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Reflections in the Rear-View Mirror: Lessons from
a Lifetime of Teaching

Promodini Varma

This is an account of my personal journey as a teacher, an attempt to
make sense of my professional life. I knew pretty early on that I wanted
to be a teacher. I had some excellent teachers at school and one or two
in college as well, so I knew that I wanted to follow in their footsteps.
I also wanted to be a scholar and a writer (never an administrator) but
most of all a teacher. I eventually managed to take on all these roles
(even that of an administrator) but have remained, proudly, and first
and foremost, a teacher.

I started my career as a teacher even before I was formally appointed
as one. One of the ‘safai karamcharis” working in the hostel where I
stayed, one day asked if I would tutor her son who was preparing for
his board exams. I didn’t have any training and no great understanding
of what was required of me but I couldn’t refuse. Armed with a great
deal of empathy and a desire to help, we started on our journey. I don’t
know how successful I was but one day as I stood in the University
Library, looking for books, suddenly a young fellow dived to touch
my feet. I jumped back, surprised and alarmed, till he told me that he
was the boy I had tutored through his board exams and that he had by
now completed a course in Library Science and had found a job in the
University Library. I was, of course, delighted beyond words but also
learned my first lesson as a teacher: empathy and involvement can go a
long way in the absence of training and experience.

However, I was soon to feel the need for both, training and mentoring. I
was lucky enough to get a teaching job almost as soon as I graduated. In
those days it was thought that an MA degree was qualification enough
for teaching at the university level, (it still is, if I'm not mistaken, only
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now the basic requirement has been upgraded to a PhD) and that no
other training was required. In fact, those who had undergone teacher
training were actively discouraged from seeking jobs in institutions of
higher learning. At Delhi University, as I suspect at most universities in
India, literature teaching has always been seen as a more challenging
task than teaching language. Language teaching is usually seen as more
mechanical and less intellectually stimulating than literature teaching
because it is aimed at students from regional medium schools and is
seen as requiring little or no expertise or skills.

The first classes I was assigned to teach were the Compulsory English
paper for students of the BA Pass Course at Delhi University, taught
over all three years of the undergraduate course. The syllabus of
these papers was based on the premise that students who joined the
university had achieved a certain level of proficiency in English after
eleven to twelve years of schooling. However, the fact was that most
students who enrolled for this course had little or no proficiency in the
language because it was so easy to clear the school examinations with
answers learned by heart to set questions. The pattern continued at the
college level. Texts that had no connection with the lives or experiences
of the students were prescribed because they constituted the canon:
plays like Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, Shaw’s Arms and the Man, and
anthologies that featured famous British poets and essayists. With no
pedagogical training, I taught my students the way I had been taught
English, which was to talk in English and explain in English because
this was the only class in which the students got to listen to English.
Therefore, I also felt a compelling need to talk to my students in English.
However, the texts were so culturally alien to them that I spent more
time explaining the background than either teaching the language or
the text. After months of wading through Arms and the Man, trying to
painfully explain Shavian jokes to my students that elicited little or no
response from them, I realized that I was in deep trouble. Clearly, my
methods were not working. The hard work, sincerity, and commitment
that I had brought to the class were not enough. This was heartbreaking
since mine was a hard-working class; my students were sincere and
though they attended all my classes, they were not learning anything. As
a teacher, I felt confused. Was I supposed to teach language or literature
or both? And how was I supposed to do that without any training? It
also brought home to me the very problematic relationship between the
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two Englishes—literature and language, but also my refusal to choose
between the two.

A few years down the line, the syllabus had changed slightly and I was
given to teach William Golding’s Lord of the Flies to one of these classes.
Nothing much had changed on the ground: the syllabus had substituted
one text with another; one author with another; one novel with another.
So, I ended up teaching Lord of the Flies. The novel is about a handful
of British boys marooned on an island, how they learned to survive,
the power struggle that takes place, and the veneer of civilization
which wears off quickly once they are out of the control of parents and
teachers. When we came to the death of Piggy, my class and I cried
copiously together. But, lo and behold! In this class, 10 per cent of my
students got a first class with about 5 students securing marks in the
70s and everybody had passed. What had happened? My students had
identified with the novel and I learned that if students are engaged, they
learn better and that literature could be used to teach language. However,
to engage them, I had to connect my teaching with what excited them,
what they worried about, and what was important to them. But most of
all, I realized that, in fact, I could not ‘teach” anyone. I could only ignite
the minds of my students so that they pushed themselves to learn. My
job was simply to provide the spark but to do that I had to have the
spark within me first.  had to be in love with my subject, my work, and
my students as individuals, who had minds of their own that needed to
be respected. And this was something that couldn’t be faked.

This incident also taught me that I could not be forever complaining,
without doing anything on my own to improve matters, and that I
could not afford to wait till the system became perfect. In fact, it brought
home to me that I, and many others like me who felt the same way,
would have to take the initiative to change things. Soon enough, we
were drafting letters to the Head of the Department, asking for major
changes in the syllabus and I became a teacher activist. I also realized
why teachers need to be activists; that a single individual can achieve
only so much and that if lasting change was to be achieved, then others
must be involved.

Since we wanted a complete overhaul of the system and books that
would be culturally suitable for our students, we asked to be allowed
to produce the books we wanted to teach. After much push and pull,
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and a few years down the line, we managed to get our way. Even though
I had little theoretical knowledge about producing textbooks, by now I
had a fair amount of practical experience and willy-nilly, I also became
a materials producer. I learned on the job and finally, the books we
produced were the most innovative of all the textbooks produced that
year. Conceptualized around a functional syllabus, we aimed to teach
conversational English, besides reading and writing, which students
pine for. We also incorporated guidelines for teachers in our books
because we knew that most teachers who would be using them had little
or no exposure to language teaching. Staying strictly within the Indian
context, we built our lessons around what we thought would interest
the students and excite them into learning the language. However, years
down the line, I also realize that like all such experiments, the effect of
our efforts was short-lived. Entrenched systems are hard to dislodge
and are highly resistant to change, moving, at most, at a snail’s pace. So,
whatever one can achieve at the individual level is all one can hope for,
even as one needs to keep pushing for systemic change.

