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Abstract

This paper explores the early life, education, cultural influences, and family values that shaped A. P. J. Abdul Kalam, one of India’s most
respected scientists and the 11th President of India. Born into a modest Muslim family in Rameswaram, Kalam’s childhood was marked by
simplicity, hard work, and a deep curiosity about science. His early experiences-ranging from delivering newspapers to witnessing religious
harmony and instances of discrimination-significantly shaped his worldview. Influential teachers and strong family values instilled in him
discipline, humility, and compassion. Kalam’s educational journey from Rameswaram to St. Joseph’s College and the Madras Institute of
Technology laid the foundation for his later achievements in aerospace engineering and missile development at DRDO and ISRO. His life
story highlights the importance of perseverance, inclusivity, and value-based living, all of which guided his later role as a national leader and

an advocate for youth and education.
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Introduction

Avul Pakir Jainulabdeen (A. P. J.) Abdul Kalam (1931-
2015) was an eminent Indian aerospace scientist,
educationist, and the 11th President of India (2002—2007).
Born in Rameswaram, Tamil Nadu, he came from a modest
family and worked hard from an early age to pursue his
education. His determination eventually led him to study
physics and later aerospace engineering. Throughout his
career, Kalam played a key role in shaping India’s missile
and space technology. His notable contributions include the
Integrated Guided Missile Development Programme at
DRDO (Defence Research and Development Organisation)
and major satellite launch vehicle projects at ISRO (Indian
Space Research Organisation), (Aakash Institute, 2023).
Known affectionately as the “Missile Man of India,” he was
admired not only for his scientific achievements but also for
his deep commitment to education and youth development.
He spent much of his life motivating young minds and dreamed
of building a strong, developed, and knowledge-based India.
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Childhood and Early Education

Avul Pakir Jainulabdeen (A. P. J.) Abdul Kalam was born
on 15 October 1931 in Rameswaram, a peaceful pilgrimage
town on Pamban Island in present-day Tamil Nadu. His
early years were grounded in faith, simplicity, and hard
work. Kalam belonged to a modest Muslim family: his
father, Jainulabdeen, ran a small boat service for pilgrims
and also served as an imam, while his mother, Ashiamma,
took care of the home with warmth and dedication (Kalam
& Tiwari, 1999; President of India, n.d.) [!. Although the
family had enjoyed more prosperity in earlier generations,
by the time Kalam was born their financial condition had
declined. These circumstances shaped Kalam’s character,
teaching him humility, discipline, and the value of living a
simple life rooted in service (Kalam & Tiwari, 1999) 1],

As a child, Kalam was curious and responsible. To support
his family, he delivered newspapers and did small jobs in
the neighbourhood. Later, he remembered these experiences
not as struggles but as lessons in hard work, punctuality, and
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dignity (Kalam & Tiwari, 1999) [l. His interest in flight
began at an early age. Watching birds glide across the open
sky of Rameswaram sparked questions about how things fly
- a spark that eventually became his lifelong fascination
with aeronautics (Kalam & Tiwari, 1999; TIME, 2015) [!],
Kalam completed his primary education in Rameswaram
before moving to Schwartz Higher Secondary School in
Ramanathapuram for further studies. Teachers described
him as a sincere and hardworking student rather than an
extraordinary one, yet he stood out for his determination and
willingness to keep learning (Kalam & Tiwari, 1999;
Sharma, 2015) [ ¢ In Wings of Fire, he writes about
meaningful moments from these school years - especially
friendships across religions, his bond with Ramanadha
Sastry, instances of discrimination he witnessed, and
teachers whose fairness and kindness left a lifelong
impression. These experiences strengthened his belief in
equality and shaped his inclusive and humanistic outlook
(Kalam & Tiwari, 1999; Sharma, 2015) [1> 161,

Although his grades did not always reflect brilliance,
Kalam’s deep interest in mathematics and science was
unmistakable. He spent long hours solving mathematical
problems and trying to understand how machines worked
(Kalam & Tiwari, 1999) . His curiosity, combined with
patient guidance from mentors, helped him believe in his
own potential - a message he later repeated in many
speeches and writings (Kalam & Tiwari, 1999) [!],

After school, Kalam left home for higher studies in
Tiruchirappalli. He earned a B.Sc. in Physics from St.
Joseph’s College in 1954, an institution that now proudly
names him among its distinguished alumni (St. Joseph’s
College, n.d.). Soon after, realizing that his true passion was
engineering rather than pure science, he joined the Madras
Institute of Technology (MIT) in Chennai to study
aeronautical engineering and completed his training there
(Madras Institute of Technology / Anna University, n.d.).
This shift - from a Tamil-medium early education to
respected institutions in Trichy and Chennai - marked a
major turning point, transforming his early curiosity into
structured scientific ambition.

Kalam’s time at MIT revealed the qualities that later defined
him as a leader and scientist: discipline, intense focus, and
resilience. In one well-known episode, when a dean warned
that he might lose his scholarship unless he completed a
project quickly, Kalam responded with determination and
successfully completed the work through sheer effort
(Kalam & Tiwari, 1999) [!l. By the time he graduated around
1960, he was fully prepared to enter India’s scientific
institutions and contribute to the nation’s growing aerospace
and defence programs.

In essence, Kalam’s early life was shaped by modest
resources, strong family and community values, meaningful
friendships, supportive teachers, and a growing curiosity
about science and technology. This account is based mainly
on Kalam’s own autobiography, Wings of Fire, supported
by institutional records (St. Joseph’s College; Madras
Institute of Technology / Anna University) and
contemporary reporting on his early life (NDTV; TIME).
These formative years built the foundation for his later
achievements at DRDO, ISRO, and his role as an inspiring
educator and national figure.
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Religious and Cultural Influences

Abdul Kalam’s childhood in Rameswaram unfolded in a
setting where different faiths lived side by side, shaping his
thinking from an early age. Although he belonged to a
Muslim family, his upbringing was surrounded by both
Islamic and Hindu traditions. At home, his mother and
grandmother told him bedtime stories not only from Islamic
teachings, but also from the Ramayana. These stories
became part of his earliest memories and helped him see
faith as something shared rather than divided.

Kalam grew up playing and studying with Hindu boys such
as Ramanadha Sastry, the son of a temple priest, along with
Aravindan and Sivaprakasan. Their friendship was natural
and unquestioned, and it taught Kalam early lessons about
unity and mutual respect (Quartz India, 2015; NDTV, 2017)
[13. 91 One moment from his school days stayed with him
forever. When he was in the fifth standard, a new teacher
told him to sit at the back of the classroom simply because
he was Muslim and sitting beside a Brahmin boy. The
incident hurt Kalam deeply, but it also upset Sastry, who felt
the act was unfair and unnecessary (NDTV, 2017; Quartz
India, 2015) I3 1. The moment became a quiet yet powerful
lesson about discrimination.

Another important influence in his early life was his science
teacher, Sivasubramania Iyer, who was an orthodox
Brahmin. Despite his conservative background, Iyer
believed strongly in equality. When his wife initially refused
to serve Kalam food in their kitchen because of religious
restrictions, lyer insisted that Kalam stay and served him
personally. He even sat and ate beside him, showing through
action rather than words what dignity and equality truly
meant (Quartz India, 2015; NDTV, 2017) '3, This simple
gesture left a lifelong impression on Kalam.

Life in Rameswaram itself strengthened his belief in
harmony. The town had a Muslim majority but also many
Hindu families, and religious festivals were celebrated
openly across communities. Kalam and his family took part
in events such as the Shri Sita Rama Kalyanam procession,
where boats carried sacred idols across the water - a Hindu
event in which Muslim families, including Kalam’s, played
an active role (NDTV, 2017) 1. His father, Jainulabdeen,
served as an imam yet was respected by people of all
religions. He often held thoughtful spiritual discussions with
Lakshmana Sastry, the local temple priest, showing Kalam
that faith could be a bridge rather than a barrier (Quartz
India, 2015) 31,

These early experiences shaped Kalam’s lifelong
understanding of religion: that it should inspire compassion,
understanding, and unity. Rather than dividing people, faith,
in his view, was meant to guide moral character and
strengthen humanity (Quartz India, 2015) ['3],

Family Values and Discipline

Abdul Kalam spent his childhood in a simple and
disciplined environment in Rameswaram. His family was
not wealthy, but their values shaped his character more than
material comfort ever could. His father, Jainulabdeen, was
widely respected in the community for his honesty,
spirituality, and peaceful nature. Kalam often remembered
him as a man who lived with very little yet carried deep
wisdom. Jainulabdeen began each day early, with prayer
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and quiet reflection, and his calm routine taught Kalam the
importance of humility, self-discipline, and inner strength
(Kalam, 1999) 1. His mother, Ashiamma, brought warmth
into the home. Even though resources were limited, she
cooked generously and shared food with neighbours, guests,
and anyone who needed care. From her, Kalam learned
compassion, kindness, and the value of helping others
without expecting anything in return (NDTV, 2017) P,

Life in the household followed a steady rhythm where
responsibility and routine were simply a part of everyday
living. As a schoolboy, Kalam worked to support the family
by delivering newspapers. This job, though small, taught
him how to manage time, stay committed, and respect the
dignity of labour (Quartz India, 2015) 3], Discipline at
home never came through pressure or punishment. Instead,
it was demonstrated through daily actions - prayer, work,
sharing meals, and treating others respectfully. Watching his
parents live their values made Kalam naturally internalize
these habits rather than feeling forced to follow them
(Kalam, 1999) 11,

These early experiences stayed with him throughout his life.
As a scientist and later as a national leader, Kalam became
known for his punctuality, commitment to his work, and
deep sense of responsibility toward the country. His
upbringing taught him that success was not just about
intelligence or talent - it required discipline, ethics, and
service to others. In many ways, the values he absorbed as a
child continued to guide him as he inspired millions across
India and beyond (NDTV, 2017) 1.

