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In-service teacher education of often discussed and various remedies are suggested to make this 
effective. In the present situation when the emphasis on quality is increasing it has become even 
more urgent to reach teachers with good in-service education. Recently a discussion on 
UNESCO managed site ‘Solution Exchange’ was initiated on a very pertinent issue: in-service 
teacher education1.  The initiators of this discussion see pre-service teacher education as a 
process that “prepared for the task ahead”; and in-service programmers, according to them are 
“to build on what pre-service programs do”. They also consider in-service teacher education as a 
major vehicle “to carry forward innovation and quality improvement in our school education 
system”. This opening of the discussion captures the spirit of general thinking and perspective 
on in-service teaching. This perspective in the first sight seems to be just right; ; and still one gets 
a feeling of discomfort with it, a feeling that something serious is a miss, some fact is not taken 
into account.  

To understand that sense of unease one has to go a step back and say that both pre-service and 
in-service teacher education have to address the challenges of schooling in present-day societies 
where the veracity of knowledge, desirability of values and reliability of practices have to be re-
discovered by each one of us at personal level. This rediscovery involves freedom of challenging 
with responsibility; is more often taken as a licence. The connecting peace that this rediscovery 
happens only through engagement in social practices is conveniently forgotten. In the present 
context where the pre-service Teacher Education (TE) has failed to prepare teachers for this 
arduous task, where the teacher cadre and capabilities are deliberately reduced to fragmented 
provenances in ‘procedure following’ in teaching and where the teacher is reduced in to a dumb-
order-following-creature, In-Service Teacher Education (ISTE) offers  the only hope for 
redemption for large numbers of teachers already in the system; however dim that hope might 
be. And therefore, the assumption that ISTE has to built on the pre-existing foundations of Pre-
Service Teacher Education (PSTE) reduces the importance we should be giving to it. The real 
issue for in-service teacher education, thus, is not to become harbinger of innovation—where are 
innovations any way? What are they?—but to rediscover education and save it from the 
onslaught of wholesale ‘skillisation’ and packaging for sale; preserving unity, meaning, purpose 
and broader social concerns of the endeavour. The task, friends, is much bigger and much more 
difficult than we think, when we do think. 

In the light of this task the teacher becoming a reflective practitioner acquires a much greater 
urgency; and the onslaught of ‘skillisation’ of education for various narrow purposes can only be 
arrested by reflective people in large numbers. Therefore the question  “What could be the 
approaches that help teachers become reflective practitioners and agents of 
transformation in their own contexts” becomes the most crucial question for Indian 
education today. 

                                                 
1 Amitabh Mukherji, Department of Physics, Delhi University, New Delhi; CN Subramanium, Eklavya, Bhopal; 

Kamal Mahendroo and Hrydayakant Diwan, Vidya Bhawan society, Udaipur. 
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I apologize to the reader in advance for two things: one, not writing in bullet points2, and two, 
not providing with a sure formula3. The currently favoured manner of communicating seems to 
be short bullet points; which to my mind creates a feeling of ‘having understood’ without actually 
being reasonably clear about the intent of the author. The second, a sure formula, is a much 
sought after thing in the education administration these days. To my mind the endeavour of 
education defies formulas just by virtue of its nature. Thus, I will get onto the old boring route to 
analyse and understand the issue and then may or may not suggest any solution, leave alone any 
sure formulas. 

First let us note that education is a serious social endeavour, in this my personal whims and 
fancies have to make sense in the shared understanding in the society and particularly in the 
community of educators. Any one’s activities in education have impact on young lives and their 
future; and being fancifully irresponsible in this area may attract moral retribution. All this is no 
original knowledge of great importance, just an attempt to remind ourselves of the moral context 
of the issue we are discussing, and underlining responsibility involved. 

