learning of Science,” Urban Education 45, 1 (2010): 4-
29. 
44 Marilyn Cochran-Smith, “The Problem of Teacher Education,” Journal of Teacher Education 55 (2004): 298. 
45 Beatrice Avalos, “Teacher professional development in Teaching and Teacher Education over Ten Years,” 
Teaching and Teacher Education 27, 1 (2011), 10. 
46 Beatrice Avalos, ed., Teaching Children of the Poor: An Ethnographic Study in Latin America (Ottawa: 
International Development Research Centre, 1986). 
47 Anita Rampal, “Ducked or Bulldozed? Education of Deprived Urban Children in India,” in Second 
International Handbook of Urban Education, edited by William T. Pink and George W. Noblit (Switzerland: 
Springer, 2017), 285-304. 
48 Majumdar and Mooij, “Education and Inequality in India”; Hisako Akai and Padma M. Sarangapani, 
“Preparing to Teach: Elementary Teacher Education in a District Institute,” Economic & Political Weekly 52, 34 
(2017): 47-55.  
49 Ministry of Human Resource Development, Approaches to School Support and Improvement, Draft report 
submitted by the committee to suggest indicative operational guidelines for the revitalisation of sub-district level 
resource centres (New Delhi: Government of India, 2011). 
50 Ministry of Law and Justice, The Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act, 2016 (New Delhi: Ministry of Law 
and Justice, Government of India, 2016). 
51 The study reported in this paper was taken up under such an initiative. 

https://www.researchgate.net/journal/Teaching-and-Teacher-Education-0742-051X
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systematic independent studies and relevant checks and balances,52 it may be assumed that, in 

all probability, not all of them are of high quality or propose relevant changes in the contexts 

the teachers work in. Many of these schemes operate with a business model of efficiency 

promoting routinized and technical approaches that deskill teachers rather than empower them 

to develop critical thinking and an adaptive expertise for themselves.53  

An extensive international review of teacher education structures reveals that the 

quality of teacher preparation and of teachers is only as good as the ‘structures, resources and 

commitments that underpin their work’.54 The relevance of professional communities of 

practice to the professional development of teachers is now well established,55 as is the futility 

of top-down diktats to set up ‘contrived collegiality’.56 

1.3.4 Agency and Status 

Systemically there has been a shift from identifying poverty as an underlying cause of poor 

educational attainment—something that the state and society as a whole have to address—to 

blaming schools and teachers.57 Simultaneously, publicity about the bad performance of 

government schools and the apathy of their teachers over the past two decades has not only 

strengthened the market for a diverse range of private schools, but also served as a self-fulfilling 

prophecy for teachers in government schools.58 As Connell points out, ‘[t]here need to be 

known losers, if people are to be required to pay to become winners’.59 Teachers are considered 

either as ‘obstacles’ to educational reform,60 or as ‘objects’ of reform.61 As a consequence, 

they ‘tend to respond defensively by overemphasizing problems outside their direct 

                                                            
52 The draft guidelines of Samagra Shiksha Abhiyan suggest SCERT should put in place mechanisms to ensure 
interventions offered by NGOs are aligned to the vision and principles of SCERT. 
53 Geetha B. Nambissan, “Poverty, Markets and Elementary Education in India” in Working Paper Series, Max 
Weber Foundation Transnational Research Group India (2014), 1-31; Pauline Lipman, High Stakes Education – 
Inequality, Globalisation and Urban School Reform (NY: Routledge Falmer, 2004). 
54 Cheryl Craig, “The Structure of Teacher Education,” in International Handbook of Teacher Education, edited 
by J. Loughran and M.L. Hamilton (Dordrecht: Springer Press, 2016), 72. 
55 Milbrey W. McLaughlin and Joan E. Talbert, Building School-based Teacher Learning Communities: 
Professional Strategies to Improve Student Achievement (New York: Teachers College Press, 2006); Etienne 
Wenger, Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning, and Identity (England: Cambridge University Press, 
1998). 
56 Andy Hargreaves, “Contrived Collegiality: The Micropolitics of Teacher Collaboration,” in The Politics of 
Life in Schools: Power, Conflict and Cooperation, edited by J. Blase (London: Sage, 1991). 
57 Velaskar, “Sociology of Inequality in India: A Critique and a New Research Agenda,” i. 
58 Nambissan, “Poverty, Markets and Elementary Education in India.”; Sarangapani et al., “Recovering the 
Practice and Profession of Teaching.”  
59 Raewyn Connell, “The Neoliberal Cascade and Education: An Essay on the Market Agenda and its 
Consequences,” Critical Studies in Education, 54 (2013): 105. 
60 R. Govinda, "Who Goes to School?" 
61 Poonam Batra, “Problematizing Teacher Education Practice in India: Developing a Research Agenda,” 
Education as Change 18 (2014): 55-58. 
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influence’.62 Teachers present poverty and illiterate parents as problems, therefore suggesting 

that the solution lies outside their agency.63 This shifting of blame to individual teachers who, 

in turn, blame students/parents reinforces the ‘ideologies of deficient others’.64 The 

understanding seems to be that unless utopian conditions are met, schools cannot improve.65 

Teachers’ agency and autonomy needs to be nurtured. As Kamii reminds us, ‘autonomy is an 

ability’.66 

The status of teachers in Indian society is paradoxical. On the one hand they are 

traditionally revered as gurus, and all policy documents recognize the importance of nurturing 

teachers and the profession of teaching. But they are treated as low-level functionaries in the 

case of state-run schools, and generally as ill-paid, dispensable workers in the case of private 

schools for the poor.67 Although teaching is an aspirational career, especially for 

underprivileged young men (since it offers one of the few opportunities for employment in the 

government sector) and for women (for whom patriarchal Indian society considers teaching a 

‘suitable’ profession), school teachers have low status in society.68 

1.4 Educational Reform Efforts 

Globally, and now increasingly in India, current reforms tend to ignore larger systemic issues; 

deeper epistemological concerns are swept aside as irrelevant or esoteric while attempts are 

made to steer professional development by means of a technicist paradigm,69 practitioners by 

a culture of performativity,70 and learners by large-scale testing and assessment.71 A quarter of 

a century ago, Connell cautioned about the limits of research in addressing the educational 

needs of the poor, especially when teachers are not involved in the process.72 A technicist 

                                                            
62 Govinda & Bandyopadhyay, “Access to elementary education in India,” 27. 
63 Majumdar and Mooij, “The Marks Race.” 
64 Lipman, “High Stakes Education,” 176. 
65 Michael W. Apple, Stephen J. Ball, and Luis Armando Gandin, eds., The Routledge International Handbook 
of Sociology of Education (London: Routledge, 2010). 
66 Constance Kamii (1985) quoted in Kathryn Castle, “Autonomy through Pedagogical Research,” Teaching and 
Teacher Education, 22 (2006): 1096. 
67 Krishna Kumar, ed., “The Meek Dictator,” in Politics of Education in Colonial India (New Delhi: Routledge, 
2014); Sarangapani, “A Cultural view of Teachers.” 
68 Mythili Ramchand, “Learning to Teach: Initial Teacher Education in South Asia,” in Handbook of Education 
Systems in South Asia, edited by Padma M. Sarangapani and Rekha Pappu (Singapore: Springer Nature, 2020), 
1-36, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-13-3309-5_30-1. 
69 Michael W. Apple, Official Knowledge (New York: Routledge, 2000). 
70 Jane Green, Education, Professionalism and the Quest for Accountability – Hitting the Target but Missing the 
Point (NY: Routledge, 2011). 
71 Nambissan, “Poverty, Markets and Elementary Education in India.” 
72 Connell, “Poverty and Education.” 
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stance, based on pilot studies of small-scale interventions and drawing selectively on a layered 

discourse,73 is driving large-scale programmes and reform efforts.  

