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Executive Summary

India today has a complex and staggering challenge in front of her: the challenge 
of educating 320 million children. Teach For India believes that all children can and 
must attain an excellent education, and that collective leadership is the path to that 

vision. With the scale and diversity of India, and the depth needed to truly unleash an 
individual’s greatest potential, we see that it will take a movement of leaders - teachers, 
students, parents and others - to educate every Indian child.

The National Education Policy 2020 stresses the need to build 21st century skills and 
Constitutional values in India’s students as a way to build holistic and well-rounded 
individuals who are fully equipped for the 21st century. With the NEP’s vision as an 
impetus, this paper documents Teach For India’s decade-long experience and learning 
on the why, what and how of developing 21st century skills and student leadership. 
While this paper focuses on developing the leadership of students, it is important to 
note that the leadership framework is applicable to all of us. 

Why
Our vision is to build leaders who create an India free of poverty and filled with 
love. 

What
1. Commitment to Self: Prepare for a life and livelihood of my choice
2. Commitment to Others: Accelerate the learning of others to unleash their potential
3. Commitment to India: Work in partnership for change

How
To enable students to do that, we need to do 3 things: 
1. Use 3 Principles to build an environment for our students to grow and learn freely 

b. Safe spaces for voice
c. Students and teachers as partners
d. Students as changemakers

2. Develop the 8 Cs of Leadership Development: Curiosity, Compassion, Creativity, 
Collaboration, Critical Thinking, Courage, Communication, and Consciousness

3. Use love as an approach to learning
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The Current 
Reality of India’s 
Education System

India, with 250 million children enrolled in 15 lakh schools, has the largest school 
system in the world. Over the past decades, we have made strides in enrollment for 
all grades and genders across rural and urban areas. However, despite the efforts of 

so many, we have failed to see a rise in student outcomes with the vast majority of our 
students not building grade level competencies. 

Today, over 5 crore students in elementary have not attained Foundational Literacy 
and Numeracy.1 More than 80% of our children fail to receive the academic foundation 
and 21st century skills required to succeed.2 This educational inequity has lasting 
implications on individual happiness, fulfilment and well-being, and further perpetuates 
the cycle of poverty. With 176 million Indians living under $2 (Rs. 147)3 a day, there is an 
urgent need to break this cycle and enable people to uplift themselves, others and our 
nation. Education is our best shot at achieving this.

1 National Education Policy 2020 
2 https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/more-half-south-asian-youth-are-not-track-have-education-and-
skills-necessary 
3 World Bank data 

https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/more-half-south-asian-youth-are-not-track-have-education-and-skills-necessary
https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/more-half-south-asian-youth-are-not-track-have-education-and-skills-necessary
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/india/overview
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This paper resonates with the vision of education enshrined in the National 
Education Policy, 2020 and argues that unless we expand the purpose of 
education beyond the largely status quo reality of rote-learning for examinations 

towards a livelihood, our students will not be prepared for the 21st century. 

At Teach For India, we have researched, practiced and evolved our understanding of 
the purpose and definition of an excellent education over the past 10 years. We’ve 
observed thousands of classrooms, and our Transformational Impact Journey has 
collected artefacts of over 250 teachers to understand what transformational teaching 
looks like in practice. In 2013, we established a Student Vision which defined three 
components of an excellent education: an academic achievement, values and mindsets 
and access and exposure. Our hypothesis was that these would be most effective when 
they are seamlessly and consistently integrated. Our Student Vision was accompanied 
by 3 Commitments for teachers: the commitment to personal transformation, collective 
action and educational equity. Over time, we interviewed experts and conducted 
research on 21st century skills and pedagogy and the practices of rigour, relevance, 
relationships and reflection. Multiple projects, including Maya, our Student Learning 
Loops and Fellow-led student Leadership Projects have also given us first-hand learning 
of how student leadership develops. Being a part of the global network of Teach For 
All, we have learned from student leadership experiments beyond India and across the 
world. All of these have shaped our thinking of the promise education holds. 

The Purpose 
of Education

Education is fundamental for achieving full human potential, developing an 
equitable and just society, and promoting national development.”
National Education Policy 2020

“

https://sites.google.com/a/teachforindia.org/ecosystem/tij
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1McuMzbCy2mYbspvrr2osJlXrxWty6GSu/view
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YR0Am3WMJA8&feature=youtu.be&ab_channel=TeachForAll
https://drive.google.com/file/d/15w1wnnwXc4u7l-IYj5RudpiuUstHN5Ai/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/15w1wnnwXc4u7l-IYj5RudpiuUstHN5Ai/view
https://teachforall.org/
https://teachforall.org/
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That the purpose of education must expand to include unleashing our potential, the 
potential of those around us and improving the world that we share.

That education cannot be limited to just academics but needs to be holistic 
and integrated. A true education equips us with the consciousness and curiosity to 
understand ourselves, others and the world. It fuels us with courage, possibility and 
creativity to invent a new reality. It nurtures in us the compassion, collaboration and 
critical thinking to reach out, helping those around us and working in partnership with 
others to bring about positive change in the world. It enables us to raise our voices, to 
be ourselves, and to communicate effectively with others in an ever-changing world. 

That education is not just for children, but with children. If we want to reimagine 
education for a future that is uncertain and ever-changing, our best shot of doing this 
is to work in partnership with our children. To listen to and learn from our children, 
working alongside them from our classrooms and schools right to the level of policy and 
system, to redefine, repurpose and deliver an excellent education to all children.
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Leadership 
Development 
at Teach For 
India

Embedded in our constitution is a social contract founded on the promise of 
justice, liberty, equality and fraternity for all Indian citizens. We believe that this 
promise forms the bedrock of our nation’s ideals and must first be delivered 

within our classrooms; the place where every Indian’s journey begins. We believe that 
our classrooms must mirror the social justice we hope to see across the country. We 
believe that India will not only be more free and just, but also more equitable and more 
compassionate. 

Why poverty?
United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals start with ending poverty and 
hunger across the world. Because, no one living in the 21st century should be hungry, 
unemployed, unable to access health care or education. 

Why love? 
Because the ideals enshrined in our Constitution – liberty, justice, equality and fraternity 
– will only be the privilege of all Indians when we learn to treat others the way we wish 
to be treated – with love. To us, love is an all-encompassing value. If we learn to love 
ourselves, each other, our work, our country, our world then we will do whatever it 
takes to care for and improve things around us for all of us.

This further breaks down into 3 big commitments, applicable to everyone who is a part 
of the education system. 

Leadership is at the core of this vision. We 
believe in building leaders who will create an 
India free of poverty and filled with love. 
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Commitment to Self: Prepare for a life and livelihood of my choice
It is our belief that an India free of poverty starts with ensuring that our students do not 
live a life of poverty. For this, we must ultimately prepare for a livelihood and life of 
our choice. We will do this by caring for ourselves, discovering who we are, cultivating 
belief in ourselves, finding our purpose and mastering our learning goals. 

Commitment to Other: Accelerate the learning of others to unleash their 
potential
Our work does not stop here. It shifts from the status quo of education being just 
about self – competition for an exam towards higher education towards a job towards 
a lifestyle that perpetuates this cycle – to being about more than just self. The second 
part of our vision, therefore, an India filled with love aims to accelerate the learning of 
others,  uplifting others as we uplift ourselves, thereby working to remove the systems 
of injustice and inequity that have oppressed countless children. We will do this by 
operating with love and belief in others, valuing diversity and cherishing our common 
humanity.