Second, we need to distinguish between ‘reflection’ and ‘free flow of thought’. Free flow of 
thought is enjoyable, if you are imaginative, highly elating and tremendously ‘creative’; but may 
not enhance our understanding at all in spite of all its attractiveness. ‘Reflection’ is deliberate 
intense gaze on experience, information, formulated insights and principles to ‘discover’ or 
create patterns that might be helpful in achieving set goals, fill in the gaps in understanding and 
spot problems and anomalies. Reflection builds on what you know, systematically, logically and 
imaginatively; to reach where you want to go. It is exacting and difficult process; may not always 
be enjoyable; actually could be quite torturous . In fact, the greatest joy in reflection comes at the 
end of the tunnel, when you glimpse some faint ray of light. Thus it requires habit of mind 
where ideas are taken seriously, strain is accepted, perseverance is seen as necessary, 
and courage to follow logic is carefully cultivated. I am sorry, but it may not be for the 
joy seeker and one who moves only with ‘fun’, one who wants to learn but only playfully. 
The task plainly is uphill. 

Third, reflection does not happen in vacuum. It requires pre-existing information, ideas, 
assumptions, and desirabilities or goals. It requires ways of dealing with ideas, precision of 
language, organising principles and ability to reason out. In short, it requires frameworks of ideas 
and rational capabilities. Anyone who claims to be reflecting without framework of assumptions 
and aid of reason is misleading himself or herself; it simply shows his/her lack of ability to 
indentify contents of his/her own mind; and by implication makes him/her poor in the said 
activity of reflection. Thus, reflection is possible only within and through a theoretical 
framework and sound grasp of reasoning. Of course, one can have plenty of beautiful 
ideas without either a theoretical framework or a sound grasp on reasoning ; but is likely 
to do a poor job of ‘reflecting’ in that case. 

Fourth, it is said above that one needs a ‘theoretical framework’ and ability to reason to be able 
to reflect; but we should hasten to add that a prisoner of a given theoretical framework and a 
slave of preconceived ways of reasoning will be a poor practitioner of reflection. Such a person 
can do a good job of logical deduction in a given system; but the shine of reflection would be 

                                                 
2 I am castigated more than once for writing four pages where the matter could have been communicated in three 

short bullet points; unfortunately I have not learnt the art. 
3 Recently in a serious workshop on education a very forceful Collector kept on insisting that anyone who cannot 

provide a ‘formula’ (his own word) for problems in education has no right to talk about it. That renders me 
squarely unfit for talking about education. 
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missing. Reflection often requires calculated risks, re-examination of accepted and often very 
dear principles, jumping beyond the logic and peeping beyond the reason. Thus, reflection 
requires open mindedness, abandoning beaten paths, venturing into new ideas and 
methods of thinking; in short it requires courage to face the unknown and unseen with 
scepticism in heart for one’s own tools that may help in facing that very unseen and 
unknown. 

Fifth, ‘reflection’ involves looking back, looping, being conscious of what you are doing; this is 
an activity of ‘looking at yourself’; not in a narcissistic manner but as a critical other. Kabir said 
‘nindak neare rakhiye aangan kuti chhaway’ (keep the critic close by, make a hut for him in your own 
courtyard), one has to go further to be a reflective person: has to imbibe the critic as part of 
one’s own psyche; one has to become comfortable with playing two roles 
simultaneously—that of an actor and of a disinterested witness. 

Certainly the way I have defines ‘reflection’ above is normative, and I may have over emphasised 
some or all the aspects/strands of this activity; but a thinking totally devoid of these strands can 
hardly be called refection. People in love with unbridled imagination and so called ‘creativity’ 
may feel very uncomfortable with this characterisation of reflection. Let me hasten to add here 
that reflection involves an enormous amount of imagination; but here that imagination meekly 
submits to reason. When imagination refuses to be cowed by strictures of reason, and 
particularly of logic, and creates it’s own patterns and logic of emotive connections it creates 
poetry—be that in words, movement or colours. And such an activity is highly praised in the 
society, perhaps is more important and useful than reflection. Thus calling someone reflective 
does not confer a badge of superiority on him or her; it is just a useful way of dealing 
with highly topsy-turvy world and to deal with the complex task on teaching. 

