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“Language Education, Politics and Technology in South Asia: Shaping
Inclusive Societies, Identities, and Futures is a significant contribution to
understanding the intricate and often contentious relationships between
language, education, politics and technology in the rapidly evolving context
of South Asia. Through its three comprehensive sections with diverse and
richly researched chapters, the book deftly analyses the interplay between
language and power, the everyday practices and ideologies that challenge
established norms, and the transformative impact of the digital age on lan-
guage use and preservation. This is an essential resource for those commit-
ted to fostering inclusive and equitable societies through informed language

and education policies.”
Tariq Rabman, PhD, DLitt (Sheffield), Humboldt Research Award,
Salzburg Global Seminar Fellow, Distinguished National Professor and
Professor Emeritus, Quaid-i-Azam University, Islamabad (Member of the
Common Room, Wolfson College, Oxford)

“Though language diversity is touted as a new postmodern experience by
Western scholars, South Asia boasts a multilingualism that is centuries old.
Recent developments such as mobility, globalization, and technology have
complicated the local language ecology, and persuaded even educationists
in South Asia to treat English medium instruction as the best path for pro-
gress. Authors in this book adopt a critical view of the new and the old, and
provide constructive directions forward by drawing from their rich indige-
nous traditions to negotiate the new.”
Professor Suresh Canagarajah, Evan Pugh University Professor, Penn State
College of the Libeval Arts, USA

“Language Education, Politics and Technology in South Asia: Shaping
Inclusive Societies, Identities, and Futures offers a compelling exploration of
the complexities of language, education, and power in a postcolonial world.
With a focus on the region’s linguistic diversity, this book provides critical
insights into the challenges and opportunities of language education,
addressing the impact of technology and social hierarchies. A must-read for
anyone interested in language policy, decolonial studies, and education in
South Asia.”

Professor Jieun Kiaer, University of Oxford, UK
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Bringing together research from the fields of linguistics, education and technol-
ogy within the dynamic context of South Asia, this timely book investigates the
ways in which these fields interact with each other against the backdrop of tech-
nological innovation, linguistic diversity and socio-political transformation.

Developing and expanding on findings and insights originating from a con-
ference organised by the Education South Asia Initiative at the University of
Oxford, this interdisciplinary book features academic reflections on language
politics and diversity as well as empirical insights on linguistic, educational and
technological transformations in the region. Featuring analytical and method-
ological approaches to the study of language and education, chapters range in
context from India, Bangladesh, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka, and address a
range of issues such as the marginalisation of languages in education and pol-
icy, the interactions between language and social hierarchies in the South Asian
context, and technology’s impact on language education, acquisition, usage
and preservation.

Ultimately initiating dialogue on the need for positive changes in language,
education research and policy, this book will appeal to scholars, researchers and
postgraduate students in the fields of language education, international and
comparative education, and education and technology. Policymakers in inter-
national development and sociolinguistics may also find the volume of use.

Uma Pradhan is Associate Professor at the Institute of Education, University
College London, UK.

Mohini Gupta has completed a DPhil from the Faculty of Asian and Middle
Eastern Studies, University of Oxford, UK. She is currently a Postdoctoral
Fellow at the Danish School of Education, Aarhus University, Denmark.
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Introduction

Language and Education Futures in
South Asia

Uma Pradban and Mohini Gupta

Introduction

Language education in South Asia presents a complex conundrum of histori-
cal legacies, contemporary challenges and future possibilities. With thousands
of languages spoken across the South Asian region, its linguistic diversity is
astounding. On one hand, this linguistic diversity is profoundly affected by
long and complicated colonial and postcolonial histories, which continue to
shape education policies, perpetuate social hierarchies and reinforce limiting
worldviews. On the other hand, these postcolonial struggles are occurring in
a rapidly changing socio-political and technological context and hold the
transformative potential to shape the region’s educational landscape. In this
context, language education in South Asia is imbued with profound social,
political and economic implications. Whether it is the question of institution-
alising a “national language,” addressing the status of dialects and unrecog-
nised “mother tongues,” teaching marginalised indigenous, tribal and minority
(ITM) languages, or tackling social hierarchies embedded in language in the
rapidly changing technological context, the issue of language continues to
challenge scholars, academics, educators and policymakers, especially in the
South Asian region. This volume showcases, and celebrates, the plurality of
languages across the region and also goes on to address the diverse and com-
plex issues that arise within the study of language, education and technology
in regions burdened with colonial histories.

This book emerged from a conference hosted by the Education South Asia
initiative, titled “Language Futures in South Asia: Sustainability, Inclusivity
and Technology in Education,” held at the University of Oxford in June 2023.
The conference discussions converged on a shared understanding that any
attempt to address issues of equity and social justice must seriously consider
the historical context and recognise how the everyday politics of language
education are deeply embedded within it. The contributions in this volume,
therefore, align with calls to nuance the issues of language, education and
social hierarchy, with a conscious effort to include and engage with the region’s
discourses and practices. Within this framework, we extend an invitation to the
readers to appreciate the various ways in which diverse modes of thought are
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interwoven into language education. The rationale behind this volume is
rooted in the rapid changes of our times. As the world undergoes shifts driven
by socio-political transformation as well as technological innovation, the need
to engage in meaningful discourse around the intersection of language, edu-
cation and technology becomes increasingly important.

This book, therefore, examines how language education serves as a locus of
historical and contemporary power struggles as well as a site to envision new
futures. Language, as argued by the scholar Ngiigi wa Thiong’o, is a potent
tool for decolonising the mind and challenging inherent hierarchies (1987).
The idea of decoloniality seeks to liberate knowledge production from the
confines of limited rationality. One of the central aspects of this process, par-
ticularly in contexts such as South Asia, is acknowledging the power and priv-
ilege of different languages at global, national and local levels. This involves
identifying tensions and contradictions within hierarchised spaces and cau-
tioning against the potentially deceptive nature of actions that may appear to
address equity concerns without being genuinely transformative, while at
other times seemingly challenging power and privilege in unexpected ways.
This book advocates for the need for deliberate examination of both the mar-
ginalisation and aspirations of different language communities as they navigate
their positions within the dynamic power relations in South Asia.

We have approached language in two ways. First, the different languages spo-
ken in the South Asian region are a direct object of analysis. In various chapters
throughout the book, the readers will get a glimpse into different languages
spoken in the region—Hindi, English, Malayalam, Naawa, Bangla, Sinhala,
Tamil, Nepal Bhasa etc. Second, we have also analysed language in terms of dif-
ferent terminologies, vocabularies and labels. As scholars of linguistic anthropol-
ogy have reminded us, the study of language is the study beyond just the language
as a scientific set of codes and signs. Language within this approach is more than
a “coherent, self-contained object of analysis”; it is also about “relationship, or
semiotic ground, between some material sign token and its putative object based
on an existential relation” (Nakassis 2016: 331). The focus here is not only the
social and political hierarchies between languages but also the language and
vocabulary used by people in the Global South to articulate the narratives of
gender, class and caste inequalities, marginalisation and oppression in the region.

A key contribution of this book is its analysis of language, education and
social hierarchy in South Asia. First, it addresses various issues, including the
marginalisation of languages in education and policy, and the interactions
between language and social hierarchies in the region. Second, it explores the
everyday practices through which people reshape their relationships with lan-
guage and education. Third, it also explores how the digital age has trans-
formed language acquisition, usage and preservation, examining the significant
implications of these changes for the region’s future. By highlighting these
interactions, the book aims to spark a conversation about the role of language
in South Asia, considering how language, education and technology intersect
to influence the trajectory of nations and their communities in this region.
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Language, Education and Decoloniality in South Asia

Our hope in this book is to celebrate linguistic diversity in South Asia while
critically engaging with colonial legacies and postcolonial predicaments that
continue to shape the region and acknowledging efforts to (re)negotiate
power and privilege within this context. The central argument advanced by
this book is that language education functions as a dynamic arena in which
power relations are both reinforced or contested. In this context, various
visions of the future are negotiated through everyday practices, revealing the
complex interplay between language, power and societal structures in South
Asia. As Shepherd (2002, 81) notes, “The South is thus ‘a position and a pol-
itics.”” Highlighting the linguistic diversity of the Global South is inherently
political, challenging the colonial perspective that equates national develop-
ment with linguistic uniformity (Reagan 2002). It was once believed that
socio-economic equality in developing countries was tied to the establishment
or imposition of a national language, with the assumption that linguistic
homogeneity would lead to greater unity and efficiency (Ricento, in Mukherjee
1997, 176). Multilingualism in these regions was often viewed as a problem to
be managed through policy, classification and documentation. This volume
not only showcases the plurality of languages across the region but also
addresses the complex issues that arise in the study of language, education and
technology in the region.

