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My name is Sujata Noronha and I live and work in Goa.  I work out of a children’s 

library called Bookworm, which I started 6 years back.  But after Sujit, I make no grand 

claims to what we do.  But part of what we do is working with children in schools and 

trying to help children emerge into the literate world in the best possible way as we 

understand it.  I’m going to try really hard to keep my educator hat off so that you 

don’t feel this is an education seminar.  But want I want to share is an intervention, I 

did with a group of children where the children created content for stories that we then 

developed to use again to help them emerge into literacy really and to start reading.  So 

this group was a mixed age group, so it was really reflective of a multi-age class room.  

Children between the ages of 6 and 10 who came from diverse linguistic backgrounds.  

Interestingly I spoke none of the languages the children spoke and so I was as much 

handicapped during all our sessions as the children.  And that was very liberating as 

when they sensed that I was struggling to communicate with them, I think in some way 

many barriers fell very early in the program.  It’s really a visual documentary and I will 

speak very little and I hope that the pictures can capture this for you.  In my head and 

even in my writing on this, I called it A Journey for two reasons.  It was a journey for me 

in actually understanding better what it is to create content for children, what is it that 

reflects children’s worlds.  And it was also a journey as a theme that we chose for the 



children themselves because in my work with the children I discovered what fascinates 

and excites them really is this possibility of travel or of even taking short trips to the 

Mapusa market or to the beach and I used that because I felt it was something that re-

flected an experience for all children in this group.  By and large this whole experience 

focused on immersing children in the theme of a journey which we did in many ways.  

And one of the ways was though physical play which we considered a very important 

part of learning.  

And so children actually did a whole host of activities all around a theme of a journey.  

So we crafted wheels with our bodies, we moved, we went fast, we went slow, we had 

breakdowns, we formed trains, we looked out of windows, we made sounds, we banged 

into each other, we had accidents.  And really this went over a fairly long period of time; 

a couple of weeks but everyday had this component of physical play.  And this was fol-

lowed immediately by a session on talking and sharing and this was really a multilay-

ered classroom.  This was the experience where every child shared something about a 

journey or something about what we were talking about for that particular day.  And 

I think this was significant for these children; it was very significant for me because we 

managed to create a space where every child felt comfortable possibly for the first time 

to say what they felt or what view they had.  Each and every one of these children have 

in a sense dropped out of school during the intervention and were coming to this center 

which was called Spandhan.  Which was kind of like a remedial center and the hope 

was to put them back into school as fast as possible.  So really what I wanted to share 

is how important this was to give these children and for me the space where we could 

actually just talk about things and everybody had to listen; I didn’t ever have to have a 

rule in this program.  There was an environment of complete respect for me and me for 

them.  I did very little story work although that’s really my whole premise when I work 

in schools is we use story to initiate different kinds of themes and topics. 

With this particular group I inverted it and only when I felt they were ready to look 

at a story; we had an experience that could be found reflected in a book, I brought 

stories.  There was more about talk.  A big part of this everyday was also what they 

felt about journeys or about travel or about what we see when they travel.  And for 

this and as most of my work I use paint because for me that’s a very powerful medium 

that is tactile and that I have found children gravitate towards naturally to.  I have 

been working in this area for a number of years and the only time I’ve found paint not 

working is when I worked in a resource school and some of the children had some kind 



of a hypersensitivity to the kind of paint on their fingers.  But by and large the medium 

itself seems to attract children and bring down inhibitions.  I want to share that in this 

pictorial work of the children, different things caught different children’s attention in 

terms of a journey.  So Vikas who he was on the journey was most important.  It was his 

father who was coming from somewhere.  Some of the other children, what vehicle they 

were in was the most important component of a journey; a journey was defined by the 

transportation.  To somebody else it was to meet an aunty and Simon.  I’m sorry this 

is an educator’s half but what’s interesting in this work is on its own children began to 

represent letters and words and make the effort.  There was no intention up to this point 

to transition into this symbolic form of words.  For some children it was just images.  

And at some point towards the end of the month we moved to what are these sounds 

we hear in a journey.  And one of the first outcomes was a book of these sounds which 

was children actually, suddenly felt freer to be able to represent these sounds and since I 

don’t know spelling any better than them, we had fun time writing out whatever letters 

made the sounds.  