Educational Milestones

A. P. J. Abdul Kalam’s educational path is a story of
determination, consistent effort, and a deep love for
learning. His journey began at Schwartz Higher Secondary
School in Ramanathapuram, where his teachers quickly
noticed his curiosity and eagerness to understand the world,
even though he had very few resources at home (Kalam,
1999) [l One of the early guiding figures in his life was his
teacher, Iyadurai Solomon. Solomon not only helped him
fall in love with science but also taught him to believe in his
dreams, no matter how distant they seemed from his reality
(NDTV, 2017) P,

After finishing school, Kalam enrolled at St. Joseph’s
College in Tiruchirappalli to study physics and completed
his degree in 1954 (Kalam, 1999) Ul In the beginning,
understanding physics was not easy for him, but he stayed
committed and steadily built a strong foundation. These
years played an important role in shaping his logical
thinking and problem-solving skills.

Kalam’s next major step was pursuing aerospace
engineering at the Madras Institute of Technology (MIT) in
Chennai - a turning point in his academic life. At MIT,
Kalam worked on a project that involved designing a low-
level aircraft prototype. His dedication, long working hours,
and ability to stay focused deeply impressed his professors.
One of them, Prof. Srinivasan, was among the first to
identify Kalam’s true potential as an engineer and future
leader (India Today, 2015) (291,

The training Kalam received at MIT laid the groundwork for
his later achievements in India’s space and missile
development programs. Beyond technical knowledge, his
education strengthened his values - teamwork, discipline,
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punctuality, and innovation. Kalam often acknowledged that
his education was not just a qualification, but a launchpad
for his dream of serving the nation through science and
technology (Kalam, 1999) 11,

From studying in a simple school in Rameswaram to
excelling in one of India’s top engineering institutions,
Kalam’s educational journey is a powerful reminder that
dedication, encouragement, and the right guidance can
transform a life.

Kalam’s Vision for Education

A. P. J. Abdul Kalam often said that education should be
more than just collecting facts or passing exams - it should
help shape a person’s character, creativity, and sense of
responsibility toward society. In many of his books and
speeches, he explained that the true purpose of education is
to create confident and enlightened citizens who contribute
to the nation with honesty, innovation, and compassion.
According to him, schools and colleges should not only
teach technical knowledge but also encourage values such
as empathy, discipline, and independent thinking (Kalam,
2011) 0191,

Kalam strongly believed that education had the power to
transform lives and reduce social and economic inequalities.
He often reminded audiences that teachers are central to this
process. For him, a teacher was not just someone who
delivered lessons, but someone who guided students with
discipline, passion, and sincerity (India Today, 2015) 2%, He
frequently spoke about the teachers from his early life -
especially Iyadurai Solomon and Sivasubramania Iyer -
whose encouragement helped him dream beyond his
circumstances and believe in his potential (Kalam, 1999) 1],
A key part of Kalam’s educational philosophy was the
balance between science and spirituality. He believed that
scientific progress should always be supported by strong
ethical values so that technology serves humanity in
meaningful and responsible ways. His PURA (Providing
Urban Amenities to Rural Areas) initiative reflected this
thinking, as it focused on using education and technology to
empower rural communities, develop local leadership, and
create equal opportunities outside major cities (Kalam &
Rajan, 2002) 211,

Kalam consistently encouraged students to be active
learners and explore their curiosity. He believed learning
should involve questioning, experimenting, and solving
real-life problems - not memorizing information. He often
motivated young people by reminding them to dream
boldly, saying: “Dream, dream, dream. Dreams transform
into thoughts, and thoughts result in action” (Kalam, 2011,
p. 45)11,

In summary, Kalam’s idea of education extended far beyond
academic achievement. His vision focused on shaping
responsible, confident, and ethical individuals who would
contribute to nation-building and help India progress toward
becoming a developed country.

Kalam’s Philosophy of Life

A. P. J. Abdul Kalam’s approach to life was shaped by
simplicity, spiritual depth, and a genuine desire to serve
others. Even after becoming one of India’s most celebrated
scientists and later the President, he continued to live in a
humble and disciplined way, believing that character
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mattered far more than possessions or status (Kalam, 1999)
1. For him, real success was not measured by wealth or
titles but by how much one could contribute to society and
inspire others, especially young people, to reach their full
potential.

A key part of his thinking was the idea that science and
spirituality are not separate. He often spoke about the need
for technology to be guided by ethics and humanity, so that
progress would support peace and development rather than
create harm (Kalam & Rajan, 2002) 211, The influence of his
father’s deep faith and the values instilled by his teachers
helped him form a personal belief system where spiritual
reflection and scientific reasoning worked hand in hand.
Kalam also deeply believed in the power of dreams. He
often reminded students that true dreams are not just visions
we see while resting, but the goals that push us forward and
refuse to let us give up. As he famously said, “Dreams are
not those that we see in sleep, but those that do not let us
sleep” (Kalam, 2011, p. 45) '], His philosophy encouraged
people to stay determined, remain hopeful, and pursue
meaningful goals with consistent effort.

Overall, Kalam’s life philosophy was a blend of wisdom,
humility, faith, and service. His message continues to
motivate  generations to lead with responsibility,
compassion, and a strong sense of purpose.

Kalam’s Core Educational Principles
Kalam’s thinking about education can be grouped into
several interrelated commitments:

Education as Empowerment and Nation-Building

Kalam often stressed that education was not just a basic
need, but the most powerful tool for transforming a nation.
He imagined India becoming a global leader in knowledge,
driven by innovation and creativity rather than dependency.
In his view, education should go beyond helping students
find employment - it should inspire them to think
differently, build new ideas, and contribute meaningfully to
society (Kalam & Rajan, 1998) 1?2I. His broader national
vision highlighted the importance of scientific thinking,
problem-solving, and entrepreneurial skills in the school
system, believing that only through such preparation could
India achieve true economic strength and technological
independence.

Student-Cantered, Creativity-Focused Learning

A message that appears again and again in Ignited Minds
and in Kalam’s public speeches is his belief that education
should spark curiosity and creativity instead of forcing
students to memorize lessons without understanding them.
He often reminded audiences that real talent does not always
sit in the front rows. His well-known line - “the best brains
of the nation may be found on the last benches” - reflects his
conviction that true potential is sometimes overlooked in
traditional systems that reward only obedience and high
marks (Kalam, 2002) 21,

Kalam encouraged schools to reduce heavy textbook loads
and replace them with hands-on learning, experiments, and
practical exploration. He believed that students should
engage with real-life problems, participate in research
activities from a young age, and learn through discovery
rather than repetition. To him, this was the path to nurturing
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innovation and helping every learner - not just the top
scorers - develop confidence and purpose.

Value-Based Education and Character Formation

Kalam often said that education should go beyond learning
facts or developing technical skills. For him, the true goal of
education was to shape “good human beings with skill and
expertise,” not just efficient professionals. He placed strong
importance on values such as integrity, humility, service to
others, and a deep sense of responsibility (Kalam, 2002) 21,
In his view, teachers played a central role in this process.
They were not only instructors but also role models who
helped students develop character and ethical strength.
Because of this belief, Kalam strongly supported the
inclusion of ethics and value-based education within the
formal curriculum, rather than treating it as something
students would naturally learn on their own.

Equity, Access, and Inclusivity

Kalam often reached out to students across the country, and
his habit of paying attention even to those sitting on the ‘last
benches’ showed his strong belief in fairness and equal
opportunity. He firmly held that every child - not only the
top performers - deserved encouragement and access to
resources. His ideas pushed for wider access to laboratories,
libraries, and modern technology so that students from all
backgrounds, including those who were often overlooked,
could explore their potential. He also stressed the
importance of identifying and supporting talent from
marginalized communities, ensuring that education became
a pathway for true inclusion rather than privilege (Kalam,
1998; Grover & Kaur, 2021) (23231,

Teacher Dignity and Capacity Building

Kalam often spoke about how important teachers are in
building a strong society. He believed that teachers are not
just instructors but role models who shape young minds and
help form responsible citizens. According to him, good
teaching required strong professional training, continuous
learning, and the freedom to teach creatively. He also
emphasized that teachers deserved respect and recognition
for their role in nation-building (Kalam, 1998; Grover &
Kaur, 2021) 23 23],

Ethical Foundations in Kalam’s Thought

Kalam’s educational prescriptions are grounded in explicit
moral commitments. Three ethical orientations are
especially salient:

Humanism and Respect for Dignity

Kalam’s journey-from a simple childhood in Rameswaram
to becoming a national leader-offers more than just a
biography; it becomes a moral lesson about dignity,
opportunity, and the potential that exists in every child. In
his writings, he repeatedly reminds readers that the true
strength of a nation lies in how it treats its youth and those
who are vulnerable. He believed deeply that education
should uplift young minds, not mould them for convenience.
For him, learners were never tools or products of a system
but individuals deserving respect, encouragement, and space
to grow (Tiwari, 1999; Kalam, 2002) - 21,
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Duty, Service, and Responsible Citizenship

Kalam’s idea of leadership was rooted in responsibility and
service rather than authority or status. For him, true
leadership meant using one’s knowledge and skills to help
others and contribute to the nation’s progress. He often
reminded people that expertise carries a moral duty -
scientists, students, and professionals should apply their
abilities for the greater good, not just personal benefit
(Kalam & Tiwari, 1999) 1,

He strongly believed that every citizen has a role in nation-
building, and this sense of duty should begin in the
classroom. Education, in his view, was not simply about
earning degrees or securing careers. Instead, it should
inspire young minds to think about how they can serve
society and improve lives through their work (Kalam &
Tiwari, 1999) [!. By connecting ethical values learned in
school with civic responsibility, Kalam encouraged a model
of education that creates not only skilled individuals but also
compassionate and service-oriented leaders.

Integrity and Ethical Leadership

Kalam’s speeches and public presence reflected a deep
sense of humility and ethical leadership. He often
emphasized that integrity and honesty are essential if a
nation hopes to achieve meaningful and sustainable
progress. According to him, without ethical grounding, even
the most advanced scientific or technological achievements
could easily be misused or directed toward harmful
purposes. Because of this belief, he frequently stressed that
education should not only provide knowledge and skills but
also help students develop the ability to make moral and
responsible choices.

In this view, ethics becomes inseparable from learning.
Kalam’s ideas suggest that education should shape a
person’s character, values, and attitude just as much as it
builds intellectual ability and professional competence. His
message turns educational goals into moral responsibilities:
teaching must nurture responsible citizens, and curricula
must guide students toward integrity, empathy, and ethical
decision-making. In other words, for Kalam, true education
prepares a person not just to succeed in life, but to serve
society with wisdom and conscience.

