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LANGUAGE

As already pointed out, Eklavya’s experience in the
Hoshangabad Science Teaching Programme clearly
indicated the low levels of both receptive and produc-
tive language skills among Class VI children. The
listening and reading comprehension abilities were
so low that children were often unable to follow even
simple instructions in Hindi. In the case of speaking
and writing the situation was worse. Children were
generally shy and hesitant to speak in the class.
Prashika felt that teachers were often playing the
‘guess-what’s-in-my-mind’ game with children. They
were not interested in listening to what children had

7 ™

PROFICIENCY LEVELS OF HINDI . . .

A pilot study conducted in the Hoshangabad
district of Madhya Pradesh showed that the
average proficiency level of 15-year-old rural
children in the comprehension of standard
Hindi was about 33 per cent. Over 166 students
were examined in both the Hindustani and
Sanskritized styles of Hindi and it was found
that over 72 per cent students needed help with
reading comprehension. Schooling, seen in
terms of Hindi as the medium of instruction,
educational facilities available and proximity
of the school to urban areas, correlated highly
significantly with proficiency in Hindi.
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to say. The written samples of children’s work showed
wide divergences from standard Hindi morphology
and syntax. It must be pointed out that the above
description of the linguistic abilities of children is
based on keeping standard Hindi as a reference point.
In situations which were not threatening and where
the, jarget was not the use of standard Hindi, children
often provided lively descriptions of their experi-
ences in their own languages, often borrowing from
Hindi.

SOCIOLINGUISTIC SURVEYS
Early sociolinguistic surveys showed the following.

1. The language used in textbooks and schools was
highly formal and Sanskritized. It was far re-
moved from the tribal and regional languages
used by children at home and in peer group
interaction.

2. The use of regional varieties of Hindi or of tribal
languages was highly stigmatized in the class-
room.

3. The state curriculum focused on reading, almost
excluding the skills of speaking and writing.

4. The language material used in textbooks was
generally uninteresting and often had strong moral
undertones.
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5. Teaching strategies were essentially linear start-
ing with alphabets and words in isolation and
leading on to decontextualized sentences.

6. Successful learning consisted of reproducing
memorized texts and answers. There was nospace
for the creativity of the child.

NATIVE LANGUAGES VS STANDARD HINDI
Prashika strongly felt that children should receive
education in their own languages. It would not only
make the task of learning easier and more enjoyable
but would also help these hitherto neglected lan-
guages to grow. It was felt that no language is
inherently superior or inferior and that the question of
the prestige and status of a language was essentially
a socio-political and not a linguistic question. Lin-
guistically speaking, all languages were equally sys-
tematic and rule-govemed' and could potentially be
used for all literary and scientific activities. Prashika
saw language not only as a medium of communica-
tion but also as a marker of group identity and as a
phenomenon that is inextricably intertwined with our
thought processes.

Historically, societies have often used languages
associated with elite and powerful groups for cultural
domination, stigmatizing and ridiculing the languages.
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associated with the poor and weak sections of society.
There was thus a very strong motive in Prashika to
produce language-learning materials in the native
language of the children. The idea of dividing the area
covered by Prashika into different language districts
was seriously explored, hoping that each area would
have a book written in its particular language.
Prashika tried out some materials in local lan-

4 N\

PRASHIKA WRITES TO SOME RESOURCE
PEOPLE. ..

We have been doing some exploratory studies
in language and mathematics. We have got a
whole lot of sentences spoken and written by
children and we are trying to compare them
with the corresponding sentences in standard
Hindi. We really don’t know how to handle the
variety of linguistic behaviour we encounter
here.

N y
guages in some of its schools. It also toyed with the
idea of producing a single text with multilingual
glosses for various lexical items. However, it became
evident thatevery area was essentially multilingual in
character. Often the same class had children speaking
different varieties of Hindi and various tribal lan-
guages.
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Secondly, the members of the group had no com-
petence in the local languages and no experience of
producing teaching materials in these languages. It
was also felt that knowledge of standard Hindi was
essential to enable these children to participate ac-
tively and meaningfully in the mainstream life of the
country.

