
Teachers' Intervention in Social 
Change : Some Issues 

Introduction 
We have discussed in the previous unit that besides teaching, the social role of the 
academics in the transformation oftheir societies is an important one. Both in their capacity 
as experts and informed citizens, they need to deem it their legitimate professional role to 1 

address the problems that confornt the society in wliich they live. In fact, universities a id  
colleges have been cradles of many progressive and secular movements. 

Moreover, as the realisation is growing that the tertiary stage of education provides crucial 
inputs in national development which includes social change, the functions performed and 
desired to be performed by the faculty have come in for closer scrutiny within as well as 
outside the academia the worldover. Amidst this realisation, teachers and especially college 
and university teachers are being called upon to play a greater and more conscious role 
as agents of social change. This social cl~ailge may imply moving on from where we are 
at present into directions which are accepted as desirabe. This desirability may have 
been expressed in the form of the contents of the Constitution which the country has 
adopted as also in the various laws that have been adopted by the Central and State 
legislatures. It is likely tliat there will be some issues on which there could be coiitroversies 
and even conflicts. Teachers can lielp even in relation to such issues by dispassionate, 
intellectual analysis& the elements involved in such controversies. 

Learning outcomes 

After studyiiig this unit you should be able to . I 

a analyes the concept of social change; 

a establish a relationship between education and social change; I 
discuss the teacher's role in social change; I 

appreciate the complementarity of the teacher's three inajor functions of teaching, 
research and edensioi~; I 

a appreciate the integration of the teacher's academic responsibility and social 
cornnlitnle~~ t. 

Social clzange and higher education 
Education is considered as a very important instrument of social change though some 
social scientists also hold the view that education could be a means of maintaining the 
status quo. Education, according to them, is the most important "ideological apparatus" 
devised by the ruling classes to serve and preserve their vested interests and thus to 
maintain a status quo in the economic and political power structure. 

In the context of tlie developing countries, education has been considered as a very 
important of instrument of social change. This assertion has been strongly reiterated for 
instance, in the Education Commission Report (1964-66) where education is seen as the 
most important prime mover of ecoiloinic development and social change. The UNESCO 
has also consiStently subscribed to this view of education in its publications. 



Compared to other institutions in society, higher education has a much bigger share as a Tencl~ers' Intervention 
in Social Change : 

fountainhead of change. ~ e i n $  at the higher level of the educational pyraniid and thus Some Issues 
able to influence other levels of education, and having wider access to all available 
knowledge, and therefore better, also to creatively integrate it, it can undoubtedly operate 
as a powerful instrument to help the process of social chdnge in Indian society. To properly 
understand the role of higher education in social change, let us examine the concepts of 
social cliange, and the crucial features higher education. 

* 

Social cliange 

All change implies moving fro111 one position to another; the difficult question is deciding 
fro111 which position to which posibon. In a free society there is bound to be some discussion 
and controversy about this. Social change indicates changes in social attitudes, behaviour, 
customs, habits, manners, relations and values of individuals, groups of people and 
institutions. Social change is meant to connote fundamental structural and functional 
clmges in society. It could be in different spheres of human life -social, economic, political, 
cultural and so on; In a country like ours even inculcation ofthe true values of democracy 
in tlie minds of the young and through them in the larger community, could by itself be an 
action for social change. Some of the significant forms of social change have been called 
"westemisation", "industriallsation", "urbanisation "sanskritisation", "politicisation", 
"Indialisation and "n~odernisation". The explkations of these terms are different as 
glven by different people, and when expressed 4s goals of change or development, they 
may represent ~deologies. So are the values of secularism social justice, tolerance and 
scientific temper, which have been enunciated by the Indian Constitution, and have been 
accepted by comiion consensus, greatly in need of understanding, appreciation and 
reinforcement in tlie present Indian situation. Sometimes problems rislng from ideologies, 
or soc~al realities get compounded and society runs into,a crisis. Teacher-scholars could 
study such issues in, depth, they could create conditions for students and the, community, 
to exanline them from various angles and could take a stand for constructive deniocratic 
action if such action IS likely to get some results. Thus lugher education, and its institutions 
aid participants assume an inlportant position in society. 