Language has been central to the process of imposing social hierarchy and,
by extension, plays a crucial role in equity concerns. As Ngtigi wa Thiong’o
reminds us, “the domination of a people’s language by the languages of the
colonising nations was crucial to the domination of the mental universe of the
colonised” (wa Thiong’o 1987, 16). One of the main consequences of coloni-
sation is the creation of a hierarchy where dominant languages, often tied to
colonial legacies, gain prominence in education, media and policy, while indig-
enous languages are marginalised. This linguistic hierarchy reinforces social
inequalities and perpetuates a Eurocentric worldview. This brings us to the
concept of “coloniality,” which Peruvian scholar Anibal Quijano describes as
“the most general form of domination in the world today, once colonialism as
an explicit political order was destroyed” (Quijano 2007, 170). He argues that
the “coloniality of power” (171) continues to operate globally along the social
construct of “race,” which maintains the hierarchical relationship established
by colonialism. This world order, shaped by the colonial project, sustains a
view of the “West” or Europe as superior to the colonised regions (174).

What then is the process of decoloniality? According to Quijano, it is “to
liberate the production of knowledge, reflection, and communication from
the pitfalls of European rationality/modernity” (2007, 177). If decoloniality
is “about recovering and conserving what makes us human” then language has
an absolutely key role to play—a much larger part than we are accustomed to
accord it (Papadopoulos, 2018). Wa Thiong’o talks about language as the
most powerful tool to decolonise the mind, and education plays an important
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role in this process. It is education through which people form an image of
their own self and culture, and existing education systems seem to propagate
an ideology of devaluing indigenous cultures and languages. He says, “to con-
trol a people’s culture is to control their tools of self-definition in relationship
to others” (1987, 16) and changing this can be the most effective way to chal-
lenge the “inherent superiority” of Western or European cultures, especially
through the education system.

While the volume is inherently an act of decoloniality by centring otherwise
marginalised perspectives from the South, there are also various contradictions
it explores within this process by investigating whom this process benefits in
the contemporary period. Even though political colonisation may not be a
reality anymore, there are various forms of colonisation still underway in post-
colonial countries. Can colonial legacies be viewed in the same way today as
they were at the time of independence? How can we understand the ambigu-
ities in decoloniality, while acknowledging that the tensions between the lan-
guage of coloniser and colonised are still relevant, even if the narrative has
shifted? We approach these questions by placing a greater emphasis on the
speakers of the language, not on the language itself. We believe that addressing
language hierarchy is less about preserving linguistic purity and more about
understanding the social and political dynamics influencing the way people
use, engage with and transform their relationship with languages.

The greatest challenge, then, is to understand the process of rearranging
existing power structures in the region. Tariq Rahman notes how “class
supremacy is maintained by denying people an education system which gives
them as much control of the language of the domain of power as the elite”
(Rahman 2002, 43). These concerns resonate with Fanon’s warning against
the dangers of a postcolonial society falling into the trap of neo-colonialism,
where the newly established elites continue the oppressive systems of their
former colonisers (Fanon 2021). In fact, he urges the need for a complete
transformation of society, including reimagining social, economic and cultural
structures, in order to truly achieve liberation. Those in power may feel threat-
ened by the disruption of the current system and break down existing power
structures. At the same time, it is also important to look at how colonial lin-
guistic legacies have played a role in enabling marginalised groups to transcend
rigid social boundaries in the region, by virtue of belonging outside of the
cultural universe of the region. English-language education, for instance, has
been hailed in India by oppressed caste communities for providing an escape
from the shackles and prejudices deeply rooted in indigenous languages and
knowledge systems. It is therefore imperative to address issues of inequality,
discrimination and marginalisation while studying language ideologies and
critical pedagogies, it is crucial to ask who benefits from its use in postcolonial
contexts.

These concerns have sparked new interest in the issue of language, educa-
tion and decoloniality in the Global South (Sah and Fang 2024; Phyak 2021).
This edited collection seeks to advance the growing scholarship on language
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education practices by exploring both the differences and similarities in the
experiences of social hierarchy across diverse language practices in South Asia
(LaDousa and Davis 2022; Agnihotri 2021). Given the region’s linguistic
diversity, language education has emerged as a significant area of research,
with substantial contributions from Bangladesh (Chowdhury and Kabir
2014), Pakistan (Rahman 2002, Rahman 2010), India (LaDousa 2014, Groff
2017), Nepal (Sah 2022, Pradhan 2020) and Sri Lanka (Davis 2020). As the
social and political landscape evolves, recent studies are increasingly focusing
on the shifting socio-political roles of languages. This volume aims to enrich
this body of work by exploring the intricate and changing discourses and prac-
tices surrounding language, illustrating how language education both sustains
power structures and offers avenues for resistance to top-down control.

We have made a deliberate effort to include a variety of languages and con-
texts within the South Asian region. The collection includes 13 chapters, pro-
viding interdisciplinary and regional perspectives from scholars across South
Asia, including India, Bangladesh, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka. Through
case studies and comparative analyses, readers are invited to explore the chal-
lenges and opportunities presented by South Asia’s linguistic diversity. The
chapters are organised around the following three distinct themes related to
the examination of power, politics and resistance in language education policy;
the interaction of language and education with social hierarchies such as gen-
der, caste and social class; and the ever-evolving dynamics of language educa-
tion in a digital age.

Language, Power and Resistance

For decades, linguistic power has influenced the creation and consumption of
knowledge systems, especially in postcolonial contexts. On the one hand,
while overt domination impacts speakers through policies like official language
education, symbolic domination subtly permeates linguistic interactions, often
manifesting as language prestige or linguistic nationalism. On the other hand,
while there may be top-down impositions shaping the educational space, peo-
ple may not always agree with or follow these ideas. People’s views of progress
and aspirations might differ from those of politicians or national politics. This
section presents a set of chapters that seeks to understand the processes
through which this power unfolds, explores the linguistic power tied to lan-
guage hierarchies and understand the complex processes of negotiating its
political and everyday significance.

In Language and Symbolic Power, Pierre Bourdieu reminds us that “One
must not forget that the relations of communication par excellence—linguistic
exchanges—are also relations of symbolic power in which the power relations
between speakers or their respective groups are actualised” (1982, 37). He
argues that linguistic domination operates on multiple levels and may some-
times appear to maintain cohesion within linguistic domains. In education,
this power is reflected in how language ideologies and practices shape and
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maintain existing structures within educational institutions, often resulting in
the production and reproduction of power relations (Bourdieu 1991).
National education policies frequently reinforce social hierarchies by favouring
the cultural and economic capital of privileged groups, and thereby perpetuate
existing social hierarchies by sustaining unequal access to educational resources
and opportunities. Policies concerning the medium of instruction, national
language and the privileging of particular forms of language all serve to exert
such linguistic power within educational institutions.

Since linguistic power can manifest in language education in various ways,
resistance to this domination can also take different forms. As Gal (1988) sug-
gests, when examining how individuals symbolically navigate power dynamics,
it becomes clear that language strategies are symbolic responses to their histor-
ical position and identity within a given structure. In this context, domination
may either be perpetuated or contested through cultural norms (Heller 1995).
Discussing the position of English in South Asia, scholar Suresh Canagarajah
highlights that “English in postcolonial communities is a splintered, hybrid
English, being appropriated, nativised and adapted by local environments”
(Canagarajah 1999). English undeniably holds significant social, economic and
cultural power in the region, not only due to its colonial heritage but also
because of its role as the language of mobility in today’s globalised world.
Rashmi Sadana questions the authenticity of regional identity in the face of
English: “English is at some level part and parcel of Indian literary modernity
across languages. In moments, the expression of one’s regionality relies on
English. One could ask, does this dilute one’s regionality?” (Sadana 2012, 105).

