
Good morning friends.  I’d just like to say that the entire title that I had given to my 

presentation was ‘texts to tease, border crossing and learning from discontent’. I was sort 

of taking on from Raja’s pun on contentment but I’ll be focusing on text books mainly 

and I’ll assume that so many issues have already come up about children’s learning. I 

won’t focus on that, I’ll focus on areas where I’m saying are specifically about issues of 

children crossing these borders whether it’s between what we traditionally think is text 

and illustration or it’s between subjects or it’s between our notions of different identities 

and cultures. 

As some of you would know, the national curriculum framework is talking of shifting 

to a different approach of learning, understanding that learning really is children con-

structing their own knowledge and that construction is actually a social process where 

lot of people, even children interact with other children or adults or they look at how 

and what they bring from their own social constructs, how they bring knowledge from 
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wherever they are.  And also focusing on critical pedagogy; by that educationists and 

educational thinkers have meant that a pedagogy which is allowing children or learn-

ers to really question different power relations, to question which knowledge has always 

had a higher status, which knowledge has had lower status.  To question inequalities 

and so thereby also to look at to take the constitutional principles forward of what is 

democracy, what is secularism, what is equality.  So I think this is what critical peda-

gogy is; you must have heard of Ray and others whose work have actually talked of how 

education, especially for those who are constantly being marginalized, who don’t really 

find a place or a representation or find a problematic representations of themselves 

in text books because I’m focusing right now on text books.  But this means the entire 

interaction within the classroom, outside the class room.  This also means changing 

these definitions of what is academic knowledge and what is vocational knowledge.  So 

it’s also what is indigenous knowledge and what is school knowledge.  

So really questioning all that and I will be talking of this aspect which I will say, how 

do we really look at children and focus on learning from discontent.  I’ll take a few ex-

amples of the text books, of primary text books from the NCERT and one of the major 

struggles that we had while producing these text books, and there were ‘n’ number of 

struggles.  One of the major struggles also was that how do you engage in introducing 

the text books, how do you work so that the text is not looked at like something you 

have given an artist only for illustration.  And you know NCERT would really give il-

lustrators who either wouldn’t understand what this means or we couldn’t really under-

stand in terms of their visual representations and there were problems in which this 

very uniform child is made and you only put two little eyes because you don’t have to 

put more details.  You don’t have to bother from where that child is, if that child is from 

India or America, from Nagaland, from Delhi and so all cultural indicators or makers 

are just homogenized because it’s very easy in this so called graphic style of yours; this 

comic style which has become very predominant in most of illustrations for children.  

And it’s only that when we forced in this situation that we’ve actually looked at some of 

our very good children’s literature that’s published and of which you have seen and of 

which you have been hearing and looked at the art work in that.  Actually contacted 

artists who were engaged in this kind of work to work with us and then to work together, 

not just say that this is the idea and now you just illustrate but work together so that the 

whole page is really a visual text which has to be protest by the learner nonlinear 

fashion not in a linear fashion of going from one word to another and then the text is 



only sort of supplementing what’s happening.  So, triggering, teasing the mind, teasing 

the learner, provoking, adding humor, intriguing all this was coming through the visual 

text.  I’ll take one example of a concept which is the concept of time; you know if you 

look at text books anywhere in the world and you look at the concept of time, you find 

that this is done normally in mathematics and it’s done only through the use of clocks 

and calendars.  So as if there is nothing cultural about it, it’s just a clock and calendar 

and any child can do it whenever the child is.  So the attempt here was to look at time 

in a cultural context and also work with the artist.  This working with the artist was that 

you were thinking of intriguing the child and giving the child a sense of; you know the 

child knows much about time.  Don’t think that you’re going to tell a child, “ek din 

mein choubees ghante hotey hai.  Ek ghante mein saath minute hotey hai” etc.  The 

child has a concept of time, how you going to draw upon that.  And so we deliberately 