Higher e~rlucation 

Higher education is at the apex of the educational hierarchy with the crucial and paramount 
responsibility of gelierati~~g and acquiring new knowledge and disseminating it. It nurtures 
tlie conipetency of future leadership in the students who hold the potential to develop the 
society. It prepares diem to successfully carry out di&rent responsibilities for social 
change and development. Higher education is 'higher' also because it is at the frontier of 
knowledge trying to further expand these frontiers. This is 'the research function' of 
higher education. The dissemination of this knowledge irivolves the teaching function. In 
tlie most ideal situation these two functions are coinpletely fused together. Here the 
teacher and the student work together on a theme of common quest and in the process 
the student, as a junior associate, also gets initiated into #e secrets oftliis process. Even 
at levels lower than this highest level, teaching can carry gn authenticity of its owl if it is 
inspired by tlie research orientation and experience of the teacher. At lower levels, she 
may have the opportunity of dealing with smaller themes but the research attitude is tlie 
same and that is tlie main thing. Besides certaln other functions, llke administrative work 
and advice to and coilsultation with students on differeqt aspects, higher education all 
over tlie world is taking on the third function of directly &ing to the commu~lity in order 

' 

to study its problems. The teacl~er also has a role to perfonn in different academic activities 
inside and outside the campus. At the same time she has ,also a natural commitment for 
social change and development. , 

But we need not suppose that academic responsibility and social conunittiient must of 
necessity be in conflict with each other. It would be counterproductive if social conunitnlent ! 
and related activity leads to neglect of acadeniic responsibility since it would lower the 
prestige of the teachera.nlong his or her students. Sometinles the two may be co~nplirnentary 
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to each other and even well-integrated. As for instance, when the teacher is making 
enlightened citizenry, she is exerciskg this role over and above her three functions of 
teaching, research and extension. We ha= already examined that the teacher through 
her'teaching, res'earch and extension activities can reach out to the masses and can help 
the process of social change. The following are only a few illustrative examples. 

i) Inculcating in the minds of the students the values enshrined in the Constitution. 
This can be done as aqd when issues arise during the course of teaching or discussions. 

ii) Projection ofthe subject which is being taught against the total background of socio- 
economic-politicalcultural environment prevailing in the country, and encouraging 
the study of the subject as the forging of an instrument to bring about a desirable 
change in this environment. 

iii) Bringing out the inter-disciplinary aspects of such problems and setting up study 
groups of teachers and students to study some relevant local problems in depth and 
to make available to the authorities and tlie general public the results of such studies. 
The presentation should be scholarly and without any political bias; and the remedies 
suggested should be constructive and within the limits of the possible. It is not 
precluded, however, to suggest how these limitations can be overcome through 
appropriate action. 

d Even basically, as the document Challenge of Education puts it, 'No law and system can 
survive if even educated people do not have respect for life and a sense of right and 
wrong. Democracy and civil life will degenerate beyond recognition if people do not 
understand the importance of tolerance and respect for viewpoints different from their 

I i 

own. How can acountry grow if a spirit of adventure and tlie confidence to innovate and 
take risks has not been instilled in young people? How can priority programmes requiring 
mass acceptance and participation for their success, like protection of the environment, 
energy conservation and population ontrol, make a real headway unless a programme for 
the improvement of ecol~gical conditions makes the students aware, right from their 
own welfare with the outcome of these programmes' (NPE, 1985; 4.15). 

The social role of the teacher in the Indian context 
! 

University teachers have always served a special historic role in the transformation of 
their respective societies. The academic community has been involved in the anti-colonial 
struggles in many countries of the Third World. Evidences are many of participation of 
teachers at higher education in the social move~nentsof nineteenth century Bengal and in ' 
the Indian national movement. Their societies have tremendous expectations from them 
of providing leadership and sustained momentum to social movements and a corrective 
influence to political institutions. As Altbach (1990) says: 

"The professional role in politics is a widespread and important one. Whether as aciivist , 
or expert, p~ofessors 'play z i  great role; their expertise, ability to communicate and their 
access to the mass media and'those in power make them a powerful but generally 
unacknowledged force in many soc!eties." 

