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INTRODUCTION

Mahatma Gandhi had visualised education as a means of awakening the nation’s conscience to the injustice, 
violence and inequality entrenched in the social order. Education helps us with many things; but most 
importantly, it empowers an individual to think, question, and see beyond the obvious. Human beings are 
born with a natural tendency to question. Education is the best way to satisfy our curiosity, without 
extinguishing the burning desire to learn and explore more.

After India became independent, the concerns of education articulated during the freedom struggle were 
revisited by the National Commissions: the Secondary Education Commission (1952−53) and the Education 
Commission (1964−66). Both Commissions elaborated on the themes emerging out of Mahatma Gandhi’s 
educational philosophy in the changed socio-political context with a focus on national development. Learning 
for the sake of being examined in a mechanical manner delinks school knowledge from everyday 
experience. 

In India, education is provided by both the public and private sector, with funding from the federal, state and 
local levels. In 2001, the government implemented the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA), with the goal of 
universalizing elementary education by working towards universal access and retention, bridging of gender 
and social gaps in education, and the enhancement of learning levels. The Right of Children to Free and 
Compulsory Education (RTE) Act passed in 2009 mandated, for the first time in India’s history, free and 
compulsory education to all children between the ages of 6 and 14, guaranteeing them access to an 
education of reasonable quality, and a teaching-learning process free from fear, stress, and anxiety. Under 
this Act, no direct or indirect costs are borne by the child or his/her family that may prevent the child from 
pursuing and completing elementary education.

DEVELOPMENT OF OPEN SCHOOLING

Despite the many efforts by government and other non-government agencies, Acts and legislations, due to 
different socio-economic reasons, many children do not even get enrolled in schools, or are forced by their 
unavoidable situations to become the school drop-outs forever.  Drop-out rates are higher in the case of girls 
because of gender disparities and traditional stereotypical views existing in our society. 

The National Institute of Open Schooling (NIOS), the largest open School in the world, provides educational 
opportunities to individuals who do not enrol in formal secondary schools either due to some constraints or 
as a matter of choice. It strives to reach all by breaking the physical, mental, economical, geographical, 
gender, or any other obstacles.

As per the Census of India 2001 (Revised 2006), 54 per cent of the population in the country, were aged 24 
years and below in 2001, constituting 35 per cent and 19 per cent in the ages 0−14 years and 15−24 years 
respectively. More than half the population of India today is below 25 years of age, and 76 per cent of the 
NIOS target group also falls in the same category of age group (fig.1). The tremendous growth of the 
economy in the recent past has raised the aspirations of young people. 



Fig.1 Age wise enrolment at the initiation of curricular intervention under AEP

The average NIOS learner is primarily an adolescent between the ages of 14 and 20 years.  Adolescence is 
a transition period between childhood and adulthood, marked by special attributes such as rapid physical, 
psychological, cognitive, and behavioural changes, including the attainment of sexual maturity and the urge 
to experiment. Adolescence is also the stage when young people extend their relationships beyond parents 
and family, and are intensely influenced by their peers and the outside world in general. As adolescents 
mature cognitively, their mental process becomes more analytical. These are truly the years of creativity, 
idealism, buoyancy, and a spirit of adventure. However, these are also the years of experimentation and risk-
taking, of giving in to negative peer pressure, of taking uninformed decisions on crucial issues, especially 
relating to their bodies and their sexuality. Adolescence is, thus, a turning point in a student’s lifeæa period 
of increased potential but also one of greater vulnerability. Adolescence is, thus, a time when an individual is 
growing in new and unknown ways, and is vulnerable without the necessary skills to handle these concerns 
effectively. 

Apart from that India is a patriarchal society. Almost all patriarchal societies are affected by gender inequality
so much so that millions of women consider it a way of life. Human rights are fundamental to the stability and 
sustainable development of countries all around the world. Different counties ensure these rights in different 
way. In India they are contained in the Constitution as fundamental rights, i.e. they are guaranteed statutorily. 

Women’s concerns are today on top of the agenda of all empowerment debates. Awareness and 
understanding of the women’s issues is the pre-requisite for true empowerment. No developmental goal can 
be achieved without the inclusion and participation of half of the population especially EFA (Education for All). 
Since women constitute 32% of the learners population NIOS thought of a novel strategy of educating the 
learners beyond numeracy and literacy and advocate a world free from domination or subordination.

Thus, to cater to these hitherto unaddressed critical needs of this age group, NIOS was engaged in 
implementing the Ministry of Human Resource Development, Government of India and United Nations 
Population Fund (UNPF) supported Adolescence Education Programme (AEP). 

Aims of AEP is to:

(i) Support the development of behaviour that will empower adolescents to make healthy 
choices

(ii) Provide opportunities for the reinforcement of existing positive behaviour 
(iii) Reinforce gender sensitive behaviour
(iv) Strengthen those life skills that enable young people to protect themselves from, and to cope 

with, any risky situations they may encounter.

