
THE LOCAL, THE NATIONAL AND THE GLOBAL IN TEACHING HISTORY

Crossing the bridge - Being one with the ‘other’.

I can vividly recall my first 
experience of teaching History. I 
was given the responsibility of 
teaching a class of 40 bright - eyed 
eager 8-year olds. I was fresh out of 
college – full of vim and verve and 
brimming with a belief that it was 
my destiny to create a generation of 
history lovers. I was given a text 
book (I still remember it had a 
canary yellow cover) and asked to 
teach Chapter 1. With eager 
anticipation I turned the pages to see 
what the topic was – there it was - 
the chapter heading emblazoned in 
bold letters – Egypt, the Gift of the 
River Nile.
My excitement knew no bounds! I 
was going to reveal to these children 
the magic of the pyramids, the 
mystery of the Sphinx, the science 
of mummification, the art of papyrus 
weaving … my mind was racing as I 
began to plan my journey with the 
class from Cairo to Thebes, from 
Memphis to Alexandria. You can 
imagine my utter disbelief when my 
meticulously planned lesson didn’t 

go quite how I had planned it! 
Bewildered expressions gave way to 
questions that flowed thick and fast 
– “What is a river?” “You said Egypt 
is in Africa – what is Africa? Is it 
like Calcutta?” and so on. Right then 
I knew History teaching in our 
schools violates one of the most 
fundamental premises of curriculum 
planning – teaching - learning 
should flow from the “known” to the 
“unknown”. 
Local history would be 
one of the ideal ways 
to introduce the 
study of History to 
a child. Family 
history, the history 
of the school, the 
study of a 
monument in the 
vicinity of the 
school, oral 
histories of what the school 
neighbourhood was like say, 50 
years ago – studies such as these 
would make the subject relevant to 
the child’s life and hence, much 
more meaningful. 
As history teachers we have deeply 
resented the fact that the History 
curriculum in schools is inevitably a 
pawn in the hands of the powers that 
be to promote one or the other 
agenda. In the process, selection of 
topics included in a study of Indian 
History inevitably leaves much to be 
desired. Critics have, for instance, 
(rightly) pointed out the North 
Indian bias in the list of topics to be 
taught in the curriculum drawn up 
by the major Boards in our country. 
Furthermore, the skewed emphasis 
on political history results in the 
subject being treated as one that 
merely calls for rote memorization 
of a meaningless litany of facts, 
strange names and dates. Instead, 

greater emphasis on cultural history 
would include a study of traditions, 
food habits, dress, leisure activities, 
entertainment – all of which can be 
directly or indirectly linked to the 
child’s life. Children find these 
fascinating and it also lends itself to 
the development of the much-touted 
Higher Order Thinking Skills 
through debates, discussions, 
independent research and project 

work. 
One may similarly argue 

the selection of topics in 
the school curriculum 
in teaching what is 
mistakenly referred 
to as “world” history. 
Here too there is a 
clear Eurocentric 
bias – no doubt a 
reflection of our 
lingering colonial 

past. Except for a few randomly 
selected topics (such as the 
American Civil War) there is little or 
no mention of the history of the 
Americas with the result that 
generations of children go 
through school without ever 
having heard about the great 
Inca or Mayan civilizations. 
There is, again, practically no 
reference to the history of 
China (except in Class VI 
when text books devote some 
2 or 3 pages to the 
achievements of the ancient 
Chinese) and Japan (except 
when it appears out of the 
blue as a player in the Second 
World War drama with the 
bombing of Pearl Harbour). A 
study of these giant Asian 
cultures – or the history of 
South East Asia which has a 
shared past under European 
colonial hegemony - would be 

far more meaningful to our children 
and enrich and deepen their 
understanding of the subject instead 
of teaching different “chapters” in 
silos.
The thematic approach adopted by 
the outstanding series of text books 
published by the NCERT in keeping 
with the guidelines of the National 
Curriculum Framework (2005) 
marked a paradigm shift in the 
History curriculum design for 
schools. The methodology adopted 
was a significant departure from the 
legacy of bookish learning with 
sharp boundaries between the 
subject areas as it tried to encourage 
learners to pursue imaginative hands 
– on activities, group discussions 
and, most importantly, to explore 
significant questions. Such an 
approach which moves seamlessly 
from the local to the global will help 
to train children to think like 
historians – which is, ultimately, the 
most important aim of history 
teaching – learning.

