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and irreverent humour. Going to the princi-
pal’s house was routine and fun. Decades on, 
we exchange emails and phone calls every 
couple of months. He insisted I stop calling 
him ‘Sir’ a long time ago, saying it made him 
feel like a bank manager. On his last visit to 
Bengaluru, Das, now 88, was chief guest at 
an old boys’ cricket match between Doon 
and Mayo. I have a photo of him listening 
intently to a youngster, who wasn’t even 
born when Das was principal at Mayo, talk 
about his agricultural trading business. Still 
with lessons for us to learn, Das gently 
pointed out that it was a pity that alumni 
from the two schools were sitting sepa-
rately. I made amends and had a delightful 
afternoon. A recent conversation with Bose 
was about a 30-year-old ex-student who 
needs a kidney replacement. Her face was 
clouded over with worry and the stress of 
planning a course of treatment and being a 
de facto parent to the youngster who is an 
orphan. Bose says a big influence has been 
American writer David Brooks, who in The 
Road to Character and the recently pub-
lished How to Know a Person, lays out prin-
ciples for being a better listener and a more 
empathetic person. In thought and deed, 
Das and Bose have lived by those principles 
to the benefit of generations of students.

are often more relevant examples for today’s 
workforce, which requires different man-
agement styles than the command-and-con-
trol hierarchies of yesteryear. Shomie Das 
has the unique distinction of having been 
headmaster at Mayo College, The Lawrence 
School and The Doon School and then suc-
cessfully setting up Oakridge International 
School when most people would have been 
contemplating retirement. Shukla Bose 
worked at the Oberoi Hotels and then 
headed Resort Condominiums India (RCI) 
before sitting at a small table in a slum in 
Bengaluru to enlist children to study at a 
small school she had started. Twenty years 
on, Parikrma runs four schools plus a junior 
college for as many as 1,800 children, often 
from slums and shelters. It counts graduates 
from National Law School of Bengaluru and 
Indian Institutes of Management among its 
alumni. Its football team is excellent.

As a book out this year, Knowing What We 
Know by Simon Winchester recounts, Par-
ikrma sets a new standard for care of stu-
dents because it includes their parents in its 
responsibilities. The schools provide 
employment for about 60 parents, who pre-
pare the meals or drive its buses. Despite 
often challenging circumstances at home, 
the high spirits and confidence of the chil-

A  school expedition to reach the 
Chanderkhani Pass had gone wrong. 
A severe snowstorm overnight had 

exacerbated the exhaustion of a group of 
boys and girls, prompting the headmaster 
leading the trek in Kullu to turn back. Dec-
ades on, one of the students on the trek 
recalls there were no lectures on persever-
ance or the need to toughen up. Instead, the 
headmaster used humour to rally their spir-
its. The headmaster was Shomie Das, then at 
The Lawrence School, Sanawar.

During an Independence Day celebration 
this year at one of the Parikrma Humanity 
Foundation schools for underprivileged 
children in Bengaluru, a boy in his mid-
teens suffered stage fright. As the children 
came off the stage, he looked crushed. The 
founder of the school, Shukla Bose, walked 
up to him and enveloped him in a huge hug.

As a society, we lionize businesspeople, 
politicians and sport stars, and overlook 
great educators who navigate leadership 
roles and pastoral care simultaneously. They 

and reliability of too many of our board 
exams are poor.

Misdirected exam design ends up 
undermining all aspects of education, 
from teaching and classroom or school 
practices to text books, which all tend to 
focus on facts and memorization, rather 
than on real learning and achieving 
competencies and curricular goals.

The NCF makes significant changes 
in board exams to address these issues. 
These changes are interrelated and in 
conjunction with those in the overall 
curricular approach, related to learning 
standards, content, textbooks, pedagog-
ical methods and more.

The burden of board examinations on 
students would be reduced through 
multiple actions. By making exams 
‘easier and lighter,’ for example, which 
doesn’t imply less rigour, but the 
reverse, as it requires focusing sharply 
on competencies rather than fact 
recounting. The content load across 
subjects would be reduced significantly.

All board exams will be offered at 
least twice a year, giving students the 
option to take an exam a second time 
and improve. Only the best score will be 
reflected in the mark-sheet. Over a 
period, we will move to ‘on-demand’ 
exams, meaning whenever the student 
is ready. This move will significantly 
help reduce stress, because students 
will neither be penalized for a particular 
day’s performance, nor be judged for-
ever on potentially false readings of 
their actual learning.

