
I would like to share my experience in 

developing Readers for Classes 1 and 2 in 

Kannada for Karnataka and a subsequent 

effort for Hindi Readers in Chhattisgarh. 

Both initiatives were on the platform jointly provided 

by UNICEF and the respective state education 

departments
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Role of the Teacher

Ultimately no method, no textbook is teacher-proof. I 

have had the excruciating experience of watching a 

teacher use our primer to teach her pupils to memorize 

the sentences in the lesson. We can give teachers

well-constructed textbooks provide them with 

supplementary materials, but in the final analysis 

teachers have to have some conception of what 

reading is, and some skill in class management to 

organize instruction for children at varying levels of 

mastery. How to train teachers to do this is, 

unfortunately, is beyond the purview of this note.
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A child who has stepped into Class 1, comes sometimes 

with some pre-school exposure or sometimes may be 

freshly entering the doorway of a school. Every child 

comes with his or her store of experience and 

vocabulary - the richness of the bhandar will vary on 

the base of the exposure at home and in the environment. 

Children from educationally deprived homes will be 
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handicapped by lack of exposure to the printed word, 

and it becomes the additional responsibility of the 

schooling system to provide an entrancing and delightful 

bridge to the world of books and reading and a print-

rich environment.

 As is widely recognized, reading readiness requires 

skills of visual discrimination, auditory discrimination, 

eye-hand coordination and decoding logic. Once the 

child is exposed to words, it is time to move to simple 

sentences and short paragraphs. And this is the stage to 

introduce Readers.  

What is a Reader?

A Reader is different from a story book. Readers are 

graded in levels of difficulty where the number and 

complexity of words used increase with successive 

levels. Early readers begin with as little as three-word 

sentences, consisting largely of familiar words, and 

possibly a slender story line. Progressively, the Readers 

use a larger number of words, longer words and more 

complex words.  A Reader could be designed such that a 

child reads it modeling himself on the teacher, and 

under the teacher's supervision. For Class 1, we tried 

multi-user, shared readers. It has text for the child 

using familiar vocabulary in large font on the right side 

pages of the book. The left side pages have longer text, 

in smaller fonts, using slightly more complex words 

which amplifies the story line of the child's text, and is 

designed for loud reading by the teacher in the class. 

This can also be silent reading material for children 

with higher abilities in Class 2 and 3.

Language in a Reader

The English language has widely accepted age-

appropriate, level-appropriate word lists. There are 

few such lists in Indian languages. Textbooks of many 

States use the word method of introducing reading and 

these form the word-list. The Karnataka curriculum has 

a learning ladder of letters, which we used as the base. 

For initial Readers, we relied a lot on the verse form, 

with repetition, rhyming words and refrain. Rhyming 

words are not merely pleasing to the ear, but experts 

consider the ability to recognize and enjoy rhyming 

patterns as an important developmental milestone. 

Nonsense words too are enjoyed by children and are a 

great help when there are severe limitations on

the number of letters/words that the child can initially 

recognize. 

The total number of words in early Readers hovers 

around seven or eight, using two and three - letter 

words to begin with and simple grammatical 

structures. Then we moved to words with limited vowel 

and consonant combinations and finally to words that 

have stresses and blends. Since both Karnataka as well 

as Chhattisgarh are implementing the Multi-Grade-

Multi-Level (MGML) scheme, there is a seamless flow 

from Class 1 to Class 2  on the Learning Ladder.

Creating a Word List

If a fresh word list has to be created, here are a couple 

of methods which we tried out. Teachers and Cluster 

Resource Persons who formed the content 

development team, spent several days listening to 

children's chatter in playgrounds, at home, on the way 

to school and noted verbatim the vocabulary that was 

used. The composite list was then segregated into 

nouns, adjectives, verbs and so on. Our early Readers 

largely used nouns and then progressively included the 

other parts of speech. This list also gave us clues to the 

themes that would interest children of that age. 

