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This paper documents the development of Indian school history syllabuses pre-
pared by the National Council of Educational Research and Training (NCERT), 
New Delhi. The main task of the NCERT is to develop National Curriculum Frame-
works (NCF) as well as syllabuses for all school subjects from primary to higher 
secondary stages, and to prepare (model) textbooks based on these syllabuses. 
The NCF is relevant for all state education boards, though only a small number of 
schools� affiliated to the Central Board of Secondary Education (CBSE) follow the 
NCERT syllabuses. Nevertheless, several state boards consider the NCERT syl-
labuses as guidelines for developing their own syllabuses.

Between 1975 and 2005, the NCERT developed curriculum frameworks in 
1975, 1988,� 2000 and 2005. The NCF-1988 implemented the National Policy on 
Education of 1986. History syllabuses and textbooks prepared according to this 
document (NPE) remained in regular use until 2002/03. Most of these books were 
revised versions of books by the same authors, which appeared in the late 1960s 
and 1970s. These books, whose various versions contain only minimal differences, 
testify to a long, stable (or stagnant?) period of history education.

After the change of government in 1999, a process of curriculum revision was 
initiated. At the end of 2000, a new National Curriculum Framework was pub-
lished; new syllabuses were released in 2001. New textbooks appeared between 
2002 and 2004.� The revision of history syllabuses created public agitation and 
controversy. After a further change of government, NCF, syllabi and textbooks 
were revised again. The new NCF appeared in 2005, followed by syllabuses and 
the first books in 2006.

In 1966, the Kothari Commission� had recommended different approaches to 
execute educational change in social science teaching: disciplinary and integrated. 
Until 2001, the disciplinary approach was followed. History was a separate sub-
ject with its own textbooks, alongside other subjects of the social sciences. With 
the curriculum reform of 2000/2001, however, history was merged together with 
�	 In 1998, for example, only 4.4 percent of the students appearing for high school examination were af-

filiated to the CBSE (Compendium of Educational Statistics (School Education), New Delhi: NCERT 
2003, p. 519).

�	 The Curriculum for the Ten Year School: A Framework, New Delhi: NCERT 1975; National Curricu-
lum for Elementary and Secondary Education: A Framework, New Delhi: NCERT 1988.

�	 Textbooks are generally published in a phased manner over a period of three years. 
�	 Kothari, D. S., Education and National Development, Report of the Education Commission 1964–66, 

New Delhi: NCERT 1971.
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geography, civics and economics and labelled as ‘integrated social sciences’ with 
one textbook for each of the classes from VI to X. These books contained different 
units for individual component subjects. As in the past, in the Higher Secondary 
stage (grades XI and XII), history remained an elective subject, like other social 
sciences, and followed a disciplinary approach with separate textbooks. Since the 
reform of 2005/2006, under the umbrella of social sciences, subjects (and text-
books) have been treated as ‘interrelated’, though separately in the Upper Primary 
and the Secondary stages,� while in the Higher Secondary stage the disciplinary 
approach was maintained.

Before 2001, history followed a chronological order, presenting Indian and 
world history separately. NCERT stressed the academic foundation and the “em-
phasis on forces, trends and institutions rather than on dynastic history”.� With the 
reform of 2001, a new concept, a thematically integrated approach in social scienc-
es, was introduced which focused on the “concerns and issues of the contemporary 
world”. “Past developments could be studied as a backdrop for understanding the 
present”, with a perceptible reduction in the quantum of history.� The chronologi-
cal approach still remained in the history units. World civilisation and develop-
ments were integrated with Indian history in Upper Primary and Secondary stages. 
Despite the concentration on topics related to India,� contemporary world history 
became the focus in the last semester of the Higher Secondary stage. 