Implications for Curriculum and Pedagogy

Drawing on Kalam’s writings and the educational ideas he
repeatedly shared in speeches and interactions, we can
identify clear and practical implications for how school
curricula and classroom experiences could be redesigned
(Kalam & Tiwari, 1999) 1,

Integrating Values into the Curriculum

Kalam strongly believed that values should not be left to
chance or assumed to develop on their own. Instead, he felt
they needed to be intentionally taught and woven into the
learning experience. According to him, this could be done
through structured lessons, integrated projects, and by
teachers setting examples through their own behaviour. His
view points toward the need for changes in the curriculum
so that ethics education becomes a clear and essential part of
schooling. Activities such as community service, reflective
journaling, and group discussions can help students connect
what they learn in class with real-life situations and moral
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thinking (Grover & Kaur, 2021) 1,

Emphasis on Experiential, Project-Based Learning
Kalam strongly believed that learning should go beyond
textbooks and memorization. His focus on laboratories,
fieldwork, and research from the early stages of education
shows his support for a project-based style of learning. He
encouraged the use of hands-on experiments, real-life
science projects, and entrepreneurship tasks that allow
students to apply what they learn in meaningful ways
(Kalam & Tiwari, 1999) [1l. According to this approach,
education is not just about knowing facts but about being
able to use knowledge to solve real-world problems. By
working on practical tasks, students learn to think
creatively, analyse challenges, and build confidence in their
abilities-skills that are essential for success in the modern
world and future employment.

Multi-Modal, Flexible Curricula to Discover Talent

Kalam strongly believed that talent exists in every child,
regardless of background, and that education should help
uncover it rather than limit it. Because of this belief, he
advocated for teaching methods that respond to different
learning styles instead of relying only on traditional
classroom approaches. His vision supports a flexible
curriculum where students can choose from various
pathways - such as vocational skills, applied sciences, arts,
or humanities - based on their interests and abilities. He also
encouraged assessment methods that go beyond memorised
answers or high-pressure exams. Such changes, he argued,
would remove unnecessary barriers in education and allow
students to grow according to their individual strengths.

Teacher Development and Pedagogical Autonomy
Kalam’s belief in the power of good teachers shows how
important it is to invest meaningfully in teacher education.
He often stressed that teachers should not only teach but
also continue learning throughout their careers. This means
giving them opportunities for ongoing training, access to
new research, and the freedom to experiment with teaching
methods that fit their classroom realities. When teachers are
trusted to design meaningful projects and adapt the
curriculum to local needs, their work becomes more relevant
to students’ lives. Building strong teacher networks, offering
mentorship, and creating clear paths for teacher leadership
also reflect Kalam’s view of teachers as both moral guides
and educational pillars within society (Grover & Kaur,
2021) 231,

Policy-Level Implications

Kalam’s writings highlight several important ways in which
broad national education policies influence the future of
learning in India. His ideas were not restricted to improving
what happens inside classrooms; instead, he saw education
as part of a larger national mission. He spoke about the need
for stronger systems, better infrastructure, and an education
model that could build a knowledge-driven society for the
future. At the core of his vision were equity, technology-
enabled learning, and value-based education - themes that
continue to shape policy discussions today. The key areas
influenced by these ideas are discussed in the following
sections.
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Curriculum Innovation and Research Orientation

Kalam often pointed out that the Indian education system
placed too much emphasis on memorization and scoring
marks, rather than truly understanding ideas. He believed
that this kind of learning did not prepare students to think
independently or solve real problems. Instead, he
encouraged a complete shift toward a curriculum that was
based on inquiry, hands-on learning, and research. In his
view, education should help students explore new ideas,
innovate, ask questions, and even think like entrepreneurs-
not just repeat what is already written in textbooks.

Based on this vision, he suggested that national and state-
level syllabi needed major changes. He believed project-
based learning, interdisciplinary themes, and exposure to
real-world applications should become a regular part of
classrooms. Kalam was especially passionate about making
scientific thinking accessible to children in rural areas. He
imagined schools where students could conduct small
research activities using simple, locally available materials
and still develop curiosity and confidence in science.

His ideas reflect broader global changes in STEM
education, where creativity and problem-solving are valued
as much as theoretical knowledge. They also align closely
with the goals of NEP 2020, which emphasizes critical
thinking, skill development, and learning that prepares
students for the future rather than for exams alone.

Teacher Development and Capacity Building

Kalam often described teachers as true “nation-builders,”
believing that their influence extended far beyond the
classroom. To him, teachers were the ones who could spark
curiosity, nurture confidence, and guide young minds
toward meaningful goals. At the same time, he cautioned
that no policy or reform could succeed unless teachers
received strong professional preparation and regular
opportunities to grow. He felt that teacher education should
not be treated as a one-time requirement, but as an ongoing
process that evolves with changing educational needs.

From this perspective, the policy implications are clear:
there must be significant investment in training programmes
that build teachers’ skills and confidence. Kalam also
supported the use of ICT-based learning platforms so
educators could access training anytime and collaborate
beyond geographic barriers. Another important aspect of his
vision was mentorship. He believed that experienced and
passionate teachers should guide newcomers, helping them
learn not just the mechanics of teaching, but its deeper
purpose.

Kalam frequently stressed the importance of value-based
teacher education. He believed teachers should not only
deliver lessons, but model ethics, discipline, curiosity,
kindness, and perseverance. In his view, a teacher’s
character was just as important as their qualification,
because students often learn more from behaviour and
attitude than from textbooks.

To support these ideas, he suggested policies that would
allow teachers to explore, innovate, and continue learning
throughout their careers. Initiatives like research grants,
sabbaticals, and exposure to international best practices
could help create a motivated, confident, and forward-
thinking teaching community - one that reflected the ideals
Kalam envisioned.
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Equity and Rural Qutreach

A central pillar of Kalam’s educational philosophy was the
idea of inclusion. He firmly believed that India could only
progress into a developed nation if children in rural areas
received the same learning opportunities as those in cities.
For him, education was not just a system - it was a tool to
uplift communities and ensure equal chances for every
learner, regardless of geography or economic background.
Because a large portion of India’s young population lives in
villages, Kalam often argued that meaningful educational
reform must begin there. He emphasized improving rural
schools by investing resources where they were needed
most. This included developing mobile science laboratories,
establishing digital learning centres, and creating
community libraries that could support children beyond
classroom walls. One of his forward-thinking suggestions
was using satellite technology to deliver educational
programmes to remote regions - an idea that anticipated
later initiatives like EDUSAT.

Kalam’s approach to fair access went beyond technology.
He believed that teacher deployment should be balanced,
with skilled educators encouraged and incentivized to work
in rural environments. He also supported scholarships and
financial assistance for students from disadvantaged
backgrounds so they could pursue higher education without
barriers. His broader vision called for reducing the gap
between rural and urban schools so that infrastructure,
teaching quality, and learning outcomes were not
determined by a child’s birthplace.

Integration of Values and National Development Goals
For Kalam, education was never just a pathway to a job - it
was a way to build character and inspire young people to
contribute meaningfully to the nation. He believed that true
education should shape both the mind and the heart, helping
learners connect their personal dreams with the country’s
larger goals (Kalam & Tiwari, 1999) . Along with
academic knowledge and technical skills, he strongly
emphasized values, ethics, and social responsibility.
Because of this vision, Kalam argued that education policies
should create space not only for traditional subjects, but also
for learning experiences that promote environmental
awareness, civic responsibility, cultural understanding, and
active community participation. When students engage with
these ideas, education becomes more than classroom
learning - it becomes a process of shaping responsible,
compassionate citizens who care about peace, progress, and
innovation.

Kalam also connected these values to broader national
priorities. He often said that education should support goals
like technological independence, reducing poverty, and
ensuring that development benefits everyone (Kalam &
Tiwari, 1999) Ul In his view, a strong education system is
essential if India is to transform into a knowledge-driven
nation and global leader.

Impact on Scholarly Research and Intellectual Discourse
Dr. A.P.J. Abdul Kalam’s influence reaches far beyond
classrooms, government reforms, and leadership roles. It has
deeply shaped academic thinking and research culture in
India and beyond. His speeches, writings, and ideas
encouraged many researchers to rethink how science,
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education, and nation-building are connected. For
policymakers, his ideas served as a roadmap for reform. For
scholars, educators, and researchers, they became a
foundation for exploring how education can become a
transformative force rather than simply a system of
instruction. Because of this, Kalam’s impact is felt not only
in governance and institutional decisions, but also in the
intellectual and research frameworks that guide academic
inquiry.

One of his most meaningful contributions to academia was
his ability to connect scientific thinking with educational
philosophy. He repeatedly emphasized that true education
should spark curiosity, questioning, and innovation-not
memorization. This idea encouraged scholars to critique
traditional rote learning and explore more dynamic
approaches such as inquiry-based learning, project-based
learning, and experiential education. Works like /ndia 2020
and Ignited Minds have frequently been used by researchers
as reference points for studying how research culture and
scientific problem-solving can be integrated into both school
and university curricula. Inspired by these ideas, academic
studies increasingly examine the role of hands-on learning,
ICT tools, and collaborative projects in nurturing creativity,
especially among rural and under-resourced learners.

Kalam also shaped academic discussions about values and
ethics in education. He believed that knowledge without
humanity, responsibility, and moral grounding was
incomplete. This idea influenced philosophical and
sociological debates about the role of education in shaping
character, civic consciousness, and ethical decision-making
in a rapidly globalizing society. His vision encouraged
research on how moral and civic values could be
incorporated into curriculum design without compromising
scientific depth. For many scholars, his belief that education
must serve both personal growth and national development
provided a rich foundation for theoretical reflection as well
as empirical investigation.

Another important area where Kalam reshaped academic
thought was youth studies. He refused to see young people
as passive learners. Instead, he described them as drivers of
change, innovators, and future leaders. Because of this
framing, many studies in youth development, teacher
education, entrepreneurship education, and higher education
policy now examine how students can be empowered to
participate actively in knowledge creation and community
development. His phrase “ignited minds” has become a
powerful concept in academic work, symbolizing youth-
driven progress and societal transformation.