made a story which was deliberately ulta pulta, so I mean things had been removed first 

and made topsy turvy, so that child knows that when certain time words are being used, 

as the sun sets, Sumana wakes up.  And the words in red it was said that this is not right, 

can you correct it from a given set of words given below.  So the agency was with the 

child to tell you what she knows about time.  And you know that too sort of tells you 

that you’re wrong.  So the patachitra style; in the traditional style in which it is a cycle 

and when you look at time as a cycle, drawing this little story in this kind of format.  So 

here you were adding humor, you were adding agency and you were also telling whether 

the bird’s little baby is come out in weeks or whether they come out in days or whether 

they come out in months.  So when there is a bird’s nest over there or when something 

happens whether the fruit which falls, does it fall in months or hours or seconds.  So this 

concept of what time is, you built and then you also give a certain value of labor.  How 

long does it take for someone to make a pot?  How long does it take for someone to knit 

your sweater?  So time is coming through these contexts and then you are asking chil-

dren also and a little provoking them also to tell us; does it take hours or minutes to 

have your bath.  This is a perennial issue with children.  So a little teasing with the child 

and hahaha also sort of writing in a way that children might find is similar to what they 

would like to represent it.  So certain activities, do they take minutes, hours or days and 

so you give a table, you give suggestions; they have to now look around, talk to people 

and fill the table.  Similarly for the seconds, what are the things you could do in seconds?  

For months deliberately for a baby to come out of its mother’s stomach, because this is 

a hush hush topic.  And so if it comes in the text book it’s there, children will bring up 

things within the textbook discourse. I remember we had worked on this kind of a sim-



plified cartoon when we had worked on materials for neoliterates. Again, heres a little 

cartoon that says ‘this activity should only take a few minutes’. Theres a toilet, theres a 

long queue, people standing outside and protesting and this is a familiar sight. So we 

brought in all these concepts to understand what time is. This here was about Music, 

how.. not telling, because its not about message giving or sermonizing, but its allowing 

a context and then allowing children to engage with it. I’ll quickly go to the issue where 

the first debates and deliberations started. We needed to give a timeline of someone, 

and we chose a woman from Jharkhand. We wanted some intimate details about the 

person and we realized that this is actually a person whom we had filmed some time 

back as a part of the literacy project. Here she is talking about how we normally think 

of time when I was a young child this is what happened… How do you recollect? How 

do people recollect?  When I was fifteen how do you recollect?  So you recollect you fell 

off a tree, you did this and then she says I had children, and so time passed very fast 

then.  I was busy with my farm, house work and looking after animals. But at the age 

of 35, my world came to a stop, time stopped, my husband fell ill and died.  His brothers 

tried to take away our farm; they beat me badly and said I was a witch.  Now this ques-

tion came, that you know this is for Class three children, these are 9-year-old children 

and people feel uncomfortable that are you going to talk about something like this.  

Because actually the film that we have is really much more shocking.  I mean she was 

stripped naked on her own field, as happens today in Jharkhand and many areas where 

she is, because she has lost her husband.  The family, the brothers, her husband’s family 

have taken control of her land.  She was stripped naked on that same fertile land. When 

you see the film it hits you greater and how then at that age she sought legal help, the 

volunteers of a program helped her and she actually then came back to a literacy class 

after having gone through this and after having feeling that you know I want this social 

support and I really want this as some measure of empowerment.  Obviously that is not 

put here.  But just this fact that, “I was a witch”, “Dayan”, that is how she was declared.  

