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About the Organisations 

  
The Vakkom Moulavi Foundation Trust (VMFT)  public charitable trust based in 

Trivandrum, Kerala, was inaugurated on 21 June 1987 by the then Hon. Chief 

Minister of Kerala, Sri E.K. Nayanar (www.vmft.org). It was established as a 

memorial to Vakkom Abdul Khader Moulavi (1873-1932), a pioneering journalist and 

courageous social and political reformer and one of the most prominent leaders of 

the Kerala Renaissance of the 20
th 

century. It also undertakes research projects, 

and development projects on contemporary issues of importance to the people of 

Kerala and India. VMFT has chosen three core areas for its work: Inclusive 

Governance, Education for the Future, and Science and Technology for Sustainable 

Development. In the area of education, VMFT implemented a multi-year project on 

Professional Development of High School Teachers with funding from Sir Ratan 

Tata Foundation Trust. It also implemented a program entitled “Connecting 

Learners with Community” in government high schools located in rural and 

coastal regions in Kerala to link curricular materials to addressing real life problems, 

as well as a series of media literacy programs for high school students.  

 

Tata Institute of Social Sciences (TISS) is India’s foremost social science 

university, founded in 1936 to create human service professionals for addressing 

the emerging needs of Indian society. TISS promotes excellence in teaching, 

research, field/ internship-based learning, and social innovation and social start-ups. 

The Centre of Excellence in Teacher Education (CETE) at the TISS 

(bit.ly/cetewebsite), aims to enable Right to Quality Education for all children in India 

by helping teachers respond to diverse and changing needs. 

(www.tissx.tiss.edu).The Azim Premji School of Education of the Tata Institute of 

Social Sciences (TISS-APSoE), Hyderabad, since its inception in 2011, has been 

consistently working towards the goal of ensuring quality education in contextually 

responsive ways, through initiatives and activities that enable direct engagement 

with the different levels of school and higher education as well as diverse 

stakeholders in the field. 
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This summary report is adapted from report prepared in Malayalam about the workshop 
proceedings and on the presentations made in the workshop.  
For further information about the consultative workshops and the seminar series, please 
contact VMFT, vmft.tvpm@gmail.com 
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Introduction 

 

In his introductory remarks, Mr. A.K. Suhair, Chairperson of the Vakkom Moulavi 
Foundation Trust (VMFT), said that VMFT is very honored to collaborate with Tata 
Institute of Social Studies to organize this workshop and the proposed seminar series. 
He highlighted that, despite many achievements in the field of education, Kerala faces 
many challenges. These include educational imbalances, particularly in the coastal 
and tribal areas, and the poor quality of education. Education plays a major role in 
social development and affects all areas of life.  Yet, the growing problems that we 
note among the youth, such as drug abuse, violence, intolerance and suicides reflect 
profound social issues as well as difficulties in providing an inclusive education. This 
seminar series is being organized to identify the research agenda for promoting 
Kerala’s education, in a consultative manner, involving as many stakeholders as 
possible.  The opinions of all participants are important in helping to design the 
seminars. 

Perspectives for Kerala Education – Developing a Research Agenda 

The overview presentation on Kerala’s education and the research agenda was made 
by Dr. Sajitha Bashir (Vice-Chairperson, VMFT and Former Manager, Education and 
Global Adviser, World Bank)/.  This was followed by a presentation on research on 
curriculum and pedagogy in Kerala, by Dr. Anu Joy, TISS. 

The need for education research and significance of the three thematic areas 

Dr. Bashir presented some issues in the current education system, which raise 
pertinent issues for research. Kerala’s education system has made substantial 
advances and ranks top among Indian states on many education indicators. Pointing 
to the impact of many social reformers of the early 20th century, including Vakkom 
Moulavi and his first newspaper Svadesabhimani, she highlighted the importance 
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given to universal education, as well as the sharp critiques of the education system 
since that time, including a focus on examinations, rote learning and poor training of 
teachers. Despite universal access and many improvements, these problems remain 
with us.  

