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1. Introduction

It has already become common to make use of the Internet for studying languages.
Today we can easily reach so many websites and even take courses online. I find
some of them useful and informative, but a multitude of teaching materials also
confuse us. In the first place, it is difficult for beginners to determine whether they
are reliable or not. Considering this situation, I would like to focus on children’s
books as teaching material. In this paper, I intend to examine the benefits and
limitations of teaching and studying elementary Hindi through children’s books
based on my own experiences.

I have been in charge of an elementary Hindi class at Osaka University, Japan
for 16 years. The first year, beginning with Devanagari script, is supposed to cover
the basic grammar. The teacher-in-charge is primarily free to choose the textbook
for his/her course. However, most of the textbooks employ short sentences devoted
to a certain grammatical topic, often resulting in a lack of context. I have no
intention of criticizing these textbooks or focusing on a single grammatical topic. On
the other hand, it is also known that repetition and recitation of short sentences is
an efficient way to learn a language. That is why I have sought to combine
grammatical knowledge with short sentences which are coherent and enjoyable.
Fortunately, I have found some children’s books which could meet my demand. Now
let me elaborate on how I actually used these short story books in my class.

2. Adoption of Children’s Books in Elementary Hindi language Classes
2.1 A case-study of “Khicri... Ek Lokkatha’

The first book I would like to talk about is “Khicri ... Ek Lokkatha (Khichri ... a
Folktale; @337 .. 3 TBBY) published by Eklavya. I happened to find it at the
New Delhi World Book Fair in 2015 and quickly noticed that it was exactly what I
had wanted; the impressive cover and illustrations of Gond art; the simple and
enjoyable story; and the low price of Rs. 25.00. I introduced it to my class in
December that year, when we had almost finished basic grammar.

This is the story in which a man named Birju visited his mother-in-law and liked
the dish of khicri. He planned to eat it at his home, so he recited “khicri, khicrt ...”
not to forget the name on his way back home. However, some funny accidents
prevented him from repeating the name correctly, “khict1” was changed into some
ridiculous names. Fortunately, Birju remembered the right name in the end.

There are some grammatical expressions in Hindi which are difficult for
Japanese learners to understand. The story “Khicri ... Ek Lokkatha’ turned out to
be rich in such good examples. For instance, the first sentence is “Ek bar Birju apni
sasural gaya. (Once Birju went to the house of his mother-in-law.; T dR W&m:ﬁ
YT TAT1)”. Many students often confuse the possessive adjective “apna (34I)”
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with the possessive form of personal pronoun “uska (3HbI)”. In this sentence the
possessive adjective is explained as ‘the subject Birji and the person to whom
“sasural (house of mother-in-law; ¥gIIA)” belongs are the same. If “uski (SG®HI)” is
used instead of “apni (31'q7‘ﬁ)”, it means “Birju went to the house of another person’s
mother-in-law’. Another difficulty is the ergative case using the postposition “ne G
because this kind of sentence construction is usually not found in Japanese or
English. This expression appears in the second sentence as “Birji k1 sasti ma ne use
dal aur caval se bani ek ciz khilai. (Birju’s mother-in-law served him the thing made
from pulse and rice.; Wﬁ Wtﬁlﬁ 3T old 3R Irad § &) G2 ?ﬂﬁf @?ﬂ% [)’. When
I see the students confused with this sentence, I try to simplify my explanation as
‘ne () ONLY appears when the verb is transitive and perfective’. In addition, I
contrast with the intransitive verb “gaya (gone; Td1)” in the first sentence. When we
later come across other sentences in this story like “usne ptcha (he asked; Wﬁq\@'f)”
and “Birju ne soca (Birju thought; mﬁ @?ﬂ)”, I repeat the same formula “the verb
is transitive and perfective” to familiarize students with the grammatical
construction. The third sentence in the story continues as “Birju ko uska svad bahut
accha laga. (To Birju, its taste felt good.; i&(\{j\ﬁ 3T Wlq dgd 331 < M1)”. This
reflects another difficulty of the dative case using the postposition “ko @), In my

analysis, it perplexes the students when we interpret this sentence as “Birju felt its
taste very good”. This causes us to mistake Birju as the subject of this sentence and
“lagna (feel; TTIN)” as the verb which concords with Birji. So, in this case, I make it
a rule to translate into Japanese as “To Birju, its taste felt good”. I give the similar
explanation to other sentences with “ko (@) such as “use jhatka laga (To him, a
blow came; 34 ST )" and “use [...] gussa aya (To him, anger came; 39 [...] BIRSSI|
3”1, In this way, there are appropriate sentences in the story, which allows us to
understand the key points in Hindi grammar through natural flow of the story.