Board examinations would assess the 
achievement of competencies for the 
secondary stage, as stated in the Curric-
ulum. These exams will provide a valid 
and reliable picture of student perform-
ance on those competencies. To ensure 
this, all aspects of test design will be 
worked upon, including rigorous selec-
tion of test developers and evaluators, 
and their appropriate training; 
improvement in the test development 
process; and a periodic review of the 
efficacy, validity and reliability of the 
redesigned exams.

Admission methods for higher edu-
cation are not within the NCF’s remit, 
but it explicitly states the issues. In 
terms of capacity, India is short of high-
quality higher education institutions 
(HEIs), which makes admission at that 
level a process of selection through 
elimination. With hundreds of thou-
sands of students chasing a minuscule 
number of HEI seats, competition is 
fierce. In board exams, all students can 
do as well as the others, as these are 
assessments of learning. But in higher- 
education admissions, many must lose 
out, given our capacity constraint.

The solution to this crisis is not within 
the school system. Though, even more 
than board exams, this situation is the 
cause of many serious problems among 
school students, including high stress 
and serious mental health issues (not 
just afflicting students but also their 
families); a culture of commercial 
coaching and tutoring; and a deep and 
wide trend to ignore real learning and 
focus on ‘cracking’ entrance tests for 
college admissions, vitiating the very 
purpose of school education.

The National Education Policy 2020 
(NEP) has a comprehensive set of 
responses to address these challenges, 
including some that have been imple-
mented, such as a Common University 
Entrance Test. But the core solution to 
the crisis lies in a substantial expansion 
of the number of high-quality HEIs we 
have. The NEP has set out a clear path 
towards this, though given the array of 
sustained actions required to turn this 
into reality, it will be a very long haul.

While this column has touched only 
upon board exams, the NCF has a com-
prehensive framework and detailed 
guidelines for examinations across 
grades. We must change and improve 
these to enable real learning and make 
genuine assessments of it. The NCF is 
fully conscious of the truth in the old 
wisecrack about Indian education: 
“Hamare yahaan shikshaa nahin, par-
eekshaa tantra hai.” We have an exam 
system, not an education system.

B oard examinations are among the 
key problems of Indian education. 
The National Curriculum Frame-

work for School Education 2023 (NCF) 
confronts this matter head-on, starting 
with explicitly acknowledging current 
issues instead of dodging these.

Stress caused by board exams among 
students and their families is the first 
big issue. This is driven by a variety of 
reasons, including: exams marks being 
seen socially as measure of ‘intrinsic 
worth’ and believing that they have life-
altering effects; the results of these 
examinations being used for college 
admissions or sometimes even for jobs 
later; underperformance on just one 
day of exams having severe effects; and 
commercial interests that create artifi-
cial competitive pressures so as to make 
money from coaching and tuition.

Second, most board examinations do 
not achieve their primary purpose, and 
worse, misguide much educational 
effort in schools. These exams are sup-
posed to certify competencies attained 
by students at the end of grades 10 and 
12. Instead, too many mostly test memo-
rization of a huge range of facts. This 
fundamental misalignment gives a woe-
fully incomplete (at best) or incorrect (at 
worst) picture of student learning. 
Third, most test instruments are poorly 
designed, which leads to unacceptable 
variations between evaluators and over-
all inconsistency. In brief: the validity 

We should change and improve testing to enable real learning and make genuine assessments of it

Anurag Behar
is CEO of Azim Premji Foundation.

Empathetic educators offer lessons on ideal leadership
Rahul Jacob

A bout a month-and-a-half after 
the Israel-Hamas war started, 
there is at last hope of the blood-
shed ending, even if only for a 
bit. Israel has agreed to pause its 
military action in Gaza for four 

days in exchange for the release in batches of 
50 hostages held by Hamas. For every addi-
tional 10 released, Israel has promised to 
extend the pause by a day. Plus, according to 
Hamas, Israel will release 150 Palestinians held 
behind bars. That bombs and guns will fall 
silent if this plan succeeds is a relief not just to 
Gazans, who are in dire need of aid supplies, 
having suffered an Israeli anti-Hamas blitz 
that has left over 14,000 dead, by a Palestinian 
count, with children among them said to be 
four times the toll taken by Hamas’ terror 
attack of 7 October that sparked the war. 
Gazans need a breather. To the rest of the 
world, this week’s pact signals a will on both 
sides to talk, even if only via intermediaries. 
This suggests a dip in the proximate risk of a 
wider flare-up of this war, which should calm 
markets like crude oil that take cues from it. 
What it implies for armed hostilities once this 
brief truce runs out is harder to judge. Israel 
has reaffirmed its intent to wipe out Hamas, 
although it can’t take US backing for granted in 
perpetuity, given China’s opportunistic efforts 
to court those put off by America’s stance.