In general, although new policies and programs have been implemented, they are not 
based on education research and evidence. The quantity and quality of education 
research in Kerala is very limited. While the state is now trying to emulate countries 
such as Finland, one critical aspect of Finland’s experience needs to be highlighted – 
that is, the role given to inquiry, research, experimentation, implementation and 
evaluation. 

Some preliminary analysis of the Unified District Information System for Education 
(UDISE+), which included comparison of Kerala with Tamil Nadu and Bihar, shows 
trends that need to be further researched: 

 While there is almost universal enrolment between grade 1 and 10, there is a 
steep fall after grade 10, which may be due to children going to other types of 
education, dropping out, or joining the workforce.  Is the UDISE data being 
systematically analysed in Kerala and compared with other data sources? 
 

 The number of students in different types of managements varies substantially 
across school management types. There is high enrolment in private unaided 
schools in primary classes, but the numbers drop in higher classes.  Some 
research questions that arise: 

—  Is this pattern a significant trend?  Why is it occurring ? (eg do parents 
think that primary education is “better” in unaided schools?) 

— What happens to children’s learning experiences when such shifts 
occur? 

—  In 2020-21, the year of the pandemic, enrolment in unaided schools was 
significantly lower. Are the children who enrolled in government schools 
staying on there? Or will they shift back? 

 Despite universalization, Kerala has one of the lowest growth in public 
expenditures on education amongst all states, and its spending as a percentage 
of state domestic product is also low. Is the level and composition of public 
spending adequate to improve quality? 

Apart from the current challenges, we have identified three thematic areas that pose 
substantial new challenges to Kerala’s education system. 
 
The Future of Work: The digital revolution is permeating many sectors of the economy 
and the “platform economy” is changing the nature of employment, It is also changing 
the way in which young people acquire knowledge and skills (for instance, they consult 
YouTube videos and each other to learn specific skills), and cultural changes are 
affecting the preferences about the types of work, where they wish to work and so on.  
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 What do we know about these job trends in Kerala and abroad, since many 
young people go to the Gulf for employment 

 What kind of competences need to be developed in young people for future 
work?  What is the role of formal and informal education? 

Addressing Climate Change and Environmental Sustainability:  The Govt of Kerala 
has produced a Climate Action Plan, which is highly creditable. It shows how 
vulnerable Kerala is going to be to rise in temperature, heavy rainfall, rise in the sea 
level, floods and extreme climate events.  Nevertheless, the Plan has minimal inputs 
on education and has allocated a negligible amount for curriculum reform. Two issues 
need to inform  
 

 How do we incorporate the understanding of climate change and 
environmental sustainability into the curriculum and what should be done to 
address them? 

 How does the education system remain resilient in the face of climate change 
(floods, higher temperatures, sea level rise etc) ? 

— School buildings 
— Location of schools 
— Alternative school calendars 
— Remote and hybrid learning 

 
Language, Identify and Culture: Kerala society is changing rapidly. Economic 
inequality is reflected in education inequality. Analysis of UDISE data show that 
government and aided schools have far higher proportions of Below Poverty Line 
(BPL) students and students of ST/ST and OBC background, than private unaided 
schools. Hence, a segregated education system has emerged and this poses 
problems for social harmony. About 65 percent of students are learning in English 
medium. Malayali students are increasingly exposed to a global culture through social 
media.  Many children have at least one parent who is working abroad, or are in single 
parent families. Further, an estimated 5 million inter-state migrants, mainly from 
Eastern and North-eastern India, are projected to be in Kerala by 2025. Their children 
speak multiple Indian languages. The linguistic character of the state is changing and 
there are issues of social cohesion as well.  The issues of multilingualism and of 
English language teaching are coming to the fore and issues of identity and culture in 
the context of increasing diversity and exposure to global cultural trends are also 
difficult issues. 
 