Again I think a significant part for me and for them was the re-telling of the stories, 

which in some way privileged what they were saying.  When they found that I was 

scribing what they were saying and then I could go back, revisit it, read it out to them, 

it somehow made them feel that story is important and what’s really interesting is 

many of the children knew when the story was finished, they knew when they wanted 

to go back and take out the character, meet with an accident, see another view and I 

just think it was because these stories were completely organic.  They were their own 

stories.  So Milbert is one of the boys who had a story that if anyone is familiar with 

Konkani; the word for stone is ‘phattaor’ and even diamond would be called phattaor 

and he told the children that this loader found a phattaor and another boy said to him 

patthar because what have you found a stone.  And we had a twenty minute discus-

sion to try and explain it was a diamond.  So it was very important discussions like this, 

I feel that happened during this intervention.  This is just the rereading and scribing 

which in fact the rereading and the scribing had an important implication as I write 

in roman script, so even if the childen talk to me in Konkani, I’m more comfortable 

writing in roman script.  And there was this issue of what language are you writing in 

because they were talking to me in Konkani but I’m writing in roman, so even that I 

thought was a good issue that came up that how a script only catches sounds and we 

can use language.  Dipti  was the heartache of my intervention, the youngest, the most 



determined, but what changed for Dipti is she was the youngest and then when Jeevan 

joined are program, suddenly Dipti became more cooperative and it kind of reflected 

or me why often we say, multiage classrooms and collaborative learning are positive 

experiences.  Something’s happened that I wouldn’t have never predicted happened 

here.  I’ll take two minutes to share Darryl, another boy’s story.  Darryl is a boy who 

was now out of school for nearly 2 years, he has a fairly serious attention problems.  The 

teachers say he can’t sit, he is always hitting other children.  But Darryl was very calm 

at the center and this is not my center but I’ve observed him there and he joined the 

program fairly reluctantly, not sure if this required too many physical demands on him.  

Darryl painted a story one day, a sunny day which suddenly gets ruined by a big black 

elephant.  And when we asked him what kind of elephant was this, he said it was an 

American elephant and could even have political implications.  But what’s really inter-

esting was he was attempting to write the word in paint on the top of his page.  but all 

was not lost, he then had this blue character who comes on a new sheet who tuned out 

to be Krishna and Krishna kind of emerged, broke open walls and saved the world from 

the big black elephant.  And Darryl was able to articulate this complete coherence in a 

sequence, sitting down calmly, patiently and having painted for the first 15-20 minutes.  

So that’s Darryl then talking to a larger group sharing his story.  This was interesting 

in terms of visual, spatial element of expression.  Milbert started with one page, he was 

stuck in the traffic jam going home and he says he could see a football field and then 

the traffic took long he said he wanted to paint on another page.  Looking out of the 

right hand window he moved to the front and he could see shops selling things.  And he 

eventually made yet another painting because he changed seats again as he wanted a 

left hand window view.  And I had never ever experienced this kind of a construction of 

a child with spatially wanting space in order to project views he had.  Anand was very 

special; actually they are all special to me but Anand’s story was again so interesting, 

it’s a happy day according to him.  Everyone’s going on a picnic and in the next picture 

he has an accident.  Now this was Anand’s choice of colors and even if you didn’t notice 

when you see how his visual palette changes from before accident and after accident.  

He had a very dark picture after this which I have misplaced. I’m sorry.  But subsequent-

ly there are friends who take the injured man from the bus and them they take him to 

a house and they feed him and he had his whole story laid out in this kind of sequence, 

possibly two or three days.  Anand really doesn’t talk much in school, he has not been 

to school.  He went back this year.  Jocelyn is interesting to me because just very quickly 

about his train.  He had his whole family going on this train; it was no ordinary train 



and it was the Konkan Railway.  Every time somebody said you went by train, he says 

na, we went in Konkan Railway.  That was a very important thing for him.  And then 

he wanted to show  us who was on the train and he dew the people on top and another 

child said where are their legs.  He said when you go on a train you don’t need legs.  

And that was just so lovely.  He has Written all the alphabets in English.  He doesn’t go 

to school, they were new migrants to the community.  We have no idea where he picked 

that from but he has all his letters and at some point they all felt the pressure to start 

writing, recording a script.  