This dual stance on English deeply complicates the idea of decolonisation in
South Asia. Chapters 1, 2 and 4 in this volume tease out the intricacies of the
political narratives around “decolonisation” in India and explore the creation of
new hierarchies within Indian languages through language policy, textbooks
and education practices. In their chapters, Datta, Gupta and Anand locate these
language politics and hierarchies within a specific political moment, dominated
by right-wing, majoritarian parties in the region. Datta’s chapter, “Becoming
Bharat,” casts a unique spotlight on the recent political debate around the offi-
cial renaming of India as “Bharat,” and uses this moment as an entry point into
looking at Hindi language politics in the nation. He juxtaposes the dispropor-
tionate focus on promoting Hindi in India’s New Education Policy (NEP)
2020 with the economic and social aspirations of the urban youth in India to
highlight the gap between political motivations and persisting material inequal-
ities between the English and Hindi languages. While Hindi is hailed as a sym-
bolic force against a colonial mindset, the voices of the urban youth in this
chapter are evidence of how misplaced and tokenistic these policy changes are,
almost as much as the changing of the name of the country to “Bharat.”

Gupta’s chapter on “Erased Curriculum” builds on these debates surround-
ing Hindi language politics by bringing to attention the recent phenomenon
of “syllabus rationalisation” undertaken by the National Council for
Educational Research and Training (NCERT) in India since 2021. Textbooks
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are located as a rich site of political conflict in South Asia, with history and
political science textbooks frequently in the news for erasures under different
governments. This chapter makes a case for studying language curricula as
valuable resources to understand the dynamic political contexts in the region.
Language textbooks are even more important due to their role in “language
socialisation” (Ochs and Schieffelin 2011) of students—not just into learning
the grammar and vocabulary of the language, but through language learning
into larger socio-political ideas of the nation. Hindi-language textbooks have
a history of conveying moral and patriotic ideals to students, especially in pre-
independence times with Hindi’s role as a unifying language, but how does
that play out in the classroom in today’s political environment?

The third chapter moves on to exploring language politics and education in
Pakistan within the framework of language hierarchies and decolonisation
practices as well. Syed’s chapter on “The Challenges of Literacy Acquisition
and Linguistic Proficiency” in Pakistan highlights the complicated question of
the lingua franca in the region. The imposition of Urdu-language education
on other linguistic minority groups leads to a distancing of the students from
acquiring literacy in a language that is alien to them, akin to the “cerebral
experience” of learning a coloniser’s language, according to Thiong’o (1987).
The language hegemony of Urdu in Pakistan and Hindi in India are analysed
in similar ways across the chapters, as indigenous languages end up taking the
privileged position of the coloniser’s language. Syed’s chapter traces the impact
of the lack of language proficiency through an education initiative in the
Punjab region of Pakistan. She also proposes a more mother tongue-based
multilingual and inclusive approach towards language teaching in schools as
well as in teacher training in order to maximise learning outcomes.

This brings us to Anand’s chapter, which focuses on India’s NEP 2020 but
takes a broader view of the policy’s impact on multilingual education in the
country. The focus on “mother tongue education” is assessed through inter-
views with school teachers from multiple states across the country, alluding to
the intricate linguistic hierarchies that exist within the political landscape of
India. These internal hierarchies are perpetuated and challenged in the chapter,
with a focus on the impact of language and education policies on linguistic
minorities. Similar to Syed’s chapter, this chapter ends with a proposed frame-
work of multilingual education practices that could work in postcolonial con-
texts where multiple languages compete for resources, privilege, status and even
existence. Education policy is a useful site for this investigation and the data
from school teachers helps enrich this research even further, especially to under-
stand the dynamics between English and Indian languages as well as between
dominant languages like Hindi and other Indian languages in the region.

The final chapter in this section is Devanayagam and Sanjeeviraja’s paper on
“Unofficial Bilingualism in English-Only Policy Context,” drawing from data
collected in rural government schools in Tamil Nadu. In continuation with
Anand’s chapter on multilingual education in diverse states in India,
Devanayagam and Sanjeeviraja argue for the use of “unofficial bilingualism” or
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“guilty translanguaging” (Anderson 2022) in the language classroom given
the advantages of this pedagogy in the context of Tamil Nadu schools. The
chapter makes a case for including translanguaging, a pedagogical practice that
considers “the language practices of bilinguals not as two autonomous lan-
guage systems [...] but as one linguistic repertoire with features that have
been societally constructed as belonging to two separate languages” (Garcia
and Wei 2014, 2), as an official policy in the language classroom since it is
informally practised in these schools anyway. It critiques the “English-only”
policies of schools that make teachers feel “guilty” for using students’ mother
tongues or L1 in the classrooms even as this must be considered a valuable
resource for teachers to employ in their teaching methods. All the chapters in
this section critically approach the position of English-language education in
postcolonial contexts, especially in comparison with Hindi-, Bengali- or Tamil-
language education, and problematise the ideology of rejecting English under
the garb of “decolonisation.”

Everyday Politics of Language

The chapters presented in this section explore how people are trying to create
spaces of inclusion through their everyday interaction with language /s, where
language education serves as a site of resistance, negotiating new futures that
ensure social justice and equity while individuals resist, challenge or perpetuate
language hierarchies. The everyday relationship people have with language is
significantly influenced by language ideology, a concept by Michael Silverstein
as sets of beliefs articulated by users to rationalise or justify perceived language
structure and use (Silverstein 1979). It is imperative to situate contemporary
ideologies within a historical backdrop of colonial logics that have marginal-
ised others and their language practices. Language ideologies extend beyond
mere statements about language; they encompass hegemonic ideological
stances that often become institutionalised, exerting tangible consequences in
the material world (Gal and Irvine 2019). Moreover, language ideologies are
interconnected with broader identity positions such as gender, race, ethnicity,
nationality and sexuality.

Driven by attempts to engage with rapid, unpredictable and multidirec-
tional shifts in social and cultural forms, research in Africa and the South more
broadly has shown that the conceptual categories with which to account for
rapid social change, the power of the unforeseen and processes of unfolding
need to be refined. So, too, does the language with which to describe people’s
ways of negotiating these conditions of turbulence (Mbembé and Nuttall
2004). This can be applied to the South Asian context as well, and the chapters
in this book are an attempt to redefine and nuance these categories and epis-
temic shifts. Consequently, the emphasis in this book diverges from top-down
approaches, advocating for a deliberate approach to the marginalisation expe-
rienced by indigenous, tribal and minority languages in both educational and
policy contexts. It involves identifying tensions and contradictions within
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hierarchised spaces, cautioning against the potentially deceptive nature of
actions that may ostensibly appear to address equity concerns. This approach
encourages a focus on the peripheries, recognising the importance of margin-
alised voices and perspectives in shaping a more inclusive and equitable lan-
guage education.

This section brings together research from India, Nepal and Pakistan to
delve deeper into faultlines and hierarchies within these societies. One of the
primary motivations of this volume is to foreground research from the Global
South to overcome a Eurocentricism in the study of language and education
theory. It is with this objective that Bhadran’s chapter, “When Gender
Disappears in Neutrality,” critiques a recent educational language reform in
the state of Kerala in south India. A 2023 directive insisted on the use of the
gender-neutral term “teacher” instead of gender identifiers such as “sir” or
“ma’am,” but this “invalidates the gendered identity of educators and is tanta-
mount to gender erasure” and is not feasible when applied to the socio-cultural
context of Kerala. The chapter advocates for a more gender-inclusive approach,
especially while taking into consideration cultural sensitivity towards the
region and calls for the need to create more gender-inclusive vocabulary for
South Asian contexts, without adopting Western models to overcome the
challenges of gender binaries.

The next chapter in this section takes a sharp geographical turn to study the
trans-Himalayan context in the Leh-Ladakh region in north India. Goswami’s
chapter, “Multilingualism and Globalisation in Remote Trans-Himalayan
India,” enters the debates around inclusivity through the concept of “remote-
ness,” both geographical, topographical and socio-cultural. It is the sense of
remoteness that determines the politics of language and education in the Leh-
Ladakh region, and this chapter draws out the complicated relationship of the
youth in this territory with the languages it learns, speaks and employs in their
careers. Ideas of tradition and modernity are at play in the chapter as the youth
navigates the Indian concept of decoloniality in a complex narrative where
English becomes an important tool for social mobility in a region that runs its
economy on tourism. The chapter points to the unique lens of place or zopos
as an important one with which to view language policy and educational prac-
tices as “remoteness” plays a crucial role in determining linguistic and social
identities of Ladakhis who are otherwise “excluded” from dominant narratives
by the central government.