b * 
Let us examinp the role played by the teachers in the past. As we saw earlier, teachers 
in ilistitufipns of high& learninghad pl&ed their rples in the social.movements of the late 
nineteenttrmd the twentieth century, ayd also in the natioial movement. However, the 
role teacheis played perhaps may nGt have been as imcortant as the one played by two 
othe~rofes~ional com'munit~es; vjz., lawyen and journalisp. Among teachers, as evidence 
sbggests, perhaps, sc,!16ol teachers may haye participated in thesepo;eme$s in larger 
' numbefs, and h all probability, kith greater effectiveness than those at. higher education. 
Even, within the' univerqity comn&nity9 the studin& perha'psmhave be& better activists 
than teachers. Of coupe, those . . from among univer5ity teachers who were active in 



these movements gained a great deal of visibility thanks to their scholarship and 
articulatedness. The post-independence scenario has not been very different. Quite a 
few college and university teachers took to politics, and occupied very important positions 
in public life. Others have played a significant role in provklingtheoretical inputs to social 
movements. Many others, because of their proximity to political leaders and senior 
bureaucrats, have been immensely influential. Universities and colleges have been cradles 
of many progressive, secular movements, including those with leftist leanings. At certain 
moments in recent history, such as the internal emergency of 1975-77, the role that 
university teachers as a collective played revealed their political commitment. In the new 
social movements of women, dalits, adivasis, environment, human rights, etc, teachers 
have played a significant role. Again, their position is powerful and precarious at the 

* same time, since they are one of those professional groups most vulnerable to co-option 
by the government, other organisation of the State and the private sector. Thus, some of 
the most effective critics of the State are teachers of higher education, but, some of its 
most eloquent apologists are also from among them. 

In India, we have something more than just a verbal consensus on the values of democracy, 
secularism, social justice and the need to eliminate poverty. This is because these values 
got permeated in the national consciousness during the national movement. It would, 
therefore, not be easy to subvert these values. The teaching profession can play a vital 
role in strengthening these. This has to be something different from 'indoctrination'. No 
educational system can be completely neutral to the value and goals which the nation has 
set before itself, but the responsibility of the educational system and therefore of the 
teachers, especially in  a country which cherishes the value of democracy based on 
individual freedom, is todevelop rationalityarnong the stJdents and train their minds to 
critically follow the argument wherever it leads. The teacher must be able to analyse his 
or her own bias, if any, and should also make it clear to hi's or her students. 

The document 'Education for Our People' spells out in some detail the aspects of this 
role of the teachers. It says, 'The proper teaching of science and an appropriate technology 
must be emphasized at all stages of education. Science can  be of great help to rid our 
traditional society of superstition, fatalism, and irrational fear and in promoting the rational 
temper which a modem society needs'. The teacher faces an awesome task. She must 
initiate immature minds into a cultural heritage, and train unformed consciences to know 
and love what is good. At the same time she is bound to respect rationality, potential or 
actual, which these young people embody. No pedagogical or psychological trickcan tell 
herlhim how to balance these difficult obligations. Yet balance he must, and he can hope 
to succeed only to the extent to which he has balanced these in his own personality'. 
(Naik, 1978 : 2 1) 

The role of the teacher in the Indian context is circumscribkd by the objectives of social 
transformation as articulated in the national movement and later enshrined in the Preamble 
to the Constitution, in the Fundamental Rights and in the birective Principles of State 

I Policy. The approach should encompass a study of the exiqting social organization and 
processes and of their strengths and weaknesses as well as of the new social organization 

1 and processes which we desire to create. It should also include a critical study of our 

, failures to create a strong, egalitarian and prosperous society, social evils such as unequal 
status to women, caste or untouchability and the many unhealthy traditions and superstitions 
that have crept into our social organization. The existing modesof production and production 

/ relationships and how they tend to concentrate economic power in the hands of a few 
individuals and to perpetuate poverty should be made known. In other words, the student . 1 should know the major problems facing the country, the alterlative solutions for them and 
the programmes that have to be developed to create the new social order based on the 
liquidation of privilege, abolition of poverty, decentralization ~fauthority in all spl~eres aid 
enhancement of individual freedom and autonomy. 

Teachers' Interventidn 
in Social Charge : 

Some Issues 
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Self~assessment 

I .  Discuss what, in your opinion, is 'meant by social cham&? 

.............................................................................................................................. 

.............................................................................................................................. 

.............................................................................................................................. 