Kalam’s influence is also visible in international research,
especially in discussions about postcolonial education and
knowledge-based  economies.  His  advocacy  for
technological self-reliance and inclusive development has
been studied as a model for nations striving to become
globally competitive while staying aligned with local needs.
Scholars in development studies and global education often
cite his ideas when examining movements to decolonize
education-where learning systems reflect national values,
local contexts, and indigenous aspirations rather than
external frameworks.

In the end, Kalam’s contribution to academia is both
inspirational and intellectual. He provided concepts that
researchers could analyze, test, debate, and build upon,
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while also motivating them with a hopeful vision of
education as the foundation of an ethical, innovative, and
equitable society. His ideas continue to inspire dissertations,
journal articles, policy studies, and cross-disciplinary
research. Through these ongoing scholarly engagements, his
legacy remains alive-not as a memory, but as a continuing
influence on educational thought and research.

The Vision of NEP-2020 and Its Relevance to Kalam’s
Thought

The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 is widely
regarded as one of the most important shifts in Indian
education since independence. It aims to reshape the
education system so that it can respond to the demands of
the 21st century, while still remaining connected to India’s
cultural identity and values. The policy promotes a holistic
and flexible approach to learning, encouraging
multidisciplinary study and placing strong emphasis on
creativity, critical thinking, ethics, and scientific thinking
(Ministry of Education [MoE], 2020) [,

In many ways, the spirit of NEP 2020 echoes the ideas and
dreams of Dr. A. P. J. Abdul Kalam, known affectionately
as the “People’s President.” Kalam believed deeply in the
power of education-not only as a pathway to personal
success, but also as a driving force for national growth.
Through his speeches and writings, especially in Wings of
Fire and Ignited Minds, he continuously stressed the
importance of innovation, research, imagination, and values-
based education (Kalam, 1999; Kalam, 2002) !> 2. For him,
education was not just about degrees; it was about building
confident, responsible, skilled citizens who could contribute
meaningfully to society.

This research examines the vision presented in NEP 2020
and shows how closely it aligns with Kalam’s educational
philosophy. Both place focus on nurturing individual
potential, encouraging inclusion, balancing traditional
knowledge with modern advancements, and preparing
young learners to thrive in a rapidly changing, knowledge-
driven world.

NEP-2020: A Transformative Framework

The NEP 2020 envisions a complete restructuring of the

Indian education system. Its foundational aim is to make

education  more learner-centered, flexible, and

multidisciplinary, moving away from rote memorization and
exam-centric approaches. The policy introduces several key
reforms such as:

1. Holistic and Multidisciplinary
Encouraging integration of sciences,
vocational skills for well-rounded growth.

2. Foundational Literacy and Numeracy: Ensuring
universal proficiency in basic reading, writing, and
mathematics by Grade 3.

3. Flexibility in Curriculum: Allowing students to
choose combinations of subjects across streams,
dismantling rigid boundaries between vocational and
academic learning.

4. Integration of Technology: Utilizing digital tools and
virtual platforms to expand access.

5. Promotion of Research and Innovation: Establishing
the National Research Foundation to strengthen India’s
research ecosystem.

Education:
arts, and
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6. Equity and Inclusion: Expanding educational
opportunities for marginalized groups, including
women, rural populations, and socio-economically
disadvantaged communities (MoE, 2020) [¢],

The policy emphasizes creativity, problem-solving, and
experiential learning, ensuring that students are not just
passive recipients of knowledge but active participants in its
creation and application.

Kalam’s Vision of Education

Dr. Kalam believed education should ignite curiosity,
creativity, and a spirit of inquiry in young minds. His own
journey from humble beginnings in Rameswaram to
becoming a scientist and President of India shaped his
philosophy of education as a means to transform both
individuals and the nation.

Some of the central elements of Kalam’s educational

thought include:

1. Igniting Young Minds: Kalam (2002) ! highlighted
that teachers must inspire curiosity and nurture
innovation. Education, in his view, should fuel dreams
and foster the courage to pursue them.

2. Value-Based Learning: He argued that knowledge
without values could lead to imbalance and
disharmony, stressing the need for moral and ethical
grounding (Kalam & Pillai, 2005) 24,

3. Research and Innovation: As a scientist, he
underscored the importance of research-oriented,
application-based learning and urged universities to
become centers of creativity.

4. Technology and Development: Kalam envisioned
technology as a bridge between knowledge and
progress, helping rural and underprivileged
communities access quality education (Kalam, 1998)
[23]

5. Inclusive Growth: For him, education was a universal
right and the key to empowering marginalized
communities and ensuring equitable development
(Kalam, 1999) [,

Alignment Between NEP-2020 and Kalam’s Thought
The vision of NEP 2020 mirrors many of Kalam’s core
ideas. Both focus on making education holistic, inclusive,
and oriented towards innovation and nation-building.

1. Holistic Development: NEP 2020 stresses the
integration of curricular, co-curricular, and extra-
curricular dimensions of education (MoE, 2020) [©],
This resonates with Kalam’s belief that education
should not merely produce degree-holders but creative,
responsible, and compassionate individuals (Kalam,
2002) 12,

2. Promotion of Research and Innovation: The National
Research Foundation’s creation aligns with Kalam’s
call to strengthen India’s research culture. He
frequently expressed concern about the lack of
innovation in higher education and urged institutions to
become “nurseries of ideas” (Kalam, 1999) 11,

3. Technology Integration: NEP promotes digital
learning platforms and virtual laboratories, echoing
Kalam’s vision of satellite-based networks connecting
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rural students with quality resources (Kalam, 1998) (23,

4. Inclusivity and Equity: NEP highlights educational
access for disadvantaged groups. Kalam consistently
argued that India’s progress depends on empowering
the marginalized through quality education (Kalam &
Pillai, 2005) 241,

5. Value-Based and Ethical Education: NEP’s focus on
constitutional values, citizenship, and respect for
diversity parallels Kalam’s emphasis on ethics and
nation-building (Kalam, 2002) 1,

6. Global Competitiveness with Local Roots: NEP seeks
to align India’s education with global standards while
preserving indigenous traditions. Kalam similarly
envisioned blending modern science with India’s
cultural and spiritual heritage (Kalam, 1998) [23],

Relevance of NEP-2020 to Kalam’s Vision for India

A. P.J. Abdul Kalam often spoke about his dream of India
becoming a “knowledge superpower” by 2020, a dream he
believed would be realised through the energy, intelligence,
and passion of young people (Kalam, 1998) 123, Although
the target year has passed, the goals behind that dream
remain deeply relevant. In many ways, the National
Education Policy (NEP) 2020 reflects the spirit of what
Kalam envisioned. By encouraging creativity, innovation,
inclusivity, and research, the policy aims to build a
generation of learners who can meet both national priorities
and global expectations.

One of the strongest connections between Kalam’s ideas
and NEP 2020 is its focus on skill development and
entrepreneurship. Rather than preparing students only for
employment, the policy motivates them to become
innovators, leaders, and job creators. This aligns closely
with Kalam’s belief that India’s youth should be confident,
skilled, and self-reliant - a message that resonates with the
idea of Atmanirbhar Bharat long before the phrase became
widely used. NEP’s emphasis on hands-on learning,
vocational training, and real-world problem solving also
reflects Kalam’s consistent message that education must
empower students to build solutions for society (MoE,
2020) 61,

NEP 2020 is not just a change in curriculum or structure; it
represents a larger shift in mindset. It brings together
innovation, values, technology, and research - themes that
were central to Kalam’s life and work. Whether through
research-based learning, flexible structures, or value-based
education, the policy mirrors his belief that education must
develop not just knowledge but character, curiosity, and
purpose.

In many ways, NEP 2020 honours Kalam’s legacy. It
attempts to translate his aspirations into practical systems
and opportunities for millions of learners. If carried out with
commitment and inclusivity, the policy has the potential to
shape a nation where students are confident thinkers,
responsible citizens, and active contributors to progress.
Ultimately, the alignment between NEP 2020 and Kalam’s
vision reflects India’s continued journey toward becoming a
knowledge-driven, innovative, and self-reliant nation
powered by its youth.

Aims of Education According to Kalam and NEP 2020
Education has always been one of the most powerful tools
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for shaping society and driving national progress. This
belief is strongly reflected in the thoughts of Dr. A. P. J.
Abdul Kalam, lovingly remembered as the “People’s
President,” as well as in the vision of India’s National
Education Policy (NEP) 2020. Both views place education
at the heart of building a strong, self-reliant, and
knowledgeable nation.

Kalam’s understanding of education grew from his life as a
scientist, teacher, and leader. His ideas were shaped by real
experiences - his work with students, his role in India’s
space and defence programs, and his lifelong commitment
to inspiring young minds. In contrast, NEP 2020 is a
national framework developed through consultation and
analysis to guide the future of education in a rapidly
changing world. Yet, even though one comes from personal
experience and the other from policy design, both share a
strikingly similar purpose.

At their core, Kalam’s philosophy and NEP 2020 highlight
the importance of holistic development - nurturing not only
academic learning but also creativity, curiosity, values, and
life skills. Both emphasize the need for research and
innovation, encouraging students to question, explore, and
create rather than simply memorize. Inclusivity is another
shared goal: education must be accessible to all, so every
learner has the opportunity to grow and contribute
meaningfully to society.

Ultimately, both Kalam’s vision and NEP 2020 imagine an
education system that builds confident, ethical, and future-
ready citizens. Their shared message is clear - when
education goes beyond textbooks to inspire innovation,
character, and service, it becomes a powerful force for
national transformation.

Aims of Education According to A. P. J. Abdul Kalam

Dr. Kalam consistently emphasized that the true purpose of

education is not only to provide knowledge but also to ignite

creativity and inspire young minds to contribute
meaningfully to society. His aims of education can be
categorized into the following dimensions:

1. Igniting Curiosity and Creativity: Kalam (2002) [?]
believed that education should awaken curiosity and
creativity in learners. Instead of rote memorization, he
emphasized hands-on learning, critical inquiry, and
experimentation to produce innovators rather than
passive learners.