Prashika it seems was caught on the horns of a
dilemma. There were compelling socio-political and
academic reasons for producing teaching material in
the local languages on the one hand, and equally
strong pressures on the other to use standard Hindi,
notwithstanding the problem associated with produc-
ing teaching materials in the local languages. Over a

'd M

A PRASHIKA MEMBER OBSERVED . . .

Dialect variations were huge. Even a cluster of
4 or 5 villages could not be clubbed together. In
fact, the same class had children speaking
different languages and dialects. Writing in
dialects posed a serious problem. Whole chunks
could be read in standard Hindi but dialect
writing was segmented and had to be read bit
by bit. Dialects were not accepted in written
forms. We did not feel justified in producing
pedagogical arguments in favour of only one or
‘two dialects.
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period of time Prashika evolved an understanding
regarding the use of different languages in the cur-
riculum in which the language of the children could
have dignity. It was decided that the use of native
languages would be encouraged in school and all
possible efforts would be made to sensitize teachers
to linguistic variability. It was strongly felt that mul-
tilingualism was an asset rather than a disadvantage.

It was also decided that there would be no textbook
for the first six months for primary education and that
the native languages of the children would be used
freely for all educational purposes in this period. The
Prashika books were to be written in standard Hindi
but not in the highly Sanskritized formal variety that
characterizes most Indian textbooks. The variety of
Hindi to be used in Prashika was supposed to be
simple and closer to everyday speech.

How IS A LANGUAGE LEARNT?

For Prashika language is not merely a question of
form. Itis also a question of use in context. Language
is seen as located in a social context where its use
varies according to the people, the place and the
subject involved. Even in monolingual societies dif-
ferent domains of activities are characterized by
different linguistic vocabulary and idiom. In multi-
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PRASHIKA

lingual societies these roles may be fulfilled by
different languages.

The fact that every child learns the language(s) of
his environment perfectly without any explicit gram-
mar teaching shows that every child is mentally
equipped to acquire a language and language learning

- ™
A PRASHIKA ASSOCIATE TO A LINGUIST . ..

I have always been interested in understanding
the technical aspects of language. How does it
work? How does it relate to society? Will you
please come to Hoshangabad and spend some

time with us? What | really want to know is
whether what | have intuitively felt about the
nature of language is really true.

- : ' Vi

is essentially a matter of exposure and contex-
tualization. It is possible that optimal language learn-
ing takes place when the focus is on anything other
than the language itself. Language could not possibly
be learnt by segmenting texts and arranging them in
some order of hierarchical difficulty. Language learn-
ing is not a linear or additive process. Chunks of
language along with their social correlates are prob-.
ably internalized as wholes. It was most important,
Prashika felt, to involve children in interesting and
creative activities.
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[T

JOBJECTIVES
“Against this background Prashika tried to fulfil the

‘|

|§ollowmg objectives. :

‘L.i 1. Make the experience of language learning joyful.

2. Enhance listening and reading comprehension

abilities of children so that they could actively

participate in classroom activities, follow simple

_ instructions and be able to understand the materi-
als used in primary education.

4 : b
" A RESOURCE PERSON TO PRASHIKA . ..

We must try to make the children talk a lot. All
these games should not end up as mere action
and movement. We are not just teaching [an-
guage structures. We are involved in a process
of helping these children to artlculate their joys
and sorrows.

‘3. Enhance speaking and writing abilities so that
' children could express their ideas clearly, pre-
cisely and with confidence. |
kr Prashika does not perceive language abilities as
udxscrcte skills. These skills are linked to each other in
& fundamental way and the neglect of any one of them |
may eventually retard the overall language profi-
ciency. Prashika also perceives language as spread
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PRASHIKA

over the whole curriculum. It is a medium through
- which knowledge in other disciplines is acquired;
reciprocally, knowledge of other subjects enriches
language proficiency. Ithas been Prashika’s endeavour
to familiarize children with different registers of a
language.

Prashika feels that it is important to realize that a
child comes to school with a fully developed lan-
guage. It is an asset, the importance of which should
never be lost sight of. The multilingual nature of the
classroom can certainly be used as a resource. Two
issues that Prashika has been consistently concerned
with are: the difference between spoken and written
language, and the role of grammar teaching in lan-
guage learning.