Commitment to India: Work in partnership for change
An India free of poverty and filled with love will need us to work in partnership for 
change. We will do this by understanding inequity and its root causes, discovering the 
truth of the world, living in harmony with the environment around us, and envisioning 
and creating solutions for a better India.

As all of us work with these commitments, we build a movement of leaders who will 
eliminate educational inequity and create an India free of poverty and filled with love. 
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I feel the bars of inequality are so huge 
between the rich and poor that even our 
best effort is like a drop in the ocean. But, 
an ocean is made by drops of water only 
and this thought keeps on pushing and 
inspiring me.” 

“

Meet Raghavendra Yadav, a student alumnus from a Teach For India classroom. He 
lives in a small community in Mumbai, his father - a daily wage worker and his mother, 
a home-maker. Being a curious learner in a small community made him question what 
he saw - why were students not going to school? Why were girls not given the same 
opportunities as boys? What can I do to change this?

Gradually, Raghavendra’s story evolved from a discovery of self to the empowerment 
of others. In Grade 9, he worked on a project with his peers called “100 women” where 
they used the power of storytelling to amplify the voices of 100 marganilised women 
in their community. In Grade 10, he recognised the need to “do more” and “be more”. 
Inspired by McKinsey’s consulting model, Raghavendra launched Paramarsh, a free 
consultancy and mentoring programme that empowered students in his community 
to drive sustainable models of change towards causes they believe in. His role there 
was to foster leadership skills in his classmates and reached a collective impact of over 
700 individuals. Today, Raghavendra studies in UWC Pearson College Canada on a full 
scholarship and is fuelled by questions on social justice, equality and voice! He serves 
on the student council of Teach for All and drives a socio-emotional learning series with 
students across the globe.  Read more about his journey here. 

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLyU75KrCLeccJChZQ9uikTza1euzqQfvs
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Building 21st 
Century Skills 
and Leadership 
in Students

Education is what makes a person fearless, teaches him the lesson of unity, makes 
him aware of his rights and inspires him to struggle for his rights.”
Dr. B.R. Ambedkar 

“

The National Education Policy states that with the rapidly changing global 
ecosystem and employment landscape, education must move less towards 
content and more towards learning about how to think critically and solve 

problems, how to be creative and multidisciplinary, and how to innovate, adapt and 
absorb new material in new and changing fields. Across the world, countries like 
Singapore4 and the US5 are now talking about building global citizens, who can not 
only develop cognitive capacities but also social, ethical and emotional capacities and 
dispositions. 

The term educated is now evolving from being literate to a student’s growth and overall 
development. This definition includes traits and skills—such as critical thinking 
skills, problem solving skills, social skills, persistence, creativity, and self-control—
that encourage them to contribute meaningfully to society and to succeed in their lives, 
whether at home, the workplace, or other societal constructs. These traits are called 
noncognitive skills.6

4 https://beta.moe.gov.sg/education-in-SG/desired-outcomes/ 
5 https://www.edsurge.com/news/2019-01-22-its-2019-so-why-do-21st-century-skills-still-matter,  
6 https://www.epi.org/publication/the-need-to-address-noncognitive-skills-in-the-education-policy-agen-
da/ 

https://beta.moe.gov.sg/education-in-SG/desired-outcomes/
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Several studies have shown that developing non-cognitive skills can guarantee 
academic success, especially in low-income children. One such study done by 
Farrington for William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, connects the effect of non-
cognitive skills on academic results7 , finding that four key beliefs contribute to student 
success in the classroom:

• I belong in this academic community
• My ability and competence grow with my effort
• I can succeed at this
• This work has value for me

If students hold these beliefs in mind as they are sitting in a math class, Farrington 
concludes, they are more likely to persevere through the challenges and failures they 
encounter there. And if they don’t, they are more likely to give up at the first sign of 
trouble. 

A research study by Jackson Kirabo shows that non-cognitive qualities like courage 
and grit are not formed through traditional methods like teaching, but rather, are built 
based on the environment the teacher is able to create in the classroom.8 He says 
that teachers who are implicitly able to convey messages of connectedness, belonging, 
ability and opportunity to their students are more likely to see consistent increase 
in attendance, pass percentage and overall academic outcomes. Deci and Ryan9, 
developers of Self Determination Theory of Motivation, identified three key human 
needs of competence, autonomy, and personal connection that lead to a student’s 
positive academic growth. 

Love is often not considered as an essential building block in academic environments 
like schools. However, its importance resonates with both students and teachers across 
the world. Multiple research studies10 show us that learning outcomes are related to 
the relationship between students, teachers, and the subject of study. Feminist writer 
Bell Hooks states11, “When teachers teach with love, combining care, commitment, 
knowledge, responsibility, respect, and trust, we are often able to enter the classroom 
and go straight to the heart of the matter, which is knowing what to do on any given day 
to create the best climate for learning.“

7 https://www.hewlett.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Academic_Mindsets_as_a_Critical_Component_of_
Deeper_Learning_CAMILLE_FARRINGTON_April_20_2013.pdf 
8 https://www.nber.org/papers/w18624.pdf 
9 Self Determination Theory of Motivation developed by Richard Ryan and Edward Deci
10 Rimm-Kaufman & Sandilos, 2012; Furrer, Skinner & Pitzer, 2014 
11 in Teaching Community: A Pedagogy of Hope 

https://www.hewlett.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Academic_Mindsets_as_a_Critical_Component_of_Deeper_Learning_CAMILLE_FARRINGTON_April_20_2013.pdf 
https://www.hewlett.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Academic_Mindsets_as_a_Critical_Component_of_Deeper_Learning_CAMILLE_FARRINGTON_April_20_2013.pdf 
https://www.nber.org/papers/w18624.pdf  
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/248702173_The_Influence_of_Teacher_and_Peer_Relationships_on_Students'_Classroom_Engagement_and_Everyday_Resilience
https://thecheapestuniversity.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/bell-hooks-teaching-community-a-pedagogy-of-hope.pdf
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At Teach For India, we believe that three things need to happen in every classroom 
across India:

Our Principles
Acting on these 
principles will 

reimagine education. 

Our Cs
Our Cs are the skills 

that prepare our 
children for the 21st 

century. 

Love as an 
approach

Love is our approach 
to changing the 

education system. 

It is important to remember that none of this in isolation is as effective as a combination 
of all three. 
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When student voice is honored and invited, the impact is meaningful. Quaglia School 
Voice12 data shows that when students have a voice they are: 3x more likely to 
experience self-worth in school, 5x more likely to be engaged in school, 5x more likely to 
have a sense of purpose in school.

Our three principles are based on our understanding of what students need in order to 
learn and grow effectively in a school environment. These are: 

1. Safe spaces for voice
2. Student and Teachers as Partners
3. Students as Changemakers

Principle 1: Safe Spaces for Voice

Why do we need safe spaces?
Holley and Steiner’s 2005 research study13 concluded that safe spaces affect what 
students learn and how much they learn and that when students believe their class is 
safe, they are also challenged to assess their personal viewpoints and biases. 