Now, if we happen to agree with the above characterisation of being reflective; what would it 
take for the teacher to become reflective practitioner? How can others (teacher educators) help 
him/her become a reflective practitioner? This is the question of content and approach. Perhaps 
now we are prepared enough to take it up. 

I have argued above that reflection is an uphill task and may not always be joyful (sorry to rub 
the point, but I strongly feel it is needed in present day educational discourse – only in discourse 
and not in reality – in India; which is obsessed with ‘joyful learning’). And learning to be 
reflective may present even a steeper hill! So why would a teacher who is secure and comfortable 
in his government job take the trouble of learning to be reflective? Actually, I can see no reasons 
at all. But, yes, reasons can be created. Three possibilities present themselves. One, 
communicating expectations from the system to teachers that they are supposed to be working 
better, are capable of making their own decisions in the given framework and are responsible for 
the quality of schools. This communication cannot be made in words now, as the system has 
thoroughly discredited itself. There have to be sensitive and well planed action, only that shall be 
able to communicate this. What I am talking is not what administrator love so dearly: give a 
centrally planned schedule to complete the curriculum and punish those who do not comply. 
This would be totally disastrous for any reflection as well as for meaningful practice. Actually the 
system itself has to become reflective before it could communicate to teachers what it wants 
from them. The second possibility, along with the first one, is to make teachers sensitive to the 
moral and intellectual demands of their profession. Understanding of the centrality of education 
in today’s society and life of the child, the deprivation denial of education leads to, the moral 
responsibility of the teacher to provide every child a fair chance to succeed, etc. may help create 
a commitment for ones job, even if one sees it primarily as a naukari. This awareness, if acute 
enough, may prompt one to look at what one is doing and with what results; and that would 
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constitute the seeding of reflection. These two possibilities could be realised only through a 
personal engagement with someone who is seen as a capable and respectable person with 
commitment to education. This could be a teacher educator or a person responsible for school 
improvement in the system. Therefore, presence of such an ‘agent’ of reflection fairly close to 
the teachers becomes a third condition. 

Realising these three possibilities will only create a conducive environment for the teachers to be 
reflective, will create the necessary personal unease with the way one is thinking and behaving 
and make help available. By themselves realisation of these possibilities – no easy task in itself – 
will not make the teachers reflective practitioners. It may make them ready and motivated 
enough to climb the steep hill, but the climbing itself remains to be done. And here come the 
organised in-service teacher education programmes (I am avoiding calling them ‘teacher training’, 
to make a point that it is much more than just training). 

Some thoughts on pedagogy of in-service teacher education programmes 

Currently the dominant pedagogy in in-service Teacher Education Programmes (TEP) is a lack-
lustre lecture by someone who neither fully understands nor is convinced about what s/he is 
saying. The contents of the lecture are picked up from his/her own training and/or module. If 
the master trainer can keep the teachers quiet for the whole session and manage to complete all 
that s/he planned to say it is considered a job accomplished. If s/he can manage to impress 
them with the verbose declarations she is considered a very good trainer. This definition of good 
training session and good trainer I have picked up from the field, where numerous teachers and 
master trainers have claimed that “prabhavi MT voh hota hai jo poore satra men shikshakon ko bandhe 
rakhe aur apane gyaan ki dhaak jama de” or “Ratan Lal ji jab khade hote hain stra men to chuppi chha jaati 
hai aur ghante bhar darapravah bolete rahate hain; kisi ki choon tak karne ki himmat nahin hoti”. This is a 
performance which is totally consistent both with the pre-service lesson plan ideals as well as 
with systems idea of teacher and transfer of knowledge. But it has no effect, is usually boring and 
counterproductive for reflection. Yet, it has its results in giving teachers some sentences and 
phrases to be retargeted on the next suitable occasion, though without proper understanding and 
conviction. 