2. Value-Based Learning: Education, according to
Kalam, must in still values such as integrity,
compassion, and responsibility. He warned that
knowledge without values could lead to misuse of
science and technology, stressing the need for moral
grounding in education (Kalam & Pillai, 2005) 241,

3. Research and Innovation: As a scientist, Kalam
strongly advocated for research-oriented education. He
urged institutions to become hubs of discovery and
problem-solving, where students could contribute to
India’s technological and social progress (Kalam, 1999)
(1]

4. Nation-Building and Self-Reliance: Kalam (1998) 2%
envisioned education as a tool for national
transformation. He considered students the “ignited
minds” who would transform India into a developed
nation by 2020, emphasizing the need for self-reliant,
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entrepreneurial graduates.

5. Inclusivity and Social Empowerment: Education, in
Kalam’s view, must reach every child irrespective of
socio-economic background. He emphasized bridging
the rural-urban divide through technology-enabled
learning, thereby ensuring equity in opportunities.

6. Integration of Technology: Kalam saw technology as
a vital part of education. He argued that digital
platforms and satellite connectivity should be harnessed
to provide rural students with the same opportunities as
their urban counterparts (Kalam, 1998) 1231,

Aims of Education According to NEP 2020

The National Education Policy 2020 articulates a

comprehensive vision for Indian education in the 21st

century. It aims to prepare learners for a rapidly changing
world, rooted in India’s cultural heritage while embracing
global knowledge systems. Its major aims include:

1. Holistic Development: NEP 2020 seeks to nurture
intellectual, social, emotional, and ethical capacities.
Education is designed to be multidisciplinary,
integrating sciences, arts, and vocational training for
well-rounded development (MoE, 2020) 1.

2. Foundational Literacy and Numeracy: Ensuring
universal literacy and numeracy by Grade 3 is identified
as the most urgent aim, recognizing these as the
bedrock of lifelong learning (MoE, 2020) (1,

3. Critical Thinking and Problem-Solving: Moving
away from rote learning, NEP emphasizes inquiry-
based, experiential, and discussion-oriented pedagogy
to encourage analytical and creative thinking.

4. Value-Based and Ethical Education: NEP
underscores the importance of instilling constitutional
values such as justice, equality, fraternity, and respect
for diversity. It also seeks to cultivate global citizenship
while remaining rooted in Indian traditions.

5. Equity and Inclusion: Providing equal access to
quality education for all, especially for socio-
economically disadvantaged groups, women, and rural
learners, is a key aim (MoE, 2020) [°],

6. Promotion of Research and Innovation: Establishing
the National Research Foundation reflects NEP’s
commitment to strengthening India’s research
ecosystem, encouraging universities to produce
knowledge rather than just disseminate it.

7. Integration of Technology and Digital Learning:
NEP recognizes the role of technology in expanding
access and enhancing learning outcomes, echoing
global shifts toward digital education.

8. Global Competitiveness with Local Roots: NEP
envisions aligning Indian education with global
standards while integrating India’s knowledge systems,
languages, and cultural traditions (MoE, 2020) (6],

Convergence of Kalam’s Vision and NEP 2020

While Kalam spoke from the standpoint of a visionary

leader and NEP reflects policy consensus, their aims of

education converge remarkably:

= Holistic Development: Both emphasize nurturing not
only intellectual abilities but also moral, emotional, and
creative capacities.

= Research and Innovation: NEP’s research agenda
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mirrors Kalam’s insistence on cultivating a strong
innovation culture in education.

* Values and Ethics: Both stress that education must
create responsible citizens who contribute positively to
society.

=  Equity and Inclusivity: Kalam’s dream of bridging the
rural-urban divide resonates with NEP’s emphasis on
universal access.

= Technology Integration: NEP’s digital initiatives align
closely with Kalam’s vision of leveraging technology
for equitable learning.

= Nation-Building: Both view education as central to
India’s development and self-reliance, positioning
youth as the drivers of transformation.

The aims of education articulated by A. P. J. Abdul Kalam
and NEP 2020 share a profound synergy. Both frameworks
stress that education must go beyond academic achievement
to foster creativity, ethics, inclusivity, and innovation. While
Kalam envisioned education as the means to ignite young
minds and transform India into a developed nation, NEP
2020 provides a structured roadmap to operationalize that
vision in contemporary contexts. Together, they highlight
that education is not merely about producing workers but
about nurturing responsible, value-driven citizens who can
contribute to building a self-reliant and globally competitive
India.

Curriculum According to A.P.J Abdul Kalam

Dr. A. P. J. Abdul Kalam, remembered fondly as India’s
“Missile Man” and respected former President, was far more
than a scientist or national leader. He saw himself first as a
teacher, and education remained close to his heart
throughout his life. His ideas continue to influence how
educators, policymakers, and students think about learning
in India.

Kalam believed that education should do more than help
students pass exams or memorize information. He felt that
real learning should awaken curiosity, spark imagination,
build confidence, and shape character. For him, curriculum
was not just a list of subjects or chapters to cover - it was a
living and evolving framework meant to prepare young
people to face real-world challenges with purpose and
integrity.

His writings in India 2020, Ignited Minds, and Envisioning
an Empowered Nation express this vision clearly. In these
works, he explains that curriculum should integrate
scientific  thinking, moral values, creativity, and
inclusiveness so that students grow not only as
knowledgeable individuals but also as compassionate and
responsible citizens (Kalam, 1998; 2002; Kalam & Pillai,
2005) (23241,

A Curriculum Rooted in Creativity and Innovation

Kalam believed deeply that the purpose of education was far
more than memorizing facts or passing exams. He
consistently argued that learning should ignite curiosity and
creativity rather than encourage rote learning. For him, the
goal was not to create graduates who only carried degrees,
but young people who could think independently, solve real
problems, and create new ideas and solutions for society
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(Kalam, 2002) Pl He often reminded audiences that
education should help students become innovators, risk-
takers, and entrepreneurs who are confident enough to face
real-life challenges.

Kalam’s own school memories strongly influenced this
belief. He frequently recalled the teachers who explained
scientific ideas with passion and clarity, turning difficult
concepts into exciting possibilities and fueling his interest in
aerospace engineering (Kalam, 1999) 11, Those early lessons
showed him how powerful learning can be when teaching is
engaging and meaningful.

Putting this vision into practice would mean reshaping the
curriculum to include more hands-on learning. This includes
science  experiments,  design-thinking  tasks, and
opportunities where students explore ideas, build
prototypes, and test solutions. By introducing these
approaches ecarly, students would not only understand
classroom lessons better but also learn how to apply them in
real-world situations, just as Kalam envisioned.

Emphasis on Value-Based Education

For Kalam, knowledge alone was never enough. He
believed that without values, knowledge could -easily
become harmful rather than helpful. This is why he
imagined an education system where ethics, compassion,
and social responsibility were woven into every level of
learning, rather than treated as optional additions (Kalam &
Pillai, 2005) 4. Subjects such as moral science, citizenship
education, and cultural learning were, in his view, essential
elements of a well-rounded curriculum - not side topics to
be ignored or minimized.

Throughout his speeches and writings, Kalam emphasized
that the true purpose of education was to build character. He
felt strongly that students should learn to respect different
cultures, act with honesty, and understand their
responsibility toward their community and nation. For him,
education had to be a balanced blend of knowledge and
values - something that could help students become not only
competent professionals but also compassionate, ethical
human beings.

Integration of Science, Technology, and Research

As a scientist, Kalam strongly believed that education
should be rooted in research and supported by modern
technology. He often expressed concern that India did not
yet have a strong research culture in its schools and
universities, noting that innovation usually started only at
the postgraduate level instead of during early schooling
(Kalam, 1998) 1. For him, learning was not just about
memorizing facts - it was about questioning, experimenting,
and discovering.

Kalam encouraged schools to adopt project-based learning
and include subjects such as robotics, space science, and
computer programming to spark curiosity and hands-on
exploration. He felt that when students are given the chance
to create and experiment, they develop confidence and
originality. Ultimately, his aim was to nurture what he
called a “scientific temper,” a phrase originally used by
Jawaharlal Nehru, so that students learn to think logically,
solve problems creatively, and contribute to society with
fresh ideas.
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Inclusivity and Bridging the Rural-Urban Divide

Kalam strongly believed that education should reach every
child, no matter where they lived or what background they
came from. To him, a meaningful curriculum was one that
included everyone and addressed real-life needs rather than
just theory. He often spoke about how students in rural areas
faced barriers to quality education and argued that the
curriculum must bridge this gap by including digital tools
and learning resources connected to local communities
(Kalam, 2002) 21,

He also imagined a future where technology - especially
satellites - could make it possible for the best teachers and
teaching materials to reach even the most remote villages.
Along with academic subjects, he emphasized the
importance of vocational skills and practical life lessons. In
his view, these elements would help students from
disadvantaged sections gain confidence and become active
contributors to society and the workforce (Kalam, 2002) 1,

Curriculum for Nation-Building and Self-Reliance

Kalam firmly believed that education was not just a pathway
to individual progress, but the strongest tool for building the
nation. For him, a meaningful curriculum needed to go
beyond examinations and career preparation; it should
inspire students to think about how they could contribute to
society and the country’s growth. He highlighted the need to
include areas like environmental studies, sustainable
development, defence technology, and rural
entrepreneurship as core subjects because they reflected real
national priorities and future needs (Kalam, 1998) 1231,

A key idea in Kalam’s vision was transforming students
from passive job seekers into confident job creators. He
believed that when education nurtures innovation, practical
skills, and problem-solving abilities, young people become
capable of designing solutions, creating industries, and
leading change rather than waiting for employment
opportunities. In many ways, this thinking foreshadowed
later national initiatives such as “Atmanirbhar Bharat,”
which carry forward his message of self-reliance and
empowerment. Kalam’s curriculum ideals reflect his
lifelong mission: combining knowledge, values, and
innovation to build a stronger and more self-sufficient India.