It was the 15th of January, 2017, I 
remember I was busy working out and I 
heard a 'beep' on my phone. Without 
paying much heed to the 'beep', I carried 
on with my fitness regime. Now, it is 
very rightly said by someone 'That 
which consumes your mind controls 
your life'.
The 'beep' had already consumed my 
entire mind. I moved out of the gym and 
with all urgency took out the mobile to 
see what was the content of the 

portentous 'beep’. This time it was not 
one of those inane messages which keep 
flooding in but it read 'You have been 
called for a counselling session for TET 
2015 which will be held at Rabindra 
Bhavan, Barasat.’
We talk about game changers but this 
news was definitely a game changing 
moment for me. It was a complete 
reversal of sorts for me. My role as a 
teacher would remain the same but the 
entire geography and narrative for 

sustenance would change.
To delineate this entire spectrum of 
change, I would like to state I really 
didn’t know what would be the 
challenges that I will have to face in the 
coming days. I knew just one thing - I 
am a facilitator, I was a facilitator and I 
will remain one in the coming days.
The journey began, soon a 
metamorphosis of sorts had taken place. 
The lush green fields had suddenly   
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vanished, 
the prim 

and proper polished school building was 
soon replaced with a tiled roof structure. 
The spacious classrooms had soon been 
substituted with small coops barely 
keeping any space for leg movement. 
But I trained my mind to think 
differently and found that the 
terminology of the space changes and 
what you reinvent becomes a new norm.
This change just did not happen at the 
level of infrastructure or the space. It 
happened at the level of individuals and 

students I was catering 
to. They belonged to the 
underprivileged section 
of the society but with 
ideas galore.
I started exploring 
further into these 
impressionable minds 
and started tapping 
these curious brains for 
further discovery. Each 
time I probed further I 
was simply moved with 
startling revelations. 

Revelations which inspired me to give 
the best to these children.
'Education for all' goes the saying and 
interestingly education could also 
penetrate through the tiled structure and 
had the potential to cross boundaries.
With six years of experience in the 
private forum and another three years in 
the public, I can strongly say that 'The 
subversive taxonomy should be 
challenged without inhibitions to create 
a 'brave new world.’
- The author is an 
English teacher and writer.
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EVERY CHANGE IS A STAGE OF GROWING IN AND OUT OF FAMILIARITY

Sixty Years of Roller Coaster Ride
Nivedita Mitra (Born April 17, 1960) Chief Patron of the Magic of My School Project

Life is full of surprises. It is
unexpected, ever-changing and while 
you can have the rug pulled out from 
under you, opportunities come 
during the darkest hours. You turn a 
corner and there is joy, light and 
adventure. Kindness of strangers 
abound and basic human connections 
triumph their differences. Seize life 
with both hands, enjoy it and try to 
go beyond what you think are your 
limitations. You will find you have 
none. Everything is possible.

My background as an army child 
made me view the world with the 
lens of community, movement, 
adjustment and Vasudeva

kutumbakam—the world 
is my family. After a 
variety of schools in a 
variety of cities, the
stability of being in St. 
Stephens College and 
Delhi University for five 
years was a good thing. 
College was what opened 
my mind to different
interpretations of the 
same event, differing 
viewpoints, perceptions, 
and values. I learnt the 
importance of accuracy, 

of acknowledging source material, 
respectfully disagreeing and the joy 
of getting immersed in my History. 
This continued further as I entered 
university where in my final year I 
specialised with four papers on 
China, two on economic history and 
two on Indian history.

It would be difficult for me to point 
out a favourite teacher. Almost 
everyone who taught me contributed 
to my understanding of my subject 
and the world. However, some had 
more impact than the others. The 
teachers that let me question, did not 
reject my perceptions outright, used 
logic, and helped me to find  my   

own path remain with me. These 
were my techniques when I began 
teaching. Respect the child, use 
persuasive arguments, get them 
interested in the subject, let it often 
be child-directed, use a lot of 
audio-visual aids and have fun. The 
adolescents I taught at Cathedral 
School in Mumbai, gave me far 
more back in return. Their young 
minds took me to places beyond my 
imagination and our understanding 
of History together became a
journey.