NIOS observed that most of these concerns get addressed in the hidden curricula of a school. While the 
school curriculum is acknowledged as a formally planned course with specific objectives, the hidden 
curricula are recognized as the socialization process of schooling. The studies conducted by Dreeben (1968), 
Lynch (1989), Margolis (2001) and Giroux (2001) explain the scope of the hidden curriculum. In his book Life 
in Classrooms (1968), Philip Jackson defines the hidden curriculum as ‘Learning to wait quietly, exercising 
restraint, trying, completing work, keeping busy, cooperating, showing allegiance to both teachers and peers, 
being neat and punctual, and conducting oneself courteously.’ According to Drebeen (1968), students from 
different backgrounds encounter the norms of schools that prepares them to involve in the life of the public 
sphere(s). He defines these norms as ‘independence’, ‘achievement’, ‘universalism’, and ‘specificity’. These 
norms are required by young people in modern industrial society. In his Theories of Reproduction and 



Resistance in the New Sociology of Education (1983), Henry Giroux says that the hidden curriculum includes 
those unstated norms, values, and beliefs embedded in, and transmitted to students through the underlying 
rules that structure the routines and social relationships in the school and the classroom.

Life skills development is a fundamental part of the process of socialization and school education is an 
integral part of this process. Individuals apply the acquired life skills in different contexts differently. Life Skills 
may be defined as psycho-social abilities that enable individuals to translate knowledge, attitude, and values 
into action. These skills empower individuals to connect with self and others, develop a healthy life style and 
positive behaviour. They also enable people to deal with the stresses and pressures of life, and equip them 
with competencies to manage challenging situations and optimize opportunities. Enhancing the coping 
resources, the personal and social competencies of individuals’ life skills enable people to respond to 
situations in logical, sensitive, and positive ways without harming self or society. 

One of the major challenge faced by the open and distance education system is to provide distance learners 
the benefits of hidden curricula.  How does one build Life Skills enhancement into the open and distance
education curricula?  

Since open learners are essentially self-learners, with 
no teachers to guide them on a regular basis, the 
learning materials become ‘teachers in print.’
Through contact programs learners can seek 
clarifications for difficult encountered. Instructors of 
the study centres transact difficult-to-understand 
concepts and clarify the doubts of learners in a 
limited time frame (usually about 30 working days for 
each subject). Cognizant of the organization’s 
realities, life skills were effectively integrated within 
the existing subjects. 
In 2009, NIOS took an informed decision to 
undertake a pilot project to integrate life skills in 
selected lessons and subjects at the secondary level. 
In order to maximize the reach of the integrated 
lessons, the most popular subjects of Home Science, 
Social Science, Science Hindi and English were identified for integration. The selection of subjects was 
based on the analysis of the subject-wise enrolment trend for year 2007−2008 amongst the learners. The 
most enrolled subjects were English (90.5 per cent), Social Studies (75.2 per cent), Hindi (74.5 per cent), 
Science (61.9 per cent), and Home Science (42.9 per cent).  These subjects also had the intrinsic capability 
of lending themselves to integration. 

Curriculum of five subjects at secondary level was revised with the objective of weaving the hidden curricula 
of life skills and gender. The lessons were rewritten with a gender responsive life skills based education 
approach giving enough opportunity to challenge gender stereotypes. During revision it was ensured that 
girls or women are not only being shown as care taker or nurturer or someone who are always passive. 
Same was done for boys making them understand that aggression, competitiveness etc. are not something 
that is always expected from them. 

As the assessment of life skills is considered a difficult task, special efforts were made to develop innovative 
assessment tools within the integrated lessons that go beyond recall mechanisms. The purpose of the 
evaluation items was to empower learners through participatory, process-oriented learning approaches that 
build on the experiences of the learners and provide them with opportunities to critically think, analyse, and 
infer key learning.  

It was evident that to maximise the gains from revision, tutors conducting the Personal Contact Programs 
(PCP) for open-distance learners need to be sensitized to the concept of life skills education, are gender 
sensitized and are taught new participatory teaching learning techniques to be used during the PCPs. This 
was seen as an important component to ensure the transaction of integrated lessons in true spirit.

PERSONAL CONTACT PROGRAMME (PCP) 
The Personal Contact Programme (PCP) is a space where learners come together to share their learning 
experience, find solutions to problems, and remove barriers in their learning activity. This is an opportunity 
for a face-to-face interaction for an otherwise lonely open learner. The PCP could alternately be referred to 
as a place to consult pupils, a programme for conducting practicals, or a personalized centre for problem 
solving. 

