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I AM thrilled with Kapil Sibal’s decision on the
CBSE Class X examinations. I think this was
long overdue. I see the decision as the
removal of a thorn in our education system.

The Class X examination, to my mind, served
no purpose. Some of the most successful
people in the world went through an educa-
tion system when the 10+2 did not exist. The
Class X examination was conceived to 
assist in the streaming of children into voca-
tional and non-vocational tracks, but the 
vocational part was never seriously 
implemented.

And so the examination stayed on as one
weak wheel on a two-wheel vehicle. Instead
of helping to measure intelligence or aca-
demic achievement, the examination contin-
ued to cause undue stress in the lives of our
already overburdened children. The reason
it was introduced never fructified.

There has been some criticism of the minis-
ter’s decision. The critics suggest that the
absence of an examination will remove the
incentive for teachers to teach. In my view, if
teachers are merely teaching to test, then
they are doing the system a great disserv-
ice. Regardless, the new system will place a

far greater emphasis on the continuous
assessment of children’s learning through-
out the school year that should more than
mitigate the removal of this examination.

Removing the Class X examination means
one less headache for students. As far as the
Class XII examination goes, the stress among
students isn’t caused because of the exam.
There is stress because the universities don’t
have an admission policy of their own. They
are not thinking about an admission process
in which marks are only one parameter.

The Class XII examination should never have
been used as the only mechanism to inform
college admissions. It should serve only as a
‘cap’ for the 13 years we spend in school. The
CBSE, or any other board conducting 
school-leaving exams, must focus on the cap-
ping of the school experience, instead of try-
ing to become a ‘filter’ for university
entrance. If it tries to do both, it will fall
between two stools.

I would suggest that universities develop
their own system whereby they determine
college entrance. The school-leaving exam-
ination should be only one element in a stu-
dent’s application. Most university systems
all over the world use marks only as one of
the parameters.

Other things come into play for admissions
as well — like the student’s statement of pur-
pose, letters of recommendation and extra-
curricular achievements. When you have an
admission process where marks obtained in
the school-leaving exam are only one
parameter, stress levels among students will
automatically come down.

— Arun Kapur is the director 
of Vasant Valley School
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COMMENTARY

‘Class X examination,
to my mind, served

no purpose’ 
DAWN OF A NEW SYSTEM
The new system of Continuous and Com-
prehensive Evaluation (CCE) will replace
the board exams making it optional from
the academic year 2010-11. The new grades
system will have a formative and a summa-
tive assessment of the students, which will
be done through out the two-term one-
year academic calendar.

FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT
To evaluate and grade class work, home-
work, assignments and project work
there will be two evaluations each in the 
first and second terms; both evaluations

will carry 10 marks each

SUMMATIVE ASSESSMENT
Based on the term-end examination there
will be a term-end exam for each term;
the first term-end exam will carry 20
marks and the second term-end exam will
carry 40 marks 

EVALUATION
Students of classes IX and X will be evalu-
ated on a nine-point system. Grades will be
given on the basis of the assessments that
will correspond to a range of marks :
A1: 95 and above; A2: 90 to 94; A3: 85 to

89; B1: 80 to 84; B2: 70 to 79; C1: 60 to 69
C2: 50 to 59; C3: 33 to 49; D: Less than
33 (needs improvement instead of fail)

THE GOOD AND THE BAD
PROS
� The new grading system will eliminate the
problem arising out of a situation where
even a one-mark difference weighs heavily
in favour of the student who has got one
mark more than his peers. But in the new
system there has to be a difference of five
per cent to make a grade change otherwise
all students scoring, say between, 90 and 94
will all get the grade A2

� A student will be evaluated through out
the year rather than just through a term-
end exam
� Homework and class test will assume
more importance
� Students to get feedback on their per-
formance when evaluated continuously
� Dependence on coaching classes may
reduce

CONS
� Students and parents will have to be on
their toes throughout the year
� More time needed for homework 
� Stress in class XII may rise as there wont
be any preparatory exam

R
EPLACING MARKS with grades and making 
the Class X board examinations optional 
has got a thumbs up from educationists. 
But they warn that it is not a remedy for 
all the ills afflicting our school education 
system.