Shahabuddin’s chapter moves our regional focus to Bangladesh and situates
the language question within the madrasa system of education in the country.
The chapter looks at the “inclusion” of madrasa-education students in a soci-
ety where English-language education system is increasingly valued over
Bengali-medium or even other language-medium education systems, espe-
cially ones that lie outside the formal schooling system. The chapter also ques-
tions the status of Bengali-language education in a country that fought for its
independence based on its language and draws out the irony in elite prefer-
ences of English-language education over Bengali-language education due to
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the former’s social and economic currency in today’s globalised, modern con-
text. The gap between English-medium and Bengali-medium education stu-
dents continues to increase with time, and this complicates the situation for
students educated in madrasas where the indigenous system of education does
not value English-language education and this ends up directly impacting stu-
dents’ aspirations and career prospects in the future.

The final chapter in this section tackles the problem of language standardi-
sation and agency amongst the Naawa people in eastern Nepal. Condra’s chap-
ter utilises the lens of sociolinguistics and perceptual dialectology to analyse
the process of documenting the Naawa language, or Naget, and including it in
future education policy and practice of the region. Language standardisation
is a crucial step for Negat speakers to “produce knowledge, contribute to lan-
guage preservation, and improve education,” especially in comparison to
Nepali and English, the more dominant languages used in educational institu-
tions. However, at the same time, the chapter also locates a strong sense of
emotional connection amongst the Naawa community, which makes them
reject textbooks that attempt to standardise their language without paying
attention to language variation with other dialects in the area. Even as pro-
cesses of language standardisation and documentation may be colonial imports
in the non-postcolonial context of Nepal, these need to take into considera-
tion the views of the speakers of the particular linguistic community in ques-
tion in order to create inclusive educational policies for the region.

Language, Technologies and New Possibilities

The third and final set of chapters examines the rapid changes in the techno-
logical landscape for language education and the new research possibilities
opened up by evolving technology, shifting politics and issues of inclusivity in
the region. These chapters highlight the opportunities presented by techno-
logical innovation to engage with traditionally Western domains, either by
adapting the technology or reshaping these domains to challenge language
hierarchies. These dynamics around language, education and technology com-
plicate simplistic views of their interaction, offering new avenues for minori-
tised languages to establish a presence in emerging technological spaces. While
these new spaces offer exciting opportunities, the chapters also caution against
viewing technological spaces as apolitical or assuming that technology alone
can address educational challenges. This raises questions such as: how does
language learning occur within these technological environments? And how
can these new spaces be reimagined as areas of inclusivity and diversity? This
section aims to answer these questions and explore the interaction between
language and technology in educational initiatives, reiterating the need to nav-
igate multiple, often conflicting priorities and tensions at various levels.

The first two chapters in this section by Thomas and Pradhan highlight the
need to use technology for the preservation of non-Western languages.
Thomas’s chapter “My Phone Won’t Teach Me Malayalam” brings into focus
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the Eurocentric biases of global language learning apps such as DuoLingo that
privilege even fictitious, constructed languages of the West such as Klingon,
with less than 100 speakers around the world, as compared to the Malayalam
language in India, which has over 34 million speakers. It is this under-
representation that the chapter lays out, also alluding to internal language
hegemonies in India, where Hindi is represented as the only language from a
nation that speaks more than 19,500 languages. Technological advancement
does not impact language and linguistic groups equally, and this tension felt by
the author as a language learner struggling to find resources to learn their own
language makes an effective argument for bringing more diversity in language
learning apps.

The second chapter by Pradhan focuses on the Newar community within
and outside Nepal and brings to the fore their efforts to add Nepal Bhasa on
the Google Translate platform. The problem that Thomas’ chapter draws
attention to is contrasted with an alternative “solution” provided by Pradhan’s
chapter through a case study of a collaborative project between Google and
the World Newa Organisation. The chapter traces the “technological imagina-
tion” of minoritised languages through which traditional language hierarchies
are challenged and the “memory” of the language is kept alive for the future.
While Thomas® chapter addresses the injustice of not including a dominant
Indian language in global language learning apps, Pradhan’s chapter demon-
strates the positive impact of including a minoritised language in Nepal (spo-
ken by a population of 863,380 according to the 2021 National Census of
Nepal) in language education apps, with the objective of overcoming the
threats of language endangerment and language death and creating a vibrant
future for this language.

The next two chapters draw on studies from Bangladesh and Sri Lanka and
move our attention to the interaction of educational communities with tech-
nology in classrooms. Bashar’s chapter on “Unveiling the Barriers” analyses
the challenges that persist in the adoption of education technologies (EdTech)
in English as Second Language (ESL) classrooms across higher educational
institutions in Dhaka, Bangladesh. These challenges are studied in the context
of the interaction of teachers and educators with EdTech platforms in the
classroom. The chapter brings out the affective nature of the relationship
between educators and education technology, where lack of motivation and
trust is one of the main reasons for poor implementation of these technologies
in education spaces. This chapter also brings out the complications with
English-language education since the student body belongs to diverse socio-
economic backgrounds and requires differentiated support while integrating
technology in the language classroom.

The final chapter in the volume by Dissanayake, Jansz and Schreiber is on
“Virtual Teacher Communities in Sri Lanka,” which situates this research on
language, education and technology within the context of the pandemic.
Technology emerged as a crucial stakeholder in education systems during the
pandemic and while this led to tremendous benefits for educators, it inevitably
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brought up various challenges. This chapter highlights the case study of a vir-
tual Teacher Professional Development (TPD) programme that took place at
a state university in Sri Lanka. Challenges related to teacher training and the
use of platforms tailored to Western social systems have been brought up
through this research. The chapter makes important observations about the
need to decolonise approaches to using technology in education, where socio-
cultural context matters. For instance, it was found that teachers reacted more
positively to the use of WhatsApp as a platform rather than other remote plat-
forms due to its user-friendliness, immediacy as well as its familiarity to the
users. It is some of these insights from across South Asian nations that bring
out the need to adopt technological methods and pedagogies with a non-
Western audience in mind, whether it is educators or learners, to overcome
some of the teaching and learning challenges in virtual education.

Together, the chapters ahead offer interdisciplinary and critical insights into
the complexities of language education in the diverse and dynamic region of
South Asia. We hope that these contributions expose the intricate power dynam-
ics that shape language and education practices, and add to the conversations on
the need to reimagine language education in ways that are equitable, inclusive
and responsive to the diverse linguistic and cultural landscapes of South Asia.
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1 Youth Perspectives on Hindi, English
and India’s New Politics of Language

Becoming Bharat

Abhishek Ranjan Datta

Introduction

In the days leading up to New Delhi hosting the G20 summit in 2023, every-
one’s attention unexpectedly turned to an otherwise unremarkable aspect of
the summit: invitations to the state dinner sent out by the President of India.
The invitations, it turned out, were not sent by the President of India but by
the “President of Bharat.” This immediately triggered intense media specula-
tion that the government was planning to change the name of the country.
During the summit, the placard in front of Narendra Modi read “Prime
Minister of Bharat”— further fuelling the media frenzy. Some were quick to
point out that the country’s name, according to the constitution, was already
both India and Bharat. There were news articles quoting a senior United
Nations spokesperson saying that if India were to apply for a name change, it
would be approved (Times of India, 2023). Throughout this time, the gov-
ernment neither confirmed nor denied any such plans but the ruling party’s
spokespersons on television were happy to point out that Bharat was a more
“authentic” name than India—the latter now denounced as a colonial imposi-
tion. A senior leader of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) in West Bengal went
a step further to say that those opposed to the name Bharat should leave the
country—threatening that any disagreement over the potential name was
“anti-national” (Singh 2023). But just as the whole thing seemed to be com-
ing to a head, there was yet another, if less dramatic, plot twist: there was no
official announcement of a name change. The G20 summit wrapped up with-
out any announcement, as did a special session of the parliament. While official
invitations from the Presidential Palace continue to be sent in the name of
“The President of Bharat,” there has been no official name change, and India,
as of the time of writing this chapter, continues to remain India.