Fig.2 Subject wise enrolment at the initiation of 
curricular intervention under AEP
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The PCPs are usually conducted over the weekends, holidays or any other convenient time to learners.
Such sessions provide the learners with an opportunity of exchanging ideas both with the tutors as well as 
with peer groups.  Discussing and debating issues results in conceptual clarification. However, it is to be 
reiterated that, unlike formal schooling, PCPs essentially remain doubt-clearing sessions, and do not 
transact the whole course in the classroom. Since the study centres also perform the role of a resource 
centre where learners can access audio/video support programmes as well as books from the library, it is 
usually taken up during the PCPs. Hands on experience of conducting practicals for Science and Home 
Science subjects are also carried out during PCPs. Getting a feedback on assignments is one of the prime 
tasks of PCP. The purpose of feedback is not assessment of achievement levels alone; it also helps in 
confidence building by motivating learners to improve their work further by correcting errors, pointing out any 
information they might have missed, and giving inputs on how their performance can be improved. The 
quality of the educational experiences of learners is, thus, significantly enhanced, and builds their intellectual 
achievement on the firm basis of the feedback received. This is an effective method to bring accountability to 
the performance of tutors as they also have to clarify the basis on which the assignments have been graded.

Keeping in view that the number of PCPs is limited, and they are required to fulfil all the above mentioned 
components, it was considered crucial to secure the support and active engagement of key functionaries of 
the study centres. In order to ensure the commitment of the relevant stakeholders, the capacity building of 
the tutors was singled out as the most critical area to be addressed. It was also decided to design PCP 
programmes that were less abstract and more immediately relevant to the participants. 

A considered approach was to build the capacities of the tutors in 
using the cooperative or collaborative learning. While collaborative 
learning is any instructional method in which students work together 
in small groups toward a common goal, cooperative learning can be 
defined as a structured form of group work where students pursue 
common goals while being assessed individually. However, the core 
focus in both the methods is on promoting learning through 
cooperative incentives rather than competition amongst learners. 
Studies conducted by Johnson, Maruyama, Johnson, Nelson, and 
Skon 1981 meta-analysis, and the Johnson & Johnson 1989 at  the 
pre-collegiate level, reveal considerable evidence that cooperative 
learning is effective in fostering a number of cognitive, attitudinal,
and other outcomes. The studies demonstrate that various forms of 
small-group learning are quite effective in promoting greater 
academic achievement, more favourable attitudes toward learning, 
and increased persistence. The ability to work with others within a 
group, and to develop interpersonal skills has been cited as 
additional reasons to use cooperative learning. 

The National Curriculum Framework (NCF) 2005 recommendations also point out that educational processes 
should engage learners in creating knowledge that is relevant to their experiences, promote healthy attitudes,
and enable them to think critically and respond to real-life situations in positive and responsible ways.  

A PCP tutor is expected to facilitate the session instead of teach. The principle difference between teaching 
and facilitation lies in the process of transaction in the class room. As per the NCF 2005, a teacher is
expected to view learning as a search for meaning out of personal experience, and knowledge generation as 
a continuously evolving process of reflective learning. It says that a teacher views knowledge not as an 
external reality embedded in textbooks, but as constructed in the shared context of teaching-learning and 
personal experience. The teacher should be able to appreciate the potential of productive work and hands-
on experience as a pedagogic medium, both inside and outside the classroom. In short, the teacher may act 
as a facilitator for learning rather than a giver of knowledge. 

Traditionally a student has been viewed as a passive receiver of knowledge. In the new approach 
recommended by NCF 2005, the learner is to be actively engaged in the learning process to develop abilities. 
The one way transmission of knowledge that happens in teaching must give way to an interactive process,
encouraging optimum learner participation. The participatory methodology is a process of engaging the 
learner in analysis, thinking, and inculcating rather than an effort to ensure that learners remember given 
information. While teaching remains fact-centred pedagogy, facilitation is a learner-centred pedagogy,
focused on experiential learning and making use of activities based on the experiences of the learner. 

The Purpose of the PCP

¸ Doubt clarification

¸ Tutor’s guidance

¸ Peer interaction

¸ Feedback on assignments

¸ Attending practicals

¸ Resource Center for 

extended learning

¸ Examinations preparation 



In participatory learning, learners can negotiate various aspects of what and how to learn. These might 
include knowledge, skills and attitudes. It could also be how the learner might want to be assessed.

In the formal schooling system, the teacher often directly instructs the students, and has complete control 
over the learning process. This approach is not always appropriate for conducting a PCP session where 
learning needs to be an active process.

CONCLUSION

NIOS has adopted the curricular approach of seamless integration to ensure the effective internalization of 
life skills. Integration has been achieved in five subjects at the Secondary level. The lessons developed shall 
promote lifelong learning, thereby enhancing excellence in education. In the process, advocacy and training 
of nearly hundred lesson writers and academic officers was undertaken. Over two hundred tutors have been 
trained to conduct Effective Personal Contact Programmes. The results so far have been very promising. 
The project has lived through many challenges. However, we realise that what we have been able to achieve 
so far is only the tip of the iceberg, and need of the hour is multi-stake holder collaboration which will work 
towards novel strategies so that the learner can enjoy an ‘autonomous rational individual existence’ that is 
one of the most important goals of education.
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