The revision of 2005 brought a new approach to history teaching. The Upper 
Primary stage concentrates on Indian history; there is a chronological backbone; 
nevertheless, the periods are not labelled conventionally as “ancient”, “medieval” 
or “modern”. Within the courses, however, the units focus on specific themes, not 
on chronological phases. In the Secondary stage, “India and the contemporary 
world” is treated in relation to specific, selected issues. “Themes in world history” 
and “Themes in Indian history” of the Higher Secondary stage cover the entire 
historical time period, but in a very selective, issue-oriented manner. Furthermore, 
the curriculum planners did not conceptualise history and social science teaching 
in the same ways as their predecessors.�

As far as learning objectives are concerned, the pre-2000 curricula refer to 
core curricula areas defined in the National Policy on Education 1986. For history 

�	 The National Curriculum Framework 2005 argues against an integrative approach, stating that the dis-
ciplines “have distinct methodologies that often justify the retaining of boundaries. At the same time, 
cross disciplinary approaches that are possible should also be indicated. For an enabling curriculum, 
certain themes that facilitate interdisciplinary thinking need to be incorporated” (p. 51).

�	 Forward by Director NCERT in Romila Thapar, Medieval India, 1996.
�	 NCF 2000, p. 62.
�	 “The Europe-centred view of the world must change. This would render topics like the discovery of 

India or America by Europeans irrelevant for Indian students” (NCF 2000, p. 64).
�	 The National Focus Group on Teaching Social Sciences describes in its Position Paper (2006:4) a 

fourfold “epistemic shift”:
	 • �“from the textbook as the only source of information to the textbook as suggestive of a particular way 

of understanding issues.
	 • �from the ‘mainstream’ account of the past and its past to one where more groups and more regions are 

taken into account. 
	 • �from utilitarianism to egalitarianism. 
	 • �from the textbook being perceived as a closed box to the textbook as a dynamic document.”

#1168_07_Zeitschrift_4_07.indb   414 23.11.2007   10:28:06 Uhr



415

education, “promoting knowledge and understanding of India’s common cultural 
heritage” is mentioned but also “the inculcation of scientific temper, and egali-
tarianism, democracy and secularism, equality of the sexes and removal of social 
barriers”, as well as “combating obscurantism, religious fanaticism, superstition 
and fatalism”.10 

The National Curriculum Framework 2000 mentions objectives related to the 
social sciences which include “developing a broader perspective and an empirical, 
reasonable, and humane outlook”. It should help the pupils to “grow into well in-
formed and responsible citizens with necessary attributes/skills so that they could 
participate and contribute effectively in the process of development and nation-
building.” It “aims at providing students essential knowledge, skills and attitudes 
necessary for self-development and also for becoming an effective and contribut-
ing member of society” (p. 62). More specifically, however,

“Teaching of social sciences ought to promote a humane and national perspective, 
and inculcate a sense of pride in the country and in being an Indian. It needs to 
strengthen the national identity and develop an appreciation for cultural heritage. It 
should promote communal harmony and social cohesion. Its teaching must be objec-
tive and free from all kinds of stereotyped images, biases and prejudices” (p. 64).

The National Curriculum Framework 2005 defines the objectives of the social 
sciences as “raising students’ awareness through critically exploring and question-
ing of [sic] familiar social reality” (p. 50). The importance of scientific inquiry is 
mentioned. But additionally, “Social science teaching should aim at generating in 
students a critical moral and mental energy, making them alert to the social forces 
that threaten these values” (“namely, freedom, trust, mutual respect, and respect 
for diversity”) (p. 51). Some references are made to the specific subject.

“History should be taught with the intent of enabling students better understand 
their own world and their own identities came [sic] into being as shaped by a rich 
and varied past. History should now help them discover processes of change and 
continuity in their world, and to compare ways in which power and control were 
and are exercised” (p. 53).

Thus, even if these main objectives do not seem to be poles apart and mention the 
same aspects, their respective foci are somewhat different. The pre-2000 curricu-
lum is based on a scientific, secular model of society; curriculum-2000 on a model 
stressing social unity and national consciousness, and the 2005 curriculum on a 
pluralistic model of society (implying conflict) which entails the need to handle 
diversity in social processes, and maintains a strong student-centred perspective.

10	 Quoted from the forward by the Director, NCERT, in Romila Thapar, Medieval India, 1996.
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