No matter how the US views the geopolitical 
puzzle of West Asia, with its 21st century global 
rival looking to make gains at its expense, the 
peace that is eventually sought must go well 
beyond a return to what prevailed before 7 
October. For lasting stability, the region needs 
a proper settlement of the Israel-Palestine dis-
pute, a peace pact across old ruptures that the 

world at large can approve of. Its pursuit, we 
must make explicit, would have nothing to do 
with the horrors committed by Hamas and 
everything to do with justice. An unbiased look 
at the region’s history would place the spot-
light on a ‘two-state solution’ as a way out. It 
was what the United Nations asked for. It is 
what New Delhi advocates, as re-affirmed by 
India’s external affairs minister S. Jaishankar 
on Tuesday. For decades, it held an outline of 
hope for peace, only to be thwarted by rightist 
Israeli politics and Palestinian extremes that 
fed off each other. Israel will likely need new 
leadership for prospects of a truly free state of 
Palestine to brighten. Sadly, all Israel did was 
allow ‘self-rule’ on paper in Gaza and the West 
Bank, land marked for Palestine, while placing 
the former under siege and expanding into the 
latter with brazen disregard on frequent dis-
play for the rights of their residents.

Sure, peace is easier to advise than achieve. 
There are so many sticky points that only a 
global effort has any chance of resolving this 
vexed issue. An earnest attempt, though, will 
require us not to tiptoe around but address 
issues that past peace talks left for later, such as 
control over spots considered holy by different 
faiths. In this context, Jerusalem’s Dome of the 
Rock would be in focus. It stands on a site holy 
to Jews as the Temple Mount and to Muslims 
as the Al Aqsa complex. While Jerusalem was 
to be the shared capital of both states, suspi-
cions run rife among Palestinians of a planned 
takeover of that site by the Jewish state. Only a 
rational approach can resolve its status and it’s 
best if no move is made without a consensus. 
This means we must evolve not just past the 
age of war, but also past the era of property 
discords arising from matters of faith.

Gaza: Sustainable peace 
should be the global aim
The agreement between Israel and Hamas to pause the war comes as a relief but enduring 
peace will take a two-state solution and a rational approach to clashing holy-land claims
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The recent turbulence
in India’s equity

markets is a story of what
can be called a
“confidence gap”. India’s
policymakers are overly
optimistic about the
country’s economic
prospects; its markets are
singing a different tune.

Because these markets
are so dependent on
foreign funds, the barest
hint of a withdrawal or
contraction in liquidity
by the US Fed is enough
to cause panic. And this
is justified. India’s
attractiveness until some
years ago was due to its
heady growth prospects.
This is no longer the
case. As India’s growth
weakens, investors
cannot be faulted for
shying away.

This is unlikely to
change soon. India is in a
monetary tightening
mode. That surely has an
impact on investment
and, in turn, growth.
Until it sorts out its
problems, the markets
will remain turbulent. Its
policymakers, in the
meantime, should quit
saying “the fundamentals
are strong”.
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RIVER WATERS

Brahmaputra
reservoirs to
counter China

BY UTPAL BHASKAR

utpal.b@livemint.com
·························
NEW DELHI

India is planning to build a
series of massive water res-
ervoirs in Arunachal

Pradesh in order to manage
the fallout from Chinese at-
tempts to divert river waters
that flow into the Brahmapu-
tra. But the plans have run up
against a potential hurdle: the
possible submergence of
towns and villages.

According to documents re-
viewed by Mint, while India is
trying to expedite the con-
struction of hydropower
projects in the strategically im-
portant north-eastern state, it
also wants to prioritize the
construction of storage
projects as a fallback option.

These projects with large
water reservoirs can store wa-
ter during the monsoon and
use it during the off-peak sea-
son unlike run-of-the-river
(RoR) projects.

RoR projects harness the
seasonal flows of the river to
generate electricity and supply
peak load as opposed to big
dams with large water reser-
voirs that are good for base
loads.

Reservoir projects, on the
other hand, involve water stor-
age, which addresses the risks
associated with seasonal
changes in the natural flow
and availability of river water.

“We want the projects to be
storage projects as it will help
us store water in the monsoon
season, even if China diverts
water,” said a senior Indian
government official aware of
the country’s strategy.

Planners are concerned be-
cause of all Indian states, Aru-
nachal Pradesh has the highest
potential for hydropower gen-
eration, estimated at 50,064
megawatts (MW)—much
needed for economic develop-
ment. But less than 1%, or
405MW, has been commis-
sioned so far, even as 94
projects with a combined ca-
pacity of 41,502.5MW have

been allotted by the state gov-
ernment.