Now the question before us was that when it comes to something that is actually there 

from a social reality, we feel very uncomfortable.  I mean the same children from Delhi 

schools, at about the same age or slightly older age, their parents may have stood hours 

to buy a Harry Potter book and they will have several stories about witches, where they 

will not wince even once.  They will not feel uncomfortable.  You know they will read 

about witches or anything like that.  They will see Cartoon Network and see all kinds of 

violence and all kinds of animated gore.  I mean they will see a lot of animated things, 

but that does not disturb.  But when you talk of the same think in actual life, then eve-



ryone has questions.  So this was our first deliberating point that are we going to go 

ahead with this.  And we decided that we are because we said that if we are going to 

allow in fantasy, we are going to allow a lot of gore and aggression and all kinds of 

things, then why is it.  And that is the question, because it’s mostly people from homes 

which are protecting their children from the social realities who are protesting.  And 

there are lakhs of children who see this every day in their lives.  And the lakhs of chil-

dren who are thrown out of school because their everyday lives are not represented.  So 

we continued, we sort of included this and obviously we included it in a way that it was 

not hitting the child in that sense as I said the film would do, which was meant for 

adults.  And which was just talking about and giving a sense of agency to this woman 

who then started learning and she says that at the age of 40, I saw a police station for 

the first time and then when I was 45, I learnt to read and write.  Two years later I got 

my eldest daughter married.  Now I’m 50, I enjoy playing with my grandchildren; two 

of them are in school.  This is the story of her life and we just wanted the child to make 

a timeline.  Now what context to use even for something like a timeline which would be 

considered very neutral you know like, these are numbers, these are the facts; you can 

make a timeline on anything.  But we deliberately didn’t start with a number line.  This 

was the first number line that the children were making through a context of someone’s 

life.  And this was given, they had to mark it on this timeline and then you make your 

own timeline.  You know you make timelines of people you admire; they can be from 

your family or make your own timeline and ask people around you about things that 

happened at certain times of your life.  So these were the kinds of issues that we have 

and this was a math’s chapter.  I’ll take another math’s chapter and then take some-

thing in environmental studies, just to take these examples and show how to negotiate 

issues about what curriculum, and how curriculum can be inclusive. How it can address 

a critical pedagogy by not glossing over things because right now it’s become a cliché.  

We tend to say, Oh, what a joyful learning and you know we are doing experiments, but 

this joyful has become very clichéd, and it’s become trivialized.  We often think that just 

doing any activity, even if the activity is meaningless, even if children are not learning 

through that activity.  But there is a fetish of having done any activity. That we are 

finding in our systems today.  So I think there is a need to rethink about this.  Yes-activity, 

certainly important, yes, don’t teach things which are application which are done later.  

Like don’t do number line and then talk about time line.  Everything, do it in a context.  

Because that’s how children; even number comes through a context.  Number is a very 

abstract concept; it’s very abstract for a child to understand “two”, what is “twoness” of 



a thing?  You understand two chairs, two people, two hands.  Two is a very abstract 

concept.  It comes through a lot of engagement with different physical tasks though the 

concept has to develop.  So if we understand that, we have to then see where are we 

using; but as I said I’m not looking at the other things.  I’m looking at areas which 

really come under this theme of learning from discontent.  

The Junk Seller: this is a case of a woman who runs a shop, which is called Kiran 

Sumitra ki kabaddi ki dukan.  Sumitra is her mother-in-law.  She runs this shop in 

Patna.  Now again using a true life people in flesh and blood makes a difference to the 

learner, makes a difference even to us adults, but specially to young learners because 

I mean just like fantasy has a role, true life struggles, true life achievements also bring 

a lot of agency to a child’s learning.  This woman says that, she hated math in school.  

Very normal, most children will be hating math.  But she also says today, math is most 

useful for my work.  Like we were discussing in the session earlier, how does work come 

in, not just as a second rate low academic, less stimulating option of doing something, 

or producing something, but as an equally challenging and a stimulating, creative part 

of learning.  So, most of our effort has been to include that as part of our context of our 

chapters.  We have a chapter in Math, with the whole chapter on bricks and brick build-

ing because you don’t have to talk of cuboids, you know again a brick is a cuboid and 

so you are understanding geometry or understanding jaalis or you are understanding 

symmetry patterns, you are understanding how beautiful, the whole notion of heritage.  