The second most popular methodology is the group-work and activities. In this some questions 
or activities are given; a small group of teachers are expected to generate some insights out of 
this and present the insight into the group. This is a fine tool, and can be used for fostering 
reflection very effectively; but usually the opportunity is squandered due to shortage of time and 
a politically correct belief that ‘all ideas are of equal worth’, asking for objective grounds is, as we 
all know, politically incorrect. Therefore this potential methodology is reduced into, what I have 
critiqued elsewhere, ‘a workshop epistemology’. Any idea or solution that comes into the group 
is accepted and by virtue of being presented in the group of forty people is stamped as certified 
knowledge. Subjecting ideas to scrutiny is considered disrespect to the people who have brought 
it forward. The presentation of group work provides an excellent opportunity to the motivated 
trainer to indoctrinate the trainees into the official ideology. Since the suggestions that come 
from the groups are so desperate and contradictory, the time is so short and some conclusions 
have to be arrived; therefore, presentation of preconceived solutions and ideas as emerged from 
the discussion in the group come as relief to everyone, and are eagerly accepted. This was the 
methodology used in indoctrinating all Indian teachers into repeating child-centric slogans during 
DPEP era, and the tradition continues through SSA.   

The third methodology of in-service training could be tentatively called ‘activity methodology’. 
This is talked a lot but is practiced  successfully and properly by a very few teacher-educators. 
The process involves work in small subgroups, as the one mentioned above, but is somewhat 
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different as it gives a genuine task to be done in the group rather than collecting politically 
correct opinions. The tasks could be related to the subject matter of particular school subject or 
some problem set by the trainer. Is used more often in science and mathematics; but has genuine 
potential for use in languages and social sciences; which is rarely explored at the moment. This 
could be a very sound way of exploring both subject matter as well as pedagogy; provided there 
is a framework in the mind of the trainer regarding how to connect it to the school-practices on 
one hand and the broader vision of education on the other. Often, the first is available; but the 
second is neglected. And it is assumed that situating of the insights gained from the engagement 
with the activity will happen automatically. Actually it is hoped that even the broader vision of 
education will develop automatically out of this engagement. The assumption of course is wrong; 
there are people doing activities in mathematics and science for last 20 years and are yet to pay 
attention to the nature and epistemology of these disciplines; the mathematics lab attempts are 
an example. Thus the activities cannot automatically situate themselves into a theoretical 
understanding of the discipline. Understanding the place of the discipline itself in vision of 
education is even more difficult. Thus the method produces enthusiastic activity doers but not 
reflective practitioners. The average practitioner of activities is even incapable of modifying or 
creating new activities; and constantly looks up to someone else to supply new ones. Actually it is 
possible to have a repertoire of just ten activities and keep on doing training programmes for a 
decade! 

The pedagogy in most of in-service teacher education programmes are a mix of the three above 
delineated methods, with varying emphases, and varying expertise. Since none of them actually 
makes the teachers independent in thinking and devising their pedagogical tools the programmes 
can be genuinely called ‘teacher training programmes’ (which they are always called) as it is  a 
training that happens in one or the other method and not teacher education. 

So, then, could there be a pedagogy for development of reflection connected with one’s practice 
through in-service teacher education? This is an empirical question: whether helping people 
become reflective practitioner is possible through organised learning or it is just a trait that 
people develop through some un-known un-understood process can be properly answered only 
through an in-depth study of people’s behaviour and experiences. Existence of people who can 
think well about what they are doing in their respective callings and changing their practices in 
the light of emerging thoughts cannot be doubted. Also, there may be certain kinds of situations 
in which concentration of such people happens to be more than in other situations; leading to 
the conclusion that interaction with other people and certain kinds of experiences do make a 
difference, but this is more like an impressionistic hunch. Which experiences and what kind of 
interaction is more effective? Again an empirical question, of which we do not have a clear and 
very good answer. Therefore, much of the approaches suggested can be called at the best more 
or less informed guesses. Education unfortunately (or may be fortunately!) mostly runs on such 
more-or-less-informed guesses. Therefore, no harm in resurrection one such more guess in this 
regard. 