In spoken language, we use not only words, but
variations in intonation in order to convey our mean-
ing. Intonation, pitch and speed of speech communi-
cate a great deal. For instance, a statement can be-
come a question simply by a rising intonation at the
end. Saying something angrily or with a laugh can
change the meaning. In addition, we also use non-
verbal signals to communicate. Gesticulating with
our hands or bodies, facial expressions and looks and
the ways in which we exploit space in conversation
are examples of this. Those who speak more effec-
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tively take care to use variations in sound, gestures
and facial expressions and a careful use of the space
available to them to convey their meaning.

While learning spoken language it is necessary that
a child gets the opportunity to put into use all these
devices. That is why acting in poems and stories,
mime, role-play, enactment, etc. is part of Prashika’s
curriculum.

This kind of communication, however, can take
place only face to face. You cannot obviously send
your gestures and intonations in a letter. Faced with
written language devoid of these non-verbal cues,
children experience great difficulty in understanding
it. Many more words and sentences have to be in-
cluded to make the context clear. However, as it
would require too many sentences to make every-
thing about the context clear, there is often much that
is left to be inferred. In order to read and understand
something, then, children have also to learn to infer
the context and create meaning for themselves.

Similarly, in writing children need to be able to
recognize what aspects are necessary to recreate the
context in the reader’s mind. This necessitates taking
into account the interests, abilities, experience and
the information level of the andience when using the
written form. Then children naturally have difficulty
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on first coming into contact with written material.
About the place of grammar in language teaching,
the question is: Should we teach grammar explicitly? -
Will it accelerate the process of language learning?
These questions have always worried Prashika. All
children learn their first language perfectly without
any exposure to its grammatical rules; the grammar is
automatically abstracted from the context. But on the
other hand, it is very tempting to teach explicit
algorithms which may take care of several mi stakes.
Prashika has insisted on the principles of natural
language learning. There should be as little of explicit
grammar teaching as possible. On the other hand,
Prashika has tried very hard to create contexts of
different kinds which would creatively engage the
cognitive abilities of children and encourage them to

4 B

A PRASHIKA MEMBER OBSERVED . . .

We tried to record natural conversations of
children and failed miserably. We neither had
the professionalism nor the necessary equip-
ment for such a project.

\. J

arrive at generalizations based on their observations
of language data. Concerning the teaching of writing,
Prashika feels that children are best introduced to
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writing not through a hierarchical progression from
alphabets to words, sentences and paragraphs but
through attempts at writing what children wish to see
written. Meaningful context and active child partici-
pation were keys to both spoken and written lan-

guage.

LANGUAGE TEACHING MATERIALS

AND METHODS

Keeping the above principles and objectives in mind
Prashika set out to produce teaching materials and

' T

A PRASHIKA TEACHER COMMENTS . . .

Yes, children have improved a lot. They can
draw pictures, tell stories and recite poems.
Their general knowledge has also improved.
They can now read a newspaper. Their essays
are now more original.

N J

aids and evolve teaching methodologies that could

- motivate learners to participate actively in their learn-

-ing activities. A very important aspect of this project

was classroom observation and intense collaboration
‘with teachers.

The first stage of the Prashika lénguage curriculum

-consists of a variety of listening and speaking activi-
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ties. A variety of activities involving concrete ob-
jects, picture cards, stories and poems have been
created to provide opportunities to listen and speak.
The activities centred round concrete objects involv-
ing discrimination, sorting, classification, shape and
sound recognition, games involving the use of pic-
tures and alphabet cards etc. also serve as pre-reading
activities. The first six months of the first year are
centred around these activities exclusively. The ear-
liest written materials were based on what children
were already familiar with or sometimes created on
the basis of the oral text produced by children them-
selves. The guiding principle in producing these
materials has been: their content should be interesting
and meaningful to children and they should be written
in a language that is comprehensible to children. In
many cases the materials were tried out in different
schools and were modified on the basis of the feed-
back from children and teachers.

One of Prashika’s major achievements is the
Khushi-Khushi series of books. Khushi-Khushibooks
are not just language teaching books. They attach
equal importance to maths and social science. It was
appropriate to talk about Khushi-Khushihere notonly
because the language component dominates the first
two books but also because Khushi- Khushi books are
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PRASHIKA

an effective illustration of ‘language across the cur-
riculum’ principle. Though Prashika found it very
difficult to evolve the language dialect controversy it
seems to have succeeded admirably in breaking down
the inhibition of children and providing them ample
opportunities for fresh and authentic articulation.