We start from brick floor patterns in a 300-year-old Mosque and then we go down to 

how similar patterns were made in a school today.  So, even understanding heritage is 

not as if you do it in a separate class, in a separate chapter.  I mean, it has to come to 

right in the choice, in the context we use for our learning.  So this is a chapter in Math, 

Class 4 and the whole chapter is on Kiran the junk seller and what she does from her 

life.  The ways she speaks about it, so there is a lot of children’s voice in this book and I 

won’t go into detail. All these things are freely available on the NCERT website.  Every 

chapter, chapter-wise you can download any book from class 1 to class 12, any subject, 

or you can download the whole book, again a major struggle in today’s commercialized 

world of publishing.  And what was fascinating was I found some scientists in Pakistan 

who told me that they had downloaded the primary math chapters and they made CDs 

and they were giving it to schoolteachers.  Now I think, this whole question of what kind 

of sharing is possible through also making access available; National Council of Educa-

tion Research and Training actually did take this decision.  So what are loans, what 



kind of materials, what kind of kabad is actually collected, sold at what prices, how do 

people collect it.  But the entire thing is there.  

I will take one example from Environmental studies.  Now breaking the boundaries 

of subjects as you might notice, these were attempts to break the boundaries of what is 

traditionally understood as Math and there is a lot of ethno-math and there is a lot of 

everyday mathematics in the way we do division or the way we do anything like Prof. 

Rao was saying how people do it.  These are well studied areas now and how do you 

really bring it into the formal curriculum because we find that people in the formal 

curriculum cannot do things which they can orally.  They cannot do it because we 

have been teaching them wrong.  We have been teaching them how to write and use 

written algorithms in a wrong way.  So what are those ways? All those were addressed.  

There is this traditionally, environmental studies is meant to actually integrate science, 

social studies and environment education.  Integration normally is never taken really 

seriously, we find a very halfhearted attempt, a book might have something on science, 

something on social studies but how do you develop these themes, how do you develop 

the syllabus is not normally done.  I would urge you to look at the syllabus, it’s on the 

website and how does each theme whether it is water, whether it is food, if you are 

looking at what is food, food is a cultural notion.  Food is not carbohydrates and protein.  

What I think is food, you might say yuck, and what you think is food, I might really be 

shocked at.  So the concept of what is food and if the syllabus starts with that. Are the 

following food, red ants, bird’s nest, something like that in the syllabus, deliberately 

to challenge notions about the way food is taught in this unthinking, unquestioned 

manner.  And from there when you talk about food you also talk about who cooks the 

food, what kind of divisions exist in the family, who buys it, who actually grows it and 

why is it today people who are growing it are committing suicide.  That’s very much 

there in Class 5.  Again a question. How can we talk about food and you know people 

growing it, unless we talk about one of the biggest crisis of our times in our country, 

that lakhs of farmers have committed suicide.  And they’ve committed suicide by often 

taking this same insecticide which they use for their crops.  Now these are issues that 

you can’t brush under the carpet.  So these are issue brought up very consciously in the 

syllabus and then in the chapters.  

So, this is a chapter on work.  Now you often find that it’s said that who does what work, 

the gardener does the gardening work and the postman does this work and its fine but 

deliberately even the titles of chapters.  There is a chapter we call ‘whose forests?’  And 



it’s a story of a woman who is actually taking children into the forest to develop an 

understanding.  She says to read the forest is as important as to read books and it’s an 

amazing statement.

And have you thought of people who do this work? Can you imagine how they feel? 

Why do you think people need to do this kind of work?  We’ve got something about 

how people spoke to staff which is doing cleaning work and what they say.  I will not 

go into this.  This was taken from excerpts of a film called “Untouchable India”, by K. 

