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ABSTRACT: 
There has been a proliferation of child-centred programs in developing countries over the last three decades, especially in Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia. Governments, international aid agencies, NGOs, and corporate philanthropies have explicitly sponsored progressive ideals as part of development reforms in schools and teacher education institutions. Progressive pedagogy has been linked to the modernisation of schooling in developing countries, to improving the quality of education for the poor, and to social democratisation – at least in terms of deepening practices of autonomy and self-control. However, reform discourses continue to construct pedagogy in largely apolitical, technicist terms – an input to enable ‘effective’ teaching for the universalisation of elementary education. Child-centred pedagogy is reduced to easily visible markers such as the presence of wall-charts, songs and games, and students seated in groups. These become charged as evidence of ‘good’ teaching, rendering child-centred education impervious to a deeper critique of its assumptions, processes, and effects. Indeed, the politics of pedagogy in developing countries has been largely unexamined – for example, that nations like India have been urged to adopt child-centred programs as part of external aid mandates, and as Richard Tabulawa (2003) argues, that the sponsorship of these programs promote external rather than national interests in social and political democratisation.
 
In this paper, I discuss an ethnographic study of child-centred reforms in Indian government primary schools to reflect on the ways in which new learner subjects are constructed by education reforms in poor, rural communities. The production of independent, self-regulating citizens through modern schooling has been seen by many critics in the west as the emblematic aim of modern governmental regulation.  In this paper I explore how far child-centred programs in the Indian context pursue similar forms of symbolic control. The paper discusses how young students in rural government primary schools are differently positioned in reform discourses and in teachers’ accounts of rural education to consider the implications of new educational expectations for India’s most disadvantaged children. I draw on the work of British sociologist Basil Bernstein who, in his later writing, began to theorise the ways in which particular social orientations are projected through the pedagogic message-systems of schooling. The analysis of pedagogy as a social device helps make explicit the political project of education programs – a significant contribution to development research and evaluation which has largely assumed child-centred pedagogy as a ‘natural’ choice for social and economic development.