On the one hand, there is legislation mandating quality elementary education for every 

child in India,74 home-grown, curricular reforms for school education,75 and teacher 

education,76 which draws on a humanistic–liberal framework. As mentioned above, these ideas 

have not spread widely among practitioners. The general education and teacher education 

which prepares teachers and teacher educators continues to be impoverished,77 with the result 

that many have a fragmented understanding of content and pedagogy, and lack a nuanced 

understanding of the contexts of children, their development and the contemporary society we 

live in.78 Apart from a few exceptions, most programmes do not cultivate critical thinking.  

On the other hand, the state designs schemes with an instrumentalist view of education 

and a narrow focus to drive educational reforms. For example, the recent integrated scheme on 

education, Samagra Shiksha Abhiyan, while setting out laudable principles, is management-

driven and directly linked to outcomes and outputs for fund flow.79 As in the case of reform 

efforts with neo-liberal perspectives in other countries, teachers in India are placed under 

performative pressures that tend to narrow the curriculum in schools, and make the sector’s 

workforce more insecure.80  

Twenty-five years ago, Pal noted that ‘it is a matter of great concern [that] the number 

of teachers with commitment is gradually shrinking, while cynicism, feelings of helplessness 

and hopelessness are on the rise’.81 These feelings not only persist, but have increased 

                                                            
73 Lipman, “High Stakes Education.” 
74 Ministry of Law and Justice, The Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act, 2016 (New Delhi: Ministry of Law 
and Justice, Government of India, 2016). 
75 National Council for Educational Research and Training, National Curriculum Framework 2005 (New Delhi: 
National Council of Educational Research and Training, 2005). 
76 National Council for Teacher Education, National Curriculum Framework for Teacher Education 2009 (New 
Delhi: National Council for Teacher Education, 2009). 
77 Reforms in the initial teacher education programmes such as B.El.Ed offered by Delhi University and MAEE 
of the Tata Institute of Social Sciences address the important issue of developing perspectives that are congruent 
with current curricular reforms. Such reforms have merely helped to prepare a small group of the elite who are 
well equipped with the necessary competences for pedagogic change. Nor will recent efforts by the state to 
increase the duration of initial teacher education to four years help without a systemic strengthening of the sector 
more broadly. 
78 Ministry of Human Resource Development, “Vision of Teacher Education in India: Quality and Regulatory 
Perspective”, Report of the High Powered Commission on Teacher Education Constituted by the Honourable 
Supreme Court of India (New Delhi: Government of India, 2012). 
79 Ministry of Human Resource Development, Samagra Shiksha Abhiyan (New Delhi: Government of India, 
2018). 
80 Connell, “The Neoliberal Cascade and Education.” 
81 Ministry of Human Resource Development, “Learning without Burden,” Report of the National Advisory 
Committee appointed by the Ministry of Human Resource Development (New Delhi: Government of India, 
1993), 22. 
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considerably. Teacher education programmes continue to be impoverished in practice, and neo-

liberal discourses and market forces are aggressively pushing for ‘teacher-proof’ strategies.82 

Nambissan also notes that this systematic deskilling and marginalization of teachers is 

increasing the already inequitable provision, with serious implications for the education of the 

poor. 

1.5 Pedagogic Implications 

Pedagogy is understood as a key social process that forges relations between knowledge and 

knower, institutional structure (including in the form of curriculum and resources) and 

individual teacher agency.83 Research on the pedagogic implications of reform efforts indicates 

that ensuring students can pursue academic learning and develop the skills needed for critical 

deliberation and problem solving are central to the practice of teachers.84 Evidence is emerging 

that from the perspective both of a critical theory framework and special education, inclusive 

pedagogy can help teachers utilize the social process of learning to meet the diverse needs of 

students in a variety of contexts.85 A rigorous review of literature on pedagogy, curriculum, 

teaching practices, and teacher education in developing countries reports that: 

teachers’ positive attitudes towards their training and their students is important, 
but it is when teachers see pedagogy as a kind of communication with students 
that their teaching practices become meaningful, leading to positive outcomes for 
their students. Three strategies have been identified from a number of studies that 
prioritised communication with students and were inclusive in nature. Those three 
strategies are: teachers giving feedback and paying sustained and inclusive 
attention to all students; creating an environment where students feel safe; and 
teachers drawing on students’ backgrounds in their pedagogic discourse.86 

                                                            
82 Nambissan, “Poverty, Markets and Elementary Education in India.” 
83 Robin Alexander, Essays on Pedagogy (London: Routledge, 2013); Sarangapani, “A Cultural View of 
Teachers, Pedagogy and Teacher Education.” 
84 Marilyn Cochran-Smith et al., “Teacher Education for Social Justice: Critiquing the Critiques,” in The 
Handbook of Social Justice in Education, edited by William Ayers, Therese M. Quinn and David Stovall 
(Philadelphia: Taylor and Francis, 2008). 
85 UNESCO, Guidelines for Inclusion: Ensuring Access to Education for All (Paris: UNESCO, 2005); 
 Mel Ainswcow, “Teaching for Diversity: The Next Big Challenge,” in The SAGE Handbook of Curriculum and 
Instruction, edited by F.M. Connelly, M.F. He and J.A. Phillion (London: Sage, 2008); Lani Florian and 
Kristine Black-Hawkins, “Exploring Inclusive Pedagogy,” British Educational Research Journal 37, 5 (2011): 
813-828; G. Ladson-Billings, “Toward a Theory of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy,” American Educational 
Research Journal, 32 (1995): 465-491; Petrou, P .Angelides and J. Leigh, “Beyond the Difference: From the 
Margins to Inclusion,” International Journal of Inclusive Education 13, 5 (2009): 439-448; F.R. Waitoller and 
A.J. Artiles, “A Decade of Professional Development Research for Inclusive Education – a Critical Review and 
Notes for a Research Program,” Review of Educational Research, 83, 3 (2013): 319-356; Eunjyu Yu, “The 
Impact of Culturally Inclusive Pedagogy on Student Achievement in a Multicultural Urban School Setting,” 
Urban Education (2018), 1-21. 
86 Westbrook et al., “Pedagogy, Curriculum, Teaching Practices and Teacher Education in Developing Countries,” 
Education Rigorous Literature Review, UK: Department for International Development (2013): 43 
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Florian and Spratt caution that ‘inclusion’ is to be understood not as additional inputs for certain 

groups of children, but as a dynamic process involving all children.87 In the context of state 

directed mandates for inclusion, Alexander warns about interventions that render pedagogy:  

as a controllable input rather than as a process whose dynamic reflects the unique 
circumstances of each classroom and which is therefore variable and 
unpredictable: and the only aspects of pedagogy which are admitted as inputs are 
those which can be measured. The whole exercise becomes impossibly 
reductionist and the educational endeavour itself is as a consequence trivialised.88 