Says Dr Shalini Advani, director, Learn Today, and former principal
of The British School, “For a vast number of children, the Class X
board examinations have been a gigantic con — for many students,
it does not matter in the way the Class XII results do, but it creates
terrible panic and pressure. A public exam of this nature becomes an
arbitrary measure of your entire worth as a 15-year-old.” 

The existing system, experts say, is unbalanced. The Class X board
exams often lead students to do little work in Class XI. “Students
believe that they are ‘recovering’ and gearing up before the renewed
pressure of Class XII,” says Advani, author of Schooling the National
Imagination. “Schools push their Class XI students into activities not
allowed for Class X students. This is an absurd and lopsided way to
educate young people.”

Many school administrators agree that Class X exams should have
been abolished long ago. “Students in Class X are immature and the
pressure built by parents and society is unbearable for them,” says
R.C. Shekhar, director, Gyan Bharti School. “In Class XII, they are
more mature and can face the challenge of board exams.”

The sentiment is shared with reservations by Vinay Kumar, principal,
DPS Vasant Kunj, though he believes HRD minister Kapil Sibal has
offered a creative way out. “I believe only 10-15 per cent of the students
who are weak will opt not to take their board exams,” says Kumar.
“Stress is a part of life. Without it, there’s no growth. Many parents
won’t allow their children not to take the exam.”

Exam stress, some believe, is a problem of elite students. “We do
need to reduce exam stress among school children, but it is a problem
that afflicts a small percentage. The problem of 90 per cent of the stu-
dents is not getting decent education leading up to an exam,” says
Jayati Ghosh, professor of economics at Jawaharlal Nehru University,
a member of the wound-up National
Knowledge Commission.

The predominant view among edu-
cationists seems to favour the need
to detraumatise education without
doing away with exams. “I find the
spirit laudable,” says former Sri Ram
School director and education con-
sultant Abha Adams. “Kapil Sibal
has said he wants to ‘detraumatise
education’. But not having exams is
not the answer to that. Continuous
and comprehensive evaluation pro-
posed in its place is an excellent idea
but is difficult to manage.”

STRESS is built into our school
system from the nursery
onwards, so it doesn’t make
sense to have cosmetic
changes. Education planners

make a case for a move away from
textbook-centred teaching and exam-
inations. “We need to test our stu-
dents on their ability to be creative,
their comprehension and their capa-
bility to produce new ideas. We don’t
test them on their original ideas, but
only on the basis of what other people
have said,” says R. Govinda, vice-
chancellor of National University of
Educational Planning and Adminis-
tration, New Delhi.

Agrees Shekhar: “The reforms that
are really needed are the ones in the
examination system. In most cases,
rote memorisers are the ones who
score. One cannot gauge a student’s
IQ from the present examination
system. The element of challenge in
question papers is also diminishing.”

Stress is unavoidable in a society
where college seats and employment
opportunities are way below the
demand. “We need to get rid of the
shortage,” Ghosh says. Giving the
example of her generation and her
daughter’s, she says: “I don’t remem-
ber being stressed out in school. I
belong to the generation that got
admission to the college we wanted.
Even if I tell my daughter that marks
don’t matter, she knows she needs 95
per cent to get into a good college.”

Despite the introduction of the
grading system in the Class X board
exams and their being made
optional from next year, the ghost of
the Class XII exams that students
will have to take two years later con-
tinues to spook them. Academics
say the Class XII board exams
should be delinked from college
admissions to help bring down
stress levels in students.

The National Knowledge Commis-
sion had proposed that all new
national universities must have a uni-
fied entrance exam to standardise
the admission criteria. “This will lead
to a massive reduction of stress,”
says Ghosh. “Even after taking their
Class XII exams, students spend the
rest of the summer taking entrance
tests.” Adds Govinda, “A certifying
test should not be the basis of college

admissions. Students face the pres-
sure not of passing school, but of get-
ting college admissions.”

The absence of a standardised
examination system in universi-
ties also means many students,
especially those opting for
engineering and medical
entrance tests, take their
Class XII exams lightly. Says
Ghosh, “My daughter is in
Class XII. There are students
she knows who don’t care about
their Class XII results because
they’re preparing for their med-
ical, engineering and architecture
entrance exams.”