Several types of research need to be done covering: 

• Aspirations and perceptions of children 

• Multilingualism 

• How to improve English medium instruction, especially through the training of 
teachers 
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• The learning experience of children of other states 

• Challenges faced by teachers in dealing with linguistic and cultural diversity 

Designing Research based Curriculum, Pedagogy and Learning Programs 

Dr. Anu Joy emphasized the need for developing research-based curriculum and 
learning programs.  This should cover studying the efficacy of curricular and 
pedagogical approaches and ; curricular resources and learning environment; teacher 
training and empowerment; structure and characteristics of the pedagogies that 
children experience in the school classrooms and children’ś learning. 

Specific areas of research are 

● Children’s learning - how they know, what they know and how their knowledge 
connects to larger ideas, other domains, and the word beyond the classroom 

● Opportunities for collaborative learning, peer interactions  and community 
participation 

● Assessment  

On the curriculum, various issues need to be investigated.  There is the central 
curriculum, the regional curriculum and targeted curriculum. The conflict between the 
intended, enacted and implemented curriculum has to be examined. Ostensibly, 
constructivism and social constructivism are the learning theories that underpin 
education in Kerala, but how are they actually reflected in curricular resources 
(textbooks), pedagogy and the learning environment. Unless there is this kind of 
research, we cannot shift from teacher-centred traditional approaches to approaches 
that emphasize children’s learning. Further, how well do textbooks reflect the 
constructivist approach in teaching?  Have textbook reforms been successful and if 
not, why not? 
 
Another important area of research is on children’s learning and understanding, the 
differences in learning achievement of children between various regions of Kerala or  
between different schools. If we are to make quality education and opportunities to all 
children, irrespective of their socio-economic background, then such studies are 
important. 
 
Samples of writing by school children in grades 6 and 7 were presented. These raised 
the questions of 

● Is this the level of writing that we expect of children in these grades? 

● Children are using (mis spelt) English words in writing Malayalam, writing 
Malayalam in English script,  or writing a mixture of English and Malayalam 
words and sentences.  This raises the question of language learning which 
fundamentally affects understanding in all domains.  
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Discussion 

There was a lively engagement of the participants. The principal points raised where 

● The drop in enrolment after grade 10 should be investigated. Students pursue 
many paths (for instance, technical training, going to other states, etc).  The 
validity of the UDISE data needs to be assessed. Nevertheless, this issue of 
data validity should be addressed through the research.  

● Given the size of the UDISE data, new techniques of data science can be 
applied to the analysis of education data 

 

● Language learning and language teaching should be a priority for research. The 
lack of emphasis on language development was emphasized by many 
participants.  

● Parents value English medium instruction because they consider English to be 
a passport to better jobs. So the question is how to provide high quality bi-
lingual education. 

● The role of media in influencing language and education should also be 
researched.  The use of English in Malayalam newspapers is now widespread. 

● Mathematics teaching and curricular resources should also be researched as 
children tend to fail in mathematics.  

● Research on what is required for high quality teacher education is required. 
Unlike MBBS and engineering courses, teacher education is not treated as 
professional education, and it is not research based.  For instance, what is the 
basis for the current qualifications criteria for primary school , high school and 
higher secondary school teachers?  And is the content of the teacher education 
programs based on the constructivist approaches that supposedly underpin the 
curriculum and textbooks? 
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● Are teachers empowered to use examples from real life and contemporary 
events to teach about the environment, climate or other issues?  Or do they 
stick only to the textbook? 

● Assessment is an important area of research as there has to be better 
understanding of what purpose it serves. It is not clear what children are 
learning as the emphasis is on ensuring all children pass the class 10 Board 
exams. 

● Comparative studies between Kerala and other states would be useful. 

● Kerala has had a comprehensive curriculum reform in 2007 and in 2013 all the 
textbooks were revised. A new curriculum is being developed. This revision is 
being done by collecting and considering the opinions of experts and different 
stakeholders, with multiple focus groups.  The curriculum will involve parental 
education as well.  

● The gap between policy development and policy implementation is wide. But 
what are the specific causes of failure? 

● Cultural diversity in the classroom requires research-based teacher training 
programs. 