Curricular reforms and pedagogic approaches that aim for equity and social justice in education 

can be successful only if they take into consideration the current competence of teachers and 

their working conditions.89 Developing adaptive expertise is equally important to enable 

teachers to work in diverse contexts,90 especially in meeting the needs of the urban poor. It has 

been pointed out that one crucial factor is teachers’ lack of participation in education reforms 

in general,91 and in education research in India in particular.92 Pedagogic research adopted as 

a collective offers teachers a certain autonomy, which helps them to perceive what is wrong, 

pose questions for themselves, voluntarily seek out knowledge from others, be willing to take 

risks, reflect on results which improve their confidence, show an increased understanding of 

their students’ needs, and, most importantly, not be averse to taking action on their own.93 

2. The Study 

The brief summary of literature in the previous section indicates that urban education is 

complex and multi-layered. Teachers form one small but nevertheless important component in 

this tapestry. Studies of teacher education and pedagogic classroom practices from the 

perspective of equity and social justice indicate the potential for an inclusive pedagogy to make 

a difference in students’ learning, and for pedagogic research to support the development of 

teacher agency. Building on this research, the paper uses the case of an intervention in teachers’ 

                                                            
87 Florian and Spratt, “Enacting Inclusion.” 
88 Robin Alexander, Education for All, the Quality Imperative, and the Problem of Pedagogy (London: CREATE, 
2008), 7-8 
89 James Guthrie, “School-Based Management: The Next Needed Education Reform,” The Phi Delta Kappan 68 
(1986): 305-09. 
90 Linda Darling-Hammond and Ann Lieberman, eds., Teacher Education around the World: Changing Policies 
and Practices (London: Routledge, 2012). 
91 Batra, “Voice and Agency of Teachers.” 
92 Caroline Dyer et al., “Democratising Teacher Education Research in India,” Comparative Education 38, 
(2002): 337-51. 
93 Kathryn Castle, “Autonomy through Pedagogical Research,” Teaching and Teacher Education, 22 (2006): 
1094–1103. 
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professional development to address the following questions. What challenges do teachers face 

in addressing the needs of children from poor households? What is the nature of the contextual 

support that teachers need to help them to adapt inclusive pedagogic practices? How does 

adapting these practices shape teachers’ perception of their own agency in making a difference 

in the lives of the children they teach? How do changes in pedagogic practices impact students’ 

learning? This section describes the study, including the context of the site of action research. 

2.1 Context 

Teachers working in schools run by city corporations, especially in mega cities like Bengaluru 

(earlier Bangalore), are increasingly catering for children living in slums (largely illegal 

makeshift settlements) and to a lesser extent for migrant children. There are more than 600 

slums (of which 387 are notified, that is, legalized) in Bengaluru, and it is estimated that 25 per 

cent of its population live there.94 The city of Bangalore also accommodates an estimated 42 

lakh migrant labourers, about 44 per cent of its total population.95 Migrant children are those 

accompanying their parents who migrate seasonally to the city for part of the year, children 

sent to the city by their parents to live in hostels/foster homes/relatives’ homes, and children 

travelling alone from rural to urban areas (autonomous migrants), who typically end up living 

on and off the streets.96 A study commissioned by the state’s Department of Labour reports 

that children of migrant workers usually go to private schools. In some cases, migrants’ 

children do not attend school at all, and most of the participants were unaware of government 

policies for facilitating the education of migrant workers’ children.97 The Karnataka High 

Court took suo motu cognizance of the issue and asked the state to ensure that children of 

migrant workers were brought into the mainstream. The state government has since prepared 

and submitted a draft on the new Rights of Children of Migrants and Migrant Labourers-2019 

to the Karnataka High Court.98 

The Greater Bangalore City Corporation (BBMP) was established in 2007 and is 

responsible for the overall administration of the city of Bengaluru. The BBMP was formed by 

                                                            
94 Karnataka Slum Development Board. Annual Report 2014-15 (2015), Retrieved from 
https://www.karnataka.gov.in/ksdb/Pages/Slum-Statistics.aspx 
95 Ranjani Rao, “Bangalore’s Informal Labour Markets,” Perspectives (Bangalore: IIM 2020), 1. Retrieved from 
https://www.iimb.ac.in/turn_turn/bangalore-informal-labour-markets.php  
96 Supriya Roychowdhury, “Child and the City: Autonomous Migrants in Bangalore,” Working Papers 298 
(Bangalore: Institute for Social and Economic Change, 2012). 
97 Department of Labour, Evaluation Study of Migration of Labour to and from Karnataka (Bengaluru: 
Government of Karnataka, 2017).  
98 “Karnataka government drafts new education policy for migrant workers’ kids,” The Times of India 
December 11 2019, Bangalore edition. https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/bengaluru/karnataka-
government-drafts-new-education-policy-for-migrant-workers-kids/articleshow/72471828. 
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merging the existing wards of the city council with neighbouring town councils and 110 

villages around Bangalore. There has since been a four-fold increase in the total area served by 

the Corporation. The BBMP has set up eight Standing Committees of elected councillors to 

govern the different sectors for which it is responsible. Education is one of them. The 

Corporation’s executive powers are vested in the Commissioner, who is a non-elected 

bureaucratic member appointed by the state government. The Mayor, who is elected by the 

councillors from among themselves, directs the Commissioner with regard to the 

implementation of any resolution of the Corporation or Standing Committee.99  

Local bodies have had responsibility for managing primary schools since the colonial 

period, while private entities (largely missionaries, religious organizations, and philanthropists) 

were encouraged to provide secondary education in urban areas, through government grants 

and the allotment of lands.100 Primary education, however, did not receive any impetus from 

the colonial power and the upper castes took advantage of what little inroads were made into 

secondary education. It was not until after independence that providing access to schooling 

became a major focus of local municipal bodies in urban areas. Responding to the need to cater 

for a migrant population, a number of schools run by local bodies offered education in different 

mediums of instruction.101  

Currently the BBMP runs eighty-nine nursery schools, thirteen primary schools (classes 

1 to 7), thirty-two high schools (classes 8 to 10), and eleven junior colleges (higher secondary 

sections) all over the city. The Corporation spends less than 1 per cent of its budget on 

education. In the 2019 budget, out of a total outlay of Rs. 10,000 crores, Rs. 25 lakhs were set 

aside for teacher training for the almost one thousand teachers across pre-primary to higher 

secondary school level (50 per cent of whom are outsourced). A majority of the children 

studying in BBMP run schools are children of pourakarmikas (sanitation workers employed 

by BBMP).102 The ratio of boys to girls is roughly the same at the elementary level (girls make 

up 52 per cent of the total strength). However, this trend buckles at the level of higher 

education, where an overwhelming 90.6 per cent of students are girls in the twelve 

