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The Uttarakhand Education Department, in 

November 2006, decided to create new 

textbooks for primary school based on the 

guidelines of the National Curriculum 

Framework 2005. I  was included in the

team of twelve teachers and authors who were given 

the responsibility of developing the book for Class

1. “Hasee-Khushi,” our book, was to be a combined 

textbook for Hindi, Mathematics and Environmental 

Studies. Our team had teachers with a background in 

Mathematics and Hindi but we were going to write a 

“combined” Class 1 textbook and that made the task 

challenging.

Our new textbook was also going to break new ground - 

to introduce children directly to words/sentences, 

rather than beginning with the alphabet and making 

them “mug up” the letters. No importance was to be 

given to writing in Class 1. Instead, children were to be 

given adequate opportunities to listen to and speak

the language, followed by picture description and 

thereafter by word reading. Once the children learnt 

reading words/sentences, they could be taught to 

identify letters using these words/sentences. 

Previously, the Class 1 textbook would dedicate the 

initial six to eight pages to the alphabet along with 

related pictures. This tradition of beginning with the 

alphabet was thus to be broken in the new book. 

Instead, letters of the alphabet were to be written 

right at the end of the book. 

As a conventional teacher, I found it hard to imagine 

how children would be able to read words directly. 

I would like to explain in detail how I came around to 

accept this. Was it going to be possible to introduce 

students of Class 1 directly to words? There was a lot of 

churning in my mind on this issue for several days. 

Clarifying the Principles in my Mind

Firstly, I understood that a child learns to speak a 

language on his/her own, without being 'taught.' 

He/she doesn't require a teacher to learn how to speak 

and neither does he/she need to be taught by family 

members. They pick up a language from the people 

around  them very quickly by themselves and within 

two or three years, they exercise a good command over 

the language. So much so, that they are able to express 

their emotions to others and can also understand other 

people's emotions. However, even after years of hard 

work at school, we are unsuccessful in bringing 

children to the required level in the understanding of a 

particular language.

Secondly, it is only by learning words that one learns 

how to speak. In any community, a child does not

have to struggle by learning meaningless letters

of the alphabet while learning how to speak words

and sentences. 

Thirdly, there are four basic language skills that must 

be acquired - listening, speaking, reading and writing. 

These are also the roots of learning a language. Thus, 

when a language is taught, children must be given 

adequate opportunity initially for listening and 

speaking, followed by reading and finally by writing. 

However, writing is taught first in all our schools. These 

young children, whose fingers are not even strong 

enough to hold a pencil properly, have to struggle to 

write  letters which have no meaning for them and of 

which they have no image in their mind. 

These thoughts helped me to develop the 

understanding that children must learn to read words 

rather than struggle with the alphabet. Several articles 

published in teachers' journals also helped me 

understand this and I was thankful for my habit of 

reading. In the orientation programme held before we 

commenced our task of writing the textbook, we tried 

to understand how children as well as adults can go 

from aggregate to parts, specifically words to the 
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questions. However, when it came to reading or 

writing, they tended to experience  inadequacy.

In the second group, I included the older children of 

Class 1 and all the students of  Class 2. Most of the 

students of Class 1 were four years and a few months 

old. Out of all the children with whom I repeated this 

exercise, only a few could recognize some letters of 

the alphabet. No one could read the words. However, 

all these children could write all the letters. They were 

able to read the letters  when written in order but were 

unable to identify them separately.

I made the students sit in groups and gave everyone a 

word list. I would read out the word and the students 

would repeat the word with me by keeping their finger 

on that particular word. In between we would discuss 

the words. We used to discuss goats, trees, frogs, 

buffaloes, etc. as these  words appeared. After two or 

three months, when the students were given an 

opportunity to read the word list, it seemed like the 

students had memorised the order of the list. But I 

slowly realised that they had in fact remembered the 

words in the form of pictures. If I showed them a 

picture and asked them to find the word in the list they 

would be able to find it after some effort. The students 

of Classes 3 to 5 who couldn't even identify letters  

properly were able to read all the words on this list in 

three to four months. I had to work for a longer time with 

the students of  Class 1 and 2. When I used to make them 

read the words, I would also give importance to letters. 