China has been reticent
about talking about its water
diversion or construction
plans, and has termed the
projects RoR schemes. But In-
dian experts, not wanting to
take chances, feel that building
water reservoirs in Arunachal
Pradesh can minimize any im-
pact on the Brahmaputra’s
morphology, environment and
power projects.

However, the construction
of large storage projects can
lead to issues of rehabilita-
tion—a hotly debated issue in
India.

According to documents re-
viewed by Mint, China has
36 projects on rivers upstream
of the Brahmaputra, of which
30 have already been complet-
ed.

Of the rest, two are under-
construction projects at Zang-
mu and Phudo Dzong. The re-
maining four sites are at Jiexu,
Zhongda, Jiacha and on the
Great Bend of Brahmaputra.

A partial blockage of the
Brahmaputra river created by
landslides near the Great Bend
has been an area of concern
for New Delhi and is being
monitored by Indian intelli-
gence agencies.

“If China diverts water, one
has to have a fallback project
in the form of storage projects.
In the lean period or during
winters, this stored water can
be used. This was also the rec-
ommendation of the IMEG (in-
ter-ministerial expert group),”
said Umesh Narayan Panjiar,
chairman of Bihar Electricity
Regulatory Commission, and a
former secretary in the minis-
try of water resources.

IMEG was set up by a com-
mittee of secretaries on the
Brahmaputra water diversion
issue.

Indian experts are of the
view that the diversion of wa-
ter by China will affect the
2,700MW Siang Lower project
being developed by JP Associ-
ates and Siang Upper or Siang
Intermediate projects planned
by state-owned NHPC Ltd.

Mint reported on 3 March
2010 about Jaiprakash Hydro-
Power Ltd seeking to raise tar-
iff for power generated from its
project in Arunachal Pradesh
in the event of a decrease in
water discharge because of
Chinese actions.

However, the possible stor-
age issue has assumed para-
mount importance because of
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But plans to manage
fallout from Chinese
diversion of water face
a hurdle: submergence
of towns and villages

NATURE’S FURY

Two dead as Cyclone Helen crosses
Andhra Pradesh, 20,000 evacuated

BY N IKITA MEHTA

nikita.m@livemint.com
·························
NEW DELHI

D isaster management au-
thorities acted swiftly for

the second time in less than
seven weeks, evacuating over
20,000 people to the safety of
shelters before Cyclone Helen
crossed the southern Andhra
Pradesh coast near Machili-
patnam on Friday afternoon,
killing at least two people, ac-
cording to the state disaster
management department.

“Two people have been offi-
cially declared dead due to the
cyclone—one because of a fall-
ing tree and another because
of a collapsed hut,” said C.
Parthasarthi, commissioner of
the state disaster management
department, hours after the cy-
clone made landfall at 1 pm
with wind speeds of 80-90km
per hour.

The India Meteorological
Department (IMD) described
the cyclone as “severe”.

Amalapuram division in East
Godavari, Narasapura division
in West Godavari and Machili-
patnam in Krishna district
faced the most damage from
inundation and lashing winds,
according to Parthasarthi.
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Exactly 27 years to the day
Mike Tyson became the

youngest at 20 to claim a world
heavyweight boxing title with a
two-round knockout, another
young sportsman acquired leg-
endary status on Friday by ce-
menting his position as the
world’s greatest in chess—the
equivalent of boxing in mind
games—with an equally over-
whelming victory over the
reigning world champion.

With a draw in the 10th
game, Norway’s Magnus
Carlsen, 22, outclassed Viswa-
nathan Anand, the champion
since 2007, to claim the world
chess title by a margin of three
wins to nothing with two
games to spare—the biggest
ever since world champion-
ship matches got shortened to
12 games in 2008.

Carlsen didn’t, though, be-
come the youngest world chess
champion. Former champion
Garry Kasparov stays ahead—
he, too, was 22 when he won
the title, but was a few months
younger.

The enormity of Carlsen’s
victory is reminiscent of Tys-
on’s thrashing of Jamaican-Ca-
nadian Trevor Berbick on the
night of 22 November 1986 in a
bout that lasted only two min-

utes and 35 seconds. Berbick,
who was the last to fight legen-
dary boxer Muhammad Ali,
held the World Boxing Council
title at that time.

With the whole of Norway
celebrating, the country’s
Prime Minister Erna Solberg
had asked to speak to Carlsen
on phone after Friday’s game
had ended, the world champi-
on’s manager Espen Agdestein
said in an interview.