 
The Future of Work and the Future of Education 

Prof. Achutsankar Nair (Head, Dept of Computational Biology and Bioinformatics, 
University of Kerala), Varghese Cherian (Head of Technology Services, UST Global), 
Anvar Sadath (CEO, Kerala Infrastructure and Technology for Education) and C.M. 
Varughese (IEEE Education Society Chiar) led the discussion on this thematic area. 
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Trends in the workplace 

In the current situation, and especially after COVID, the potential of online education 
should be utilized to the maximum.  The National Education Policy also promotes the 
possibility of blended learning. Resources for self-education are increasingly available, 
but students need to be taught how to access these resources.  

The trends in the workplace involve the increasing use of artificial intelligence and 
machine learning.  AI assisted learning, machine learning, virtual assisted learning and 
augmented learning are changing the work place and also can impact education.   

How to make use of these new techniques in education should be a subject of 
research. Teachers must change the way they process content and maximize the 
potential of digitalization. A flexible and self-directed approach is preferred to promote 
creativity along with all kinds of diversity. 

The concept of green jobs should be developed and environmental protection has to 
be given importance, while environmental and social considerations should be 
prioritized. This has to be incorporated into the education curriculum and teaching 
methods – specifically carbon footprint, green protocols, water resource utilization, 
pollution and so on. Fossil fuels and biodiversity need to be included. 

Other aspects include social issues such as equality, gender justice, gender diversity, 
protection, safety, health protection of workers, fair wages, living wages – all these 
need to be integrated into education.  

The government of Kerala has prioritized the creation of a knowledge society, but the 
implications for education and the type of research that should inform changes in 
education are not indicated in the various reports.  
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Deficiencies in problem-solving and social skills 

Experts and employers, including from the IT field, often point out the limitation in 
problem-solving skills of children and graduates in Kerala. Children should be able to 
think critically and to present their thoughts. The question of why this is not being 
developed during schooling in Kerala should be investigated but also in the post school 
period.  

Another area is that of social skills, how to behave in teams, in groups, in public places 
and what is suitable for society. Lack of research in these areas hinders the uncovering 
of the underlying problems. 

Looking specifically at the students entering engineering classes, it is worth noting that 
only 20 percent successfully complete an engineering degree on time. But we do not 
know the reasons for this. Lack of mathematical ability is one possible reason. Are the 
tests in schools really assessing the ability of students and their aptitude for 
engineering studies?  

The impact of COVID on education 

There has been a massive increase in the use of computers, especially in the use of 
videoconfences. This got a lot of publicity. And it has paved the way for a giant leap in 
the field of data science and artificial intelligence. 

The challenge is how to use technology in a way that does not overwhelm educational 
values or processes.  Embedding technology in the curriculum is a complex activity.  
As part of the curriculum reform in progress in Kerala, the question of how technology 
can be used to eliminate transmission losses is also being addressed. 

However, the complexity of implementation needs to be checked. Even if there is a 
grand vision, whether it can be put into action needs to be checked.  

 

Research is required on  

● How are the global trends in employment and jobs affecting Kerala ? What type 
of competences are required of young people? 

● Why does the Kerala school system not sufficiently develop problem solving 
and social skills, as well as self-expression amongst children, which are now 
essential in the work place? 

● The type of technology to be incorporated into teaching and how best to do it.  

● What is the appropriate curriculum and teaching methods for teaching about 
climate change and environmental sustainability? 
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Protecting the Anthropocene: Addressing Climate Change and 
Environmental Sustainability 

The session was led by Dr. Anu Joy. 

The climate projections for Kerala highlight the seriousness of the situation and the 
education system has to educate the younger generation about climate change, to 
arrive at an understanding of the crises and how to address them. Children have to be 
encouraged to think about what they can do to deal with it.  The purpose of teaching 
them should not be to instill fear or anxiety, but a problem-solving mentality, taking into 
consideration scientific solutions and human values. 

In particular, the farmers and fisherfolk are facing the brunt of climate change. 
Therefore, their perspectives on climate change should be recognized. Similarly, many 
livelihoods will be affected by climate change.  All these aspects need to be part of the 
curriculum.  

This raises fundamental questions about how to approach development. Is it about the 
survival of the human race?  And what is the role of education in these matters? What 
is children’s understanding of climate change and of the environment?  