                                                            
99 bbmp.gov.in. 
100 Nalini Juneja, “Access to What? Diversity and Participation,” in Who Goes to School? Exploring Exclusion 
in Indian Education, edited by R. Govinda (India: Oxford University Press, 2011), 205-247. 
101 Nambissan, “The ‘Urban’ and Education in India.” 
102 In theory, cities were supposed to provide opportunities for all to escape from caste-based traditional 
occupations. However, caste-based concentration of certain occupations played out in urban areas as well, for 
example, most of the sanitation workers working in municipal corporations were from the scheduled caste (ibid).  
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undergraduate colleges run by the BBMP, according to a press release on the report titled 

‘Guidebook of BBMP Educational Establishments – 2018’.103 

2.2 Sample 

The BBMP currently manages thirteen elementary schools.104 The four schools reported on 

here were selected from among these for an intervention programme to improve their ‘quality’ 

under a CSR initiative.105  

2.2.1 The Four Schools 

Table 1: Enrolment and drop-out rates from 2015 to 2018 

School 

Year of 
establishment 

2015–16 2016–17 2017–18 

Enrolment Drop-
out 

New 
Enrolment Drop-out New 

Enrolment 

School A 1973 60 21 70 21 20 

School B 1971 119 19 6 5 49 

School C 1914 229 66 98 34 67 

School D 1914 146 43 62 7 35 

Source of data: School records (this and the remaining tables in the paper are compiled by the author). 

As with corporation schools in a city like Mumbai,106 some of these schools had 

sections that offered instruction in different languages, depending on the concentration of the 

migrant population in the locality for which the school catered. The schools used to have high 

enrolment. For example, in School D the combined strength of the Tamil, Telugu, Kannada, 

and Urdu medium sections was nearly 2,000 until the 1970s. By 1990 the number of students 

in the school had declined to roughly 300, and it reduced further, to around sixty to seventy-

five students in the decade from 2001 to 2010. Currently the school runs a Kannada and an 

English medium section.  

                                                            
103 The report is mentioned in a newspaper article (Madhuri Rao, “Exclusive: More girls in BBMP schools is 
bad News”, Deccan Herald, Oct 12 2018) but not available in the public domain. The article also noted that 
BBMP schools and colleges are considered ‘sub-standard’.104 The nomenclature used by BBMP is primary 
schools, although they include classes 6 and 7 as well. 
104 The nomenclature used by BBMP is primary schools, although they include classes 6 and 7 as well. 
105 The study reported in this paper was small in scale, and the CSR initiative engaged an academic institute as a 
‘knowledge partner’. The BBMP has since entered into a public–private partnership with Microsoft to provide 
‘state-of-the-art’ technology in BBMP schools and to train teachers in ‘21st century skills’ (ET Bureau, “Software 
Giant Microsoft to transform BBMP schools,” The Economic Times, September 25 2018). 
106 Juneja, “Education in Urban Areas.” 
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In terms of infrastructure, all four schools have a building with secure compound walls. 

Classrooms are adequate except in School B, which functioned out of four rooms in the high 

school building.107 Classrooms in School C are small, and since student numbers are high, they 

are quite crowded. All of them have heavy, old benches and desks that are immovable. Two 

schools have a playground, but it is not usable in one since it is open and, according to the 

teachers, is used by ‘anti-socials’. All four schools have toilets with running water. None have 

potable water, so children and teachers carry their own water bottles. All children are provided 

with a midday meal every day, and milk on every second day,108 under a scheme run by the 

Government of Karnataka.  

As for resources, the Corporation provides all children with free textbooks, school bags, 

uniforms, and shoes, but with delays. Head teachers solicit money for stationery, note books, 

and art supplies from donors, mostly local business people and politicians. The year we began 

our engagement, the head teacher in School A was quite proud that she had persuaded a donor 

to sponsor a tie and belt for every child. All four schools were part of a library programme run 

by an NGO for a year, but books given out under the programme were subsequently locked 

away in trunks. Schools C and D had a few old maps and picture charts. As part of the project 

we were involved in, the funder provided each school with six to ten computers.  

2.2.2 Children109 

In terms of social composition, girls make up 46 per cent of the student population in the four 

schools. Nearly 65 per cent of children belong to the scheduled caste, 11 per cent to other 

backward classes, and 11 per cent are Muslims. Of those remaining, twelve children belong to 

the scheduled tribe category, eight to the general category (five of them are Nepalis), and 

fourteen are Christians (eleven are in School B which is located close to a Christian-dominated 

slum in the Cantonment area of Bangalore).  

As for the living conditions of students in the four schools, 10 per cent live in temporary 

tenements (typically huts and a few in makeshift tents) in conditions that are hazardous, 4 per 

cent come from two children’s hostels for low-income families and one orphanage run by an 

NGO, which are reasonably well-run, and the rest from rented houses or their own homes in 

slums with access to electricity and potable water, typically from a common water supply point.  

                                                            
107 A new building was constructed by the civic body for the exclusive use of the elementary school but was not 
handed over by the builder because he was not paid in full. By the third year of our engagement, this issue was 
addressed and School B started functioning from a smart new building with adequate learning resources.  
108 This has since been extended to operate daily from 2017. 
109 Data for this subsection is primarily from school records and a need analysis survey commissioned by the 
funder in 2014-15. This has been supplemented by the project team by talking to children, teachers, and parents 
as well as visits to children’s homes. 
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In terms of their parents’ profile, about 29 per cent of mothers are housewives. Of those 

who are in paid employment, 7 per cent are in permanent positions (as pourakarmikas 

employed by the BBMP), 60 per cent in temporary jobs, and 5 per cent in irregular 

employment. The latter two groups work in the unorganized sector as housemaids, daily-

wage/casual labourers, cleaners (ayah in hospitals/shops/offices), or laundry workers (dhobi). 

About 4 per cent of fathers are unemployed, and among those with employment, 11 per cent 

are in permanent positions (mostly pourakarmikas or peons in BBMP employment), 82 per 

cent are in temporary jobs, and 3 per cent in irregular employment. Their occupations include 

casual labourer (mostly in the construction industry), staff of private security agencies, 

carpenter, car/bus/van driver, and housekeeping staff in the hospitality industry. 

2.2.3 Teachers110 

A majority of the teachers in the four elementary schools are women (twenty-three of the thirty 

we worked with).111 Two-thirds of them are permanent employees with over two decades of 

experience.112 The BBMP applies the Government of Karnataka’s recruitment policy for 

teacher qualification. Ten teachers who were appointed prior to the 1980s have SSLC with a 

certificate course in teaching. The remaining teachers have higher secondary qualifications 

with a two-year diploma in teacher education.113 A few of them have gone on to earn a BA 

(five teachers) or MA (three teachers) through distance learning. All the contractual teachers 

also meet the required qualification, in line with the standards set by the Government of 

Karnataka.  