Often,  I would  emphasise on certain syllables and make 

them repeat them. I did this so that the students could 

understand the way letters  are used to make a word.
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alphabet. It is easy to create an image for words in 

one's mind and the alphabet can then be understood 

subtly. For this, picture identification or description is 

very useful. When any child or adult identifies the 

picture of a cow, sparrow or a bus, they form the image 

of the word in their minds, and can therefore 

understand the specific letters more easily. In contrast, 

if we introduce separate parts such as horns, legs, ears, 

nose, etc. it will be difficult to form an image of a

cow as a whole. In such a case, a child will take

months to identify a cow. Instead, if a child is able to 

identify a cow, he/she will also be able to identify its 

parts with ease. 

We all know that while reading, we do not read the 

entire word, and no matter how long the word is we 

cannot read every part. We read the first few  letters of 

every word, infer the complete word and pronounce it. 

The more we use certain words, in thought or speech or 

the more we've heard it, the easier we find them to 

read. However, we have to struggle with letters  when 

we read new words and several times we have to read 

the entire word in separate parts. We find it easier to 

read words in other languages when we adopt this 

practice. 

It was with this experience that I decided the children 

must be taught to read words that were familiar to 

them. Thus, I first made a list of words. Along with 

Hindi words, those words that were used in a similar 

fashion in Hindi as well as Garhwali were also included. 

All these words were nouns. (The list was as shown at 

the end of this article)

I typed these words in font size 28 on an A4 sheet and 

took a printout on both sides of the paper. In my school, 

there were a maximum of 20 children in Class 3. I took 

20 copies of this list and laminated each one of them so 

that they wouldn't get spoilt.

To conduct this experiment, I divided the students into 

two groups. In one group there were those students 

from Classes 3, 4 and 5 who could not read properly. In 

this group there were children who couldn't identify 

letters despite being in Class 5. These students could 

understand what was being said and even ask Hemraj with a child during an informal oral assessment
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Along with this, I conducted another exercise with the 

children. I made chits that had every child's name. All 

the students would wear their chits on their chest and 

read each other's names. We would do this every day. 

One day I wrote all their names on chits and put them in 

a box. Every child had to find his name in this box. 

I was surprised to see that children who couldn't 

identify letters a few months ago were able to

find their chits almost immediately. This exercise

gave me the  reassurance that we were headed in the 

right direction.

What else did I do? I would distribute some old 

newspapers and children's magazines among the 

children. I would write some word on the blackboard 

and then break it up into letters. Consider that a 

particular student's name was Jaipal. I wrote his name 

on the blackboard and broke it up into two parts - Jai + 

Pal. Jai has J, A and I, while Pal has P, A and L. Now, 

Jaipal would have to find the letters J, A, I, P, A and L in 

the newspaper given to him and circle them. Similarly, 

all students would look for and circle all the letters  

that appeared in their names in the newspaper given to 

them. The children would have a lot of fun doing this 

activity as they liked finding the letters  that appeared 

in their names. They would be  very amused when they 

saw their entire name in the paper and would circle the 

entire word. This exercise was meant to take the children 

from words to letters  and I was successful in doing so.

During the newspaper activity, the students were also 

familiarised with the use of matras and how they 

change the pronunciation of the consonant. For 

example, “n + A = nm”, “b + A = bm” and similarly, “ Ho$”, 

“go”, “_o”, etc. I conducted these verbal and written 

exercises after a six month evaluation which revealed 

that 60 - 80 per cent of the students had learnt how to 

read words and find specific words in newspapers and 

magazines. The reason for some students being unable 

to read at the right pace was their absence in class and 

not their lack of ability.

Writing was not too difficult as most of the students had 

learnt how to write. They were unable to identify the 

characters which often happens at school. Students are 

taught how to write  letters  from the first day and are 

made to repeat them for a couple of months. But this is 

merely rote learning and hence they are only able to 

reproduce them in the same order.

I realised through these exercises that reading can be 

made fun for students and once they can read, writing 

is extremely easy. It doesn't take too much time. Once 

they have learnt how to read, they pick up any reading 

material that they have and enjoy it. They also read the 

boards on shops, the tag lines in advertisements etc. 

They try and read the sentences written on posters and 

try to uncover their meaning and later they enjoy 

reading stories and poetry.

This article is a translated excerpt from the original 

that was written in Hindi, by the late author, in

his diary.

Late Hemraj Bhatt (Balsakha) was Assistant 

Teacher at the government school in Dunda, 

Uttarkashi. He was a prolific writer too. Many 

excerpts from his writings, of experiences as a 

government primary school teacher, are featured 
1online on the National Portal for Teachers .

1 The National Portal for Teachers has been revamped with interactive features and contains a variety of resources in eight languages. Visit 

 to share your thoughts with teachers all over the country.www.teachersofindia.org
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