There is also a need for serious discussion and research about the pedagogical 
methods  
 
for teaching about climate change and environmentally sustainable development.  The 
fact that certain natural disasters and environmental degradation are linked to human 
activities needs to be taught in a holistic manner.  

Language, Identity and Culture 

Prof. M.A. Khader (former Head of Curriculum Group, NCERT) led the discussion. 

Language is fundamental to the development of the individual, of the mind, of the 
society and of culture. Currently, tribal children do not have the opportunity to study in 
their own language and this should be possible at least in the primary classes. 

The deficiencies in language learning in Kerala were highlighted in the earlier session. 
The arrival of many people from other states to live and work here is changing the 
nature of the society. It has to become multilingual and multicultural.  How teachers, 
children, the education system are reacting to these changes should be a subject of 
research. And what needs to change in the curriculum and teaching methods is also 
another area of research. 
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Conclusion 

Dr. Sajitha Bashir and Dr. Suresh Kumar (Teacher Educator and Writer) expressed 
gratitude to those who participated in the discussion. This meeting is a good sign and 
an important step towards the goal of improving the quality of education in Kerala. 

The main conclusion is that a research-based approach to education is essential.  The 
seminar series should focus on the three identified thematic areas. 

For each thematic area: 

 A background paper summarizing the existing research in Kerala 
should be prepared. 

 Speakers who can bring in the findings of research, as well as 
research methods, either from Kerala or other parts of the country/the 
world should be identified. 

 A prioritized education research agenda should be identified for each 
thematic area that could form the basis of serious education 
research. 
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Annex 1 

 

Background Note for First Consultation Meeting (16 February 2023) 

Perspectives for Kerala’s School Education – The Next Thirty Years 

Shaping A Future with Social Justice 

A joint seminar series of Vakkom Moulavi Foundation Trust and Tata Institute of Social Sciences 

 

Note: This background note outlines the justification, purpose of the proposed seminar series. The 
consultation meeting will provide inputs on this.  

Kerala’s educational achievements in independent India have been nothing short of phenomenal. 
With almost universal completion of secondary schooling, and a high level of enrollment in higher 
secondary and higher education, the progress of the state over seven decades has been consistent. 
Based on a broad social and political consensus, supported by high levels of public financing which has 
made school education accessible in every part of the state, and strong parental commitment, 
educational progress has been the basis of progress in health and other social indicators and access 
to higher paying jobs outside the state and the country.  

Nonetheless, Kerala’s school education system faces multiple challenges as it grapples with historical 
legacies, unfinished agendas and the opportunities and emerging issues on the horizon.  Among the 
former are the poor quality of public education and of a significant part of private education, which is 
widely recognized; the burden of extra tuition and examination pressure which are thwarting the all-
round development of children; the growing education inequality between socio-economic groups, 
including inequality in English language learning and skills required in the job market, which presages 
deepening socio-economic divides; drugs, violence and aggression, suicides amongst school students; 
and limited public funding.  These problems were highlighted during the COVID crisis which left schools 
closed for almost two years, with a heavy reliance on “digital” methods that did not provide 
meaningful education to a significant section of students in government and aided schools.  

In particular, despite many laudable initiatives and programs, as well as changes to curricula, it has 
proved difficult to alter the teaching-learning practices in schools.  The student learning experience is 
challenging and inequality in education is deeply entrenched. 

Further, to prepare its young people for the future, Kerala’s education system needs to address 
fundamental changes in its social fabric, including fall in its child population, the formation of a multi 
lingual and increasingly diverse society with the influx of migrants from other parts of the country, 
and the exposure to other cultures through the large emigrant population and social media. It also 
needs to confront the compulsion of nurturing digitally equipped youth capable of working in a 
technologically networked society and the opportunities of using the digital revolution to further 
professionalize teaching and for student self-learning. Impending global changes in assessment, 
evaluation and certification may also require revision of current practices.  What is more, Kerala is 
extremely vulnerable to the impacts of climate change and environmental degradation, placing new 
demands on the education system to educate the next generation about local and global challenges 
and their solutions, as well as to create resilience and the ability to continue functioning in the face of 
emergencies.   
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The Government of Kerala has launched the process of revising the curriculum, as part of the 
implementation of the New Education Policy, with discussions involving experts, teachers, local 
governments and other stakeholders.  Research to inform the transformation of what happens in 
schools is all the more important. 