                                                            
110 Data on teachers reported here is based on a survey and observations conducted by our project team. 
111 There were thirty teachers and two head teachers in the four schools when we began our engagement in June 
2015. Of these, six (who were ad-hoc employees) left by the end of the year; one was promoted to higher 
secondary school, and two retired. By the beginning of the next academic year, six teachers had been transferred 
from other BBMP schools to the four ‘project’ schools, and four temporary teachers were appointed. Head 
teachers were also appointed to Schools B and D (prior to 2016, one of the senior teachers was acting as in-
charge head). This quick action in filling vacancies was no doubt due to the funding agency’s influence with the 
BBMP authorities.  
112 There has been no direct recruitment of teachers by BBMP since 1996 as the Karnataka Municipal Act 
passed in that year. Appointment on an ad-hoc basis is outsourced to a hiring agency, which is selected through 
a tender process (The New Indian Express, 8 September 2018). Temporary teachers are appointed for 10 months 
and their contract renewed annually. Many of the contract teachers have continued to work in the same school 
for over a decade. They are paid Rs. 8000 which is one-third of the salary paid to permanent teachers and there 
is invariably a delay in disbursement.  
113 Karnataka has a long history of providing pre service teacher education. The first training institution in the 
state was set up in Dharwad in 1857. Before the reorganization of the states in 1956, several institutions were 
offering Teacher Certificate Lower (TCL) for candidates with Class 8 qualification and Teacher Certificate Higher 
(TCH) for those with SSLC qualification. These courses were of varying duration, ranging from six months to 
one year. In 1987–88, PUC qualification was made mandatory for admission to TCH course throughout the state. 
Simultaneously, the curriculum was revised and the duration of the programmes was increased to two years. The 
nomenclature of TCH was changed to Diploma in Education (D.Ed) from the academic year 2002–03 (DSERT, 
2004).  
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As for their working conditions, teachers complained of constant stress due to a number 

of factors, including inadequate academic support and resources; the need to make multiple 

trips to the administrative office to collect funds for operational expenses such as payment of 

electricity bills, supplies for students and so on; the need to deal with repairs and other 

infrastructure issues; the requirement to follow up on students’ absenteeism; helping parents 

with paperwork to access government schemes; dealing with alcoholic or abusive parents, the 

theft of school supplies, and so on. In School D, in particular, the head teacher felt constantly 

harassed as alumni who had graduated years ago turned up for school transfer certificates. A 

study has shown that there is a high incidence of raised blood pressure among BBMP school 

teachers because of ‘emotional and work profile stressors’.114 The BBMP has defined the 

position of subject inspector, who is expected to monitor and support all schools and colleges 

run by the Corporation. These inspectors are invariably high school head teachers promoted to 

the position. During the time of our engagement, there were five (all men) and they barely had 

time to visit all the schools across the city periodically. On the rare occasions that they do visit, 

it is to collect data and reports, and often to berate teachers. 

2.3 Conceptual and Empirical Frameworks 

This study builds on literature about teacher education which suggests that, with adequate input 

and support, teachers can address the learning needs of the poor,115 and points to the potential 

of inclusive pedagogy to make a difference in classrooms.116 The project design had taken into 

account the four crucial factors of professional development for teachers proposed by Fullan117, 

namely, professional development as a process of learning, the role of the school leadership, 

the school’s organizational culture, and the role of external agencies. Specifically, the 

framework for engaging teachers used the following three key concepts and practices of 

inclusive pedagogy as formulated by Florin and Spratt: replacing deterministic views of ability 

with a concept of transformability; encouraging teachers to view difficulties in learning as 

dilemmas for themselves as teachers (rather than deficits in children); and seeking new 

                                                            
114 D. Manjula, B. Sahu, N.S. Sasikumar, G.R. Babu, “Prevalence of Hypertension in School Teachers of 
Bengaluru,” RGUHS National Journal of Public Health, 1 (2016): 45 
115 Avalos, “Teaching Children of the Poor.”; Johnson and Fargo, “Urban School Reform.”; McDonald and 
Zeichner, “Social Justice Teacher Education”. 
116 UNESCO Guidelines for Inclusion: Ensuring Access to Education for All; Ainscow, “Teaching for 
Diversity”; Florian and Black-Hawkins, “Exploring Inclusive Pedagogy”; Ladson-Billings, “Toward a Theory 
of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy”; Angelides and Leigh, “Beyond the Difference”; Waitoller and Artiles, “A 
Decade of Professional Development Research”; Yu, “The Impact of Culturally Inclusive Pedagogy”.  
117 Michael Fullan, “Change Theory: A Force for School Improvement,” Centre for Strategic Education Seminar 
Series Paper 157, (2016)  
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approaches to support children and modelling creative new ways of working with and through 

others for the benefit of the teaching profession.118 

2.4 Participatory Action Research 

Initially our plan was to engage with teachers through a series of workshops, observations, and 

feedback to develop the three key concepts and practices of inclusive pedagogy. We sought to 

develop the curriculum for the engagement by building on teachers’ experiences and insights, 

since they know the context of their schools best. A participatory action research was not 

originally planned in the scheme of engagement. Early on, we discussed different arenas of 

professional development available for teachers. Many indicated an interest in action research 

and wanted to know more about it. Some were aware that teachers working in schools run by 

the Government of Karnataka were given a grant to conduct action research. We informed them 

that we were not in a position to obtain grants, but could support them with required resources 

and materials. Soon we were working collaboratively on various problems that teachers 

identified: tackling students’ absenteeism, improving children’s reading habits, creating a 

conducive classroom environment, managing behaviour problems without resorting to 

punishment, and enhancing their own knowledge of content. Many teachers focused on 

improving students’ performance in their respective subjects. Noffke has warned about the 

problematic nature of instrumental uses of action research for professional development, 

especially when it is reductively coupled with school improvement programmes.119 But the 

‘need’ for improvement emerged from the teachers themselves. 

We used a broad definition of participatory action research as a structural and 

epistemological approach for collaboratively investigating and initiating strategic change to 

practice.120 In that spirit, we shared our own objective of getting teachers to adopt inclusive 

pedagogy. Teachers themselves identified that the second key concept and practice in inclusive 

pedagogy—viewing difficulties in learning as dilemmas for themselves and seeking new 

approaches to support children—was amenable to action research. The specific interventions 

to address the problems teachers chose were collectively designed. Key data points for 

verifying whether the interventions were working were identified by the teachers through 

discussions. We developed a simple format to document what was done and the progress made, 

                                                            
118 Florian and Spratt, “Enacting Inclusion.” 
119 Susan Noffke, “Professional, Personal, and Political Dimensions of Action Research,” Review of Research in 
Education 22 (1997): 305-343. 
120 Stephen Kemmis, “Critical Theory and Participatory Action Research,” in The SAGE Handbook of Action 
Research, 2nd edition, edited by Peter Reason and Hilary Bradbury (London: Sage, 2008), 121-138.  
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and this was shared during our monthly planning and reflection meetings. These meetings 

served as a forum for peer learning and feedback. Following the advice of Somekh that ‘our 

collaboration should not aim to “empower” the teachers by inducting them into new 

understandings of our world, but that each side of the partnership should learn to respect the 

others’ values and assumptions in a participatory process’,121 we did not insist that everyone 

had to participate. However, with the exception of four (two each from Schools A and C), all 

teachers regularly attended the monthly planning and discussion sessions.122 

2.5 The Process of Engagement 

Initially teachers displayed strong resistance to attempts to engage with them, and they were 

wary of any involvement. There was also an undercurrent of resentment that they had been 

‘chosen’, whereas their colleagues from the other nine schools were not subjected to additional 

‘work-load’ and ‘scrutiny’. In an interview with an external reviewer, the head teacher of 

School B reported: ‘Initially we resisted the intervention. We were always complaining about 

one thing or another. The patience and the enthusiasm with which they (the project team) did 

everything and the fact that our resistance didn’t make them treat us any different made me 

accept it. That gave me motivation more than anything else.’ So we persisted, and once we had 

collectively decided, three months into the engagement, that it would be through an action 

research, there was greater involvement from some of the teachers. 