The jury is still out on what prompted the government to do this, but what
is noteworthy here is the entanglement of politics, decolonisation and lan-
guage. This in itself is nothing new; it is precisely this entanglement that has
had profound implications on language identity, ideology, nationalism and
education since colonial times. But what this episode reveals, and why it is our
starting point, is a noticeable shift in the contours of this entanglement. Hindi
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is increasingly being deployed to generate a specific type of discourse and to
achieve specific political goals, just as decolonisation is increasingly becoming
more about changing names and less about mitigating inequality. This chapter
examines the intersection of Hindi in political discourse and education policy,
on the one hand, with the educational experiences of the nation’s youth on the
other hand, to highlight 1) the distinct political discourse on Hindi generated
over the last decade, 2) how this compares against the government’s most
significant education policy—the National Education Policy 2020, and 3) the
widening gulf between Hindi in language politics and policy and in the expe-
riences and aspirations of India’s job-seeking youth. This chapter combines
analyses of political discourse drawn from new-media reportage and the
National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 with ethnographic data from the
author’s fieldwork in New Delhi to demonstrate how a distinct discourse of
Hindi has emerged over the last decade that is redefining the relationship
between language and education. This discourse is also deployed in the garb
of “decolonisation” to shape ideological work that is not only disconnected
from the aspirations and educational experiences of the country’s youth but
also, more alarmingly, not tied to education policy or implementation. This
discourse aims to neither mitigate linguistic inequity nor strengthen the qual-
ity of Hindi-medium education—creating a situation today where the champi-
oning of Hindi in the name of decolonisation has become divorced from
questions of educational expansion, improvement and inclusivity. This chapter
highlights how this is a significant divergence that not only hijacks much-
needed decolonisation in Indian education but also ignores the material con-
ditions that reinforce inequalities in language education. The reason why
“becoming Bharat” is an apt allegory for this chapter is that, just as the name
“Bharat,” already in the constitution, was nonetheless reappropriated and
deployed to do very different ideological work, this new discourse of Hindi is
geared towards specific political ends that exclude any meaningful focus on
education which, in the long run, bodes ill for the future of language and
education in the country.

Language Ideology and Decolonisation

The conceptual framework of the chapter builds on Judith Irvine’s (2022)
recent appraisal of language ideology. Language ideology is a particularly use-
ful framework in the Indian context because it links linguistic practices with
political systems and questions of power. The investment in mapping power
and dominance in the everyday use and perception of language also enables
the concept of language ideology to bridge sociolinguistics with social anthro-
pology, which is precisely what this chapter does. The use of the term “lan-
guage ideology” in this chapter encompasses both Heath’s (1977) definition of
it as a set of “unconscious assumptions...[and ] self-evident ideas and objectives
a group holds concerning roles of language in social experiences” (p. 193), as
well as Silverstein’s (1979) slightly more overt “linguistic ideology” which
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focuses on the explicit rationalisations used by speakers to justify specific prac-
tices and beliefs. Several scholars, most notably Susan Gal and Judith Irvine
(2019), have highlighted the significant differences between the two approaches
as the former finds ideology in the “background” of social life while the latter
focuses on foregrounded articulations. While this is an important distinction,
the background and the foreground are not hermetically sealed off from one
another. In fact, a major thrust of this chapter is to illustrate the coexistence
and interaction between the two. By focussing on national politics and educa-
tional policy, the first section of the chapter identifies the language ideology of
Hindi in Silverstein’s sense of the term. On the other hand, the subsequent
ethnographic component of this chapter delves into people’s beliefs, experi-
ences and reflections on language which, even though these are still people’s
overt articulations, give us a glimpse into the unconscious beliefs of young
people and their understanding of language and inequality.

Two aspects of Irvine’s (2022) discussion of language ideology deserve to
be highlighted here. The first of these is implicit in the term “ideology” whose
genealogy, steeped in Marxist analysis, is problematic as it is reduced to “false
consciousness.” As Irvine points out, this presupposes the existence of some
“true consciousness” and makes ideology an aberration. This is much like the
assumption most dominant linguistic groups have regarding accent—that it is
other people who have accents, not they themselves. Instead, Irvine focuses on
the multiplicity inherent in the term as a generative and productive way of
mapping language ideologies in the plural. Ideology, as it is used here in this
chapter, implies that it is one among many other competing beliefs regarding
language use, role and value. What is particularly important in Irvine’s assess-
ment of the term is conceptualising language ideology as a “partial view of the
world,” which she explains is partial, “because there are other ways of viewing
it; but also partial in the sense of (politically) interested, coming from a speci-
fiable subject position with a point of view and projects for social action” (p. 226,
emphasis mine). The emerging ideology of Hindi that this chapter maps is
similarly “partial” in both senses: it is partial because it coexists with other
ideologies of Hindi and competes with them for dominance, and partial also
because it is rooted in the socio-political projects of the current government
and tied to the ideology of Hindutva'. This is where the second significant
aspect of Irvine’s discussion of language ideology emerges—that language ide-
ology is inextricably linked to social action. She looks at language ideology as
a project for social action whose participants “create sociable alliances with
other participants... in contrast to some unnamed others” (p. 230). This,
Irvine contends, is because language ideology is neither static nor isolated, but
constantly shifting and responding to other discourses and forces. Language
ideology is thus a formulation that mobilises social projects, which is what this
chapter finds with the emerging ideology of Hindi as it mobilises (and is mobi-
lised by) the BJP’s cultural politics that seeks to recast the nation and national
identity. It is this dynamic capacity of language ideology that enables it to shift
and change, and this chapter follows Irvine’s call to turn our focus from
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talking about “ideology” to “ideological work”—to see ideology not as some-
thing that 4s but something that does things. It is by investigating the ideolog-
ical work that Hindi is doing under Hindutva that we can begin to understand
what considerations inform this shift and why it is a dangerous development
for the future of language education.

Given how the promotion of Hindi is also increasingly entangled with what
the Indian government terms “decolonisation,” it is important to take a
moment and reflect on what this term means here and, more significantly,
differentiate it from what it ought to mean. As Bihani Sarkar’s (2024 ) recent
article on tradition and decolonisation highlights, the BJP has increasingly
consolidated for itself the position of being the “authoritative custodian” of
Indian heritage. In doing so, Sarkar notes, it has managed to hijack decoloni-
sation so that “to decolonise now means to ‘go Hindutva’” (p. 9). It is pre-
cisely this kind of decolonisation that is invoked in the promotion of Hindi by
the BJP, and not the substantive decolonisation that is much needed as a coun-
terhegemonic project in the global south, especially in the field of education.
The latter is an enterprise that is much more complex and at the very least
requires attention to the “socially situated terrain” of language education, the
heterogenous schooling contexts within which language education happens,
and be vigilant of internal and neo-colonial power dynamics between different
linguistic and social groups (see Poudel et al. 2022, for a recent assessment of
decolonising language and curriculum in Nepal). As we see in this chapter, the
uncritical promotion of Hindi over the last decade is, at best, simplistic as it
does not take into account a host of factors and issues crucial for any attempt
at meaningful decolonisation. The embeddedness of Hindi in the politics of
Hindutva further transforms such decolonisation into a fundamentalist
response which, in turn, risks becoming just as oppressive and exclusionary by
inflicting on other languages the same epistemic violence that characterised
colonial policies on language.

It is also important to keep in mind that the linguistic dimension of educa-
tional inequality is just one of many other factors that co-produce /reproduce
colonial hierarchies in education (R’boul 2023). As Allan Luke (2005) noted
almost two decades ago, the inequalities in today’s educational systems in the
global south cannot be simply explained away by reference to colonialism
alone but must also consider other developments in the postcolonial period
that have had as much of a role in sustaining these inequalities, or in some
cases, creating new ones. These developments and forces can be both internal,
like the specific educational policies adopted by nations after independence
and the role of native elites in gatekeeping educational and cultural capital, as
well as external, like the impact of globalisation and the challenges and oppor-
tunities presented by the dominance of English. Even promoting Hindi to
replace English, the former coloniser’s language, is not quite as straightfor-
ward in the context of India. Several scholars (see Sonntag 2000, Vaish 2005,
Punnoose and Haneefa 2018) have shown how the English language has had
an empowering effect on historically marginalised communities. Viniti Vaish
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(2005) shows how making the acquisition of English skills more accessible
augments the ability of certain groups to become employable, concluding
that, “English is a tool of decolonization in the hands of subaltern communi-
ties [as it can] help them access the global economy” (p. 203). Decolonising
educational inequalities is therefore not nearly as simple as replacing the colo-
niser’s language with an indigenous one.