Another method calls for a study of a variety of 

children's literature  story books, children's magazines, 

textbooks - and drawing up lists of common words. This 

list can be analysed for frequency of letters in 

descending order. This has been used in some places as 

a guideline for creating the Learning Ladder. The 

writing of early Readers could be a challenging task due 

to the self-imposed limitation of vocabulary and length 

of the Reader.

During these exercises, the issue of regional variations 

in dialects also surfaced. Since books are centrally 

printed for the entire state, the least complicated way 

is to have uniform content; while the other solution is 

to print locally for regional requirements. The regional 

differences in language are relatively smaller in 

Karnataka than in Chhattisgarh. 
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There can be partial solutions to this and choices have 

to be made depending on local considerations. In the 

Kannada Readers, we used a 'Pictionary' technique. For 

example, in an early Reader we used the word jhalaka 

for 'a bath' even though it is a literary word used only in 

some parts of the state - we showed it pictorially along 

with the word. The word snana which is common in the 

rest of the state was not used because it uses a blend of 

two consonants and requires a child to have a higher 

competency and was not appropriate at that stage of 

the child's learning. In Chhattisgarh, it was decided to 

use the local dialect on the left-side page of the 'shared 

Reader' which the Teacher would read aloud to the 

class. The text on the right-side page would use the 

mainstream language across the state because that is 

the common written language that the child will 

ultimately use as an adult. The fact remains that 

modulations in tone and pitch (which are evident only 

in the spoken form) truly distinguish a dialect; mere 

printed words do not convey the subtle nuances.    

Designing the Readers

Visual appeal is what will attract a child to a Reader  

even before she/he ventures to read it. Use of 

pleasant, warm colours and clearly depicted figures 

are appreciated by children. An assortment of styles 

gives richness to the child's reading experience. Artists 

can use cartoon style, realistic style or a graphic style. 

Artists should be sensitive to local lifestyles, culture, 

diversity and gender. The look-and-feel of the Readers 

should be as far removed from the textbook as possible.

Once the rough dummy of the book is ready, it is useful 

to test out the product with children in the intended 

age-group as well as with teachers. We tested our 

Readers in different parts of the state for the language 

content as well as illustration appeal. I recall an 

incident where I showed a Reader to a child in a village 

near Haliyal in north Karnataka. I pointed to the bear 

on the page and asked him what the bear was doing. 

The child turned and asked: “Is that a bear? A bear is 

black not brown. A dog is brown!” Our highly-qualified 

illustrator had rendered the typical brown bear seen in 

National Geographic programmes, ignoring its Indian 

cousin! Based on this feedback the artist changed the 

illustration. We also showed the Readers to children 

from  Class 3 and 4. They enjoyed reading the longer 

text meant for the teacher on the left hand-side pages. 

Fifty Readers were developed for Class 1 and another 

fifty for Class 2, which today form part of the teaching -

learning material for the Nali-Kali programme in 

Karnataka.

Beyond Reading

Activities can be designed and developed around the 

Readers. It is easy to design mini-workbooks where 

children are asked questions on comprehension of the 

story as well as their interpretation of the illustration. 

Thus Readers could stimulate writing and 

comprehension skills.

Creating a Print-Rich Classroom Environment 

This popular term embraces an assortment of print 

items that a child can interact with inside a classroom 

including signs, wall posters, word labels, bulletin 

boards, charts, poems, books. There is a writing corner 

and a reading corner. Multiple exposures to literature  

in various shapes, forms and lengths introduce children 

to reading in a functional way. Children must become 

aware that printed language is all around them on 

signs, billboards, labels, letters, thank-you notes, in 

books, magazines, and newspapers, and that print 

serves many purposes. 

In the social context of children in India, early literacy 

experiences through Readers should be the starting 

point, laying the foundation of a love for reading. 

According to Sally Shaywitz, an expert in reading and 

child development, a child who reads, learns about seven 

new words a day which amounts to about 2500 words a 

year. And that can be the knowledge bank for life!
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