Over the years I noticed that the best students in my class, those
who were engaged and worked hard, those who refused to milk the
system, consistently performed badly in examinations. This greatly
undermined my position as a teacher and again I felt the need to do
something about it. Seeing that classroom practices were not dictated by
the syllabus or the textbook but by the evaluation system, I had always
been somewhat suspicious of the way our examination system worked,
but now it dawned on me that it was not only totally unreliable, it was
in fact counter-productive. And yet, at the end of the day, examination
results were all that seemed to matter. Parents, teachers, and students
all bought into them with their eyes shut. Designed in an era when
memorization was the most important part of learning, the system was
based on a complete distrust of the teacher and the student, and secrecy
and anonymity were its hallmarks. Also, since a large number of answer
sheets had to be evaluated within a limited period, there needed to be
‘ease of paper setting” and ‘ease of marking’. So, question papers were
prepared in a set pattern and, usually, by mixing and matching questions
from previous years. Most students could get away by referring to
guidebooks and learning answers by rote. Since marking scripts was
a soul-killing affair as well as poorly paid and most teachers could get
away without having to do any marking, paper checking landed in the
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lap of ‘professional checkers” who aimed to check enough copies per day
to be able to make a tidy lakh or two by the end of the session. One such
teacher called it his ‘harvesting season’. But most importantly, it seemed
to me that rote learning destroyed the ability of students to think for
themselves and their confidence in expressing their own thoughts and
feelings. Since the ability to crack an exam has become the goal that most
students (and many teachers) aim for, minimal learning actually takes
place in class. In fact, it has become so highly entrenched that feeble
attempts to introduce application-based questions, critical thinking, etc.
have all been undermined because our students can crack just about
any format.

My attempts to reform the evaluation system met with marginal success.
It was a long and lonely battle that I fought, not only at Delhi University
but in practically all the institutions of learning I worked in, but sadly,
have very little to show for it. I have to admit that evaluation continues
to be the weakest part of our education system and a source of distress
for all our students, and many teachers, and I can at present see no way
out of it. As I see it, evaluation is the system’s way of ensuring that
teachers teach and students learn. If, however, we could make teaching
and learning a joy instead of a task, I think that teachers would be happy
to teach and students would be happy to learn and we could do away
with the need for examinations. I do believe that if only we could sort
out this component of our education system, we could make it workable.

There are many other lessons that I learned on my long journey as a
teacher but one of the most important was that to be a good teacher I
had to be a lifelong learner and that very often it would be my students
who would be my teachers. The moment we begin to see ourselves as
superior to our students and our students as empty vessels into which
we pour our learning and wisdom, we create a classroom in which
learning becomes not a joy but a burden. Students then develop a sense
of inferiority and become uncomfortable before us. Learning does not
take place in a tense atmosphere and a tense class also makes for a tense
teacher. Also, if students are not relaxed and do not trust us, they will not
open up before us and so to get them to communicate becomes difficult.
I have always visualized the classroom as a site for conversations and
discussions and learning as a two-way street, not a one-way alley. Since
I have also been uncomfortable with the myth of the teacher as the all-
knowing oracle who must never be challenged or disagreed with, I have
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been able to have frank discussions with my students about my own
anxieties and vulnerabilities, which often led to discussions around our
collective fear of failure and our inability to deal with it. Whether we like
it or not, disappointments and failure are an inevitable part of life and
our inability to prepare our students to deal with them is a huge failing
on our part. So also, our schools and colleges only teach students how
to compete, never teaching them how to cooperate and work together,
which again, I feel is a huge lacuna in our system.

Another important insight has been the need to focus on listening. I feel
that listening is an extremely valuable skill, both for language learning
and for navigating through life. Most of us are so eager to have our
say that we are not willing to listen to others. However, if we don’t
listen, then neither will worthwhile learning take place nor worthwhile
conversations. If only we listened, carefully and with an engaged
mind, we would learn so much faster and therefore this is a skill worth
teaching. Unfortunately, hardly any attention has been paid to teaching
listening, particularly active listening, and I have had to devise my own
methods to teach it to my students. Most of all, I found that I had to
be a good listener myself to be able to demonstrate its effectiveness.
Listening to every student carefully, never trying to rush them or shut
them up, particularly when they came up with a ‘wrong’ response was
important. Instead of putting them down, it has always helped to ask
the student how s/he arrived at such a position. In so doing, I have often
ended up asking myself either why I had not explored the direction in
which the student was pointing or I have found a lacuna in my own
teaching which could allow a student to end up where s/he did.

As an English language teacher, one of the first questions that confront
us is, why study (and teach) English, both language and literature? I
have found that once we thrash this out in class, much of the resistance
and resentment against it dissipates. To understand that languages
come from different cultures and that to learn another language is also
to learn about another culture is enriching. It also makes us so much
more appreciative of our own language and culture. Understanding the
cultural nuances of the language they were learning kept my students
engaged and they learned faster. For instance, explaining to students
the reasoning behind the extensive use of the question form in English,
even while giving orders, so that there is an impression of a choice even
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when there is no choice, and the impact of the order is softened, goes a
long way in getting students to understand and use that form.

Finally, I strongly feel that beyond teaching our students this text or
that concept, if we teach them that real education is learning how to
teach oneself and how to keep learning, both from life and books and
so remain lifelong learners, we have done our job.
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