However, the most fundamental reason why this particular kind of decolo-
nisation is misleading and dangerous is because it is not tied to questions of
educational equity or expansion. This is precisely what this chapter highlights
as we see how the political discourse of Hindi has been uncoupled from ques-
tions of improving and /or expanding Hindi education. This divergence in how
Hindi promotion is imagined and articulated is dangerous as it emphasises
pride in language and cultural heritage while de-emphasising the material ine-
qualities between languages and the resources and opportunities tied to them.
Thus, this kind of decolonisation, by failing to acknowledge the materiality of
linguistically indexed inequalities in education, offers neither new insights into
why such inequalities persist, nor any concrete roadmap for mitigating the dis-
parities in educational outcomes they produce. The ethnographic component
of this chapter highlights how young people who have faced these linguistic
inequalities in education identify material conditions and resource allocation as
two key necessities in bridging this divide, but these are neither to be found in
the political discourse on Hindi, nor in the education policies drawn up over
the last decade. In fact, it is precisely this promotion of Hindi embedded in the
cultural politics of Hindutva but dis-embedded from educational policy and
implementation that defines this new ideological orientation of Hindi.

Hindi Language Promotion in Politics and Education Policy

In 2023, the government of India paid one million dollars to the United
Nations to promote Hindi in the organisation as part of efforts to make Hindi
an official language of the UN. Since 2019, the union government has also
vastly expanded the promotion of Hindi in all its ministries and offices, includ-
ing central government offices in the states (Thomas 2017). The Modi gov-
ernment has also doubled down on all communication between the union and
state governments being in Hindi, something that has led to numerous occa-
sions where states in the east and south have had to complain about the lack
of English translations (Rajalakshmi 2022). The BJP also routinely projects
Hindi as India’s national language (rastrabhasa, in Hindi) even though it is
only an official language—there being no single national language of the
country. This is a particularly thorny subject as non-Hindi-speaking regions
and states have long opposed Hindi being raised to the status of national lan-
guage. The language crisis of the 1960s (see Nault 2012, Bharadwaj 2017)
was catalysed by fears of Hindi imposition—a crisis that was only resolved with
the compromise of English remaining a co-official language of the union
besides Hindi.
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However, the BJP’s assertive promotion of Hindi over the last decade has
become its Achilles” heel when it comes to the party’s other desire—to expand
its electoral successes beyond the so-called Hindi heartland of northern and
central India. BJP politicians and representatives who highlight the govern-
ment’s expanded use of Hindi are therefore equally quick to say that Hindi is
not competing with other Indian languages, particularly at the state level. The
politics of Hindi is therefore selectively deployed at the national level for spe-
cific political gains while a different politics of language operates at the sub-
national level. At the national level, Hindi is deployed to mobilise support for
the broader cultural politics of the BJP that seeks to recast the nation and its
identity, while sub-national negotiations give prominence to regional lan-
guages to allay fears of Hindi imposition. The politics of Hindi, and its new
ideology, are increasingly rooted in this subtle differentiation of the national
from the sub-national, and more invested in cultural politics of national iden-
tity than in any meaningful expansion or strengthening of Hindi as a language
of education and opportunities. This is because what the BJP terms as decol-
onisation is in fact a project aimed at national politics, national identity and
national culture, wherein decolonisation is defined as a return to the imagined
pre-colonial (and pre-Islamic) Hindu “golden age” (Sarkar 2024). The pri-
mary arena where this plays out is the cultural—targeting national identity,
heritage, history, culture and public discourse to make them explicitly majori-
tarian and Hindu. Hindi emerges as significant only through its perceived
association with Hindu-ness as re-imagined under Hindutva. This “decoloni-
sation,” most crucially, is rhetorical rather than pedagogic, with its focus on
national culture, politics and electoral gains rather than on education, equita-
ble multilingualism and material inequalities.

It is important to note that the opposition is not so much to the English
language as it is to the politics of Nehruvian secularism associated with
English—a perceived ideology of English that is co-constructed as the binary
opposite of Hindi’s Hindu-ness. This relationship between Hindi and Hindu
is highlighted, among other things, by the increasing Sanskritisation of the
language—a term here that not only indicates the active addition of Sanskrit
words (accompanied by the removal of loan words from Persian and Arabic)
in the standardised Hindi lexicon but also, closer to M.N. Srinivas’ seminal use
of the term, the promotion of upper caste and literary variants of Hindi to the
detriment of more colloquial dialects of the language (Sivakumar 2016,
Banerjee 2023, see also Punnoose and Haneefa 2018). Thus, championing
Hindi for the ruling government is only part of its larger project of Hindutva
that conflates Hindu nationalism with decolonisation. Moreover, this is also
what explains why the greatest thrust in expanding Hindi usage has been in
the work of the union government—because the focus is on changing the
language, discourse and identity of the state. This promotion is driven, on the
one hand, by electoral considerations where the so-called Hindi heartland
offers the most parliamentary and state assembly seats—something that is only
set to increase if the government goes ahead with the delimitation (redrawing)
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of electoral constituencies in 2026 (Kochukudy 2023). On the other hand,
the case for Hindi being increasingly made on the basis of cultural identity,
national pride and the perception of English as “colonial” and anti-Hindu also
saves it from coming into conflict with regional languages and identities at the
sub-national level.

One of the effects of this careful and calculated promotion of Hindi is that
it does not feature as prominently in the realm of education since the toughest
opposition to Hindi from non-Hindi-speaking areas emerges when it becomes
a question of education and language mediums in schools and colleges.
Education is a legislative subject shared between the union and state govern-
ments, with each state holding considerable autonomy on matters of regulat-
ing the language mediums and languages taught in schools. As the analysis of
the New Educational Policy 2020 will reveal, the ideological work of Hindi
over the last decade, including its opposition to English, has been increasingly
de-coupled from education and educational policy. Unlike earlier when calls
for the promotion of Hindi were intrinsically tied to education and at least
sought to mitigate linguistic inequity and the dominance of English (see Nault
2012, Bharadwaj 2017), this no longer appears to be the case as the Hindi of
contemporary political discourse appears to have diverged significantly from
the Hindi of education policy and implementation.

When it was unveiled in 2019-2020, the National Educational Policy
(NEP) was hailed as a game-changer with its key recommendation that stu-
dents learn in their mother tongue throughout primary school. Language and
language education, thus, appear to have been key focus areas of this policy.
The recommendation for mother-tongue education is rationalised as leading
to better learning outcomes and, more crucially, to alleviate inequality in edu-
cation. However, neither is this recommendation supported by any sustained
plan or financial outlay to implement such a substantial change across the
country, nor is the focus on language, beyond this key recommendation, sus-
tained in the rest of the policy. Most significantly, the aggressive promotion of
Hindi that we see in the political arena is almost entirely missing from what is
arguably the most important educational policy of the last decade. The text of
the NEP, running to just over 60 pages, mentions Sanskrit 23 times, English
6 times, but Hindi only once. While the NEP devotes an entire section to
promoting Indian languages, arts and culture, and we will return to this
shortly, the subject of linguistic inequality or that of promoting/strengthen-
ing Hindi education is conspicuous only in its absence.

The NEP is divided into four parts, with one part devoted to school educa-
tion and another to higher education. Both of these include sections on equi-
table and inclusive education. The inclusivity section on primary schools, while
listing gender, socio-cultural identities, geographical identities, socio-economic
conditions and disabilities, does not recognise language as constituting a sig-
nificant axis of inequality. The section on inclusivity in higher education merely
mentions “language barriers” accompanied by a cursory recommendation for
the development of high-quality higher educational institutions that impart
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education in Indian languages. In fact, the document repeats several pre-
existing policies without addressing their feasibility or taking into account
well-known challenges in their implementation. For instance, despite plenty of
evidence over the years that the so-called three-language formula does not
work, especially in North India where it collapses into a two-language formula
(See Bharadwaj 2017), the policy continues to support its implementation.
Interestingly, the policy document goes to great lengths to say that “no lan-
guage will be imposed on any State,” which is unmistakably targeted at allay-
ing fears of Hindi imposition. Thus, the promotion of Hindi, and the
government’s thrust to make it India’s “national language.” is barely reflected
even in the rather uninspiring three-language formula recommendation. Most
importantly, none of these recommendations acknowledge linguistic inequal-
ity as it impacts educational outcomes, restricting the question of “language
barriers” to an issue of access to education in Indian languages like Hindi and
not, as we will hear from youth in the next section, an issue of finding suitable
employment and careers for those educated in these languages.