Despite initial reservations, teachers agreed to develop their own plans and take part in 

collective reflection sessions. Their reservations stemmed from the fact that schools used a 

common work plan prepared by the State Department of Education. But teachers realized the 

importance of preparing their own plans, and recognized the flexibility they offered for meeting 

the needs of their students. Apprehensions about higher authorities asking questions were 

addressed when they collectively decided to inform subject inspectors that they would ensure 

that each class completed the required syllabus. We also obtained formal permission from the 

education authorities for the monthly planning and reflections sessions. 

Engagement took place primarily through day-long sessions with teachers from all four 

schools once a month, fortnightly visits by the project team to each school for classroom 

observation and feedback, annual skill-building workshops (responding to the teachers’ 

requests for computer literacy, English language conversation, and story-telling), and a three-

                                                            
121 Bridget Somekh, Action Research: A Methodology for Change and Development (Buckingham: Open 
University Press, 2006), 23. 
122 Some of them admitted that they were forced by their head-teachers to take part in the beginning, fearing 
retribution from their authorities. 



Mythili Ramchand Schooling the Urban Poor: Engaging with Teachers 

22 
 

day residential team-building programme, held during the vacation, for teachers and head 

teachers from all four schools. An event was organized at the end of each academic year to 

showcase work done throughout the year at each school for parents and teachers of 

neighbouring schools. 

The monthly sessions typically involved four components. The day would begin with 

stress busters including breathing exercises provided by an external resource person. The next 

session was to develop the unit plan outlining what teachers plan to teach for the upcoming 

month and share what had happened in the previous month. Teachers would share narratives 

of their classroom experiences, difficulties encountered while engaging students, new ideas 

that were triggered, changes that they made while adapting these new ideas, and so on. The 

following session focused on engaging with the subject content that was planned for the 

following month. This was an extended session concentrating on readings and tasks in the 

respective subject groups. Another crucial part of the workshops was creating resources and 

demonstrating activities. Teachers prepared materials that they needed for the following month 

and took them back to their schools. Demonstration of activities/experiments allowed them to 

clarify any doubts that might arise. 

3. What Emerged 

Even as we recognize the limitations of pedagogic changes in the face of larger systemic issues, 

our own focus during the participatory action research was on studying what encourages 

teachers to shift towards inclusive pedagogy and how teachers perceive their own agency in 

bringing about change in the lives of the students they teach. This section analyses some of the 

shifts in the understanding and practices of teachers of classes 5 to 7. These shifts were neither 

linear nor straightforward, as a narrative of this nature might suggest. Some were sudden; most 

happened gradually over three years. The data we used included our written plans for the 

sessions as well as teachers’ plans (P), recordings from teachers’ engagement sessions (TE), 

classroom observation notes (CO), interviews with head teachers and teachers (I), artefacts 

such as physical resources prepared by teachers, samples of students’ writing, and recordings 

of classroom sessions made by teachers on their mobile phones (A), written assessments (WA), 

and narratives written by teachers (N).123  

                                                            
123 The letters in parentheses will be used to indicate the source of data in describing the findings. 
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3.1 Shifts in Perceptions and Adapting Inclusive Pedagogy 

Teachers’ perceptions of their students’ ability to learn ranged between two extremes, from an 

identification of parental apathy leading to disinterested children, to sympathy based on the 

deprived circumstances in which students lived. The prevalent sentiment was that ‘parents send 

them here to avail freebies offered by BBMP and keep them away from mischief. A few show 

interest in studies but many come here only to while away their time’ (Teacher from School 3, 

I124). A teacher from School B, which shared space with a high school, regretted that ‘many 

boys take to smoking and drinking by the time they reach class 7’(I). Teachers in general felt 

that the school could do nothing much academically other than to prepare children of poor 

families to be ‘good’125 citizens by giving them moral lessons on ‘honesty, not stealing, valuing 

hard work’126 (TE) and so on.  

Teachers at BBMP schools frequently resorted to physical and verbal abuse to manage 

both students’ learning and behaviour. This was a serious issue, especially in school 3. We 

attempted multiple interventions, including theatre and role play, reading newspaper articles 

and stories, one-on-one dialogues and extensive collective discussions on alternate forms of 

behaviour management, and sessions with child rights activists and legal consultants (P). Eight 

months into our engagement, a child gleefully told our researcher that when he had made a 

mistake when asked to frame a sentence in English, he was waiting for his teacher to hit him. 

Instead, ‘I could not believe when she asked me to try and reason out where I am going wrong’ 

(School 4, CO). At the end of our engagement, when teachers were asked to share what they 

had learnt about behaviour management, most of them had written, ‘making teaching learning 

interesting, meaningful, relevant and free from fear’ helps address most behavioural issues (N). 

Of course the transformation was not simple. A few attempted early on to try out other ways 

of managing students’ behaviour rather than resorting to punishment, as this narrative indicates:  

In the beginning of the year I hear about A. A is in 6th standard. I hear from other 
teachers that he does not read and write and is always disturbing the class. I go to 
class, and try to tell a story and he disturbs my class also. He does not listen. I feel 
exasperated and ask him instead of me if he will tell the story to the whole class. 
He readily agrees. He narrates a story beautifully. I find myself listening to the 
story intently with the rest of the class. I am very happy I gave him that 
opportunity. He tells me later that his grandmother tells him stories and he loves 

                                                            
124 ‘I’ indicates that the data is from a teacher’s interview – see footnote 23. 
125 This was a universal sentiment expressed by teachers (olle naagirika in Kannada). 
126 These phrases emerged during an initial brainstorming session to discuss what should be the aim of the 
BBMP schools. 
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stories. I ask him to write the gist of the story and he immediately tells me that he 
does not read and write (Teacher from School 4). 

A few others also tried to do so, but gave up in the face of repeated transgressions by children. 

At least three teachers strongly believed that ‘sparing the rod’ meant ‘spoiling the child’ (N) 

— ‘after all that was how we grew up and we turned out alright’—but went along with it 

because of legal implications. A few stopped trying to address behaviour or learning issues in 

the classroom, saying it was impossible for them to manage without resorting to punishment 

(I). 

Initial attempts to engage with the idea of a child as an individual learner drew a blank. 