Just as early stress sends signals to the nervous system to maintain constant vigilance 
and prepare for a lifetime of trouble, early warmth and responsiveness send the 
opposite signals: You’re safe; life is going to be fine. Let down your guard; the people 

12 https://quagliainstitute.org/uploads/legacy/Student_Voice_Grades_6-12_Decade_of_Data_Report.pdf 
13 Safe Space: Student Perspectives on classroom environment 

The 3 Principles 
to Foster Student 
Leadership

In a safe space, it doesn’t matter what age we are or what experience we have; 
everyone’s views should be respected and valued. We can’t decide what people 
should share or not share.”
Mrunali, Teach For India Student Alumna

“

https://quagliainstitute.org/uploads/legacy/Student_Voice_Grades_6-12_Decade_of_Data_Report.pdf 
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/SAFE-SPACE%3A-STUDENT-PERSPECTIVES-ON-CLASSROOM-Holley-Steiner/c12c640566210faebb54ce06ca595215aa976426?p2df
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around you will protect you and provide for you. Be curious about the world; it’s full 
of fascinating surprises. These messages trigger adaptations in children’s brains that 
allow them to slow down and consider problems and decisions more carefully, to focus 
their attention for longer periods, and to more willingly trade immediate gratification 
for promises of long-term benefits14 .Today, 3 out of 5 children in rural areas and 2 in 
5 in urban areas of India are slapped, made to stand outside and locked in a room as 
punishment. 50% Teachers in government and private schools have reported shaming 
students to discipline them.15 

What is a safe space?
We believe that a safe space is a place where one can be who they are and say what 
they believe. Equally, it is a space where one practises listening to what others say 
without judgment and valuing others for who they uniquely are. Safe spaces can look 
like honest conversations, circles of dialogue and listening, and classrooms where 
mistakes are integral stepping stones to learning.

How can teachers and students build safe spaces in classrooms?
1. Listen to you students: Even without adding any additional structures, teachers 

can start creating safe spaces in classrooms when they start listening to their 
students. Taking out to time to understand their perspectives, motivations and 
barriers are key to building a positive relationship. 

2. Learning circles: A Learning Circle is a safe space that looks like honest 
conversations and circles of dialogue and listening. These circles can be conducted 
within classrooms, or for reflection and sharing feedback in mixed groups.

3. Learn to learn from your students: Build a safe space to discuss with students and 
teachers on what our students are saying about the education system? How are they 
reimagining it through projects, initiatives and conversations? 

14 How kids really succeed - article in the Atlantic 
15 https://www.hindustantimes.com/mumbai-news/study-rural-kids-face-more-physical-abuse/sto-
ry-x27zSkpgZjp4Vi370HypnN.html

After shifting schools, 13 year old Shagun and her two friends, Radha and Sana, 
recognised the importance of safe spaces in an environment with discrimination, body 
shaming, bullying, etc. They worked on conducting learning circles in their classroom, 
school, and community to explore the challenges that students are facing in their daily 
lives and practice reflection to find solutions for these challenges. Find out more about 
her journey here.

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2016/06/how-kids-really-succeed/480744/
https://www.hindustantimes.com/mumbai-news/study-rural-kids-face-more-physical-abuse/story-x27zSkpgZjp4Vi370HypnN.html
https://www.hindustantimes.com/mumbai-news/study-rural-kids-face-more-physical-abuse/story-x27zSkpgZjp4Vi370HypnN.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_LJPH9CeyOk&feature=youtu.be&ab_channel=KidsEducationRevolution
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4. Using literature and theatre to get students to find their potential: This journey 
will build courage, compassion and wisdom in students and how they can live by 
these values inside and outside of class. 

Here is a step-by-step guide on how to do each of the above in your classroom.

Principle 2: Teacher and students as partners

Why partner with students?
For years, the education system has dictated what students must learn, how they must 
learn and what they should do with those learnings. A research study16 by Professor 
Rudduck states that students know what works for students, and that knowledge helps 
make learning more effective. When students have a voice that teachers actively listen 
to, it means they are working in partnership.

We believe that partnership in education is where teachers and students listen to and 
learn from each other. It shifts control and decision making from being in the hands of 
the adult to sharing power and responsibility with students. It enables students to play 
a role at all levels of the education system in determining why education matters, what 
education should be, and how it should be delivered.

What does true partnership look like?
Students are the key stakeholders in the education system. Since the system works 
FOR them, it is important that we as teachers, work WITH them. Working in partnership 
develops leadership skills among students, which have a direct correlation to the 
academic achievement of students. Students bring in the ability to look at the age old 
traditional schooling system with a brand new lens and purpose, that allows them 
to question it as well as drives them to lead towards changing it. They operate with 
a  mindset of belief in their own voice and they understand the importance of every 
voice around them. They also operate with a deep sense of commitment, respect, 
reciprocity and shared responsibility. It is important to have all of this in action 
for the true essence of partnership to come to life. Without respect for one another’s 
experiences and opinions, one cannot build a sense of oneness and care. Without 
reciprocity, it is difficult for the student and the teacher to grow and learn from one 
another. And without shared responsibility, none of these ideals can exist.

16 Pupil voice is here to stay! 

Teachers and students are like a bow and arrow, working towards a common 
aim or target. We’re both learning and supporting each other in the process as 
education works both ways.”
Raghavendra Yadav, Grade 11

“

https://www.kidseducationrevolution.org/classroom
http://www.edugains.ca/resourcesSV/StudentVoiceResearch/PupilVoiceisHeretoStay.pdf
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How can students and teachers build partnership in their schools and classrooms?
Partnership can look like peer-to-peer learning or mentoring, students actively involved 
in school governance, students speaking at education conferences and students 
advising the government on education policy.

1. Involve students in planning and executing class: Students can play an important 
role in planning and co-executing lessons, promoting peer learning and partnership 
among students and teachers. 

2. Student Advisory Committee: A Student Advisory Committee involves students in 
the decision-making processes of a school or classroom. This committee provides an 
opportunity for students and teachers to work in partnership and collectively make 
decisions that affect each other. Similarly, students can also be a part of the school 
management committees (SMCs).

3. Run a ‘Each one Teach one’ Fellowship: This is a program for higher grade 
students where they teach younger students in their schools. This will help student 
leaders to upskill on their leadership, facilitation, and planning skills.

4. Encourage students to share their voice on regional and national platforms: 
These could include opportunities such as feedback and analysis of key educational 
policies, attending and speaking at education conferences, etc. 

Sindhupriya and Hajeera’s school was running a peer to peer mentorship program. 
After realising that the program was resulting in very slow progress, they decided to 
initiate morning meetings in some of the younger classes at their school. Morning 
meeting is an engaging way to start each day, build a strong sense of community and 
set children up for success by setting goals around their academics and behaviour. This 
created a space where a slightly larger group of students could all come together and 
learn from each other. By asking the students tough questions, spurring discussion and 
organising activities to keep the engagement levels up, these two girls continue to push 
the bar for rigour in their classroom. Find out more about their journey here.