.............................................................................................................................. 

2. How can higher education contribute social chmge? Discuss the role of the 
teacher in bringing about social change. 

.............................................................................................................................. 

.............................................................................................................................. 

.............................................................................................................................. 

.............................................................................................................................. 

Teachers' organisations and social action 

In the context of the above discussions, let us examine how teachers' organisations 
percieve this role of the teachers. Educational system forms an important part of C e  
greater societal system. Very often educational system is called upon to bring out various 
changes in the society. It has the potential to create new and positive changes in social 
outlook, social behaviour, and social traditions among the people. It may also help to wipe 
out undesirable and irrelevant customs, taboos, beliefs and traditions from the society.,In 
other words, it constitutcs a major intervention in social process which we have already 
discussed at length earlier which may cither strengthen the status quo or bolster social 
change. We cannot therefore, ignore the role of teachers' organisations, in bringing 
about social change, This is particularly, most urgent in the present context, when our 
society is infested with a myriad of problem and is confronted with new challenges ofthe 
twenty-first century. 

The All India Federation ofuniversity and College Teachers Organisation (AIFUCTO) 
(1976) has spelt out the role ofteachers' organisation with regard to society as follows: 

Teachers should a) recognise that education is a public service and strive to keep the 
public informed ofthe educational programme which is being provided; b) work to improve 
education in the communityand strengthen the community's moral and intellectual life; c) 
be aware of social problems and should take part in such movements as would be conducive 
to the progress of the society and hence country as a whole; d) perform thc duties of 
citizenship, participate in com~nunity activity's and shoulder r e~s ib i l i t i e s  of public offices; 
e) refrain from taking part in or subscribing to or assisting in any way any movement 
which tends to promote feeling of hatred or enmity among different communities, religious 
or linuistic groups. 

In this context, we are also reminded of Education Policy of Government of India(1968), 
which reiterated that the educational system must produce men and women of character 
and ability committed to service and development. It also visualised the transformation of 
the educational system to relate more closely to the life of die people and emphasised 
development of Science and Technology and cultivation of moral and social values. It 
further says, that work experience and National Service including participation in meaningful 
and challenging programmes of National Servicc and National Reconstruction should 
become integral part of education. 



There are areas where they should act to eradicate certain things and also there are 
areas where they should act to strengthen certain features. 

Areas where they can act as a negative force 

a Illiteracy, 

a Superstitions, 

a Religious fanaticism, fundamentalism, 

a Dowry system, 

a Sati system, 

a Casteism, 

a Secessionism, 

a Prejudice against the female sex 

. a Regionalism, . 

a Parochialism, 

Communalism. 
i 

2 Areas where they can act as a positive force 

a National Literacy Mission, 

a Adult education programme, 

a Ellvironmental education, 

a Energy education, 

a Fanlily planning and family weitare education, 

a Community health education, 

a National service scheme, 

a Rural development programme, 

a Urban sanitation programme, 

Citizenship education. 

Teachers' Intervention 
in Social Change : 

Some Issues 

Higher educafisn: arr appraisal of the sitrarrtion 
I Higher education in India tbday, with an apparent declinein its standards, has been not 

been adequately responsive to the changing needs and demands of the society thus not 
fulfilling its own larger: purposes. This has several aspects to it. There is a general feeling 

b 

that the caliber of the teachers and quality of instruction in colleges and universities are 
less than what they ought to be. There is a complaint that a large number ofteachers lack 
professio~ial co~npetence and make a livjng but do not follow the vocation. It is not unusual 
to hear of teachers cutting classes a d  even taking up other remunerative jobs which are 
1i0t remotely co~inectedwitk teaching. However, in the light of the working conditions of 
teachers, where in a number of States, salaries are not paid for months on end,,or are 
arbitrarily reduced, teacliers have no choice but to find other sources of income, which 
negatively impacts on their teaching Under the circumstances, however, the extent of 
original, research and good teachingthat is the hallmark of a significant number ofcolleges I and universities is quite remarkable. 