Multidisciplinary and Holistic Approach

Years before NEP 2020 encouraged breaking traditional
subject barriers, Kalam had already spoken strongly about
the need for a multidisciplinary approach to education. He
believed that learning should not be divided into isolated
streams. Instead, subjects should connect and enrich one
another - science with the arts, technology with the
humanities, and professional studies with moral and ethical
understanding (Kalam, 2002) 12,

In his view, such an approach would allow students to
explore more than one interest and develop flexibility in
thinking. A system like this, he believed, would help
learners become adaptable, creative, and emotionally
intelligent. Ultimately, Kalam saw multidisciplinary
learning as a pathway to shaping individuals who could lead
across sectors and respond thoughtfully to the changing
needs of society.
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Lifelong Learning and Global Citizenship

Kalam often emphasized that education should not end after
formal schooling. He believed learning was a lifelong
process, a continuous effort to grow, improve, and adapt.
According to him, the curriculum should help students
develop the ability to learn independently and stay relevant
in an ever-changing world. Skills such as adaptability,
digital literacy, and effective communication were, in his
view, essential for success in the modern global
environment (Kalam & Pillai, 2005) 41,

Alongside modern skills, Kalam also stressed the
importance of identity and values. He envisioned an
education system that encouraged students to think globally
while staying rooted in Indian culture. To him, the
curriculum should expose learners to world history, global
issues, and diverse perspectives, while also teaching cultural
understanding, cooperation, and respect. In this way,
education would help shape individuals capable of
contributing to both national progress and global harmony.
For Dr. A. P. J. Abdul Kalam, the curriculum was far more
than textbooks, marks, or examinations. He saw it as a
dynamic framework meant to inspire young minds and help
them grow into responsible citizens. His ideas highlighted
the importance of creativity, ethics, inclusivity, scientific
thinking, research, and service to society. Many of these
elements have since appeared in education reforms,
including the goals of the NEP 2020.

A curriculum shaped by Kalam’s philosophy would strive
for Dbalance-technology alongside ethics, innovation
alongside inclusivity, and global opportunities alongside
national priorities. Such an approach ensures that education
in India does more than create skilled professionals; it
nurtures compassionate, confident, and visionary leaders
who can help build a peaceful and sustainable future.

Kalam’s Vision and NEP 2020: A Comparative
Perspective: The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020,
introduced by the Government of India, resonates strongly
with many aspects of Kalam’s vision for curriculum. Both
perspectives emphasize holistic development, creativity, and
nation-building, moving away from a narrow exam-oriented
approach.

Holistic and Multidisciplinary Approach

= Kalam repeatedly argued for the integration of sciences,
humanities, and arts within a single curricular
framework (Kalam, 2002) 21,

= NEP 2020 formally advocates for multidisciplinary
education, flexibility of subject choice, and the
breaking down of rigid academic silos (Government of
India, 2020) (],

Creativity and Innovation

= Kalam wanted a curriculum that cultivates problem-
solving, innovation, and design thinking from an early
stage.

= NEP 2020 echoes this by introducing experiential
learning, coding, design-thinking, and vocational
exposure at school level, aligning closely with Kalam’s
philosophy.
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Value-Based Education

= Kalam envisioned education rooted in ethics,
compassion, and integrity (Kalam & Pillai, 2005) 241,

= NEP 2020 places “ethics and human values” as a key
pillar, ensuring that education is not just about
employability but about citizenship and social
responsibility.

Research Orientation

= Kalam lamented the weak research ecosystem in India
and wanted research to start from schools through
projects and innovation clubs.

= NEP 2020 proposes the National Research Foundation
(NRF) to promote a strong research culture, reflecting
Kalam’s emphasis on inquiry-based learning.

Inclusivity and Equity

= Kalam strongly advocated bridging the rural-urban
divide in education through digital technology and
satellite-based learning (Kalam, 1998) %,

= NEP 2020 emphasizes inclusive education, equitable
access, and the use of technology in teaching-learning,
reinforcing Kalam’s call for democratizing knowledge.

Nation-Building and Self-Reliance

= Kalam saw education as a tool for self-reliance and
national development, encouraging students to become
job creators rather than job seekers.

= NEP 2020’s thrust on entrepreneurship, skill
development, and local knowledge systems aligns with
this vision of building an “Atmanirbhar Bharat.”

Lifelong Learning and Global Citizenship

= Kalam highlighted lifelong learning and global
exposure while preserving Indian cultural values.

= NEP 2020 similarly emphasizes global outlook, critical
thinking, and adaptability while celebrating India’s
knowledge traditions.

Thus, NEP 2020 gives formal shape to many of the
educational ideas that Kalam had spoken and written about
years earlier. In this way, his vision now serves as an
invisible guiding force behind India’s ongoing educational
reforms.

For Dr. A. P. J. Abdul Kalam, curriculum was never just a
list of subjects or a timetable to follow. Instead, he saw it as
a living framework-one that should spark imagination, build
values, encourage innovation, and help students grow into
confident and self-reliant individuals. Many of the ideas he
championed-such as multidisciplinary learning, holistic
development, inclusivity, value-based education, and an
emphasis on research-closely resemble the core principles
embedded in NEP 2020. While Kalam highlighted ethics,
innovation, and nation-building as essential aims of
education, NEP 2020 attempts to turn those beliefs into a
concrete and actionable policy structure.

A curriculum shaped by Kalam’s philosophy aims to create
learners who are not only academically strong but also
empathetic, courageous, and ready to take responsibility for
society. Such learners become problem-solvers and leaders
who work toward the growth of their communities and their
nation. With NEP 2020, there is now a practical opportunity
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to bring Kalam’s ideas into classrooms and institutions
across the country-closing the gap between visionary ideals
and real, everyday teaching practices.

Together, Kalam’s educational philosophy and NEP 2020
create a powerful roadmap for transforming education in
India. Their shared vision is one in which students are
inspired, innovation thrives, and education contributes
meaningfully to national development and global well-
being.

Teaching Method According to A. P. J. Abdul Kalam

Dr. A. P. J. Abdul Kalam, remembered as one of India’s
most admired scientists and a beloved former President,
often spoke about how powerful the role of a teacher can be
in shaping the future of a nation. For Kalam, teaching was
never just about giving students facts or lessons to
memorise. Instead, he believed that real teaching should
awaken curiosity, kindle imagination, and encourage
students to question, explore, and create. He viewed
teachers as true nation-builders - individuals who shape not
only academics but also character, confidence, and values.
Kalam strongly believed that education should go beyond
traditional classroom methods dominated by rote learning.
Instead, he advocated for a system that focuses on the
overall growth of a student - intellectually, emotionally, and
socially. His writings, especially in Ignited Minds (2002) !
and India 2020 (1998), reflect his passion for building a
learning environment that encourages innovation, critical
thinking, and problem-solving. These works also highlight
his vision of how teaching practices must evolve to prepare
students for a rapidly changing world.

Learning Beyond the Textbook

Kalam openly opposed the culture of rote learning and
exam-driven education. He felt that memorizing information
without understanding served no real purpose and limited a
child’s potential. Instead, he believed that education should
spark curiosity, creativity, and the ability to apply
knowledge in real situations. In Ignited Minds, he explained
that the real role of a teacher is not just to deliver lessons but
to ignite imagination and encourage students to ask
questions and explore ideas (Kalam, 2002) . He often
encouraged educators to include hands-on activities, real
examples, experiments, and interactive projects so that
learning would feel meaningful rather than mechanical. His
views closely align with Dewey’s (1938) %1 theory of
experiential learning, which emphasizes that education
becomes most powerful when students learn through
experience, reflection, and active participation.

Teacher as a Role Model

For Kalam, teaching was not just a matter of techniques or
structured methods - it was deeply connected to who the
teacher was as a person. He believed that a teacher’s
character spoke louder than any lesson plan. Qualities like
integrity, humility, compassion, and dedication, in his view,
were essential parts of effective teaching, not optional
additions. He often emphasised that “the best teacher is the
one who inspires” (Kalam & Pillai, 2005, p. 38) 4,
Inspiration, for him, was more powerful than instruction.
Kalam saw teaching as a form of mentorship, where
learning happens through guidance, encouragement, and
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personal example. This belief aligns closely with Bandura’s
(1977) 7 social learning theory, which explains that people
- especially young learners - tend to imitate behaviours of
those they admire or consider role models. In other words,
students learn not only from what teachers teach, but also
from how they behave, communicate, and carry themselves.

Interactive and Student-Centered Pedagogy

Alam believed that teaching should be engaging, interactive,
and centred on students rather than dominated by long
lectures. He encouraged classrooms where students felt
comfortable asking questions, sharing ideas, and working
together to solve problems. This wasn’t just a theory for him
- he followed it in practice during his many visits to schools
and colleges across India, where his sessions often turned
into open conversations rather than formal speeches. In The
Life Tree (2014), Kalam wrote that meaningful dialogue and
the habit of questioning are key to developing critical
thinking. His approach closely reflects Vygotsky’s (1978)
socio-cultural theory, which stresses the importance of
interaction and conversation as central to learning and
cognitive growth.

Integration of Science, Technology, and Creativity

As a scientist and educator, Kalam strongly believed that
teaching should go beyond textbooks and routine
memorization. He often spoke about the need to blend
science with imagination, creativity, and real-world
exploration. In his view, teachers should inspire students to
ask questions, experiment, build working models, and apply
what they learn to real-life situations. Kalam (1998) 2%
explained that a curriculum built around hands-on projects
and innovation labs has the power to shape students into
future problem-solvers, researchers, and entrepreneurs.
Today, educators would describe this approach as
constructivist learning, where students actively build their
understanding through discovery, practical work, and
meaningful engagement rather than passive listening
(Fosnot, 2013).

Values and Character Building through Teaching

Even as he emphasized science and innovation, Kalam
never overlooked the importance of morals and ethics. He
often reminded teachers that nurturing values in students is
just as vital as teaching academic knowledge. Kalam &
Rajan (2011) U1 highlight that education should aim to
develop “enlightened citizens” who combine professional
skill with compassion and integrity. To achieve this, he
encouraged the use of storytelling, the study of great
leaders’ biographies, and reflective exercises, seeing these
methods as ways to build character alongside intellect.