From working for 
students

FOR
To working with 

students

WITH

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RRpQ9pOZ2YM&feature=youtu.be&ab_channel=RamyaKeerthanaVuppuluri
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Principle 3: Students as Changemakers

Why do we need students as changemakers?
For the longest time, education has believed that students are the future, that ‘One day’ 
they will grow up and make the world a better place. And in waiting for that ‘One day’, 
education has deferred the promise that it made to its children to help them become 
creative, proactive, empathetic and responsible citizens. This resulted in children 
graduating with the ‘I CAN’T’ mindset.17 Global Entrepreneurship Index ranks India at 78 
out of  137 countries18, and studies show that the entrepreneurial mindset of students 
gradually declines as they move to higher grades.19 What if education believed its 
mission was to empower every child with the ‘I CAN mindset’ – that students are not 
helpless, that change is possible and that they can drive it? What if a group of adults, 
teachers and leaders spearheaded this new belief about children and their potential so 
that everyday the world woke up to the potential of their children20?

What does changemaking look like in action?
We believe that when kids identify a problem they care about and go through a process 
to find a solution they grow in their learning and leadership in unprecedented ways. We 
have seen children of all ages and diverse backgrounds engage in community change 
and grow both as students and as citizens in the process.

How can students and teachers build changemakers in their classrooms and 
schools? 
Here are some approaches to help students undertake changemaking projects in their 
schools and communities. 
1. Design For Change: This model enables students to identify, solve and act on 

problems that they see around them. Please visit their website to learn more. 

2. Solve Ninja: This is another problem-solving platform created by Reap Benefit to 
equip students to solve problems in their local communities. 

3. Using student voice to bring change: Like Slam Out Loud, which enables students 
to find their voice and express themselves through slam poetry, students can find 
creative outlets to express themselves for social change. 

Here is a step-by-step breakdown of some scalable projects that students across the 
country have undertaken.

17 https://www.dfcworld.com/SITE/dfcstory 
18 https://thegedi.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/GEI_2019_Final-1.pdf  
19 https://news.gallup.com/opinion/gallup/211028/eight-things-need-know-students.aspx  
20 https://www.dfcworld.com/SITE/dfcstory  

I used to think that only adults can create change, but have now realised that 
anyone can do so. Change doesn’t need to be big, but can be a combination of 
small contributions both for self and others that will lead to a big change.”
Sanmyukta, Grade 12

“

https://www.dfcworld.com/SITE
https://reapbenefit.org/about/
https://slamoutloud.com/#section1
https://www.kidseducationrevolution.org/system
https://thegedi.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/GEI_2019_Final-1.pdf 
https://news.gallup.com/opinion/gallup/211028/eight-things-need-know-students.aspx 
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 Rehan and Basit are two 7th graders from a Teach For India classroom in Ahmedabad. 
They started an organization called Pencilbricks with their teachers that works towards 
providing a quality education to the children of their community. They run 10 mini 
learning centers through which Teach For India students teach the younger children 
in the community. Rehan and Basit play the role of ‘observers’ where they provide 
feedback and support to the student teachers. Their aim is to open 100 such mini 
learning centers and provide a quality education to all the students in their community. 
Learn more about them here.

A changemaker is someone who is patient, 
willing to work hard everyday and put in 
their best effort. A change maker inspires 
and helps build the ‘I CAN’ mindset in 
others towards problem solving.” 
Rehan

“

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLyU75KrCLecdUdKe6V5d2KURzznlOPVCF


The National Education Policy highlights the importance of building skills beyond 
textbooks and rote-learning to prepare holistic individuals. The Central Board of 
Secondary Education (CBSE) states that 21st Century Skills are the skills that are 
required by an individual for his/ her holistic development so that he/she can contribute 
to the progress and development of his society/ nation and world.21 Internationally, 
PISA (the Programme for International Student Assessment) has started comparing the 
global competence and collaborative problem-solving skills of students from different 
countries along with more traditional scores for reading, math, and science. 21st 
century skills are now an integral part of the global conversation.

Reaching the NEP’s vision and Teach For India’s overarching vision and big commitments 
will require that we practice specific actions linked to 21st century skills. Our experience 
and learning as we have studied hundreds of teacher and student leaders points to 8 
essential skills that we’ve found to be central to developing leadership today. We call 
these the 8Cs:  courage, compassion, critical thinking, collaboration, communication, 
creativity, consciousness and curiosity. The pursuit of these C’s is a life-long journey and 
all of us grow in our leadership as we deepen our practice of them.

21 http://cbseacademic.nic.in/web_material/Manuals/21st_Century_Skill_Handbook.pdf 
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The 8Cs: 21st 
Century Skills for 
Student Leaders

It is becoming increasingly critical that children not only learn, but more importantly 
learn how to learn.”
National Education Policy, 2020

“

Education should cultivate the agency, voice and efficacy of people. We need to 
help learners develop the ability to use what they know to solve problems.”
Fernando Reimers, Ford Foundation Professor of the Practice of
International Education

“

http://cbseacademic.nic.in/web_material/Manuals/21st_Century_Skill_Handbook.pdf
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Curiosity: I search for the why, what and how

Why curiosity? 
According to Albert Einstein, curiosity has its own reason for existence 
and the most important thing is that students should not stop 
questioning. The University of California (UC)22 recently conducted a 
series of experiments to understand exactly what goes on in the brain 
when our curiosity is aroused. Their three most important findings 
were that curiosity prepares the brain for learning, curiosity makes 
subsequent learning more rewarding and curiosity makes learning 

more effective and enjoyable.  

What does curiosity look like in action?
Leaders learn, and curiosity is an integral component of learning. Curiosity is generically 
defined as a strong desire to know or learn something. We have broken down this 
search into the why, what and how. We build an orientation to continuously ask why in 
the small and large actions that we take. We ask questions, we seek information from 
new perspectives, we find things that we need. We search for the most effective what 
and how which in turn helps us discover the many dimensions of India and our role as 
citizens of India. 

22 Gruber, M. J., Gelman, B. D., Ranganath, C. 2014. States of Curiosity Modulate Hippocampus-Dependent 
Learning via the Dopaminergic Circuit. Neuron

Curiosity drives us to keep learning, deeply understand the problems around us 
and pushes the leader inside us! ”
Nisha, Grade 10

“
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Compassion: As I work towards my goals, I take care of 
myself and others

Why compassion?
All species have an intrinsic motivation for compassion, as concluded 
by an analysis by Goertz in 2010. The analysis goes on to support 
Darwin in saying that not only the strongest of the species, but 
also the most co-operative of species survive in the long run.23 Self-
compassion plays an important role in academic success rather than 
self-esteem, as was believed for several decades. It is also a better 

indicator of resilience and more positive effect after academic failure.24 In an interesting 
study conducted in Switzerland, it was found that students having an underdeveloped 
sense of sympathy for others tend to show increased levels of aggression toward 
others - both physical and emotional. This could point to the fact that bullying occurs 
when students do not have the cognitive or empathic ability to better understand the 
perspective of others.25

What does compassion look like in action? 
As Mother Teresa says, “Not all of us can do great things. But we can do small things 
with great love.” The work we do is difficult and often overwhelming and it is important 
that we operate with self-compassion, taking care of our body, mind, heart and soul. 
Equally, we need to actively create the conditions to look after those around us, helping 
them to look after themselves. Compassion teaches us the importance of living in 

23 Goertz, 2010 
24 Neff, 2005 
25 Zuffiano, 2017 

Compassion, to me, means bringing empathy and care to life through our actions.”
Shiksha, Grade 11“

Farhan Siddiqui, an 8th grader from Ahmedabad, is 
committed to clearing out the Pirana garbage dump yard 
in his neighbourhood. He identified that decomposition of 
garbage causes fires, pollution, and harms the health of 
those living around. He conducted extensive research on 
the dump yard and conducted surveys to identify the effects 
of it on people. He even collected soil samples and had 
them studied at research centres to understand the impact 
of the garbage on the ecology. His aim is to draft a research 
paper on the garbage dump yard, which he hopes would 
push the Government to take some action.
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harmony with the environment and reminds us of our common humanity and the need 
to protect the world we share.