I 



Thc Progressive Suciil 
Rulc of n University 
?i.;~cLer UI Indi:~ 

In some of the affiliating universities and in the colleges, teachers have no control over 
the curriculum, which is drawn up by a small group and imposed on all. No wonder 
teaching in many of the colleges and universities is done without any purpose other than 
that of helping students to somehow pass the examinations. In these cases, the teacher 
seldom tries to relate her teaching to the actual life situations and to the changing needs of 
the society. Moreover, not enough teachers take social issues to the classroom and try to 
solve them. Neither do they take up extension activities for social change and progress 
nor do they try to make teaching and research an aid to the process of such change and 
development. To remedy this situation, as teachers' organisations have pointed out, there 
is a need for democratization of decision making in the university system and making the 
university administration non-partisan, transparent and accountable, which would make 
teachers participants in the university system, professionalise the universities and increase 
teachers' incentives to perform. 

This is actually the research lab. But we have such a load of administrative work to do that we 
ciUlft conduct ilny C~pe~imeIItS. 

Courtesy : RIC L;u?nan 

The conditions or work for teachers in a very large number of places are quite unfavourable; 
they often do not have even a desk to do their work in the institution much less an office 
room, they lack adequate housing'and transport, their social status is not very high, and 
they spend a lot of time fighting for better pay and promotion opportunities. Despite the 
IT revolution, the large bulk of teachers have no access to internet, and are thus denied 
access to new advances of knowledge in their own disciplines. The vast majority of 
university/college libraries are poorly stocked and grossly underfunded. Teachers also 
don't have allowances to buy journals and books, distancing them from advances in the 
profession. Promotion avenues for a large number of teachers, pariicularly in the colleges 
are poor and undermine teachers' morale, and ultimately the professional environment in 
the university. 

The greatest challenge to the university system comes from the process of globalization 
in which dominant neo-liberal theory dictates the gradual reduction of State funding and 
support. Consequently, the Indian universities are increasingly starved of funds, which 
has led Altbacll to estimate that, "it is probably the cask that 95 percent of Indian academics 
work il an eilviroiuiient that is well below international levels. (Altbach, 2002 : 14). Similarly 
Jayaram notes that, with the structural adjustment reforms and liberalization ofthe economy, 
the State is gradually shedding its responsibility for higher education. Educationally, the 



Indian university system has progressively become nominalized and marginalized. (Jayaram, 
: 236). Considering all this, the fact that the Indian university system continues to function 
as it does, is a testimony to the professional commitment and resilience of the teaching 
community. 

Future directions 

After going through the previous section on the situation in Indian higher education, you 
might appreciate that all these problems do exist and need to be solved in order to improve 
the tertiary education system. Both the students and teachers ofh-igher education should 
strive their best to solve all such problems and bring out a well attuned educational system 
in the country: Let us discuss some aspects of such an endeavour. 

It is &e call of the hour that the State not abdicate its rde  in funding higher education. 
Teachers in the primary and secondary education strams are trained in the higher 
education stream. Apart from 'educating the educators,? higher education provides the 
intellectual skills required for labour to be able to compete ia a highly competitive globalized 
world. Most importantly in a society in transition, higher education develops and transmits 
the plurality of intellectual analysesand approaches that would facilitate both policy makers 
and the citizenry to meet the challenges of social change. In this it is important to stress 
the continued relevance ofthe Social Science and Humanities streams, which somequarters 
have considered less relevant, or even unnecessary, in the current scenario. The Social 
Sciences enable an evaluation as well as a future ptojection of socio-economic 
developments that are vital to national progress. The humanities address the cultural 
domain that shapes social consciousness, which in turn substantially impacts on social 
processes. These disciplines provide the intellectual skills to critically evaluate contending 
models of development in virtually all spheres, and suggest alternatives suitable for the 
Indian context. These disciplines in particular and higher education as a whole provide 
the "historical memory" ofa nation. This historical memory is indispensable not only for 
an appreciation for the past, but also for the insights it gives into the present, and the 
possibilities for the future. 

' In view of its critical role in national development as States earlier, higher education must 
continue to be funded by the State. This is also necessary for an egalitarian and socially 
just higher education system. Now that State funding has been cut, tution fees particularly 
in professional courses have risen sharply. These fees are no longer affordable by poor 
and lower middle class students. Since there are insufficient scholarships for these strata, 
they are even more underrepresented than before in such institutions. As such professional 
degrees contribute to social mobility, restriction of access to them goes against the 
Constitutional goal of social justice leading to more strife in society. This is yet another 
reason for State funding of higher education. 