These were my techniques when I 
began teaching. Respect the child, 
use persuasive arguments, get them 
interested in the subject, let it often 
be child-directed, use a lot of 
audio-visual aids and have fun. The 
adolescents I taught at Cathedral 
School in Mumbai, gave me far 
more back in return. Their young 
minds took me to places beyond my 
imagination and our understanding
of History together became a 
journey.

My physical journeys continued. I 
have spent the last dozen years in a 
rainforest in Borneo. I live in a
wooden house on a hill surrounded
by equatorial trees overlooking the    

South China Sea. The Dayak
headhunting tribes live here, though 
they have been persuaded to look 
for other occupations instead of 
collecting heads. I have volunteered 
at a local school here for a couple of 
years, hence I had to learn the 
language which surprised me with 
its many connections to Sanskrit, 
though it is predominantly Malay. I 
unexpectedly got the opportunity to 
teach in a New York school—vol-
untary—for a couple of sessions 
and found that those privileged 
children there had similar questions 
as my forest children in Borneo.

If there is one thing that defines me 
now, it’s—keep moving, keep 
giving. Going whale watching in 
Boston is as thrilling as going to the 
orangutan sanctuary in Borneo. 
Walking the Alhambra in Granada 
can be as exhilarating and
exhausting as walking the Great 
Wall of China’s. I have turned 60 
today. When I was sixteen, it was an 
unthinkable age. Now that the years 
have gone in the blink of an eye, I 
find in this ageing body I still have 
a young mind—still interested, still 
curious, still amazed—and for that I 
am grateful.

Bichitra Pathshala wishes Nivedita Mitra
Many Happy Returns of the Day
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to. They belonged to the 
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of the society but with 
ideas galore.
I started exploring 
further into these 
impressionable minds 
and started tapping 
these curious brains for 
further discovery. Each 
time I probed further I 
was simply moved with 
startling revelations. 

Revelations which inspired me to give 
the best to these children.
'Education for all' goes the saying and 
interestingly education could also 
penetrate through the tiled structure and 
had the potential to cross boundaries.
With six years of experience in the 
private forum and another three years in 
the public, I can strongly say that 'The 
subversive taxonomy should be 
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MISSING SCHOOL
Students express their lockdown experience
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A paradigm shift in the concept of 
education considers all education 
to be education for sustainable 
development. Time has come 
when our students understand that 
phenomenon should be analyzed 
holistically instead of 
adopting a reductionist 
approach .Understanding 
the cyclical effect of 
variables within the 
connected components of 
a system will enhance 
socio environmental 
resilience of our students 
thereby improving their 
adaptive capacity. By 
leveraging resilience thinking 
through our new education 
system, our habits will be more 

eco friendly and the right types of 
behavioural and consumption 
choices will be made for stalling 
the imminent crisis faced by our 
planet and human species.
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The Bond That We Share

There is not much for me to say;
Considering we are far away.
How long has it been
Since we have last seen
The look of your face?
It feels like a decade,
Since I have last seen your facade.
I have nothing to say,
Except that you are far away.

I still remember when,
I was first brought to you then.
I still remember those tall green gates,
Through which I walked in on that date.
I still remember those colourful flowers
Which bloomed inside your heart 
I still remember those tall trees,
Which kept me cool on those summer days.
I still remember the chirping birds
Who sang their sweet melody for you.
It has been years,
And I have shed plenty of tears,
But what I can never do 
Is ever forget you.

This is the bond that we share,
In this mutual care.
I hope you love me too,
Just like I love you.
So, my dear school,
This is what I have to tell you.
There is not much for me to say,
Except for that 
I miss you.

It has already been nearly  three months since  I am unable to go back to my house. My second home- my ultimate 
source of happiness and bliss, my friends- my storehouse of secrets, my teachers- my second parents, our domestic 
staffs- forgivers of our mistakes and helpers in every possible way. The building; no matter whether it is made up of 
bricks-they are the witness of our memories , our naughty activities, studies ,games , secrets and every other aspect of 
those six and half hours are seen and heard by them.  The rejuvenating P.E. periods in the school playground, the 
hilarious discussions and noteworthy conversations that we had in the school corridors, the craving lunch-breaks with 
our cheerful friends; have all lost in the whirlpool of time. Even the enthusiastic competitions  are being missed by 
each and everyone of us. There are no words left for me to express my grief for my beloved and missed school.
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