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Raju, a6yearoldboy, looksintenselyatapicture of anelephantshownto himbyhisteacher
“Whatisthispicture?’, askghe teacherin Kannada.
“Aane”(elephant)responddRajuanative spealer of Kannada.

Theteacherookspuzzledor aminutewhensherealizsthat heisright; but the word “aane”doesn’tfit into the sequencef lettersshe
issupposedo beteaching!

“Yes,you'reright”, shesays,but thereisanotherword for it —Salag (tusker). Whatisthe word?’
Rajudoesnotrespond.

“Sala@’, emphasies theteacher makingRaju repeait after her, before movingon tothe next picture. After going over te more
pictures,theteachermeturnsto thefirstcard.

“Whatisthis?’, sheasks.

“Aane”(elephant) saysRaju.

“Yes,correct,butremember taughtyouanotherword—Salag—forit? Say Sala@”
Rajurepeatsobediently

Threemore picture cardslater, Rajusticksto “aane”whenprompted.
Theteacherisgettingincreasinglympatiert.

Inthe finalroundof questbning, Rajurespondgo the picture card with, “ don’tknow”
Vignete drawnfromfieldworkdoneonthe LiRlIlproject,Feb2013

This example is drawn from the transcriptof an
interactiondocumenedonthe LiteracyReseachin
Indian LanguagegLiRIL)project’ currently being
conducedin Yadgir(YadgirDigrict), Karnataka,and
Sonale (Thane Didrcit), Mahamashtra. It raises
important and intereging quedions about early
languagelearning that warrant greater attention
frompractitionersandscholasalike.

‘The name been changed protect idertity of the studer.

What Do We Know About Early Languag and
LiteracyLearning?

Many children in Indian classooms, like Raju,are
first-genaation learneis, or come from socio-
economically disadvantaged contexts. Such
children may have had very limited exposue to
print prior to school,and may not have modelsat
homeor in their communitieswho useit effectively
in their own lives. Theirvocabularyand other oral
skillsmay alsobe somewhd limitedascompaedto
peers from more socio-economially advantaged
backgounds.

In any early language learning context, but
especiallyin onesthat caer to more disadwantaged
populations,one of thekeytaslks of eaches in the
early gradesis to reinforce and extend the oral
languagés) tha children bringto schooffrom ther

*This vignete is dawn flom the work of BinduThirumalai, whompleted an inernship on the LiRIL gject from Feb-April 2013.
*This is a longitudinal pject that is funded joitly by Sir Rean Tta Fust and AzimRmji Univesity; and includes field partner ganiztions, QUET (Sonale,
Maharashtra) and llike (Mdgir Karnataka). The detiled field observiions conduced by Rseach Associa, Neela Apt, ae foundational b this paper
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homesand communities; and to help build their
understanding of the written system of texts.
Table 1 summariesthree certral tasks that young

Table 1
Principles of Language Learning

languageand literacylearners are engaged in, and
principlesthat could help them accomplgh these
taskssucceshllly.

What is the child doing?

Programme built on EECE principles should:

Transitioning fom home to school

Build curricular and pedagogial bridges from
hometoschool.

St larger goals of language and literacy
learning; establish it as meaningful and
purposeful.

De\eloping oal language

Provide rich opportunities for extending oral
language learning, vocabulary acquisition
andmeaningmaking.

Use languagethat mowves from the known to
the new.

Acquiring &miliarity with writen language

Introduce children to relationships(similarities
and differences) between oral and written
language

Edablish meaningful cortexts for the use of
writtenlanguage

Introducesound-ymbolrelationships.

Principle 1: Enable Successful Home-School
Transitions

Thefirst principlesugyests that younglearners are
encaged in makingahome-schootransitionduring
their early years of schooling;this is a signifiant
transition,andis often not aneag onefor learneis
to make. Scholas who have reseached early
literacy learning in diverse sociocultual corntexts
have noticedthat the languagefthe schoolismore
similarto the languagenf the homefor middle-class
populations, than it is for children from more
socioeconomically disadvantaged sections of
society(e.g., Heah, 1982;Purcell-Gaes, 1997).In
multilingual societies like India, children are
oftentimesasled to crossbarriers of languageand
dialectin goingto school Brenwhenthe homeand
schoollanguags are the same,children may face
challengeswith the vocabularyanddiscousesused
in school(asin the caseof Raju,a native spealer of
Kannada attending a Kannada-mediumschool).
PauloFriere, the famedBrazilianeducaor, believed
that readingthe word is conneced to readingthe

world; people’s worlds and words must be
included in the curriculum for true learning
and empowerment to be possible (Feire &
Macdeq 1987).

If we gobackto the vignete at the beginningof this
paper we notice that the child began by thinking
that heknewwheat the picture was,but heendedby
saying,“l don’'tknow” Thatpoignant‘l don’'tknow’
hints of the possibilityof many suchinteractions
pag and future, interactionsthat could lead to a
growing aliengion from the world of schooland
texts. Thisvignete, it mug be noted, is but one of
seeraldocumenedinganceson our projectof the
child’'s words being replacedby more formaligic,
unfamiliar curricular words. Why, we may ask,
should a six year old child remainintereged and
invegedinaschoolinghat consisently replacesis
words with their own, mowves him from a place of
“know” toaplaceof“l don’'tknow"?