Sibal has taken the first
step, but he has a lot
more to do to ‘detrau-
matise’ education.
neha.mehta
@mailtoday.in

By Neha Tara Mehta in New Delhi

CBSE MAKES THE GRADE WITH CAUTION

HOW GRADING SYSTEM WILL WORK 

MENTAL health professionals working
with stressed-out school children feel
Kapil Sibal’s prescription of grades for
Class X students and making the CBSE
exams optional from the 2010-11 session
is a mixed bag.

Deepak Gupta, child and adolescent
psychiatrist at Ganga Ram Hospital,

believes that not taking the board
exams in Class X could create

more pressure on stu-
dents in Class XII.

“The Class X exams
expose students

to the system and sensitise them,” says
Gupta. “Students who will now face
board exams for the first time in Class
XII could be overwhelmed.”

What won’t change, he says, is the
hype around the Class XII board exams.
“The exams have a lot of social conno-
tations. It’s a do or die thing. The feeling
among students that they would be left
with no options if they go wrong could
get even stronger as this would be their
first attempt at cracking the boards.”

Amit Sen, child and adolescent psychi-
atrist, welcomes the move. “Why
should students have to spend four
years of their adolescent life learning

to prepare for Class XII examinations?
The Class X exams are not a practice
match for the Class XII exams. Students
don’t have to become masters of board
examinations,” says Sen.

“I have gone through a system in
which there was one board exam.
There was no hullabaloo. I started
thinking about my Class XI exam only in
the last six months. The rest of the time
I spent in doing things that adolescent
years should be used for — playing
games, doing theatre and music, sort-
ing out relationships,” Sen adds.

The fact that the grading system will
reduce the national obsession with

marks is being seen as a welcome
move. “I’ve been waiting for the grad-
ing system. Earlier, students would suf-
fer because even a half-mark could
make a percentage difference,” says
Meenakshi Thakkar, a CBSE counsellor
at Mother’s International.

A potential area of concern, warns
Thakkar, is that teachers could become
lax about their work because they will
become the arbiters of their students’
destinies. “If a particular student does
not have a good rapport with the
teachers, he or she may stand to suf-
fer,” she says.
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You Ask

United States: Children are
assessed throughout the academic
year by teachers, and report cards
issued at varying intervals. The scores
for each assignment and tests are
recorded for all students in a grade
book, along with the maximum num-
ber of points for each assignment.  

United Kingdom: Under the
‘National Curriculum’ system, all stu-
dents have to take the Standard
Assessment Tests (SATs) towards the
ends of Key Stage 2 (after six years of
education) in core subjects, but not in
foundation subjects, where teacher
assessments hold the key. 

Australia: The grading system is
structured — A being the highest (85
& above percentile) and E the lowest.
The results in subjects studied for cer-
tificates are used to calculate a stu-
dent’s university entrance score, which
is called the Tertiary Entrance Rank.

Singapore: Most schools follow the
grading system of the GCE ‘O’ level
exam, which students take after four
or five years of secondary education,
with at least six subjects being
graded. A1 is highest achievable
grade and F9 is the lowest.

1Will Kapil Sibal’s move lessen
the stress load on students?

No. Stress is built into the system
from nursery classes. It intensi-
fies as students go to higher
classes.

2Will it become harder for
students to cope with their

Class XII board exams?
Yes and no. The pressure will be
more because it will be the first
time that they will be taking a
life-defining public exam. On the
positive side, they will be better-
equipped to handle the pressure.

3Will making Class X exams
optional make students less

serious about studies?
No. The continuous and compre-
hensive evaluation system being
put in place will ensure student
are continually monitored.

4Will the present move really
‘detraumatise education’?

No. The real trauma for students
starts at the time of college
admissions, for the Class XII
results are not taken into
account for professional degree
courses.

5Will the continuous and
comprehensive evaluation

system lead to charges of
favouritism by teachers?
Yes. The system will have to be
carefully monitored and safe-
guarded against this possibility.

SIBAL’S NEW SYSTEM GETS A MIXED RATING

HOW SCHOOLS IN
THE WEST DO IT

HRD minister
Kapil Sibal