ON THE NATURE OF KHUSHI-KHUSHI
Khushi-Khushi books are different from traditional
textbooks or workbooks. The concern in preparing
these books has been to achieve a meaningful interac-
tion between the learner, teacher and learning mate-
rial. The books do not set out to impose any authori-
tative, conceptual and sequential framework on the
children and teachers. Traditionally textbooks aim at
covering a given syllabus. They are generally orga-
nized into unimaginative lessons and mechanical
exercises. They in fact often end up discouraging
children and teachers from being imaginative and
creative. Khushi-Khushi has been designed in such a
way that
1. it does not become the sole and authoritative
educational material. Though important, it is only
a part of a curriculum which includes a host of
other activities and objectives. Moreover, it is
based on other classroom activities in terms of
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what has been done, what is being done and what
" is likely to be done.

2. there is something to do on every page — some-
thing that children will find interesting. For many
of these activities children are not dependent on
the teacher. They can do them on their own or in
groups.

3. a variety of academic activities get related to a
single source which in essence is very interesting
to children. It could be a poem, a picture or a story.
It is interesting to note ho?}v a variety of sensory-
motor, cognitive, linguisticand logico-mathemati-
cal abilities can be initiated in the activities asso-
ciated with a single page.

4. asense of freedom is feltthroughout the book. The
teacher is free to select any page in consonance
with the abilities of the learners. Children them-
selves may be doing different activities at the
same time. Since the pages are in a certain order,
there is obviously a kind of sequence which, to
some extent, reflects Prashika’s understanding of

~ the ways in which children learn. Itis, however, a
very flexible sequence.
Khushi-Khushi books are designed to be a bridge
between the concrete and the abstract and they do so
in the following ways.
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1. The books help the teacher in sequencing, linking
and assessing various classroom activities. Be-
fore using a page, a number of activities might be
necessary in order to reach the point where the
page might be used. In this way the books bring
together activities which might otherwise be dis-
crete.

2. The books also allow the teacher to assess what
has been happening in the classroom (say, on a
weekly basis). For instance, if a substantial pum-
ber of children are unable to do a classification
activity page, he knows what to emphasize next.
So even if the next activity happens to be prima-
rily a poem or a counting exercise, he can still
weave classification into it.

3. The books are often used as exercise books also
where errors are not something to be abhorred.
Since every page allows a variety of activities,
there is plenty of chance for the child to practise
and improve.

4. Apart from helping in sequencing and reinforc-
ing, the workbooks play the important role of
introducing new elements, and new degrees of
complexity. In the movement from the concrete to
the abstract, the abundant use of pictures plays an
important role. Classification activities, which
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were done with concrete, tangible objects, then
with picture cards or objects (still physically
manipulable), have now taken a different form.
Classification is now done from a group of pic-
tures printed on a page, making the activity intel-
lectually and linguistically more challenging. Simi-
larly, numerical and logico-mathematical con-
‘cepts, too, move from concrete objects to pictures
and, of course, finally to symbols.

5. In addition, there are also more specific objec-
tives. For example, exposure to written material
in script size more compatible to children’s per-
ception, even if they can’t read to begin with, can
serve as a tool for word recognition and hence
learning reading.

6. Finally, it is hoped that these books would also
serve to help children (especially those who have
limited exposure to visual or written material)
look upon a book as a means of communication.
At present a book is only something to copy
meaninglessly from, asymbol of authority. Khushi-
Khushi makes the medium meaningful.

CONSTRAINTS ON KH USHI-KHUSHI
The biggest constraint on the production of the work-
book has been to keep the production cost low. Since
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the books had to be produced at a very low cost

1. it was not possible to have any coloured pictures
in the book. It is expected that children will colour
different pictures in the book themselves.

2. Prashika had to limit the number of pages. Ideally
it would have liked to provide the children with
sufficient quantities of paper which they could use
for drawing, colouring, craft, etc. The first im-
pulse of rural children, whose contact with paper
is extremely limited, is to run wild and use it in a
variety of ways. However, Prashika did manage to
include in the workbooks a few blank sheets
which the children could use as they wished.
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