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A comment

M V Srinivasan

This comment on the article 
‘Teaching Economics in Schools’ 
(August 9, 2008) brings out the 
historical trajectory of curricular 
changes in higher secondary 
syllabi and compares the 
economics syllabi of the states.

For the first time a social science jour-
nal in India has published an article 
on teaching economics curriculum 

in Indian schools (Sukanya Bose and 
Arvind Sardana, ‘Teaching Economics in 
Schools’, August 9, 2008). The authors 
have to be appreciated for interrogating 
some guiding principles of the National 
Curriculum Framework 2005 (henceforth 
NCF 2005) such as “connecting school 
c urricular knowledge to outside the 
school” in the economics curriculum. 
Their plea for drawing the attention of 
professional economists to debate and 
research the school economics curriculum 
is well-timed. 

However, the apathy of professional 
social scientists is not only applicable to 
economics alone, but also to many other 
social sciences. There is hardly any 
research done on how social science 
knowledge is disseminated in schools, col-
leges and universities and whether learn-
ers acquire proficiency as envisaged by 
curriculum developers. Social scientists 
rarely inquire into social science class-
room practices and the nature of social 
science knowledge introduced in school 
curricular materials. Only after 2005, did 
institutions like the National Council of 
E ducational Research and Training 
(NCERT), New Delhi start deliberating 
upon this issue while reviewing the 
national cur riculum framework in a wider 
platform [NCERT 2005]. It may be surpris-
ing to note that even social science depart-
ments in many universities have not given 
any attention on how social science is 
taught in schools as it has implications for 
the process of learning in higher education 
institutions. It is often reported that learn-
ers when they enter colleges and univer-
sities have to unlearn what they have 
s tudied in schools.  

The authors’ observations regarding the 
upper primary and high school economics 

curriculum are based on curriculum 
development in NCERT. This exercise is 
supposedly a model initiative to be adopt-
ed by state curriculum development agen-
cies such as the state councils of educa-
tional research and training and state 
institutes of education. A cursory search 
for economics content in states’ syllabi at 
the upper primary and high school levels 
reveals that economics is yet to find its 
legitimate space. 

Any discussion on the economics cur-
riculum will be complete only when it 
takes into account the curriculum i ntro-
duced at the higher secondary stage. 
E conomics is an important subject opted 
by a large number of students in India. 
Also the authors have stated that the 
present h igher secondary economics cur-
riculum brought out by NCERT is a 
“watered down version of the four first 
year undergraduate c ourses taught in 
Indian universities” with “little link across 
them”. It appears that they have over-
looked the historical trajectory of cur-
ricular changes in higher s econdary 
e conomics curriculum. 

syllabi at Higher secondary stage

The economics courses recommended by 
NCERT at the higher secondary stage 
under went considerable changes during 
the last three decades. In 1976-2000, four 
courses were recommended at the higher 
secondary level. They were (a) Evolution 
of Indian Economy, (b) Elementary 
S tatistics, (c) National Income Account-
ing, and (d) Introduction to Economic 
Theory. D uring 2001, these courses were 
replaced with four different courses, viz, 
(1) Statistics for Economics; (2) Indian 
Economic Development; (3) Introductory 
Micro economics; and (4) Introductory 
Macro economics. 

These courses need not be treated as a 
“watered down version of undergraduate 
courses”. They attempt to provide discus-
sion on important topics which may be 
helpful for the learners to understand real 
world economic issues as most of them 
may not pursue higher education. Each 
syllabi document brought out by NCERT, 
besides outlining the topics and sub- topics, 
provides the rationale and objectives of 
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introducing these courses [NCERT 1995, 
2006a]. These guidelines help in prepara-
tion of textbooks not only in NCERT, but 
also by state curriculum agencies and by 
private sector. 

For instance, the recent syllabi docu-
ment [NCERT 2006a] provides the follow-
ing as objectives of teaching economics at 
the higher secondary stage: (1) under-
standing of some basic economic concepts 
and developing economic reasoning which 
the learners can apply in their day-to-day 
life as citizens, workers and consumers; 
(2)  realisation of learners’ role in nation 
building and sensitise them to the eco-
nomic issues that the nation is facing today; 
(3) to equip learners with basic tools of 
economics and statistics to analyse eco-
nomic issues. This is pertinent for even 
those who may not pursue this course 
beyond the higher secondary stage; and 
(4)     to develop an understanding that 
there   can be more than one view on any 
economic issue and to develop the skills to 
argue logically with reasoning [NCERT 
2006a, p 115].

The syllabus document [NCERT 2006a] 
also provides the rationale for the semes-
terisation of courses. To quote, 

Economics courses are being introduced 
in such a way that, in the initial stage (in 
class XI), the learners are introduced to the 
economic realities that the nation is fac-
ing today along with some basic statistical 
tools to understand these broader economic 
r ealities. In the later stage (in class XII), the 
learners are to be introduced to economics 
as a theory of abstraction [NCERT 2006b, 
pp 114-15].  