Because of lack of internal autonomy and the stifling control exercised by academic 
bureaucracy, the nature of work suffers. It is, therefore most desirable that institutions 
have internal autonomy combined with administrative accountability so that a conducive 
academic atmosphere is created. The academics should also be provided with adequate 
facilities and an atmosphere of stimulation from peers. A Rberal environ~iient sllould be 
built in the colleges and universities. This is a prerequistite t6 the evolution of independent 
academics, for their professional competence, and for contribution to solving the country's 
problems. The academics should involve themselves in largeh policy-making issues related 
to education as well as social and economic progress. 

The solution to the problem of less pay in private and government colleges leading to 
demotivation among teachers lies in having a national illcomes and wages policy. l'his 
sllould be based on the recognition of the critical role of higher education and teachers in 
national development. To attract and retain talent, salary and career prospects must be 
improved and be made comparable to competing careers. Incentives must be provided 
for quality work done by teachers. 

Teachers' Intervention 
in Social Change : 

Some Issues 
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As we have discussed teaching, research and extension work can go hand in 
hand. Programmes of educational transformation also can go hand in hand with 
the complementary programmes of social and economic transformation. Change 
rather than status quo has become the watchword for successful living and education 
has been recognised as a tool for ushering in changes in an orderly manner In such a 
context, higher education has to be both sensitive to the social needs of his students, and 
willing and competent, to perform a linking function between the academic and the social 
world. 

There is, however, one important s n e  of wl~icl~ we may not be aware or we may tend to 
forget. We have not so, far visualised the possibility of confrontation with reactionary 
forces in this onward march to social transfomation. This has, however, to be kept in 
mind and obviously educational institutions and individual teachers will have their own 
limitations. But that notwithstanding, it should not be forgotten that teachers have a 
commitment to social transformation. Teachers who are committed to social goals and 
have established their bonafides, will always find a sympathetic public that comes forward 
to help such, workers. The history of social work abounds in such instances. 

Self-assessment 

3. Against the background of the discussion in the last sectlon of the unit, 
make a critical asses.rment the situation in higher education as it exlsts 
today. What are the limitations that it  poses in motivating teachers.for action 

.I 

in social change? 

4 .  Discuss, briefly, how a teacher can best reconcile her role as a teacher per 
se, and as social and political activist. I 

.................................................................................................................. 

Summary 

We can now, after the discussion in this unit, place the role of academic persons and of 
academic institutions in a perspective. The observation that the obligations of the universrty 
teacher are many as her role is multi-dimensional is reinforced after the &scussion. 1 

Important though the role of the teacher is, the teacher at higher education is not solely a 
teacher in the classroom sense of the term, her social role and responsibility in providmg 
leadership as the most tnformed citizen of her society can hardly be undermined especially 
in the context of developing nations confronting a myriad of problems. The academic 
respons~bility and social commitment of a teacher are however not in conflict with each 
other, on the other hand, her commitment to the societal cause can be seen as a part of 
her main functions of teaching, research and extension. Yet within this framework of 
basic social and professional roles teachers also have obligations to uphold certain academic 
values that are widely considered essential to the progress of learning and discovery. 



These responsibilities include a commitment to maintain an atmosphere within the institution 
that leaves every member as free as possible to learn, to search for knowledge, to 
express her own individual beliefs and opinions, strive for .excellence and foster 
professionalism and social relevance in teaching. 

Unit-end activities 

1. As a teacher in higher education, what values an attitudes would you foster in 
students to create a scientific outlook and sensitivity to social problenls? 

2. In our discussions in different Units, we have loticed the need expressed by various 
Cornnlissions and Committees about fostemg meaningful linkages between the 
teaching community and the rest of the society. [n fact, refonns and changes have 
also been suggested to make this possible, yet not tnuch has been accomplished in 
this direction. In the light of your own experiences, list down the major hurdles that 
stand in the way. 

Points for discussion 

1. The role of a teacher extends to research and extension functions as well. Do you 
agree with this view? Elicit opinions of your colleagues on this. 

2. Societal expectations from the teachers are many but necessary conditions for 
affectively fulfilling these roles are not provided. How far is this statement correct? 
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