In addition to useful grammatical usages, we can learn the cultural context from
these children’s stories. For example, the words “sasural (house of mother-in-law;
JYRMT)” and “sastt ma (mother-in-law; Wlﬁ)” are related to kinship. Understanding
of kinship terminology in Hindi is extremely important as it is not only unique and
complicated but also essential for it reflects the lives of Indian people. These words
give us an opportunity to deepen our understanding about family system in India.
Also, the title of the book khicri (@ﬁ@) is equally significant, as cuisine is
indispensable part of Indian culture. We learn the terms related to Indian cuisine
such as “dal (pulse; QId)” and “caval (rice; dIdd)”, as well as the fact that they are
crucial to Indian people. Interestingly enough, some English words need attention
too, because they don’t always mean the same thing in Hindi and Japanese. Let’s
take “hotel” for example. In Hindi “hotel (hotel; Eﬁ?ﬁ)” includes the place only to dine
at, while for a Japanese, the term “hoteru (hotel; &7 /L')” is a place to stay in as
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well.

The final and the strongest reason for selecting “Khicri ... Ek Lokkatha’ is that it
is a story written for Indian children. It may sound like a paradox, but a story
written for native readers is more valuable for foreigners learning Hindi because its
language is entirely natural. This is an essential difference from ordinary textbooks
written for foreign learners. It enables the language learners understand the minute
nuances and expressions of the native speakers. Another benefit is that we can have
fun in repeating and reciting the sentences in the story. As Krsna Kumar, an
educationist, puts “Being attracted to stories is fundamental part of human nature”
(Kumar 2019: 42-43), stories are there for entertaining us. We have similar stories
in Japanese to “Khicri... Ek Lokkatha’, so some of us can feel familiarity with Indian
stories. In conclusion, this story provides us with the grammatical examples,
cultural information and a plot interesting enough to read over and over.

On top of all that, I'd like to value and appreciate the splendid illustrations by
Durgabail Vyam, a prominent Gond artist. It opens up the door to the rich world of
Indian folk art. As a teacher, I hope through these storybooks my students will be
exposed to the traditional “Indian” illustrations and art rather than non-
characteristic or universal images. One of my students said to me a few years after
reading, “I remember the book Khicri very well”. I believe that a story book created
with deep consideration for children would have additional value, that a
conventional language textbook misses to offer.

2.2 A case-study of “Mammi ki Mez”

The next story I would like to take up is “Mammi ki Mez (Mummy’s Desk; T
P ﬁG{)”, which appeared in the bi-monthly magazine Saikil (Cycle; W)
published by Ektara. It is a lovely story of a young girl secretly sitting on her
mother’s desk and imitating her work during her absence. The girl writes a letter to
herself as no one writes her. She seals, opens and reads the letter just the way her
mother does. One day she found a letter addressed to her on the desk, with a photo
of herself sitting at the desk. The story ends here, but we feel warm to find that the
mother also enjoys watching her daughter secretly.