Use of Technology in Teaching

Kalam recognized early on the potential of digital
technologies to make education more inclusive. He
encouraged teachers to use multimedia tools, virtual
laboratories, and satellite-based systems to bring learning
opportunities to students in rural and underserved areas
(Kalam, 1998) 3. His vision of “Providing Urban
Amenities in Rural Areas (PURA)” also emphasized the use
of ICT to ensure that knowledge could reach everyone,
regardless of location. Today, this approach aligns closely

https://researchtrendsjournal.com

https://researchtrendsjournal.com

with modern blended learning models, which combine
traditional classroom teaching with online resources to
enhance accessibility and engagement (Garrison &
Vaughan, 2008).

Encouraging Lifelong Learning

Kalam believed that teaching should do more than prepare
students for exams; it should nurture a mindset of lifelong
learning. He emphasized that education driven by curiosity
helps students adapt to a rapidly changing world (Kalam,
2002). In his view, teachers should focus on developing
independent learning skills, research habits, and critical
thinking, guiding students to continue learning on their own
long after leaving the classroom.

Dr. A. P. J. Abdul Kalam envisioned teaching as a
combination of inspiration, interaction, innovation, and
values. He opposed rote memorization and instead promoted
experiential learning, project-based activities, and inquiry-
driven approaches. For Kalam, teachers were not just
instructors but role models who should engage students
through interactive and technology-supported methods
while also fostering character and moral values. His
educational philosophy still influences India’s reforms
today, including the NEP 2020, which incorporates many of
his ideas. For Kalam, teaching was never just a job - it was a
noble mission to ignite curiosity, shape character, and
inspire future generations.

Relevance of Abdul Kalam’s Teaching Methods in the
Context of NEP-2020

Dr. A. P. J. Abdul Kalam believed that teaching was not just
about transferring information but about inspiring students,
sparking curiosity, and nurturing creativity and values. His
philosophy closely resonates with the ideas outlined in the
National Education Policy (NEP) 2020. Kalam often
emphasized that teachers should lead by example,
encouraging students to explore, ask questions, and learn
through projects rather than relying solely on rote
memorization (Kalam, 2002). In the same way, NEP 2020
promotes a move away from content-heavy classrooms
toward experiential, competency-based, and
multidisciplinary learning (Government of India, 2020) [,
Kalam also championed the integration of science,
technology, and creativity into daily learning. This aligns
perfectly with NEP’s focus on skill development, coding,
vocational training, and fostering innovation right from
school. Both Kalam’s vision and the policy highlight the
importance of education in shaping problem-solvers,
innovators, and future entrepreneurs who can contribute to
the country’s self-reliance. His ideas about using digital
learning tools and satellite-based education to reach rural
areas anticipated NEP’s emphasis on technology-driven,
equitable access to quality education.

Equally important to Kalam was the inclusion of values and
ethics in teaching. He believed that education should nurture
not just the mind but also the character. NEP 2020 reflects
this holistic vision, aiming to balance academic learning
with moral and emotional growth. The policy’s emphasis on
continuous professional development for teachers echoes
Kalam’s view that teaching is a sacred mission requiring
dedication, reflection, and lifelong learning.

In short, NEP 2020 brings many of Kalam’s educational
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ideals into practice. By promoting inquiry-based,
technology-enabled, and value-oriented methods, the policy
provides a framework to realize his dream: an education
system that cultivates enlightened citizens who combine
knowledge with strong character.

Teacher According to Abdul Kalam

Dr. A. P. J. Abdul Kalam, fondly remembered as the
“People’s President,” always held teachers in the highest
esteem, seeing them as the true builders of a nation. For
him, teachers were much more than people who simply
share knowledge; they were mentors who spark curiosity,
encourage creativity, and inspire students to strive for their
best. Throughout his life, in speeches and writings like
Ignited Minds (2002) 1 and Envisioning an Empowered
Nation (Kalam & Pillai, 2005) 4, Kalam emphasized that
teachers carry a profound responsibility-not only to educate
intellectually but also to shape the moral and social
character of the next generation.

Teacher as a Nation Builder

Kalam firmly believed that teachers have a crucial role in
shaping the future of the nation by guiding the character and
mindset of young learners. He often emphasized that India’s
progress depended on educators who could inspire students
to dream boldly and take meaningful action in society
(Kalam, 2002). For him, classrooms were more than just
spaces to impart knowledge; they were places where values,
ethics, and a sense of patriotism could be nurtured. In
Kalam’s view, the impact of a good teacher reached far
beyond the school walls, influencing not only individual
lives but the course of the entire nation.

Teacher as a Role Model

Kalam believed that teaching is most effective when the
teacher serves as a true role model. He emphasized that
students absorb more from a teacher’s actions, character,
and values than from words alone. According to him, a
teacher should embody honesty, humility, and dedication,
inspiring students to embrace these qualities in their own
lives (Kalam & Rajan, 2011) [, This idea closely aligns
with Bandura’s (1977) 7 social learning theory, which
highlights the powerful influence of role models in shaping
behaviour and attitudes.

Teacher as a Guide and Mentor

Kalam often spoke of teachers as guides who help students
uncover their true potential. In My Journey (2013) 7], he
remembered how his schoolteacher, Sivasubramania Iyer,
encouraged him to explore science - a small act that
eventually set him on the path to becoming a scientist.
Experiences like this strengthened Kalam’s belief that
teachers should recognize each student’s unique strengths
and support them through encouragement, mentorship, and
personalized guidance.

Teacher as a Source of Inspiration

For Kalam, a teacher’s highest duty was to inspire students.
He often said that the most effective teachers are those who
spark curiosity and encourage creativity, rather than simply
relying on rote memorization (Kalam, 2002) 2. He believed
that through interactive teaching, asking thoughtful
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questions, and sharing stories, teachers could awaken a
genuine desire to explore and learn. Kalam also emphasized
connecting what is taught in the classroom to real-life
experiences, so that students could see the practical value of
knowledge and remain engaged in their learning.

Teacher as a Lifelong Learner

Kalam insisted that teachers themselves must be lifelong
learners. He argued that only those who constantly update
their knowledge, adapt to new pedagogical tools, and
remain intellectually curious can inspire students effectively
(Kalam & Pillai, 2005) 4. His call resonates with modern
educational frameworks, including NEP 2020, which
emphasizes continuous professional development for
teachers (Government of India, 2020) (],

Teacher as a Value Educator

Kalam firmly believed that education without values is
incomplete. He saw teachers not just as instructors, but as
guardians of ethics, entrusted with nurturing qualities like
compassion, respect, and integrity in their students (Kalam
& Rajan, 2011) "1, He advocated for teaching moral lessons
through stories, biographies, and real-life examples rather
than strict lectures, so that students could absorb values in a
meaningful and lasting way.

For Kalam, a teacher was much more than a professional-he
or she was a mentor, a role model, a guide, and a moral
compass. Teachers had the power to spark curiosity,
encourage innovation, and shape the nation’s future by
raising responsible, ethical, and visionary citizens. His own
experiences as a student left a deep mark on him, fueling his
lifelong respect and admiration for educators.

Even today, in an era of educational reforms like NEP 2020,
which emphasize holistic development, creativity, and
values, Kalam’s vision of the teacher remains strikingly
relevant. A society that empowers teachers and recognizes
their pivotal role can cultivate the “enlightened citizenship”
that Kalam so passionately envisioned.

Discipline According to Abdul Kalam and Its Relevance
in NEP-2020

Dr. A. P. J. Abdul Kalam always stressed that discipline is a
key foundation for personal growth, professional success,
and the progress of the nation. For him, discipline was not
just about following rules; it was a way of life rooted in self-
control, responsibility, and moral integrity. In his books
Ignited Minds (2002) ¥ and My Journey (2013) 7], Kalam
reflected that discipline is crucial for both students and
teachers because it cultivates perseverance, concentration,
and ethical behavior. Today, as India implements modern
reforms like the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020,
Kalam’s ideas on discipline remain highly relevant and
inspiring.

Discipline as Self-Regulation

Kalam viewed discipline as internal self-regulation rather
than external enforcement. He believed that students must
learn to manage their time, emotions, and energy to achieve
excellence. In Wings of Fire (1999) 1, he described how his
rigorous schedule and dedication to scientific research
stemmed from self-discipline. NEP 2020 echoes this view
by promoting self-directed and competency-based learning,
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encouraging students to take ownership of their educational
journey (Government of India, 2020) [°].

Discipline and Character Building

For Kalam, discipline was closely tied to character. He
argued that an educated person without discipline risks
misusing knowledge, while discipline ensures the
responsible application of skills for societal good (Kalam &
Pillai, 2005) 24, NEP 2020 similarly emphasizes value-
based education, aiming to develop responsible citizens who
combine academic competence with ethical behaviour. This
shows how discipline, in Kalam’s sense, aligns with NEP’s
goal of nurturing holistic and moral individuals.

Discipline in Learning and Innovation

Kalam often highlighted that true innovation requires
discipline. Scientific research, he observed, demands
patience, rigorous methodology, and consistent effort
(Kalam, 1998) 1. He advised students to cultivate
disciplined study habits and a focused mind to achieve long-
term goals. NEP 2020 supports this approach by advocating
for experiential and research-driven education, where
disciplined inquiry is crucial for problem-solving and
creativity.

Teacher’s Role in Imparting Discipline

Kalam considered teachers as role models in demonstrating
discipline through punctuality, commitment, and ethical
conduct. He believed students imbibe discipline more
effectively through lived examples than through instructions
(Kalam, 2002) 1. NEP 2020 reinforces this perspective by
stressing teacher professional development and ethical
responsibility, positioning teachers as guides who model
disciplined learning and living.

Relevance of Discipline in NEP 2020

The NEP’s vision of holistic, flexible, and student-cantered
learning requires discipline in a broader sense-self-
motivation, responsibility, and respect for diversity.
Kalam’s philosophy complements this by showing that
discipline is not rigidity but a balance of freedom and
responsibility. In an era of technological distraction, his
stress on disciplined learning becomes even more relevant
for ensuring focus, creativity, and moral responsibility in
education.

Dr. A. P. J. Abdul Kalam’s understanding of discipline was
multidimensional, encompassing self-regulation, character,
and commitment to excellence. He saw it as a vital quality
for both teachers and students in building a strong, ethical,
and innovative nation. NEP 2020, with its focus on holistic
education, value orientation, and self-directed learning,
mirrors Kalam’s ideals of discipline. Together, they
highlight that true education combines knowledge with
disciplined conduct, preparing learners to be both competent
professionals and responsible citizens.