Stalin.  So we also say it that, since when do you think they have this work and we tell 

teachers that before children talk with the staff, you must discuss questions, you must 

sensitize them; how can we be respectful when we talk to people and respectful in these 

interactions.  There’s a collage of different kinds of work being done in this drawing.  List 

any 5 that you would choose to do.  Again you’re challenging the child.  You’re chal-

lenging the child and then you’re saying if you were asked to do any five, which would 

you choose and why? The why is important.  And why not is important.  So again to 

bring these questions upfront and to talk about these.  And then there is an interesting 

thing, it is imagine what would happen if nobody did this work; if nobody cleared the 

garbage lying outside your school or your house, what would happen.  Think of some 

ways, machines or other things so that people would not have to do the work, they don’t 

like to.  Draw a picture of what you thought and these are pictures drawn by children 

of what do they think.  They made some pictures of what can be done to do this kind of 

work, to clean a pump, to clear the garbage.  And if we had to do it with this, we may 

not have to feel so bad.  And then we go into an anecdote from Narayan’s description 

of how Gandhi had insisted on this and we’ve said people have tried to change the 

situation and given some anecdotes which children had described, Narayan Desai had 

described it as a child.  

There’s another chapter which is about the seed; the story of a seed.  As a seed has seen 

it.  The seed has seen how agriculture has changed over the years and there are newspa-

per reports about farmers killing themselves, so that discussion comes in that chapter.  

The seed tells the farmer’s story.  This is the fish tale.  As you can see it starts with various 

ways, as we say we don’t think art should really be a separate subjects, this is maths text 

book, this is maths chapter.  So you’re talking about fish.  In the maths books we have 

taken certain thematic chapters, where the whole chapter was around on theme.  There 

were other chapters which were about certain concepts, but this was about a theme in 

which many concepts that were already done are being incorporated.  So, every book 



starts at least with the first chapters, a thematic chapter and then the other thematic 

chapters are in the book.  Now this starts with Haiku, so, children’s drawings, how chil-

dren were drawing meshed with of course the artists.  And look for fish designs on mats 

in paintings, “Meen” means a fish and “Meenakshi” is a girl whose eyes look like a fish.  

Can you think of someone who has such eyes, draw fish eyes.  You’re sort of getting 

into the theme of fish in different ways.  I won’t go through that right now.  Fascinating 

things about the fish tail, about schools of fish, about fish which drink a lot of water to 

look big, so that they can scare their enemy.  So, some facts, some information which 

could be interesting.  But I’ll quickly go to the fact that we are talking about  fishermen 

and their boats.  Again a question of work, a question of how people are working and 

their lives are related to fish.  So different kinds of boats, how long to they take, there 

is a discussion on speed.  We’ve never done any chapter on speed, it comes for the first 

time in the discussion on boats.    

And also different kinds of boats and then the traditional, but now the fishermen are 

very worried.  There are some very big machines called trawlers, boats they go far, they 

have big nets.  They put their big nets deep into the sea and they collect a whole lot of 

fish, leaving very few near the sea shore.  They also stay out for many days.  The big 

machines also catch the small baby fish, which have yet to grow up.  Fishermen in the 

smaller boats always let the baby fish pass through their nets to go back into the sea.  

They chose a net size in such a way that only the grown up fish are caught.  This is the 

technology, this is the use of a certain kind of technology that you don’t want to just 

empty the sea of all the fish.  For hundreds of years, fishermen have done this and have 

fished only a little to eat and sell.  They say that if trawlers catch thousands of kilograms 

of fish, there will be no fish left in the sea.  Something about news reports.  Now again 

this question about whether whose forest.  When we talk about forests first thought the 

eyes of this women.  And there we say what do you think is a forest.  We don’t say what 

is a forest.  Because there is a difference between asking these questions.  What do you 

think is a forest.  So they are not asking fixed definitions.  You have seen this, you’ve 

read this girl Suryamani’s struggle, her life, her love and then  you say what do you 

think of a forest.  Similarly in fish, we are not saying conserve natural resources.  There 

are no such sermons.  But there are true like struggles of people saying that fishermen 

whose lives depend on the sea say that we don’t fish like that.  Similarly Suryamani says 

that the forest is like a collective bank.  She says that.  She says that if we take more, 

then we are ones who will suffer later.  What does it mean? What is the role of natural 



resources, and how people have associated themselves?  Different boats.  Even the ques-

tion of a big number, big big numbers.  The language is also deliberately intriguing, 

provoking not talking down, not using big terms like normally school text books do.  