Creativity: I use my imagination and ideas to create 
change

Why creativity?
Sigmund Freud once said that every child at play behaves like a creative 
writer, in that he rearranges the things of his world in a new way which 
pleases him. Sir Ken Robinson says in his famous TED talk, “We don’t 
grow into creativity, we grow out of it.26 Rather, we are educated out of 
it.” The US is facing a crisis where they have seen creativity decline in 
students since 199027. India was ranked 48th in the Global Innovation 

Index this year, and featured among the top 50 nations for the first time.28 Leaders of 
the world today are faced with the dilemma of navigating through an uncertain world 
and hence, creativity plays a critical role in driving innovation, experimentation and 
therefore, a newer world.

26 https://www.ted.com/talks/sir_ken_robinson_do_schools_kill_creativity?language=en
27 https://www.creativitypost.com/index.php?p=education/the_2017_creativity_crisis_update_how_high_
stakes_testing_has_stifled_innov 
28 https://www.wipo.int/edocs/pubdocs/en/wipo_pub_gii_2020.pdf  

Priyanshi, a 10th grader from Pune, observed that several 
families did not have the resources to afford meals for 
themselves. She saw children suffering from hunger and 
was hence deeply motivated to join the ‘Robin Hood Army’. 
She worked with a team to provide surplus food from 
restaurants to under- resourced households. She even got 
the organisation to serve the under-resourced sections of 
her own community. For Priyanshi, her biggest success was 
seeing the smile on the children’s faces when they received 
a hearty meal for the day.

The problems plaguing us today cannot be resolved with normative and single-
minded techniques and approach. It is time to learn from our history and 
implement more refined, well thought out and out of the box ideas. Let’s use art to 
tackle gender inequality, theatre to tackle religious conflicts, algebra to bring about 
World Peace. We need to have the confidence of coming up with outlandish ideas 
to resolve our seemingly outlandish problems. That’s the role of creativity!”
Saumya, Grade 11

“

https://www.ted.com/talks/sir_ken_robinson_do_schools_kill_creativity?language=en
 https://www.creativitypost.com/index.php?p=education/the_2017_creativity_crisis_update_how_high_stakes_testing_has_stifled_innov
 https://www.creativitypost.com/index.php?p=education/the_2017_creativity_crisis_update_how_high_stakes_testing_has_stifled_innov
https://www.wipo.int/edocs/pubdocs/en/wipo_pub_gii_2020.pdf  
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What does creativity look like in action? 
Creativity is traditionally defined as inventiveness – using one’s imagination and ideas 
to create something. In the vastness and complexity of educational inequity, the idea of 
changing how students learn in the current system is daunting and large. Breaking this 
down into specific actions - we learn new ways to find solutions, we show originality in 
our work and we put our ideas into action and create change. To work towards a better 
India requires original ideas and belief that is greater than the current reality and for 
this we will need to cultivate the creativity to fuel that belief. 

Collaboration: I work with love, in partnership with 
others, towards shared goals

Why collaboration?
Lev Vygotsky (1962), a Russian teacher and psychologist, first 
stated that we learn through our interactions and communications 
with others. He suggested that learning takes place through the 
interactions students have with their peers, teachers, and other 
experts.29  A new study out by the American Institutes for Research 
(AIR)30, makes the argument that collaborative, group learning in 

turn serves each student’s individual academic needs quite well. The study of almost 
900 high school students at four different schools, found that the more high-quality 
collaborative learning experiences students had at school, the more they felt their 

29 https://jan.ucc.nau.edu/lsn/educator/edtech/learningtheorieswebsite/vygotsky.htm 
30 https://hechingerreport.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Learning-with-Others_Executive-Summa-
ry_-August-9-2018_Updated.pdf 

Namratha, an 8th grader from Hyderabad, aimed to reduce 
plastic waste and reuse it in creative ways. She explored 
the ill effects of plastic and its impact on aquatic animals, 
water bodies and air pollution. She mobilised a group of six 
friends and collected plastic bottles and wrappers, which 
she compressed to form ‘Eco Bricks’. They used these ‘Eco 
Bricks’ to create a table, which was durable. Through this 
process, she spread awareness about the urgent need to 
reduce the use of single-use plastic items.

Collaboration helps us understand and respect other’s ideas and opinions. It also 
adds different perspectives to a problem that makes it easier to find solutions.”
Komal, Grade 11

“

https://jan.ucc.nau.edu/lsn/educator/edtech/learningtheorieswebsite/vygotsky.htm
https://hechingerreport.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Learning-with-Others_Executive-Summary_-August-9-2018_Updated.pdf 
https://hechingerreport.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Learning-with-Others_Executive-Summary_-August-9-2018_Updated.pdf 
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their personal learning needs were met and that they were adequately challenged and 
supported when they needed help. We highlighted the importance of partnership while 
discussing the principle of students and teachers as partners as well.

What does collaboration look like in action?  
Helen Keller said, “Alone we can do so little; together we can do so much.” We know 
that as one person, or one organization, there is little we can do. For us to move the 
needle, we need to practice the difficult skill of working together, demonstrating that 
it is only with active partnership that real and sustainable change will be possible. We 
need to mobilize others towards goals that may be bigger than what we can achieve 
on our own, we need to include others and encourage them to do so as well. We need 
to resolve conflicts peacefully and build a safe community of support. Collaboration 
enables us to value pluralism and diversity, learn the importance of co-existence and 
work collectively for a better India. It teaches us the values of fraternity and secularism 
as enshrined in our Constitution. Through practicing collaboration, we learn negotiation, 
team-work and leadership.

Critical Thinking: I develop clear, rational and open-
minded thinking that is based on evidence

Why critical thinking? 
There is wide agreement that development of higher order skills is 
important and that critical thinking is central to both personal success 
and national needs (Paul, 2004, p. 2). PriceWaterhouseCoopers lists 
critical thinking as one of the top skills required for a thriving Indian 
economy, alongside creativity, collaboration, compassion, etc.31 

31 https://www.pwc.in/assets/pdfs/research-insights/2019/fast-forward.pdf

Critical thinking  helps us ask “why” and question every logic. It’s important because 
it helps us improve our own perspective on things.”
Ravi, Grade 10

“

Saisree, a 9th grader from Hosur, is a proofpoint of the 
power of the collective. She identified an open drain in her 
colony and realised that it was affecting the health of the 
residents. Once she investigated the matter, she realised the 
need to bring the community together to solve this problem. 
She mobilised members from the 20 families living in the 
area to create a welfare association and explained the ill 
effects of the open drain to them. Collectively, they worked 
on having the problem resolved.

https://www.pwc.in/assets/pdfs/research-insights/2019/fast-forward.pdf
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What does critical thinking look like in action? 
As leaders, we consider diverse perspectives and gather relevant evidence so that we 
do not follow the crowd unknowingly but take action that is informed and thoughtful. 
What we do affects others, and it is important that our decisions are data-driven and 
rational. We learn to identify and define a problem, set meaningful goals, plan and 
track progress towards them and reflect on our progress while identifying enablers and 
blockers. We follow the same process to identify and seek solutions for local and global 
problems around us. We practice and promote the constitutional values of Democracy, 
Liberty, Equality, Fraternity, Justice and Secularism enshrined in the Preamble of the 
Constitution subsequent to a critical understanding of the same. 