One such approach could be the approach of critical dialogue. Perhaps finest example in the 
history of such an approach is Socratic dialogues. Some discourses of Buddha have many 
elements of the same approach; and Upanishadic questions also have the same elements. Where 
such dialogues actually lead depends on conceptual repertoire available to and shared among the 
participants in the dialogue; therefore, I am not talking of the results arrived at either by Socrates, 
or Buddha or Upanishadic seers. I am looking more at the approach in today’s context with 
today’s shared conceptual repertoire and state of understanding of reasoning and logic. Seen in 
this light, perhaps a dialogical approach in the in-service teacher education may achieve more in 
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terms of becoming a reflective practitioner than many of the approaches taken today. But  why 
this assumption that a dialogue will help people becoming reflective be accepted?  

We cannot go into details of this here due to lack of space. Still on should not a few points: one, 
dialogue is a direct attempt at reflection in a social setting, and two, that people change only 
when their beliefs are challenged and they have an opportunity to share and defend them. A 
dialogue provides this opportunity. 

I would suggest a few modifications but still keeping the spirit of the Socratic dialogue intact for 
using it in ISTE. First suggestion is to make it a discourse, rather than a dialogue. In all three 
examples I have taken above—that of Upanishadic seers, Buddha and Socrates—the dialogue 
anchor (or one can call him ‘the dialogue leader’) is the sole person who asks probing questions 
and provides with the hints for further development of the dialogue. And in all of them the 
seeker of truth is also a single person; rarely there are interjections from other listeners. Thus a 
dialogue is between two people, and others are just listeners. To be used in a TE programme it 
has to open up and become a multidimensional discourse, every one taking part and fusion of 
the dialogue leader and seekers. Thus, questions can be raised by anyone and answers can come 
from any one. A genuine shared examination of the issue at hand is what is being suggested. But 
that, then, is just a discussion? Why should one make a distinction between what is being 
suggested here and what goes on in the name of ‘charcha’ or discussion in the TE in-service 
programmes? Lets hark back to Socratic dialogue and note that one strong point of that form of 
enquiry is very tight conceptual analysis and sticking to logic. Ill defined concepts and loose 
formulation of positions is constantly questioned and refined. Thus, a multi-dimensional 
discourse with ample opportunity for conceptual analysis, more precise formulations of positions 
and demand for more strict grounds for acceptance is being suggested here. 

The second suggestion regarding use of discourse in the TE in-service programmes I would 
advance is not to use it as the sole method; but as a broad anchor in the approach—that is, use 
it as a means to bring everyone on board and examine some crucial issues. All the three strands 
in the pedagogy—lecture, group work and group activity—can be modified to plug into this 
general approach. 

Third, any discourse would require problematisation of an issue, shared relevant experiences, 
common knowledge or concepts and further information to be help people progress from their 
held positions. A modified version of lecture (short interesting presentations), group discussions 
and activities together with reading can be used to address these needs of a discourse. Thus all 
the approaches listed above, under an overall umbrella of sharply defined discourse can be 
created in any group of reasonably interested people. And this approach perhaps can answer our 
needs better. 