However, the lack of focus on Hindi education does not mean that the
current government’s Hindutva-infused decolonisation finds no mention in
the NEP. The main vision of the NEP says that it is committed to promoting
an education system “rooted in Indian ethos” and instilling among students “a
deep-rooted pride in being Indian” (NEP, p. 7). The introduction of the doc-
ument declares that the “rich heritage of ancient and eternal Indian knowl-
edge and thought has been a guiding light for this policy” The ancient
universities of Taksasila, Nalanda and Vikramasila are mentioned, as are ancient
scholars like Panini, Caraka, Susruta, etc. Rather predictably, this “great tradi-
tion” of Indian learning is exclusively “ancient,” i.e. pre-Islamic and pre-
colonial, giving us a clear sense of how the cultural politics of Hindutva has
shaped this curated genealogy. Pride in India’s ancient (Hindu) culture and
heritage is the cornerstone of Hindutva and this is how the question of decol-
onisation is framed, which makes it unsurprising that the policy interprets the
need to “decolonise” as a need to restore this Hindu “pride.”

In the context of language and education, pride becomes a key concept that
bridges Indian languages like Hindi and the ideological work of Hindutva,
something that we see even more vividly in the section on “promoting Indian
languages, arts and culture” in the third part of the NEP. Not only does the
heading of this section itself reinforce a rather simplistic association between
language and culture, but the text goes on to say that “language, of course, is
inextricably linked to art and culture... culture is, thus, encased in our lan-
guages” (NEP p. 53). While this is indisputably true, and preserving endan-
gered languages and cultures should undoubtedly be a priority, what is strange
here is that, as a policy document on education, there is neither any acknowl-
edgement of the inequalities of language and language mediums that exist in
the country’s education system nor any careful or systematic analysis of the
reasons why this is so. The overall impression one gets is that the reason Indian
languages need to be promoted is to instil “cultural identity” and “pride”
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among learners. This renders inequality between English and Indian lan-
guages, in the context of education, as a problem of inadequate pride or cul-
tural rootedness and not, as has been repeatedly pointed out in scholarship, a
problem of inadequate investment, resources, training and employment
opportunities.

This section does identify certain priorities, like the need to train more
skilled language teachers, standardise and periodically update the lexicon of
Indian languages through dictionaries, incorporate digital technology and the
internet to facilitate language learning, and the need for high-quality transla-
tion services. However, neither are these suggestions new nor are they particu-
larly specific. The only specific announcement made in this entire section is the
establishment of an Indian Institute of Translation and Interpretation (IITI)
to facilitate translation from foreign language books in specialised subjects and
to provide learning materials to schools and higher education institutions.
Once again, such an institution is certainly much needed but, four years on,
even this lone concrete recommendation is yet to materialise. The need for
technical education in Indian languages is only mentioned in the passing and
without any other details, while the document keeps coming back to the con-
nection between Indian languages, culture and pride. On the subject of edu-
cational outcomes and employment opportunities—where the disparity
between education in English and other languages is the greatest—this sec-
tion, like the rest of the policy, is completely quiet, save for a short paragraph
that says that those educated in Indian languages will find ready employment
in the “hundreds of academies, museums, art galleries, and heritage sites [ that
are] in dire need of qualified individuals.”

What emerges from the NEDP’s discussion of languages is that the relation-
ship between language and education is linked, not to employment opportu-
nities, learning outcomes or mitigating linguistic inequalities, but to cultural
identity and pride in India’s “ancient heritage.” One could argue that the NEP
is more a statement of intent than implementation, but the situation is even
less promising when we focus on the latter. To begin with, India’s budgetary
allocation for education, in percentage terms of GDP, is still far below the
recommendation of 6% made by the Kothari Commission back in 1966. What
is even more startling is when we disaggregate educational spending between
the union and state governments. In their analysis of centre-state budgetary
allocations on education, Motkuri and Revathi (2023) show how the union
government’s share of total educational expenditure has actually declined,
from 24.9% in 2014-2015 to 17.7% in 2019-2020. They also point out that
while states spend about 3% of GDP on education, the union government
spends barely 1%. This is despite the fact that education is a concurrent subject
and many of the recommendations of the NEP require additional expenditure
from the union government to implement them. The authors show how the
union government’s expenditure on education as a share of its overall budget,
after steadily increasing from the 1990s, has actually declined since 2014—
2015, noting that “whether the Centre is going to shoulder the required
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increase in the education budget [in order to implement the NEP] is a matter
of concern.” How concerning this is, and in sharp contrast to the many new
institutions and training facilities promised in the NEP, can be gauged from
the interim union budget for 2024-2025 where grants for higher education
funding were cut by Rs. 9600 crores (The Indian Express, 2024 ). Thus, even
the key recommendation of mother-tongue education and the instilling of
pride by promoting Indian languages are not reflected in the budgetary allo-
cations made over subsequent years. In the context of Hindi and the talk of
decolonisation that dominates political discourse, the contradiction when it
comes to education is perhaps best captured by the actions of the government
of Uttar Pradesh, the most populous Hindi-speaking state in India that is also
ruled by the BJP, which converted thousands of primary and upper primary
schools from Hindi to English medium in 2018, and again in 2021 (Business
Standard, 2021). The irony of this is further underscored by the fact that this
change had absolutely no impact on many of these schools that simply contin-
ued using Hindi in the classroom (Mullick 2018). The reason cited for this
was the need to “modernise” education in these schools, but what is implicit
is the demand for English medium schools as English continues to be associ-
ated with employment opportunities, which is the most pressing reason for
language inequalities—the inequalities in educational outcomes.

Of Pride and Jobs: Youth Perspectives on Language Inequalities
in Education

The topic of language mediums in education came up repeatedly in conversa-
tions with my research participants during fieldwork in Delhi between 2022
and 2023. This was for my ongoing DPhil (PhD) project which is an ethnog-
raphy of aspirants—a term used for young people preparing for India’s elite
Civil Services Examination (CSE) conducted by the Union Public Service
Commission of India (UPSC).? Delhi, because of its proximity, is a particularly
popular destination for aspirants from Uttar Pradesh, Rajasthan, Madhya
Pradesh and Bihar—four of India’s most populous Hindi-speaking states.
Many of the aspirants from these states who I interacted with had studied in
Hindi-medium schools. Through my interactions with them, I quickly realised
that they had a vastly different view of the relationship between language and
education than the one we find in political discourse and education policy.
“We are not ashamed of our Hindi medium education,” remarked Rakesh,
when I asked him about the increasing focus on “pride” and cultural identity
in the political discourse on Hindi. Rakesh is an aspirant from Bihar who is also
pursuing his postgraduate study at Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU).
“English-medium students from private schools may think of themselves as
superior to us, but that is their thinking,” he continued to explain, “but we
know that there is nothing inferior about the language in which we study.”
Having studied in a Hindi-medium government school in Bihar, he felt that
this focus on pride was an attempt to deflect attention from the real problems
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plaguing Hindi-medium education. “Inferior-superior is not a matter of lan-
guage,” he told me, “it is about what happens in these schools- about the
textbooks, classrooms, facilities.” For Rakesh, the problems were much more
complex and multi-dimensional than what is highlighted in either politics or
policy, with the overall neglect of education in government schools being his
chief concern. “In Bihar, government schools, besides a few in the big cities,
lack proper infrastructure... whether the board over the gate says English-
medium or Hindi-medium does not matter,” he said. He went on to tell me
how schoolteachers are not to blame either as most of them are doing their
best to teach in the given circumstances. Rakesh recounts how his teachers,
most of them having studied in Hindi-medium themselves, would put in a lot
of effort in finding creative ways of teaching them, in contrast to the textbooks
assigned to them that had several mistakes in them and often did not explain
things clearly. Rakesh, in fact, told me that when he got to know his teachers
better and in a more personal capacity, he realised how they were also victims
of the inequality between language mediums. “Those who have studied in
Hindi-medium have only two options in Bihar,” he said, “either you get a
government job or become a schoolteacher.”