So there was picture but there was the need to move to another form of representation.  

And we decided okay now let’s go on a journey.  What do we need and somebody said 

we need bags; you can’t go anywhere without a bag.  So I got boxes for them which was 

for me, my visual exercise; I’m not very good with three dimensional objects.  And all of 

this had to be turned into suitcases.  Dipti on the left hand side got a Tetley tea bag box, 

which she was most unhappy about.  And I eventually discovered she wanted to make 

it into a handbag.  And we finally discovered what Dipti wanted and then I helped her 

make this little handbag, it’s interesting as it was not complete until we found shiny 

paper, cut those little embellishments and now it looked like a handbag.  So for me 

these are very interesting things because children clearly have different ideas of what 

the picture should be.  Then they move towards creating those pictures to make it possi-

ble.  So I thought ok,, now we are done and then they said, no we’ve got to put things in 

the bag.  So I found magazines and said you cut whatever you want, thinking they will 

just cut stuff.  Nothing works like this; they have their own scripts really.  They started 

looking for objects that really appealed.  So we came to food, somebody wanted to take 

rice.  I remember finding a lovely ad for Davat basmati rice, it was rejected because the 

rice was yellow; they wanted white rice picture and so on and so forth.  We searched for 

samosa, we searched for ice cream cones; so even when using a visual, ready clue, if it 

didn’t match what the child wanted, somehow the automatic thing was this is not it.  So 

pictures of food still didn’t represent food, it had to be the actual stuff they were packing 

in their bags.  And we came to a very important part of this whole exercise, they said we 

have to dress up.  Nobody just goes, we have to wear long pants, pockets, all the trap-

pings and I had another challenge.  I had to get ready to start making clothes.  I didn’t 

do much.  They drew their patterns on papers I gave large sheets of paper.  And you 

can have a look.  That’s buttons being cut on the right hand side.  At a point I was so 

tired, I said can we stop? they said no we want two pockets up, a tie; in my community 



ties and suits are petty common and somehow long pant and we had to keep going.  

And finally there was an important thing, we can’t go; we had bags, we had clothes, we 

had food.  But they said what about the money which was very valid.  So we set about 

making money; so we cut bits of paper and again I learnt something it wasn’t the de-

nomination on the note at this point that was important, it was quantity.  So you could 

have 40 bits of paper with 1,1,1 written on it and it was valid and you could have one 

bit with 500 but it was not the same.  But it was very empowering for them to actually 

have these stacks of money.  And sorry, then they needed watches; apparently you don’t 

travel without a watch.  So we made watches and Dipti showed me a Titan watch in a 

magazine, and she wanted that and I had to create something that looked like a dress 

watch because she did not want a boy’s wrist watch.  Which was so important, it took 

me a day possibly. 

Finally we said how will we get there and these are all processes that happened while 

talking, thinking, drawing plans and we decided we would build a bus.  And this was 

a very exciting experience.  Where they divided themselves into groups and built a 

bus.  And we went out and this was meant to be our grand finale; I thought we would 

just take the bus for a round in the center garden and my work here is done.  I felt a 

sense of having accomplished something.  And the childen have their own script at this 

point.  It’s when we took the bus out they said something had to happen and there was 

a resolution that an accident; so we had to have an accident.  So I said ok, you have 

an accident.  when we are driving then we have this accident now what will we do?  So 

some of them said we have to now take it to a garage and get it fixed, which was fair 

enough.  And they’re moving their car to the garage when one of them said now we 

take the driver to jail, it’s not over.  He has to now go to jail, he’s been in this accident.  

And so they are coming to take this poor fellow off to jail and I said what will you do 

now, how will you bring this driver out.  And at this point they all take out money, very 

matter of fact and they each one of them is paying out money to get the driver back.  

And even if I was hit on the head with that same bus, this would have not struck me as 

a possible conclusion.  But it came to them naturally, it was valid, it was a lived experi-

ence for them.    They said the only way to get him back now is pay.  So out came the 

money and heavily paid the policeman as you can see Anand counting it and then our 

journey was meant to continue but the rain came down on that day.  But previously 

to that we’d sit and wait for another bus for the logical conclusion of this journey. And 

really that’s it.  Thank you.