Courage: I develop the strength to do the things I’m 
afraid of and persevere through challenges

Why courage?
Teaching students how to bring courage into their day-to-day school 
life can improve their learning, performance, and engagement at 
school, according to University of Sydney research.32 The research 
places courage as a close second to confidence as a quality which can 
drive strong outcomes over time and points out the fact that while 
confidence is hard to build, courage can be broken down into small 

habits and practices by teachers. Nelson Mandela said, “Courage is not the absence 

32 https://www.sydney.edu.au/news-opinion/news/2011/08/19/how-courage-can-help-students-learn-and-
achieve.html  

We all need enough courage to walk ahead in life. Without it we are more like 
puppets who do what people ask or just copy what seems better. But to be our true 
self, one needs to explore it and that is not possible without courage.”
Komal, Grade 11

“

Priyadarshini, an 8th grader from Pune, believes that 
every individual can be a leader, irrespective of their age. 
As a leader and changemaker, she took on the menace of 
people spitting tobacco in public spaces. Through research 
and conversations, she found that this problem adversely 
affected cleaners, slum dwellers and animals. She went 
about solving this problem by conducting presentations 
in communities about the ill effects of spitting. She also 
gathered a group of friends and painted a wall beautifully, in 
an attempt to discourage people from spitting.

https://www.sydney.edu.au/news-opinion/news/2011/08/19/how-courage-can-help-students-learn-and-achieve.html 
https://www.sydney.edu.au/news-opinion/news/2011/08/19/how-courage-can-help-students-learn-and-achieve.html 
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of fear, but the ability to overcome it”. Grit, which is having the courage to persevere 
through a difficult situation33, has also been proven to drive learning and success across 
ages.34

What does courage look like in action?
As leaders, we are exposed to and may live through the significant challenges of 
poverty and inequity. It is incumbent on us to rise above our challenges, to turn them 
into opportunities for growth and change, and this requires firm resolve, strength 
and courage. It is not enough for us to be just good, we have to constantly strive for 
excellence in the face of mediocrity and be bold enough to stand for it. We have to 
hold the highest standards of ourselves and others to do the right thing in the face of 
challenges. Practicing courage reminds us that we learn through challenge and that 
seeing and changing things requires us to face and overcome our fears. It teaches us to 
take action, learn from our mistakes,  and to persevere in the face of challenge.

Communication: I listen deeply and express myself 
openly and respectfully

Why communication?
Communication is considered as a must-have skill for various 
reasons. Research suggests that effective communicators are more 
successful35, have better self esteem36 and are also the most sought after 
professionals. On a personal front, good communicators are said to have 

33 Oxford Learner’s Dictionary 
34 Grit: The power of passion and perseverance, by Angela Lee Duckworth 
35 https://www.academia.edu/29493673/Why_Communication_is_Important_A_Rationale_for_the_Centrali-
ty_of_the_Study_of_Communication 
36 https://inlpcenter.org/importance-of-communication-skills/ 

Nandani, a 10th grader from Delhi, strongly believes in 
building confidence within students for them to be able to 
voice their thoughts. She worked on building this mindset in 
her peers by conducting sessions in lower grades. She even 
conducted personal goal setting exercises in her own class. 
Over the past few months, Nandani has worked on building 
a safe space where students are willing to experiment, learn 
and reflect on their own actions.

Communication is the process of  speaking not just with words, but sometimes 
even expressing without any words. Our actions contribute to communication too! 
By expressing ourselves, we have the power to hold people together as speakers 
and listeners.”
Koyena, Grade 12

“

https://www.academia.edu/29493673/Why_Communication_is_Important_A_Rationale_for_the_Centrality_of_the_Study_of_Communication 
https://www.academia.edu/29493673/Why_Communication_is_Important_A_Rationale_for_the_Centrality_of_the_Study_of_Communication 
https://inlpcenter.org/importance-of-communication-skills/ 
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more successful marriages37, family environment38 and a subsequent impact on the 
development of their own children39. Effective communication also helps individuals 
to question and evaluate the information they receive from different sources40 and to 
speak up and become an active member of the society.41

What does communication look like in action?
As leaders who see the education system up close, it is important that we speak up, with 
respect, for the things that we believe in. It is equally important that we become deep 
listeners who are in tune with what people need and who learn to hold safe spaces for 
divergent thoughts, identities and voices. That we share effectively and authentically, 
giving and receiving feedback with love. Practicing communication deepens our 
understanding of liberty as enshrined in our Constitution.

Consciousness: I reflect on who I choose to be and how I 
choose to see others and the world

37 https://www.gottman.com/about/research/faq/  
38 http://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED335722
39  http://www.advocatesforyouth.org/parent-child-communication-programs
40 http://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED352936 
41 http://www.ericdigests.org/1992-2/civic.htm

I think change evolves from inside. You transform yourself first and then transform 
society. Being self aware of who you are and what values you possess, your areas 
of development and how you change it into your strengths are all under one 
umbrella - Consciousness!” 
Deepigashri, Grade 10

“

Koyena, an 11th grader from Raipur, believes in building 
confidence and expression in students. She recognised that 
some of the students in her school fear speaking in English, 
which she envisioned would affect their academics and the 
opportunities they could avail. She took classes in Grade 9 
and 10 as a part of her project. She divided the class based 
on their existing levels and provided specialised tasks and 
activities to each group. She even created a strategy called 
‘Brainstorming’, which helped the students build critical 
thinking and active listening.

http://www.advocatesforyouth.org/parent-child-communication-programs
http://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED352936
http://www.ericdigests.org/1992-2/civic.htm
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Why consciousness? 
A key part of consciousness, self awareness, is among the top 10 life 
skills recommended by WHO.42 There are many benefits to practicing 
self-awareness. It can make us more proactive, boost our acceptance, 
and encourage positive self-development.43 It allows us to see things 
from the perspective of others, practice self-control, work creatively and 
productively, and experience pride in ourselves and our work.44 It leads to 

better decision-making45, and it can make us better at our jobs, better communicators 
in the workplace, and enhance our self-confidence and job-related wellbeing46. 
Interestingly, the Harvard Business Review notes that only 10-15% of those they studied 
display self-awareness, although most of us believe we are self-aware.47

In addition to awareness of self, social and national awareness is also of great 
importance. Students with strong social awareness can more easily adapt to their 
environment and empathize with the perspectives of others. They are able to engage in 
constructive communication and resolve conflicts, while benefiting from peer support 
and learning. They are also less likely to engage in risk behaviors such as drug use and 
aggression.48 Instilling knowledge of India and its strong ethics in India’s young people is 
also considered critical, as stated in our National Education Policy.49

What does consciousness look like in action?
Our leaders take time to discover who they are and what matters to them. They pay 
attention to their thoughts and feelings. They recognize both our common humanity 
and appreciate diversity and difference. 