Starting with Game 4,
Carlsen looked as intimidating
as Tyson in his prime and had
Anand struggling in nearly
every game.

Even in Friday’s Game 10,
the embattled Indian grand-
master was lucky to escape
with a draw after he blundered
on the 28th move. It was the
first time Carlsen missed any-
thing at all in this match—if he
had seized the opportunity, he
would have very likely won
again.

“I missed something sim-
ple…, but it doesn’t feel very
important now,” Carlsen said,
adding that it was a “nice fight
and a worthy end”.

Though he only needed a
draw on Friday to clinch the ti-
tle, the Norwegian grandmas-

ter probed on and settled for a
draw after about five hours of
battle. Anand recovered and
defended accurately, and
eventually managed to avoid a
fourth defeat.

“He continues to shatter the
highest expectations with his
skill and tenacity,” Kasparov
said on Twitter, congratulating
the winner.

The vanquished Indian
grandmaster admitted that
Carlsen dominated the match,
describing his own perform-
ance as a “big disappoint-
ment” as he kept making mis-
takes in long-drawn battles.

Anand said his biggest chal-
lenge was “holding out at the
board” because in the run-up
to the match, he was making
unforced errors in tournament
play. His strategy against
Carlsen was to avoid that, but
it didn’t work, he added.

His loss in Game 5 was, ac-
cording to Anand, the turning
point in the match. It was a
long game after four consecu-
tive draws, and Anand made
an unforced error after four-
and-a-half hours of play. He
said it was a “heavy blow” and
he got “depressed” there on.
He lost Game 6—the second in
a row—and the match was all
but over at the half-way stage.

Carlsen, however, said

TURN TO PAGE 2®

TITLE MATCH

Carlsen dethrones Anand as world champion
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Second storm: A Nasa satellite image shows Cyclone Helen hitting
India’s east coast on Thursday. This is the second cyclone to hit
Andhra Pradesh since Phailin in early October, which was the strongest
to cross the coast of India since 1999.

Q&A: BofAML’s Kaku Nakhate
on how to dealmake >4

INTERNATIONAL: Iran nuclear talks resume
after diplomats cite little progress >12

TECHNOLOGY: Apple recoups most Samsung
damages cut from 2012 verdict >12

ECONOMY: Banks hit market to
issue longterm bonds again >5

Checkmate:Magnus Carlsen (left) outclassed Viswanathan Anand to
claim the world chess title by a margin of three wins to nothing.
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Sustainable peace 
requires justice and 

equality so that people 
may experience lives of 

dignity free of fear. 

Robyn Short

is a Mint columnist and a 
former Financial Times foreign 
correspondent.
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approach. At The Doon School, Das had boys 
help with relief work after the Uttarkashi 
earthquake in 1992. Similarly, Bose has 
taken advantage of a donor’s large land grant 
outside Bengaluru to recently set up a “no 
walls” school to rotate its students through 
for a few days at a time, so they can get away 

from the urban sprawl of 
Bengaluru and enjoy 
nature. The project called 
Oxygen is just getting 
started, yet the great 
Impressionist painters of 
the 19th century would 
rejoice at the exuberance of 
the gigantic mosaic murals 
the students have created 
at the new campus. While 
recounting alumni’s suc-
cesses, a director of enter-
tainment on a cruise liner 
and former students who 
have returned to the school 

to work as child psychologists and teachers 
are mentioned with equal pride.

I was a student at Mayo College a half cen-
tury ago, when Das was principal there. I 
remain a life-long agnostic about boarding 
school education, but hero-worshipped him 
and his late wife Phiroza for their warmth 

dren is infectious. Discussing the chapter on 
Parikrma in the book, the children were not 
over-awed that a famous non-fiction writer 
had profiled their school. Instead, a girl 
pointed out that the street dogs adopted by 
the school had different names from the 
characters in Shakespeare Winchester had 
referenced. Another said 
he had omitted to mention 
that Parikrma kids call 
their teachers “Anna” and 
“Akka,” elder brother and 
sister in South India. She 
worried that the author 
had missed the love and 
respect students had for 
their teachers.

Though they have run 
schools decades apart with 
students from opposite 
ends of the spectrum of 
privilege, Das and Bose 
share common principles. 
Sukanya Das, who is working on a biography 
of Shomie Das and has conducted Zoom 
interviews with him and many of his stu-
dents, observes that a commitment to social 
service and “an insistence on getting chil-
dren out of the classroom” and exposed to 
extracurricular activities was central to Das’ 

We must 
acknowledge 

the impact 
teachers have 

and that leaders 
are not all of 

the same kind

We must not let an exam marks 
chase distort education in India