It was only when teachers started planning lessons on their own, reflecting on what worked or 

did not work, and in some cases observing classes taken by the project facilitator,127 that they 

began to recognize the ‘epistemic identities’ of their students. Some examples include:  

My 5th standard class has 18 children. Of them, only 4 are Kannada speaking 
students. Rest are Urdu, Telugu and Tamil speaking children. There was a lot of 
resistance from some of these children for writing. They would participate in all 
activities, games and listen to stories but when it came to writing they just would 
not cooperate. One day I told them that they could write anything they wanted. 
One boy asked me if he could write a Tamil story. I told him he could. He showed 
me later what he had written. It was a Tamil film story in Tamil but using Kannada 
script. I was overjoyed. He had made a lot of spelling errors. I was going to slowly 
teach him to write properly (as described by a teacher from School B after trying 
out a planned creative writing session, N). 

The sharing of the narrative led to discussions on the use of multi-lingualism and readings 

around it (TE). More teachers planned to try the strategy. Another class 5 student who took 

barely any interest in classroom transactions came alive during an activity that required creating 

a story board (School 4, A). One teacher who was enthusiastic about gardening found many of 

her students knowledgeable about a variety of edible greens and they set about creating a 

thriving vegetable garden using old containers (School 4, CO). Another teacher took her 

students to the vegetable market right outside their school and gave them a small amount of 

money to buy what they wanted. She was pleasantly surprised to see the confidence the children 

displayed in carrying out transactions and being able to do speedy mental calculations. She 

                                                            
127 The project allowed for one facilitator to be appointed in each school. All four facilitators had just completed 
a two-year diploma in education. The facilitators’ mandate was to take one class each day using an integrated 
project-based approach (which we requested schools to schedule in the timetable) and organize open libraries in 
their respective schools. They were strictly instructed to be respectful of teachers’ work in the school, not to take 
over their classes but support them when asked. Teachers were also told that as fresh graduates, the facilitators 
would need their mentoring and hence could not replace them in teaching independently. By the end of the year, 
quite a few teachers were actively seeking the assistance of the facilitators in creating resources, organizing 
activities, and managing children who needed additional support. 
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drew comparisons with her own children who, she said, could not compute without a calculator 

(School 1, TE). Another teacher organized a visit to a krishi mela (farmers’ fair) at the 

Agricultural University in Bangalore and came back feeling very pleased when the scientists 

there praised his students for the enthusiasm they showed in understanding the displays. He 

had meticulously planned the visit and had worked collectively with the students on the 

questions they would be asking at the mela (School 2, A). 

When it came to their own epistemic identities, teachers were acutely aware of their 

lack of content knowledge. ‘Madam, I have my bachelors and masters in humanities and I find 

it very difficult to teach science content, how can I try activities?’ (Teacher from School B, I), 

was a common query among teachers assigned to teach science and mathematics. This 

diffidence took the form of initial resistance to any change in pedagogic approach. We 

suggested teachers could volunteer to take the teacher eligibility test conducted by the 

Government of Karnataka to provide data to help chart their own progress. Of the sixteen 

teachers who volunteered to take the test, all but two scored over 70 per cent in social science 

content and pedagogy, and nearly 80 per cent in Kannada language. Their average score in 

mathematics was 40 per cent, and marginally better in science (WA). Some of the teachers felt 

it would be better for them to concentrate on teaching one or two subjects so they could equip 

themselves more thoroughly. As teachers in elementary schools are expected to teach all 

subjects, they asked us to negotiate this arrangement on their behalf with their head teachers. 

This also allowed for focused and intense subject-based workshops on core topics that teachers 

planned to teach in the next month (P).  

Classroom observation indicated growing confidence in teachers in terms of the 

questions they asked (for example, observations of twelve mathematics classes in 2015–16 

documented fifteen instances of factual recall question and one instance of a question that 

triggered students’ thinking, while two years later there were more examples of the latter, such 

as a teacher in School 3 asking class 6 children to measure the area of one tile in their classroom 

and then to calculate how many tiles were needed to fill the 10 square m floor. There were 

more instances of organizing group activities (from zero to one-third of classes observed), and 

there was also a marked increase in the use of physical resources (from the use only of 

textbooks or of none, to resources being used 70 per cent of the time)128 (CO). At an event 

                                                            
128 The need analysis report conducted by the funding agency before we began described that classes were not 
regular. Not all teachers engaged children for an entire period and 2 schools (A & C) did not have a time-table. 
However, at least on the days the project team visited the schools, all teachers taught for an entire period of 40 
minutes.  
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organized in School 2 at the end of the academic year 2018 to showcase the resources that 

teachers had created to parents and teachers in neighbouring schools, one parent shared an 

alternate algorithm for multiplication of two 2-digit numbers. A teacher enthusiastically tried 

to reason out how it worked, and she had an ‘aha’ moment when she saw that it worked when 

extended to multiple digits. She later shared that such occasions that ignited intellectual 

excitement among teachers—and initiated by a parent—were indeed rare (I). 

3.2 Academic Support 

The BBMP schools continue to have subject inspectors129 who are overworked and themselves 

lack academic support. Currently there are no support systems for BBMP school teachers. The 

engagement allowed teachers to come together informally to create networks. Teachers at the 

four schools began sharing their work in the form of pictures of resources and artefacts, and 

video clips of their classrooms and ideas on group messages via mobile phones (A). During the 

final year of the project, teachers at the other nine schools also began to attend the monthly 

sessions and more networks were forged. When a teacher who was not part of the project 

expressed her concern that taking part in the activities and then teaching would be difficult as 

they could not then ‘complete portions for the year’, a teacher from School 3 responded: 

‘Activity is no different from teaching, activities by themselves are a way of learning, don’t 

consider activity and teaching as separate elements’ (TE).  

Appropriate structures are required to create networks, but once networks are set up 

they need to evolve organically according to the needs of the group. It was not easy at first to 

ensure that teachers at the BBMP schools were non-judgemental and respectful of each others’ 

views. Sharing material, including videos of their classroom transactions, gradually helped 

teachers listen to one another and accept each others’ suggestions. Actual improvements in 

students’ learning and a decrease in drop-out rates130 convinced them further of the value of 

their own pedagogic inquiry, and made them appreciate the networks for support and 

encouragement from peers. 

                                                            
129 Subject inspectors are appointed by the transfer or promotion of high school teachers based on seniority 
and/or merit. They must also hold a Bachelor’s degree and B.Ed. At the time we started working with the four 
schools, there were five subject inspectors whose mandate was to ‘inspect’ all schools run by the BBMP from 
pre-primary to higher secondary. By the end of three years, the number was down to two (one died from cardiac 
arrest and two others were promoted) and the vacant posts were not filled.  
130 Baseline and endline data showed significant progress in students’ learning levels and reduction in drop-out 
rates in three of the four project schools, see Table 1. 
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It was not only the relationship between peers that indicated a lack of respect; this was 

also the case for the relationship between head teacher and teachers, as this head teacher 

reflected:  

Earlier I never thought that my actions spoke of the respect I paid to teachers. Now 
I am conscious of what my actions convey to them. I’m trying to be respectful to 
them. Earlier when I saw teachers chitchatting during class hours I would shout or 
be rude to them in saying ‘what are you doing here when you should be in class?’ 
This kind of approach created a gap between me and the teachers. Now in such 
situations I try to join the conversation and casually ask what the discussion was 
about. They would talk with me for a few moments and retreat to their classes 
(School 2, I). 