They seek to understand the community around them and the broader world that they 
live in. All of this helps ground them in the truth of self, other, the education system, 
broader community and the world. Practicing consciousness helps students identify 
their strengths, gain confidence in their abilities and skills, and strive towards excellence 
in their chosen fields of study and work. It also reminds us that acting ethically is of 
utmost importance.

42 https://nutspace.in/10-core-life-skills/ 
43 Sutton 2016: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5114878/ 
44 Silvia & O’Brien, 2004: https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2004-17931-003  
45 Ridley, Schutz, Glanz, & Weinstein, 1992: https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1993-28268-001  
46 Sutton, Williams, & Allinson, 2015: https://b2e65525-e60d-4c4a-85fc-adbbdc540c06.filesusr.com/ugd/
a0846c_ca7b38eb9290432e8ea1200c0b759acd.pdf  
47 Eurich 2018: https://hbr.org/2018/01/what-self-awareness-really-is-and-how-to-cultivate-it 
48 https://www.transformingeducation.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Introduction-to-Social-Awareness.
pdf
49 National Education Policy 2020

https://nutspace.in/10-core-life-skills/ 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5114878/
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2004-17931-003 
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1993-28268-001 
https://b2e65525-e60d-4c4a-85fc-adbbdc540c06.filesusr.com/ugd/a0846c_ca7b38eb9290432e8ea1200c0b759acd.pdf  
https://b2e65525-e60d-4c4a-85fc-adbbdc540c06.filesusr.com/ugd/a0846c_ca7b38eb9290432e8ea1200c0b759acd.pdf  
https://hbr.org/2018/01/what-self-awareness-really-is-and-how-to-cultivate-it 
https://www.transformingeducation.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Introduction-to-Social-Awareness.pdf
https://www.transformingeducation.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Introduction-to-Social-Awareness.pdf
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Deepigashri, a 9th grader from Chennai, believes in 
providing quality education to all children. She views 
education as a journey towards building articulation, 
innovation, creativity and life skills in students, as opposed 
to rote learning. She worked in collaboration with an 
NGO called ‘Katha on Ratha’, where she conducted story 
telling sessions with students from Grade 1 and 4, to build 
confidence in students. She used creative teaching methods 
such as quizzes, flash cards and puzzles.

How can students and teachers build the 8Cs in 
classrooms?

Our model brings learning and leadership together. Students can build the 8Cs by 
practicing them through academic content, classroom culture and opportunities for 
exposure. As students build the 8Cs in themselves, they also build it in others and work 
in partnership towards change. 

Students can use a simple reflection tool to progress on the vision scale towards the 3 
Commitments. 
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1. Envision: Students identify the outcomes that they want to work towards, against 
the 3 commitments:
a. Commitment to Self: Prepare for a life and livelihood of my choice
b. Commitment to Others: Accelerate the learning of others to unleash their 

potential
c. Commitment to India: Work in partnership for change

2. Plan: Students choose the Cs that will get them to their goal/outcome.

3. Execute: Students choose and practice actions linked to one or more Cs as they 
strive to meet a specific outcome. Importantly, students practice these actions 
through Academic Content, Class Culture and Opportunities for Exposure. 

4. Reflect: Students assess where they are and reflect on actions that they will start 
doing, stop doing or continue doing as they progress on the 3 commitments.

5. Connect: Students look after themselves, build supportive relationships and work 
together towards desired outcomes.

Aligned to the NCERT’s Continuous Comprehensive Evaluation, it is important to 
measure the attainment of holistic learning goals. Holistic goals can be broken down 
into academic goals (academic subject goals) and growth on the 8Cs. Our understanding 
is that for students to be successful we cannot prioritize one over the other and that 
growth in the 8 Cs will both improve academic mastery and be critical for long-term 
success.

Holistic and continuous evaluation will be done in partnership between students and 
teachers. 

Tools aligned to this new framework are still being developed and will be released as a 
Part II to this white paper.

Daily Weekly Monthly Bi-yearly

Students

Teachers

Reflect on actions 
taken towards the 
Cs using tools like a 
habit tracker

Choose artefacts 
for student 
portfolio that 
represent progress 
and struggles

Reflect on which Cs 
led to academic 
progress and 
struggles and 
discuss with their 
teachers and peers. 
Teachers to also 
conduct monthly 
assessments.

Reflect on the 
student portfolio 
using the reflective 
scale and create a 
report of holistic 
learning to be 
shared with family,

Conduct academic checks for 
understanding/quizes/assignments

Snapshot of what a holistic assessment can look like
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Curiosity

• I ask questions 
• I seek new information from 

diverse perspectives 
• I find things that I need 

Courage

• I stand up for things that 
matter to me and others 

• I learn by taking action and 
making mistakes

• I persist when facing challenges

Consciousness

• I pay attention to my 
thoughts and feelings

• I reflect and grow in 
awareness of self, other and 
the world around me

Communication

• I listen deeply 
• I share effectively and 

authentically 
• I give and receive feedback 
• I advocate for things I believe in

Critical Thinking

• I identify and define a 
problem 

• I set meaningful goals, and 
plan and track progress 
towards them I make choices 
and decisions based on 
evidence

• I reflect on progress, identifying 
enablers and blockers

Courage in Opportunities

• Roles and responsibilities 
within the class  and school 
community

• Competitions within and out-
side of school

• Projects such as Design For 
Change, City As Lab, etc.

Compassion

• I take care of myself, 
others and the world 
around me 

Creativity 

• I learn ways to find solutions 
• I show originality in my work 
• I put my ideas into action and 

create change

Collaboration 

• I build a safe community of 
support 

• I mobilize others towards 
goals 

• that are bigger than I can 
achieve alone 

• I include others and encourage

Courage in Academic 
Content

• I overcome my fear of failure 
in mathematics

• I accept my mistakes and learn 
from them

• I persevere in solving 
problems

Actions corresponding each C 

Example of what ‘Courage’ in academic content and opportunities look like
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Why love?
According to American psychologist Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs50, love and 
belonging are essential for a human being’s survival. Research supports the notion 
that the relationship among students, teachers, and the subject of study are crucial to 
earning outcomes51. Students who perceive their teachers as more supportive have 
better achievement outcomes52.

Many iconic revolutions across the world have been driven by love and through their 
peaceful protests, they’ve  demonstrated the power and impact that it can have. An 
example that most people are familiar with is the Indian Independence Movement 
that was spearheaded by Mahatma Gandhi53, who believed that, love is the strongest 
force that the world possesses. Gandhi’s approach of ahimsa and satyagraha not only 
ended over 200 years of British rule in the subcontinent, but also demonstrated the 
importance and ability of love in a revolution. Indian educator and founder of the 
Design for Change movement Kiran Sethi points out that the word love is hidden in 
the word revolution.