And what have you heard, have you heard of lakh, we had talked about lac in the 

context of brick kilns, because we have about a lakh brick kilns in the country.  So, 

the chapter of brick kilns have talked about this number, lakh.  Have you heard about 

it in another context?  So they say Lakhpati, they say some program they have seen,  

Write the number 1000, now write 100,000.  So your also leading children in a way in 

which you are scaffolding  them not just saying that you know 1 lakh is this.  And easy 

isn’t it, sort of just motivating that it can be difficult.  So the text book is writing in that 

way.  There are 2 lakh boats in our country.  Half of them are without a motor.  What 

is the number of boats with a motor?  Right?  I mean simple things.  1/4th of the boats 

have this.  Now we are talking about 100 lakh.  We might wonder about the number of 

people whose lives are related to fish.  In all there are about 100 lakh fish workers, who 

catch fish, clean, sell them, make, prepare nets etc.  We have a big name for this, 100 

lakh is called 1 crore.  Where have you heard this number, try writing the number, don’t 

get lost in the number of zeros,etc.  

And then there is a whole section on women, who for the first time are actually going 

out to catch fish which they never did earlier.  They are taken alone, buying a boat, just 

women - this is in Tamil Nadu.  And how they are also setting up a fish drying factory.  

They are doing that.  So, I’m saying engaging in everyday context which normally 

would be called as uncomfortable, what’s the need?  And that’s why these text books 

very often elite schools and elite teachers say that these have been written for rural chil-

dren.  They don’t think these have been written for all our children.  They think these 

are written for rural children because you’re using some contexts like these.  And so, I 

think this question about making content and specially making text books continues 

and also these challenges about how do we think of contexts and work through them 

in nonlinear ways and work through them in collaboration with a lot of people who 

are engaged in this.  But I also want to say that there is a concern that not enough; you 

know even making a text book in a collaborative way is very challenging.  And we can’t 

see many text books which address these issues in our country.  Even though we have 

been printing text books for decades.  But it’s very easy for the industry and for everyone 

to jump into ICTs.  It’s very easy, even though they’re much more cost intensive, they 

take more time, they need an exponentially larger number of people who can work 



creatively and collaboratively much more than the print medium also.  And I think 

we should rarely be wary of this, because we find today even in the 12th plan, that 

ICTs are very seductive, it’s very easy for the bureaucrat to say yes and we have a large 

computer industry.  So there is a lot of push on the ministry and the state governments.  

Buy computers, buy VCDs, buy this, buy that.  But who are the people who are making 

that?  We ask our students have you seen any educational material? You looked at it 

critically through these different aspects which we’ve discussed.  You think they’re really 

appropriate?  And yet that market will be soon taken over because people are pushing 

for that and the state governments will also easily say that yes quality doesn’t come, we 

have trained teachers.  So let’s use CDs.  I think that question especially at a forum like 

this, needs to be asked.  Who are these people? Are we going to be really having some 

programming, some pilot projects at reasonable cost? And I underline the cost because 

these things take a lot of money.  I also think that animation for instance, the anima-

tion film that was presented yesterday for the children’s animation, I have questions 

that where do these pitch in? How will they really help? What kind of resources do they 

take? What kind of animation films should we be making?  I think we need a much 

larger pool of people critically looking at these issues, because it is true that we will go 

into these and we will be pressed into these.  Thank You.