Principle2: Develomndextendorallanguage
All school-basedearning is built on strong oral
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languageskills. Without proficiency in the oral

languageusedat school,a child will struggle with

vocabularyand understanding the meaning. It is

critical for developingcomprehensionand alsofor

deweloping facility with writing. BEven for children

whosehomelanguages the sameasthe language
of the school, planne@nd susained opportunities
forextendingorallanguagereimportant. Thisdoes
not happenby simply eplacing the child’ (known)
vocabularywith unknown (more formal) words.
Oral languagedewelopmert happensthrough a
variety of ways that include opportunities for

extended conversdions, discussionsstorytelling,

bookreading andopportunitiestowrite,andsoon.

Talkhasoftenbeenreferredto asthe “t ool of tools”

in deweloping oral languageand comprehension.
Early languagelearning environments, therefore,

need to be placeswhere rich oral languageis

modeled practicedandreinforcedconsisently.

On the LRL project, we have noticed that
opportunitiesfor dewelopingoral languageare not
mary, or systemdically plannedin the curriculum,
in the early languageclassooms that we have
observed Whete it isincluded,it hasappeaed as
the recitation of a group songeachday (eg., in
Yadgir),or asunplanned-fillers” betweenactivities
(e.g.,in Sonale)Neitherof the siteswe are working
inusesread-aloud®f children’sliterature or shaed
experiencesto facilitate rich discussionsingead,
the focusat both sites,appeasto be ondeweloping
proficiencywith mageringthe script.

Principle3: Helplearnersto acquirefamiliarity with
writtenlanguage

It istrue that younglanguageand literacylearners
need systematic opportunities to acquire
proficiencywith magering the script. Sincethis is
the focusof the curriculumin mary of the early
gradeswe have workedin, we may ask,are children
deweloping proficiency with the script? Our data
indicae otherwise- 33%of third-gradersin Yadgir
and nearly 28% of third-graders in Sonalewere
unable to poficiertly read a wod-lig consising of
simpletwo-akshai words. Even larger numbers of
third-graders were unable to decode a short
passageconsising of very simple, familiar words.
Whyisthisso?

Thereasonsfor this failure are complex. Without
beingoverly simpligic in our analysisof the issuesit
appeasthat one of the reasonscouldbe that when
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the written languageis broken down into sets of
abstract symbols that have no reference to
meaning and are preserted to the child day after
day for copy-writing and memoriztion, the childs
motivation to learnthesesymbolsis at an all-time
low. Jim Gee (2003)has noted that children from
powverty stricken, inner-city homesin the US,who
fail year after year to acquite the 26 letters of the
Englishalphabet,appearto have no problemwith
acquiringa far more extensive and complex set of
abdract symbols related to Pokemon cards and
gamesthat were popularin the USat that time.
Motivation to learn appeas to be key to success.
Sylvia Ashton-Warner (1963/1986) exploited this
principle in her organic apprach to teaching
readingto children from the Maori tribes of New
Zealand.Sheasledchildrento selectwordsthat are
importantto them.Nowordswere tabog, wordsfor
fear, lust, despair, were all welcome in her
classoom. In her seminalbook, Teachershewrites
of how children ingantaneouslylearnt words that
belongal organicalytothem.

Compae this to the prevalert situation in many
partsof our courtry, where the alphabetistaughtin
sequence ordered accoding to one kind of logic
(traditional varnmala) or another (more
experimertal versionsof groupingletterstogether).
Many of these systems, for example,the oneswe
have observedand documentd closelyin Yadgir,
exclude the introduction of matras (gunitas)- the
secondarysignsusedto represert vowel soundsin
Indianlanguags- until well into the first grade.Asa
result,first generation learneiscometo schooko be
exposedo alanguagedewoid of mog vowel sounds
for the first four-five months of schooling.What
kind of words and thoughts can be expressed
without vowels? Potentially the mog naturally
important words to a six year old — me, mother,
food, home, friends, tree, school, brother, siger,
father, cow, dog — are eliminated from the
curriculumbecauseeachof these cortains either
matras or jodakshas (vattaksham), the conjunct
consonam sounds (eg., the /mm/ sound in
“amma”). It is for this reasonthat the child is not
permitted to say “anne”, because this word
corntains one vattakshama(/nn/), and one gunita
(/el). Sala@g (tusker) is seleced only becauseit
conformsto the permitted combindion of akshaias
currently beingtaught.
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Thisisagrossmisundestandingof what it meansto
helpyounglanguagdearnersto acquie familiarity
with the writtenlanguageWrittenlanguageshould
be introducedin a mannerthat iscortinuouswith,
andnot divorcedfrom, oral speech Similaritiesand
dissmilarities between how oral and written
languagevork canbe pointedout to youngchildren
— eg., we often talk in phrases,but we write in
complee senences. Théormality ofour language
also shifts these @n be poited out eplicitly and

discussed wittchildren duringread-alouds, shared

writing opportunities,and more. Marie Clay, in the
1970s,haspointed out the importanceof teaching
young languag€elearnels “conceps of print”, such
as,howthebookisheld,whichdirectionthe scriptis
readin, the ideathat print cariesmessage(young
childrentendto attend modly to the pictures),and
soon(Clay, 2000).

Thescriptitself mug be introducedand practiced
systemaically —but, ideally this shouldtake up only
a certain percertage of the total time spenton
languageingruction in the classoom and should
not be the maingday of the early languageand
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