One needs to think carefully how a genuine educational discourse could be stared on a very large 
scale. The issue is very important and very complex. In this small write-up it will not be possible 
to deal with it fully. I will mention only a few important conditions here and that too in very 
brief. One, no discourse make sense unless people take epistemic responsibility of their own 
ideas; and that goes against popular (only popular, and may not be true in Indian though as such) 
Indian way of thinking where tradition and authority dominate. Thus any discourse will very 
soon come in confrontation with these venerable sources of ‘knowledge’ and ideas. Second, no 
discourse is possible unless we learn to de-link the person from the idea(s) s/he expresses. In 
one sense, it simply means that the honour, respectability and importance of a person does not 
depend on any one particular idea, and even if the ideas expressed by one are totally rejected by 
the group (community) the person still remain a valuable member of the community. So criticism 
of a person’s ideas and rejection of them is not rejection of the individual as a person. Unless we 
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make that a common way of thinking in any group, genuine discourse cannot take off. In the 
second sense this delinking idea is more important and controversial. We have a huge army of 
analysts that explain away every idea on the basis of where, by whom, under what circumstances 
it was originated; and totally forgets the pure conceptual/rational/logical connection the idea 
might have with other ideas and actions. This is lop-sided analysis. Unless one sees the meaning 
and connections of any idea as it stands in common language who thought it in what 
circumstances if of no value. Thus, though the socio-historical analysis of ideas and knowledge is 
extremely important, but unless it starts first by understanding the idea itself; it creates mist, that 
is very difficult to clear. And third, an initiator who actually respects people as human beings and 
can communicate warmth and respect even when asks devastatingly sharp questions. Thus, 
minimum necessity for a worthwhile discourse is freedom from authority leading to 
epistemic responsibility, epistemic priority over social analysis and a caring and sensitive 
initiator. Of course, necessary conditions are just that – necessary – they are not sufficient; and 
therefore cannot guarantee development of a genuine discourse. 

Thoughts on content 

After looking at the approach now we are in a position to talk about content. Since this piece is 
already too long, I will leave a critique of the present-day approaches to select content for some 
future day. Only note here that at present there seem to be three dominant approaches: hard-
spots teaching, book/TLM teaching and repertoire of activities. All three are useful and in 
themselves all three are inadequate. Hard spots can be re-interpreted as dealing with concepts, 
book teaching can be re-interpreted as understanding the assumed pedagogy of a particular 
textbook and then using it, and activities can be seen as ways of encouraging for independent 
exploration with responsibility. But, as I claimed above, even if interpreted in this more 
enlightened manner these three approaches are inadequate if the aim of in-service teacher 
education is to help teachers become reflective practitioners. Because they ultimately try to 
answer the twin question of ‘what’ to teach and ‘how’ to teach, and these questions cannot be 
answered by supplying bits of ‘knowledge’ and even ‘insights’ without having a framework within 
which these bits and pieces can be ‘placed’, so to say. Another way of putting this across is to say 
that questions of ‘what’ and ‘how’ cannot be answered properly without first answering the 
questions of ‘why’; thus ‘why’ has an epistemic priority over ‘what’ and ‘how’. An average teacher 
and teacher educator today does not seem to have a coherent framework to deal with questions 
of ‘why’ and then link the answers to ‘what’ and ‘how’. To fill this gap one has to develop a 
perspective on education keeping human life at the centre and coming to multicultural 
democratic society of today’s India. Thus a forth very important content area needs to be added: 
a philosophical perspective on education. This perspective has to be rooted in an understanding 
of human life and human situation today, has to encompass socio-political preferences, notion of 
an individual, goals of worthwhile human life, aims of education, and so on. 

But even that would not complete the framework; as the gap between philosophical perspective 
and the bits and pieces given to the teacher is too big, to provide a connecting thread which may 
make a usable ‘mala’ out of these bits and pieced and in the light of the philosophical 
perspective. To be able to do that one needs to understand the ideas of knowledge and learning 
as well. Almost all our in-service TE programmes are blissfully ignorant of need for anything 
which may be remotely called a theory of knowledge; leave out epistemological peculiarities of 
different disciplines of knowledge. Thus a fifth, content area becomes a theory of knowledge and 
school-subject epistemologies. A sixth area is some coherent perspective on learning. The sundry 
child-centric ideas floating in the atmosphere of Indian educational discourse do not constitute a 
coherent perspective on learning. Therefore, it has to be included in in-service TE programmes. 
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These are some hints on the pedagogical approach and content of teacher education 
programmes. Of course they have to be amplified and detailed out before making any decisions, 
but I do hope they bring out the inadequacy of approaches and content selection today as well as 
give clear indication of direction that can be taken profitably. 

To conclude: I have commented only on some of the academic issues concerned with reflective 
practice through in-service TE, the system issues, logistics and where does one get good teacher 
educators for this huge task are serious concerns today. But these issues would need another 
article. 
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