3.3 Changes in Teachers’ Perception of their Agency 

As teachers gained more confidence in making small but perceptible changes in their pedagogic 

approaches, we asked if they would take the initiative of conducting sessions for teachers from 

other BBMP schools who wanted to be a part of the monthly workshops. Initially they were 

reluctant, saying other teachers were their colleagues and would ‘make fun’ of, or ‘not be 

interested’ in, what they have to say (TE). Eventually some of them came forward to share their 

experiences with others as well, ‘the way we have been doing amongst ourselves the past two 

years’ (that is, teachers in the four schools that were part of the project) (TE). A few took an 

active interest in setting up resource centres in their schools, collating material in each subject 

that their colleagues had prepared, and displaying students’ work (A). A few of them got 

involved enthusiastically in the open library that was set up in the four schools as part of the 

project grant (CO).  

Once teachers regain their sense of agency, they find satisfaction in what they do, 

despite other deterring factors. As a ‘temporary’ teacher in school 3 put it,  

They pay our salary with delays just . . . like earlier, but I am very happy that I am 
learning something new every day in my engagement with children, the 
workshops and the interactions with other teachers. I am sure all of these 
experiences will only add to make me a better person (I). 

This is not to say the system should abdicate its responsibility for appointing teachers and 

paying them acceptable wages, but this teacher’s statement is indicative of what at least some 

teachers feel is central to the profession of teaching. 

Teachers expressed frustration at the long periods of absenteeism of some children.  

Many children go to their hometowns for some event and would not return for 
almost three months. This happens every year during Pongal when Tamil children 
go away with their parents and do not return till just before the annual exam and 
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a few north Karnataka children go during Dusshera break and do not come back 
till Diwali! (Teacher from School 2, I). 

Earlier this teacher had reported: ‘The parents do not know the value of sending children to 

school daily.’ A year on she reasoned: ‘Parents will have no way of sending them to school 

here when they go to their hometowns’ (N). To address the issue, teachers decided to be pro-

active and give children worksheets when they left before festival breaks, instead of merely 

warning them or their parents to come back when the school reopened, knowing full well they 

would not (A). They approached us to print copies of the worksheets as booklets. Teachers’ 

reasons for giving booklets instead of asking children to learn from their textbooks during these 

long breaks included the incomprehensibility and bulkiness of the latter. They felt that at least 

until such time that the novelty of worksheets wore off, children would attempt to complete 

them (TE). 

3.4 Potentials and Possibilities 

The expectation that the ‘prism’ of diversity and inclusion131 would offer teachers a way of 

addressing the needs of their students and, along with academic support from an external 

organization, could persuade teachers to adopt the key concepts and practices of inclusive 

pedagogy132 was fulfilled to various degrees. What this project attempted to demonstrate in one 

context has been corroborated by several others, as we saw in the first section of this paper. 

Nor is the approach of action research a new idea in the education sector. In fact, the 

Government of India’s earlier flagship scheme, Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan, had offered every 

teacher a small grant to undertake action research. This paper has attempted to look at reform 

efforts from the perspective and practice of teachers. While acknowledging the need to 

contextualize the teaching of learning processes to meet students’ needs, reform efforts tend to 

treat teachers as a monolith. As Cochran-Smith notes, the key is to cultivate a nuanced 

understanding of the context and the cultures in which teachers function, as teaching is ‘an 

intellectual, cultural, and contextual activity’.133 

The monthly workshops in which teachers engaged with reading materials and digital 

resources on the content they were planning to teach that month, took part in collaborative 

planning and resource creation, and shared reflections and material, helped them gain more 

confidence in adapting their own classroom practices. While changes took place in pedagogic 

                                                            
131 Pink and Noblit, “Introduction.” 
132 Florian and Spratt, “Enacting Inclusion.” 
133 Cochran-Smith, “The Problem of Teacher Education,” 298. 
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practice as a result of the use of resources and the greater involvement of children, and had a 

positive impact on children’s learning during the period of engagement, true inclusion cannot 

happen without fundamental systemic changes. Moreover, this level of engagement and 

support is difficult to scale up in the poorly resourced context of the Corporation schools in 

India. 

Teachers working in disadvantaged schools require ‘maximum flexibility and 

imagination’,134 and teaching is a difficult job, whether in the context of the changing 

composition of communities in urban areas or in the isolation of rural communities.135 The 

performativity culture and increasing demands on teachers to improve learning outcomes of 

children, especially those from marginalized and disadvantaged communities, is counter-

productive to the very cause of equity and inclusion. While outcomes are important, focusing 

on outcomes and outputs without addressing the deeply stratified nature of provisioning in 

education and the entrenched vertical hierarchical structures that exist, is akin to measuring 

someone’s temperature frequently without addressing the underlying cause of their fever! This 

study indicates that teachers do value outcomes, but on their own terms and when they feel 

they have the agency to bring about changes in the outcomes.  

Greater teacher participation also requires them to feel trusted and cared for, in response 

to their needs. As in any other profession, there are many teachers who are committed and 

concerned about the well-being of their students, and quite a few who shirk responsibility and 

are not engaged. We can agree that the stakes are high for learners, and that a system has to put 

in place checks and balances, but there is an urgent need for structures which sustain trust as 

far as teachers are concerned. Teachers’ participation in reform efforts has to be on an equal 

footing and based on mutual respect. Just as a teacher’s practice evolves in response to the 

learner’s development and needs, so should the system be flexible enough to meet the diverse 

needs and developmental stages of teachers. If education has to be relevant to the poor within 

their contexts, so should the teacher education programmes. Support structures need to be 

dynamic and flexible to accommodate teachers’ needs.  

As Nambissan notes, true inclusion is possible only when the urban (emphasis in the 

original) as an imaginary, can be ‘collectively envisioned within the frame of social justice, 

                                                            
134 Connell, “Poverty and Education,” 136.  
135 Sarangapani et al., “Recovering the Practice and Profession of Teaching.” 
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where all inhabitants have a right to the resources of the city, including education’.136 While 

the focus on teachers is essential, ‘the knot’ needs to be untied.137 

Schooling makes some difference, but assumptions at both ends of the spectrum, 

namely that it merely perpetuates inequities, or that it makes all the difference, are extreme. 

While exercising caution about expecting teachers to bear the burden of reform, there is 

evidence of the considerable potential of education in making a difference in children’s lives. 

Contextually inappropriate and incompetently managed reform efforts are problematic, as we 

have been seeing over the past several decades. Rather than victimizing teachers or treating 

them as ‘objects’ of reform, a nuanced and layered approach is needed to engage teachers 

meaningfully in the reform efforts. 

  

                                                            
136 Nambissan, “The ‘Urban’ and Education in India.”  
137 Anyon, “Radical Possibilities: Public Policy, Urban Education and New Social Movement.” 
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