The seminar series will bring together researchers, policy makers,  teacher educators, teachers, 
university professors, school managements, teacher unions, local panchayats, parents,  universities, 
employers,  NGOs working with children,  the general public and the media to focus on the key issues 
that the education system would need to address, faced with emerging trends in the society, economy 
and culture.  The focus of the series will be to garner research evidence, identify research gaps and 
put forward a research agenda that can guide reasoned public debate, especially in the media, and 
policy development. Accordingly, the research that has been undertaken in Kerala will be summarized, 
along with research that is being undertaken in India and internationally. This will form the basis of 
structured discussions with key stakeholders to agree on the research agenda, the priorities  

A publication can also be considered bringing together the discussions of different sessions as well as 
the background research.  

In line with the key challenges discussed above, three broad thematic areas will be considered 

1) Protecting the Anthropocene: Addressing Climate Change and Sustainability 
2)  The Future of Work and the Future of Education 
3)  Language, Identity and Culture and the Role of Formal Education 

It is proposed to hold two seminars/ workshops on each topic. Each seminar will include a review of 
the current status in Kerala (based on research), a presentation of trends in the country and 
internationally, and views of different stakeholders.  
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Annex 2 

LIST OF PARTICIPANTS OF THE CONSULTATIVE WORKSHOP  

Sl. No Name  Designation 
1 Prof. M.A. Khader Former Head of Curriculum Group, NCERT 

2 Dr. Anu Joy Assistant Professor, TISS, Hyderabad 

3 Dr. Suresh Kumar Teacher Educator & Writer 

4 Dr.J ayaprakash R.K Director, State Council  of Educational 
Research and Training(SCERT) 

6 Shri. K. Anvar Sadath CEO, KITE 

5 Prof. Achuthsankar S Nair Head Dept. of Computational Biology & Bio-
informatics, University of Kerala 

7 C.M. Varughese  IEEE Education Society Chair 

8 Varghese Cherian UST Global 
9 Dr. Bindu RL Professor Dept. of Education 

University of Kerala, Tvpm 

10 Prof. S Celine Pereira  (Retired) School of Pedagogical Science 
MG University. 

11 Mr. Gopakumar Principal DIET and PO, RMSA (Former) 

12 Dr. Sheeja.S Senior Lecturer, DIET Kottarakara. 

14 Dr. Sulabha Senior Lecturer, DIET, Attingal 

13 Ms. Sindhu S Teacher Educator, NS TTI, Mannar 

15 Ms. Manjusha HST, Govt. HSS Perinthalmanna, Malappuram 

16 Mr. Manoj HSST, Govt. HSS, Thengamam Pathanamthitta 

17 Ms. Rani S UPST (Head Mistress - in-charge), MG UPS 
Thottakkadu, Kilimanoor,Trivandrum 

18 Dr. Reshmi Vijayan Asst. Professor and HoD, Department of 
Zoology 
BJM Govt. College, Chavara, Kollam 

19 Ms. Sujatha HST, Govt. HSS Pooyappally, Kollam 
20 Ms. Umarani KN HM, Govt. WLPS, Mannar East 
21 Dr. Remesh K,  Principal (Rtd.), Higher Secondary Education, 

Kozikkod, 

22 V.Ajayan HST, Government HS, Palayamkunnu 
District Secretary, KSTA, Thiruvananthapuram.  

23 Mr. Ahamed Sajid Program Cordinator, Eduspot Community 
Teaching Project, Perumathura 

24 Mr. A. Suhair    Chairperson, VMFT 

25 Dr. Sajitha Bashir   Vice-Charperson, VMFT 

26 Anu Antony    Program Coordinator, Swadeshabhimani Media 
Study Centre, VMFT 

 