Let us take a closer look at the benefits this story brings to Japanese learners.
From a teacher’s viewpoint, the story is abundant in good and distinctive examples
of noun and verb. There is a variety of things or nouns on the mother’s desk — a pen
stand, pens, a pencil, a piece of paper, a paper-weight, and letters etc. When I told
my students to match the item in the story with its counterpart in the illustration,
they enjoyed the activity. This activity turned out effective to direct their attention
to the number of nouns. As the Japanese language doesn’t have specific forms
indicating singular and plural, it is usual that we don’t refer to the number of nouns
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when speaking in Japanese. I have often seen the students overlooking the number
of nouns both in my Hindi classes and English. While the difference between “citthi
(a letter; ﬁlg“r)” and “citthiya (letters; %@’ﬁ)” is clear, some words like “per (tree; a_s_')”
require special attention. For example, the difference of pers (ﬁ@;’) in the sentences
“Khirki se per dikhte hai. (Tree are visible from the window.; m I ﬂtc; ﬁ@ﬁ %I)”
and “Lal phil nim ke per par khil jate hai. (Red flowers bloom on the Neem tree.;
NINET cieky ﬁ's’uﬂ@a Gﬂﬁ%l)” is not so clear at first glance. In this case, I suggest
as ‘in many cases we can judge the number of a nouns from other parts of the
sentence. In the first sentence, the verb “dikhte hai (fe%@d &) ” means the “per (US)”
is plural. Because if “per (ﬁ‘s,’)” represents singular, the verb should be “dikhta hai
(fG@a1 @) ”. In the second sentence, you should pay attention to the part “per par (eltf';
W) 7. If “per (TS)” represents plural, it should be “pers par (U3} UR)”.’

Considering the forms of verbs, this story can be divided largely into two parts —
one consisting of general present and the other perfective form. We can understand
that general present expresses the habitual and repeated actions through the
sentences such as “Jab ve apne kamre mé nahl hotI, to mai uski kursi par baith jati
hi. (When she is not in her room, I take her chair.; Sd q 3O IR H =|€r Eﬁ?‘ﬁ, Rk
[RECH WW & STt _gl)”and “Mai dhyan se sab ciz& unki jagahd par rakh detl hu.
(I carefully put all the things away into their original places.; T o= 9 99 Tl IPT
TrlTIﬁ R TG &t _gl)”. Perfective form, on the other hand, indicates the actions which
is completed and done only once as the movements on the day the girl received the
letter indicate, such as “Aj skil se ane ke bad mai mammi ki kursi par baithi.(Today
I took my mother’s chair after coming back from school.; 3TST ¥h ¢l T 3 & §Ie H 7w
P WW §3t1)”and “Maine katar se liphapha khola. (I opened an envelope with an
with a cutter knife.; H- ex J fTmpThT @ler 1)”. Needless to say, “Mammi ki Mez” also
includes the examples like “apna (3{090)”, and sentences using the postposition ne
() such as “Maine ... khola. (I opened ...; 8 ... @IEN” and etc. as in “Khicri ... Ek
Lokkatha’. Reading different stories allows us to consolidate our understanding of
the occasion where each expression applies.

2.3 A case-study of “Suar ka Dost’

The third story I would like to pick up is “Suar ka Dost’ (A Pig’s Friend;, g3V &1
ara)” published by Muskaan, an NGO which is engaged in educating children from
marginalized communities. It is a story of a lonely pig searching for a friend. One
day the pig, rolling in the mud, thought of going out for making friends with someone.
He came across a horse, a camel and a monkey, all of whom declined his offer
insultingly. Finally, he met a donkey, who willingly agreed to become his friend, and
the two enjoyed rolling in the mud together. This story is also written in natural
Hindi and includes sentences such as “Raste mé use ek ghora mila. (He met a horse
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on the way.; I H I b ‘Eh?:T i) as an example of the dative case using the
postposition “ko (@D and “Suar ne ghore se ptcha (A pig asked a horse; g3 Gl ‘Eh%
I UD1)” as an example of the ergative case using the postposition “ne @), It is
composed of about 30 short sentences and has the recurrent patterns of proposals
and refusals. I found it suitable for practice drills and so gave a recitation
assignment to students.