The comparison of syllabus in two 
p hases reveals that (1) considerable 
c hanges took place between the first and 
second phases: The course – Evolution of 
Indian Economy (EIE) was refashioned 
into I ndian Economic Development (IED). 
Two courses – National Income Account-
ing and Introduction to Economic Theory 
were merged to form two separate courses 
– Introductory Microeconomics and  Intro-
ductory Macroeconomics. (2) Even though 
syllabi were revised in 2001 and in 2005, 
there is no major change in the economics 
syllabi at higher secondary stage during 
2000-08. While reviewing the draft syllabi 
in 2005, the subject-committee members 
of economics subject could have felt that 
already a major change took place in 2001 

and any major deviation may not be 
n ecessary.

comparison of curriculum  
in states

The national level curriculum framework 
documents developed by NCERT are the 
guiding documents in preparing the 
m odel   syllabi and textbooks for various 
stages of school education. They help 
state   level agencies to develop curriculum 
in accordance with their policies and 
s uitable to their regions. Some states 
f ollow NCERT syllabi as it is and in some 
other states, one or two topics are modi-
fied to include t opics related to state- 
specific issues. The C entral Board of 
S econdary Education (CBSE) u sually 
adopts the NCERT syllabi and also recom-
mends textbooks prepared by NCERT for 
schools affiliated to it. Many states in the 
north-eastern region use NCERT syllabi 
and textbooks. A comparison of syllabi 
documents of various state boards and all-
India examination boards such as CBSE 
and Council for the Indian School Certifi-
cate Examinations (ICSE) shows that the 
following topics are c overed in higher 
s econdary economics c urriculum.

 
nature and scope of the subject: ICSE 
devotes an entire unit for this area. Besides 
covering definitions given by well-known 
economists as part of the syllabus, this 
unit also discusses basic economic con-
cepts, basic problems of an economy and 
types of economies. Kautilya’s view on 
economics is given in the Gujarat syllabus. 
The syllabus of Tamil Nadu has one 
c hapter at the s econd year; the West 
B engal Board also has one full module 
devoted to this topic.

  
development Economics: Under the 
course title, Indian Economy in the Tamil 
Nadu Board syllabus, one chapter has 
been devoted to this area. Topics such as 
evolution of economic thought, economic 
growth and development, characteristics 
of underdeveloped countries, role of 
g overnment and stages of economic 
growth are given. Planning is another 
t opic found in some states. The sub-topics 
include five-year plans and economic 
reforms. With regard to indicators of 
development, quality of life index and 

human development index were included 
in some boards.  

international Trade: Meaning and basic 
theories of international trade, deter-
mination of exchange rates and balance 
of   payments.

 
Regional development: National level 
boards cover the country level develop-
mental issues while the state boards show 
interest in the developmental experiences 
of their respective states. As pointed out 
earlier, while CBSE included develop-
mental experience of India, China and 
P akistan as one topic in class XI, Goa and 
Assam included the developmental e xperi-
ence of their states, respectively.

 
developmental issues: Most of the state  
boards, ICSE and CBSE cover topics associ-
ated with issues such as natural resources, 
population, unemployment, poverty, ine-
qualities of income distribution, human 
and physical capital formation and health 
and environment related issues. In some 
states the theories are given with empiri-
cal data, whereas in others only empirical 
issues are discussed. For instance, under 
the Indian economy course in Tamil Nadu, 
one could find theory of demographic 
transition as a topic under which the 
p opulation trends are analysed.

 
sectoral issues: While discussing issues 
in Indian economy, sectors such as agri-
culture, industry, tertiary sector including 
transport, banking are covered. In some 
states, many service sector activities are 
covered under the title ‘Infrastructure’.

 
Public Finance: Meaning; tax and non-
tax revenue, direct taxes, public expendi-
ture, government budget, deficit financ-
ing; public debt; monetary and fiscal p olicy 
are the topics discussed in this unit.

 
statistical Tools and sources: In some 
boards, there is a separate course on Sta-
tistics. In boards such as ICSE, statistics 
forms one of the four units in class XI. 
T opics covered are definition, data s ources, 
classification, tabulation and presenta-
tion, measures of central tendency, meas-
ures of dispersion, correlation, index num-
bers. In Tamil Nadu syllabus, statistics 
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forms one of the 11 chapters in class XI. In 
the case of data sources, besides general 
details of different data sources, the 
details of Census of India and National 
Sample Survey Organisation are also 
c overed.

 
Microeconomics: Basic concepts; theo-
ries of demand and supply, production, 
cost and revenue, marginal productivity 
theory and other theories of distribution; 
various market forms – perfect competi-
tion, monopoly, monopolistic competition, 
oligopoly and duopoly are topics covered 
under this title. 

Macroeconomics: Basic concepts such as 
circular flow of income; national income 
accounting; theories of income determi-
nation; role of government; role of money 
including monetary policy are some exam-
ples of the topics covered under this title.

Financial institutions: Reserve Bank of 
India and commercial banks.

course structures: some issues

The comparison shows that there is hardly 
any common syllabus structure at the 
higher secondary stage in India. Students 
studying economics textbooks based on 
state boards may be at different levels 
from their counterparts studying in other 
states and CBSE and ICSE schools. The 
analysis of syllabi also brings out three 
important issues which have major 
i mplications for teaching economics in 
Indian schools. 