Criticisms and Debates surrounding Dr. Abdul Kalam

Dr. A. P. J. Abdul Kalam (1931-2015) is widely celebrated
as the “Missile Man of India” and the “People’s President”
for his contributions to science, education, and public life.
Yet, like all public figures, his career and philosophy have
also invited criticism and debate. Examining these critiques
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does not diminish his achievements but offers a balanced
perspective on his role as a scientist, statesman, and
visionary.

Criticisms of Scientific Contributions

Kalam’s reputation as a pioneering scientist, particularly in
India’s missile and nuclear programs, has been questioned
by some scholars. Critics argue that while he played a key
role in project management, his direct scientific
contributions were limited. For instance, former ISRO
chairman G. Madhavan Nair noted that Kalam was more of
a technology manager than an original scientist
(Bhattacharya, 2015) 28], Some also contend that his fame
overshadowed the contributions of less-publicized scientists
in India’s defence research community. This raises debates
about the individualization of collective achievements in
science and technology.

Ethical Debates on Militarization

Kalam’s involvement in India’s missile development
program brought criticism from pacifist and Gandhian
scholars who opposed the militarization of science. His
leadership in the Integrated Guided Missile Development
Programme (IGMDP) and association with the Pokhran-II
nuclear tests of 1998 raised ethical concerns about
promoting an arms race in South Asia (Perkovich, 1999) ['!],
Critics questioned whether a man who later championed
peace and education could reconcile these ideals with his
role in strengthening India’s military arsenal. Kalam himself
defended his position by framing defence preparedness as a
prerequisite for peace and stability.

Presidency and Political Neutrality

Kalam’s tenure as the 11th President of India (2002-2007)
was celebrated for making Rashtrapati Bhavan more
accessible, but it also faced criticism. Some political
analysts argued that he did not always exercise the
constitutional powers of the office effectively. For example,
his decision to sign the controversial Office of Profit Bill
(2006) and his handling of mercy petitions, including the
delay in deciding Afzal Guru’s case, drew criticism from
activists and legal experts (Mehta, 2007) Bl Detractors
claimed that his presidency was more symbolic than
politically substantive, raising debates about the role of the
President in India’s democracy.

Vision for Education and Development

Kalam’s writings, particularly India 2020 (1998) and
Ignited Minds (2002) !, presented an ambitious vision of
transforming India into a developed nation. While inspiring,
critics argue that his ideas were often more aspirational than
practical. Educationists have noted that while Kalam
emphasized creativity, technology, and values in education,
his writings offered limited strategies for tackling systemic
issues such as underfunding, teacher shortages, or socio-
economic disparities (Nanda, 2016) 1. Thus, some consider
his educational philosophy motivational but lacking in
concrete policy frameworks.

Populism and Celebrity Image
Kalam’s immense popularity among youth earned him the
title “People’s President,” yet critics contend that his
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celebrity status sometimes diluted serious policy debates.
His frequent interactions with students and his accessible
writing style made him a cultural icon, but some
intellectuals argued that this leaned towards populism rather
than substantive engagement with structural reforms
(Nanda, 2016) 1. The debate here revolves around whether
his charisma overshadowed deeper policy discussions.

Spirituality and Science

Another area of debate concerns Kalam’s blending of
spirituality with science. While many admired his emphasis
on values and ethics, some critics argued that his spiritual
reflections risked diluting the objectivity of science. His
belief in the harmony of religion and science, articulated in
works like Guiding Souls (2005), was celebrated by some
but criticized by others as philosophically inconsistent or
overly idealistic (Visvanathan, 2015) [°. This raised
debates about whether a scientist-statesman should adopt a
more secular and rationalist stance.

Dr. A. P. J. Abdul Kalam’s life and legacy remain
overwhelmingly positive in public memory, yet criticisms
and debates surrounding him highlight important tensions.
His role in defence science raised ethical dilemmas, his
presidency invited scrutiny for being more symbolic than
assertive, and his educational vision, while inspiring, lacked
detailed implementation strategies. Furthermore, debates
about his celebrity image and his integration of spirituality
with science underscore the complexities of his persona.
Ultimately, these criticisms do not negate Kalam’s
contributions but illustrate the challenges faced by a
scientist-statesman navigating between technology, ethics,
politics, and philosophy. Engaging with such debates allows
a more nuanced understanding of Kalam as a visionary who
inspired millions, yet remained a contested figure in certain
intellectual and political circles.

Conclusion

Dr. A. P. J. Abdul Kalam occupies a unique position in
India’s modern history as a scientist, visionary, and
statesman who inspired millions. The criticisms and debates
around his life reflect not only the complexities of his
persona but also the evolving expectations from leaders in
post-independence India. To conclude the discussions on
these critiques, it is essential to situate Kalam’s
contributions and limitations within a broader social,
political, and ethical framework.

Reconciling Science and Management

One recurring criticism concerns the extent of Kalam’s
scientific contributions. While he was celebrated as the
“Missile Man,” many have argued that he was more of a
technology manager and team leader than a path-breaking
scientist. This critique points to a larger question: should
scientific glory be attributed only to individuals who create
theories or inventions, or can it extend to those who
integrate, manage, and mobilize teams toward technological
milestones? In this sense, Kalam’s career redefines
scientific leadership, emphasizing collaboration and vision
over individual discovery. His critics highlight the danger of
hero-worship, but his defenders note that he democratized
science by showing how large-scale collective achievements
could capture national imagination.
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The Dilemma of Militarization

Kalam’s involvement in India’s missile and nuclear
programs generated ethical debates that remain unresolved.
On one hand, his leadership strengthened India’s defense
capabilities, reinforcing national pride and security in a
volatile geopolitical context. On the other hand, critics
contend that this engagement conflicted with Gandhian
ideals of non-violence and promoted militarization.
Reconciling these perspectives requires acknowledging that
Kalam viewed defence preparedness as an enabler of peace
rather than a contradiction to it. His philosophy suggests
that only a strong and secure nation can pursue education,
development, and diplomacy with confidence. Still, the
criticism highlights a tension in Indian political thought: the
coexistence of Gandhian pacifism with realist defence
strategies. Kalam embodied this paradox, making him a
figure of both inspiration and controversy.

Presidency: Symbolism vs. Substantive Power

Another area of debate centres on his presidency. Critics
argued that he remained a symbolic “People’s President”
rather than exercising constitutional authority in moments of
political crisis. His hesitation in certain legislative and
judicial matters invited scepticism about his assertiveness.
However, these criticisms also expose the limitations of the
presidential role in India’s parliamentary democracy, which
is largely ceremonial. Kalam redefined the presidency by
using his position as a platform to connect with students,
teachers, and citizens rather than to engage in partisan
politics. His critics focus on constitutional passivity, but his
admirers stress that he elevated the moral and inspirational
significance of the office, giving it a people-centric
dimension unprecedented in India’s history.

Aspirations and Practicality in Education

Kalam’s educational philosophy, articulated in works like
Ignited Minds and India 2020, has been critiqued for being
more aspirational than practical. Critics argue that he did not
always provide concrete strategies to overcome structural
deficiencies in India’s education system. Yet, the enduring
popularity of his ideas among youth suggests that
inspiration itself has transformative potential. His emphasis
on creativity, innovation, and values has resonated with
policymakers, particularly in the framing of the National
Education Policy (NEP) 2020. The criticism of insufficient
detail is valid, but Kalam’s strength lay in offering a vision
that others could translate into actionable policies.

Populism and the Cult of Personality

Kalam’s immense popularity, particularly among students,
has been described as bordering on populism. Some scholars
claim that his charisma overshadowed substantive policy
debates. However, this critique also raises a paradox: in a
democracy often characterized by disillusionment with
leadership, was Kalam’s popularity not a necessary
corrective? By positioning himself as a humble teacher-
president, Kalam cultivated a relationship of trust with
ordinary citizens. While his critics worry about personality
cults, his admirers argue that he modelled a new type of
leadership-rooted not in power, but in service and
accessibility.
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Science, Spirituality, and Ethics

Kalam’s unique blending of spirituality and science has
sparked both admiration and debate. Some critics argue that
combining these realms might weaken strict scientific
reasoning, while supporters see it as a way to make science
more human, connecting it to ethics and values. Kalam
firmly believed that science should serve humanity, rather
than exist purely for its own sake, offering a model of
technological progress grounded in purpose. His perspective
challenges the idea that science is only material or
mechanistic and invites discussion on how knowledge can
embrace both ethical and spiritual dimensions. The debates
around this approach reflect a larger intellectual tension in
modern India-between secular rationalism and a holistic
integration of tradition with scientific thought. Kalam
worked to bridge this divide, even though his ideas
sometimes faced criticism.

Lessons from the Criticisms

The discussions and criticisms surrounding Dr. A. P. J.
Abdul Kalam reveal much about the complexities of modern
India. His life reflects the tensions between science and
spirituality, peace and militarization, symbolism and
substance, and vision and pragmatism. Critics have pointed
out his limitations-whether scientific, political, or
philosophical-but these very debates underscore his
continuing relevance. That his life still sparks discussion
shows that he challenged norms and expanded what it
means to be a scientist, leader, and educator in India.

These criticisms do not diminish Kalam’s legacy; instead,
they deepen our appreciation of it. They remind us that true
leadership is not about perfection but about confronting
contradictions with honesty and purpose. Kalam faced
challenges in many areas: the scope of his scientific
contributions was sometimes questioned, his presidency
critiqued, his ideas about education examined, and his
blending of science and spirituality debated. Yet in every
sphere, he left behind not only tangible achievements but
also thought-provoking questions that encourage India to
reflect on its own identity and ambitions. His critics insist
on accountability, while his admirers draw inspiration.
Together, they make sure that Kalam’s life is remembered
not as a flawless legend but as a rich, complex story of
dedication, ambition, and hope.

The key lesson from these debates is that Kalam’s greatness
lies not in being beyond criticism but in inspiring
meaningful dialogue across science, politics, education, and
ethics. His life remains a mirror for India’s dreams and
dilemmas, showing that progress is not achieved by
avoiding contradictions but by addressing them thoughtfully
and with purpose.
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