Many students enter school with some form of internalized oppression. In the book 
Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Brazilian educator and philosopher Paulo Freire wrote 
about how love is a necessary component towards humanization and liberation 

50 Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
51 https://medium.com/age-of-awareness/the-essential-role-of-love-in-learning-and-teaching-
be47b32866bd 
52 Boynton & Boynton, 2005; Spilt, Koomen, & Thijs, 2011; Skinner & Green, 2008; Rimm-Kaufman & Sandi-
los, 2012; Gehlbach, Brinkworth, & Harris, 2012 
53 https://www.mkgandhi.org/momgandhi/chap88.htm

Love as an 
Approach

I believe that people need to be kind to one another and if everyone acted with and 
reacted to one another with love and care then our future will be saved.”
Devika, a Teach For India Student who began a ‘7 days of kindness’ project to make 
the world a better place

“

https://www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html
 https://medium.com/age-of-awareness/the-essential-role-of-love-in-learning-and-teaching-be47b32866bd 
 https://medium.com/age-of-awareness/the-essential-role-of-love-in-learning-and-teaching-be47b32866bd 
https://www.mkgandhi.org/momgandhi/chap88.htm
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of students. He stated that when students are faced with oppression, love is the act of 
courage that helps them find their voice and freedom. According to Freire, education 
can be an act of love when educators intentionally choose to value and present love 
onto their students and into the pedagogical process. This pedagogy of love humanizes 
learning by engaging students in an ongoing process of self-exploration and dialogue in 
the classroom.

What does love look like in action? 
Love is our overarching value. If we love ourselves, each other and our work, and if we 
work together, then we will make the progress we need to – and value the journey. Love 
for us has two components: our well-being and the well-being of others and leveraging 
partnership in our work. 

Focusing on our own well-being and how we can manage our energy as we work 
towards our goals is of critical importance. While there is always more we can learn, we 
need to find joy in the journey we are on as well. When we are okay, we can help others 
be okay. There is a lot we can do to help others manage their well-being, too. We can be 
aware of how others are doing and reach out to help them. We can create safe spaces 
for them to speak openly. We can respect and value each person’s identity and hold 
diverse perspectives. We can celebrate each person’s progress and support them to do 
better. We can resolve doubts by clarifying and not judging. We can respond respectfully 
in all situations.

Partnership is a critical component of love. For students, partnership with other 
students and teachers/others will help them be an active participant in driving 
educational equity. For teachers, partnership with other adults and students will help 
them learn and teach.

The love we share makes me feel that my own sense of worth comes from there. 
It doesn’t matter how old we are, we all want to be loved. That’s what my students 
have given me: a place to belong to, call my own, allow for love and safety to exist.”
Satya, 2016-18 Teach For India Fellow

“

Mrunali and Khushi, 2 school students from Pune decided to spread love in their city 
and organized a Hug Campaign for the citizens of Pune. They got the idea from the 
Free Hugs Campaign which is a social movement involving individuals who offer hugs 
to strangers in public places. The hugs were meant to be random acts of kindness, or 
selfless acts performed just to make others feel better. 
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Bringing it All Together
When I reimagine education, I would want to bring happiness to schools. Students 
will only be happy when we learn topics that we’re passionate about. We need to 
give students the kind of environment they want, and can feel happy in. We also 
need to nurture students’ curiosity and include experiential learning with skill 
building processes like life skills and the 8Cs.”
Supriya, Teach For India Student 

“

In some ways, the ideas in this paper seem obvious. We all understand the need 
to build curiosity. We all believe in partnership. We know that the world needs 
compassion. And yet, walk into classroom after classroom across India and you see a 

teacher talking while students listen, you see rote learning and very little questioning, 
you see deeply entrenched hierarchy and power, you see great resistance to change. 
And with all of this, the inevitable results that follow. The majority of India’s children 
falling behind from grade 3, 55% of ten year olds unable to read simple text, India 
trailing at the end of the world’s countries in the PISA test.

The barriers to the classrooms that this paper describes are many. One set of barriers 
links to our own mindsets. As adults in the system, we’re used to control and power in 
education. We’re nervous to give it up. We’re afraid of chaos. Our education systems are 
designed to perpetuate the status quo. Our many-levelled hierarchy is hard to break 
through. There are too many people who need to be invested and brought along. Our 
students, themselves, may be hesitant to embrace this new way of learning. They are 
used to the predictable rhythm of their textbooks and exams. We may be resource 
constrained. The list goes on.

Added to this, there’s a lot to implement. A new vision. Big commitments that we make 
- to ourselves and our students. Three principles that are still nascent ideas in most 
schools and significant paradigm shifts. Eight skills that we’ll practice, some days living 
up to their actions and other days faltering. A radical approach of love.
Whatever the barriers and however steep the mountain, the time to embrace what 
we know is needed is now. The time to ensure that no child grows up and lives a life 
of poverty is now. The need to flood the world with love has never felt more pressing. 
The importance of unleashing all of our leadership, and of feeling the strength of 
our togetherness is now. Today. This minute. In partnership with the 8C’s. One step 
at a time. Because the destination of equity and excellence in education is worth 
overcoming any barrier for. A world free of poverty and filled with love is a better world 
for all of us.
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In this section, we have put together some additional resources which will help teachers 
build some of the principes, skills and ideas that the paper talks about. 

1. Online courses 
a. Safe spaces for voice
b. Kids and educators as partners
c. Kids as changemakers
d. Building relationships with your students
e. Effective two-way student teacher feedback
f. Introduction to sharing circles
g. Joy in the classroom
h. Building reflection in students

2. Webinars
a. What if kindness is the new normal? 
b. Compassion, today more than ever with Anu Aga
c. Why empathy is crucial in a post-covid world?
d. What teacher practices and perspectives grow student leadership
e. Fostering 21st century skills in a virtual world
f. Defining, teaching assessing and teaching students critical thinking
g. Insights from Ravela and Amalaya’s class: Voices of Expression
h. Integrative Arts: Nurturing the creative process as a tool for transformation

3. Stories, learnings and exact steps to undertake changemaking projects at 
different levels
a. Self
b. Classroom
c. School
d. Community
e. System

4. Websites
a. Teach For India
b. Kids Education Revolution (KER)
c. Firki, Teach For India’s teacher training portal

Additional Resources

https://www.firki.co/courses/course-v1:TeachForIndia+SL101+2019_S1/about
https://www.firki.co/courses/course-v1:TeachForIndia+KE101+2020_KE/about
https://www.firki.co/courses/course-v1:TeachForIndia+SL102+2019_S2/about
https://www.firki.co/courses/course-v1:StudentandEnvironment+SE101+2016_T2/about
https://www.firki.co/courses/course-v1:TeachForIndia+CI310+2020_T1/about
https://www.firki.co/courses/course-v1:TeachForIndia+CS100+2016_17/about
https://www.firki.co/courses/course-v1:TeachForIndia+BR402+2016_17/about
https://www.firki.co/courses/course-v1:TeachForIndia+BR401+2016_17/about
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wPJBTUQrphU&feature=youtu.be&ab_channel=ContactFirki
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3z4_RbSETMA&feature=youtu.be&ab_channel=ContactFirki
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fGDQPUETTm4&feature=youtu.be&ab_channel=ContactFirki
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0uw109qgpr8&feature=youtu.be&ab_channel=ContactFirki
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1DEjNNFDRWc&feature=youtu.be&ab_channel=ContactFirki
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RYhLQiiszR0&feature=youtu.be&ab_channel=ContactFirki
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=25_YjGO-_PA&feature=youtu.be&ab_channel=ContactFirki
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n3fE55b7rus&feature=youtu.be&ab_channel=ContactFirki
https://www.kidseducationrevolution.org/self
https://www.kidseducationrevolution.org/classroom
https://www.kidseducationrevolution.org/school
https://www.kidseducationrevolution.org/community
https://www.kidseducationrevolution.org/system
https://www.teachforindia.org/
https://www.kidseducationrevolution.org/
https://www.firki.co/register
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