(1) commonality: Even though all topics 
suggested in the NCERT syllabi are not 
found in the syllabi of all state/all-India 
examination agencies, some topics of each 
NCERT course are found in almost all the 
examination boards’ syllabi with varied 
emphasis. Topics associated with eco-
nomic challenges, planning, a few stati-
stical tools, theory of demand, supply, 
market forms, production and estimation 
of national income and role of government 
are found in all the state board syllabi. 
With regard to differences in emphasis, 
one example is cited here: while NCERT 
suggests statistics as a full course with 
50   marks in class XI, Tamil Nadu includes 
topics in statistics as one chapter in 

class  XI only, Andhra Pradesh and Gujarat 
have    not included even a single topic 
in   s tatistics.

(2) Lack of uniformity in syllabus 
structure: NCERT recommends, for 
ex ample, that topics associated with sta-
tistics and Indian economic development 
may be introduced in the first year and 
topics associated with microeconomics 
and macro economics in the second year. 
The CBSE boards of Mizoram, Nagaland, 
H aryana, Goa and Jammu and Kashmir 
follow more closely with the pattern sug-
gested by NCERT. A completely different 
approach is being followed by the Assam 
Board, where topics associated with the 
nature of the economics subject, develop-
ment economics, theory of demand, sup-
ply, production, costs and revenue, a few 
topics related to Indian economy (sectoral 
development – agriculture and industry, 
growth pattern of national income, human 
and natural resources) are introduced in 
the first year. In the second year, students 
are introduced to topics related to statis-
tics, market and price determination, dis-
tribution, money and banking, inter-
national trade and a few topics related to 
Indian economy (sectoral development – 
transport and banking, planning, poverty, 
unemployment, inflation, black money). 
The intermediate course syllabus prepared 
by the Andhra Pradesh Board is altogether 
different from that of the CBSE and Assam 
Board. The topics associated with the 
nature and scope of the subject of eco-
nomics, microeconomics and macro-
economics are introduced in the first year. 
Economic Development of India, a course 
taught in the second year in Andhra 
Pradesh, introduces topics associated with 
development, market economy, popula-
tion, human resources, distribution of 
national income, poverty, unemployment, 
planning and sector specific issues. 

The analysis also shows that sufficient 
attention has not been paid to the syllabus 
structure of economics curriculum from 
the point of view of a systematic way of 
the learning process (from known to 
unknown/simple to complex/particular 
to general/concrete to abstract). For exam-
ple, in a course ‘Indian Economic Develop-
ment’ recommended for semester II 
(of class XI), data related to many 

m acro economic concepts are given. The 
explanation for these concepts is 
found   in   I ntroductory Macroeconomics, 
a course recommended in semester IV 
[Srinivasan 2005].

(3) overburdening of Economics cur-
riculum: Syllabus deve lopers attempt to 
cover a wide variety of topics in the eco-
nomics courses without giving due regard 
to whether students can understand all 
the curricular contents and acquire the 
expected skills. Also lacking is the 
research evidence on these issues. The 
s yllabi documents of various states do not 
provide a rationale and the objectives of 
introducing the course topics or skills to 
be acquired by learners. Rather mere list-
ing of topics is found. A cursory look at the 
textbooks used by students in two states, 
viz, Tamil Nadu and West Bengal suggests 
that the need for covering all the topics 
given in the syllabus might have forced 
the textbook developers to present the 
content materials like a guidebook in 
which a pointwise explanation is given 
for    each topic of the syllabus. This would 
not only pose a major challenge to learn-
ers in understanding the content materi-
als and realisation of the objectives of 
teaching economics as envisaged by the 
curriculum developers, but only promote 
rote m emorisation. 

References

NCERT (1976): The Curriculum for the Ten-Year School: 
A Framework, Reprint Edition, National Council of 
Educational Research and Training, New Delhi. 

 – (1988): National Curriculum for Elementary and 
Secondary Education: A Framework, Revised Edi-
tion, National Council of Educational Research 
and Training, New Delhi. 

 – (1995): Syllabuses for Higher Secondary Stage: 
Classes XI-XII, National Council of Educational 
Research and Training, New Delhi, February.

 – (2001): National Curriculum Framework for 
School Education, Reprint Edition, National 
Council of Educational Research and Training, 
New Delhi. 

 – (2005): National Curriculum Framework 2005, 
National Council of Educational Research and 
Training, New Delhi. 

 – (2006a): Syllabi for Secondary and Higher 
S econdary Classes, National Council of Education-
al R esearch and Training, New Delhi. 

 – (2006b): Syllabus for Classes at the Elementary 
Level, National Council of Educational Research 
and Training, New Delhi. 

 – (2006c): Position Paper of National Focus Group 
on Curriculum, Syllabus and Textbooks, National 
Council of Educational Research and Training, 
New Delhi.

Srinivasan, M V (2005): ‘Economics Education in 
I ndian Schools: Role of NCERT’,  Edutracks, July, 
pp 21-26. 