Now let me examine what the story teaches us. There are so many stories and
tales featuring animals in Indian languages. We may regard this story as just one of
them, but I have something more to have my students to look at: social connotations.
“Suar (pig; g3R)” and “gadha (donkey; T¥N)” are not only regarded as foolish animals
but are also used as abuse in Hindi. But the pig in this story has fortitude and never
gives up finding friends in spite of being abused until he finds a real one. In the end,
the pig and donkey enjoy themselves without criticizing any other animals. While
on the contrary, the other animals deny pig’s friendship with prejudice. For example,
the horse says, “Mai chote janvard se dostl nahl karta. Mai to sirph ghord se dostl
karta hu. (I don’t make friends with small animals. I only make friends with fellow
horses.; H B¢ MR ¥ Rl gt Harl & af R 9ref & Gt Rl §1)” He thinks
light of physically smaller species and assumes an exclusive attitude. Next, the
camel says, “Tum to kicar mé rahte ho. Mujhe tumhara dost nahi banna. (You stay
in the mud. I'm not the one to become your friend.; gH dl Hae § I8d Bl H@ dReRT
[ARSS| T8 I He despises the place the pig stays in and declines his proposal.
Lastly, the monkey says, “Tum meri tarah kid nahl paoge. Ham dostl kaise
nibhaége? (You can’t leap [from tree to tree] like me. How can our friendship be
possible?; @ﬂﬂm@ﬁm@lﬁ I snaﬁ%ﬁao—@ﬁmrrirﬁ?)” He disapproves of inability
of the pig and denies their friendship. The story certainly is a deep refection of the
human world. Essentially, the basis on which these animals discriminate against
the pig are his species, living condition and physical attributes. Reading this story
in the first year’s class leads me to introduce the social structure behind the
discrimination. And I think it important for us to pay attention to this aspect of
Indian society and the activities by the organizations including Muskaan. It
impressed me that one of my students associated this story with a Dalit’s story which
she was reading in her third-year class. That was when I realized that stories could
remain in the students’ mind ever after.

3. Limitations in Using Children’s Books in Classes

Even though children’s books provide so many benefits, however, there are
challenges too while taking up these texts. First of all, it is difficult to find stories to
meet the students’ needs. The first-year students are supposed to master the basic
grammar and learn standard, correct Hindi. In fact, I have given up so many
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attractive stories owing to being too colloquial and not grammatical. For example,
every time we see “vo (@))” instead of “voh (d8)”, and “him ®” not “hd (_é)”, we
teachers explain the situation and tell to remember the correct spelling. Too many
exceptions require a lengthy explanation and distract the students. In my opinion,
it 1s desirable that in class stories should be adopted to enhance and supplement the
basic grammatical knowledge. The length of a story is another major point of concern
because class hours are fixed.

The second issue relates to the content; many of children’s stories seem childish
and boring given the university students are over 18 years old. It is important but
difficult to select suitable materials. However, I have an expectation that children’s
books will feature a wider range of topics. As Shashi Sablok at Ektara, says “We
think that we can speak to children about almost anything. Bachche nahi samjhenge
[Children won’t understand — translation mine] — that idea we leave outside”.
Actually Muskaan has also published some books related to complicated social
matters like gender issues (as in 7The New Potter, and Guthli Has Wings) and
lifestyle of tribal people (as in The Pardhi Rule), which are unfortunately available
only in English now. I hope I can find more and more children’s books which will
convey various aspects of Indian society in simple Hindi language.

4. Conclusion

My own first Hindi book was a textbook for elementary school used in India,
which my teacher adopted in his class. Though it was more than thirty years ago,
but I still recollect some sentences from it. Moreover, I still remember the pleasure
of touching “something Indian” with my hand. I used to feel that Indian story books
depict Indian society more vividly than any other textbooks. Now a wide variety of
quality children’s books in Hindi has become available. They could tell the now
students the contemporary Indian society and encourage them to study Hindi more
effectively.

As Dr. Ved Prakash Singh notes on his teaching experiences at Osaka University,
“one of the problems I noticed is that they [students] have almost no chances to study
and speak in Hindi other than classes’(Singh 2018: 234, translation mine), I admit
to a lack of opportunities to use Hindi in our daily life. Though “Hindi shower” so to
speak seems unviable in Japan, we still have the advantage of choosing and creating
our own learning environment unlike native speakers. Then we could teach and
learn a decent and likable Hindi. It can be said that children’s books are one of
practical means for that goal.

NOTES

1) “use (39)” is a form of personal pronoun which includes the postposition “ko @) in it.
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