Ankit, another aspirant from Bihar, said the same things about his school
education, even though he went to a government school that was technically
English medium. There was a big push, he told me, in the 1990s to make
schools in Bihar English medium, and just like the recent initiative imple-
mented in Uttar Pradesh, many previously Hindi-medium government schools
were overnight expected to switch to English as the medium of instruction for
all subjects. “It was an English medium school only in name,” Ankit told me,
“most teachers still teach in Hindi.” Just like Rakesh, Ankit too felt that the
problem was not of language mediums but of the lack of investment in school
infrastructure and educational facilities, not just in government schools but
also in the vast majority of smaller private schools that lure parents in with the
promise of English education for their children but end up exploiting their
desperation. He told me that he had met well-educated and “intelligent” peo-
ple after coming to Delhi who had studied in different state language medi-
ums, particularly from South India, and that this was entirely because their
schools, even if they were not English medium, had the capacity, facilities and
resources to educate properly. He gave his own example to highlight how,
despite coming from an English-medium school, he felt unprepared for private
sector jobs and careers because he was neither confident about his English
proficiency, nor his ability to navigate the complex world of private sector
workplaces. “UPSC and state service are my only options,” he told me, “oth-
erwise I will just have to go back and find some small [low-paying] job back
home which has no future.” When I asked him about recent efforts to make
Hindi the national language and its promotion to decolonise the country, he
laughed and said that this is just “netalogom ki batem” (a politician’s talk)
because no matter what they say or decide, the ground reality remains the
same. He asked, “Tell me, are there any big private schools for rich people that
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teach in Hindi-medium? Do these politicians send their children to these
schools?” When I could not come up with a satisfactory reply, he laughed and
said, “You see, everyone wants an English-medium education so that they can
find jobs, be successful.” English, he said, was the desired language of educa-
tion, not because anyone loved the language or was under some colonial influ-
ence, but simply because it was the language favoured in jobs, especially in the
private sector. “The same government that is saying everyone should study in
Hindi because it is our national language,” he added, “they are also the ones
bringing private sector into everything, so what future will the Hindi-medium
kids have when companies want you to know English?” What he said next is
perhaps best conveyed in its Hindi original, “agar amgreji kKT gulami sac mem
hatani hai to private sector mém hindrt laga do... bolo TCS, Infosys, Accenture
ko hindi mem kam karne ke liye” (If you really want to do away with colonial
legacy and English domination, then promote Hindi in the private sector...
ask TCS, Infosys, Accenture to do their work in Hindi).

As we can see from both Rakesh and Ankit’s educational experiences and
views on language, it is not questions of pride or cultural identity, but of
employment opportunities that dominate the concerns of India’s job-seeking
youth. Language becomes a significant talking point only in the context of the
unequal educational outcomes that different language mediums produce, and
even in this, the difference was not attributed to the languages themselves but
the gap in quality, infrastructure and resources—precisely the things that are
glaringly missing in both political discourse and education policy when it
comes to Hindi. Young people from smaller cities and towns repeatedly
expressed how they felt unprepared for employment. Many said that the rea-
son they are preparing for various government recruitment examinations was
because government jobs are the only place where their education in Hindi
had some value. But even here, many said that those attempting recruitment
examinations in Hindi had an uphill task. “At the interview stage [the final
stage of the CSE recruitment process ], Hindi-medium students are at a disad-
vantage,” Sudarshan, a CSE teacher with over 20 years of experience at a lead-
ing coaching institution, told me, “because they don’t have the confidence
that English-medium students have.” Like everyone else, Sudarshan, a Hindi-
speaking man from UP, found nothing wrong with the language itself. He too
identified this lack of “confidence” as a result of the poorer quality of educa-
tion found in Hindi-medium institutions. “It is unfortunate,” he added, “but
most of our toppers are those who give the exam in English.” He went on to
tell me that this “confidence” was not something that they could teach at the
coaching institutions, and when I pushed him to tell me more, he simply said
that this was a matter of “background” and “exposure.”

In my previous research on private English training centres (ETCs) in
Delhi, I observed how this lack of confidence was the most common reason
cited by young people for joining English classes to improve their employment
and career prospects (Datta 2022). A significant number of those who would
come to learn or improve their spoken English were those who had studied in
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non-English medium schools and found themselves at a disadvantage in the
urban job market. Like Sudarshan, they considered this “lack of confidence”
as stemming from their lack of exposure or not being from the kind of
“background” that would give one an edge in terms of career prospects.
“Background” here is a thinly veiled reference to marginalisation as it encom-
passes inequalities of caste and class but turns them into a matter of “individ-
ual deficiency” and puts the onus on the individual to overcome it. This “lack
of confidence” was not only an affective embodiment of the precarity that
those without English proficiency experienced as they struggled to find jobs
and stable careers, but it was also relational and relative since one’s confidence
was measured against the perceived confidence of those who spoke “fluent
English” and, by association, had access to better jobs and futures (see Datta
2022, also Cayla and Bhatnagar 2017). In turn, the confidence of those who
spoke fluent English, like the teachers at such ETCs, was built on the desira-
bility of English as a form of cultural capital that was sustained in no small part
by places like elite private schools, HEIs and even the private English training
centres that constantly reinforced the relationship between English and good
quality education and professional success. The “background” and “exposure”
that people talk about are just bywords for this form of capital embedded and
embodied by the English language—serving as symbolic capital for privilege
and value. A lack of English becomes a lack of confidence because English is
associated with superior quality education (see LaDousa 2007). While this is
undoubtedly a consequence of colonial prejudice against native language edu-
cation and the selective valorisation of English in education, employment and
social mobility, what ultimately sustains this value distinction is the inequality
of resources and opportunities between English and other languages. Thus,
any meaningful attempt to decolonise language education in India must begin
by addressing this inequality in resources and opportunities. This would
require, on the one hand, investing substantially more resources in non-
English language education and, on the other hand, strengthening the associ-
ated educational outcomes and employment opportunities for these learners
so that the non-English medium educated can realise their aspirations and
achieve tangible socio-economic mobility. But, as we have already seen,
resource allocation and educational outcomes are the two topics that find no
mention in either the political discourse on Hindi or the educational policy of
the country. In the garb of instilling pride and cultural identity, the decoloni-
sation championed in the name of Hindi is merely shying away from the more
substantive changes needed to tackle linguistic inequality and the dominance
of English.

Distinct from what one may be led to believe about Hindi and its future by
exclusively focussing on political discourse over the last decade, talking to
Hindi-medium educated aspirants in Delhi revealed a very different way of
understanding the relationship between language, education and inequality—
leading to a very different conceptualisation of the Hindi language. The ideol-
ogy of Hindi that emerged from my ethnographic encounters diverged from
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both political discourse and educational policy in three distinct ways. As
already highlighted, the first of these is the question of pride and cultural iden-
tity. In all my interviews and group discussions with Hindi-medium-educated
youth, no one identified the inequalities and obstacles they faced as a conse-
quence of inadequate pride or rootedness in their linguistic identities. In fact,
it was one of my respondents, Somesh, who brought my attention to this
divergence between political discourse and what he considered “ground real-
ity.” He observed how the promotion of Hindi in the political arena had less
and less to do with the question of education and employment of young peo-
ple with each passing day. “unki hindi aur hamart hindt do alag cizém haim,”
(their Hindi and our Hindi are two different things), he told me and went on
to say how the politics of language was not something that he found interest-
ing because it did not speak to his experiences and struggles. Another aspirant,
Kavya, added how the role of the government should not be promoting pride
but providing resources and facilities to strengthen the value of that language.
This was the second thing that my ethnographic foray revealed which was an
acute awareness among young people of where the real inequality between
languages lies and, consequently, the ways in which meaningful decolonisation
of language and education should unfold. Their understanding of the chal-
lenges facing Hindi was centred on Hindi as a language of education and
opportunities, and they kept coming back to the question of investment and
resources. The ideology of Hindi that emerged from these conversations was
of a language that was not merely the victim of a colonial mindset or the prej-
udice of English-speaking elites, but also a victim of institutional neglect and
political double-speak.

This brings us to the third and most significant finding from my ethnogra-
phy—the fact that Hindi medium-educated aspirants identified this diver-
gence—both the political discourse of Hindi and the lack of focus on education
and educational outcomes—as harmful for both their own futures and the
future of the language. Somesh, the aspirant who first identified this as a mat-
ter of diverging priorities in the promotion of Hindi, told me that talking
about the language without talking about jobs and employment was only
going to make things worse for people like him. Rakesh, the aspirant from
Bihar, went further to remark how the decision to implement mother-tongue
education in primary schools, even if implemented properly, would only
weaken the standing of the non-English medium educated because they would
be even worse prepared for the changing job market. What emerged from
these conversations was that changing the language of education alone would
not do much unless it is accompanied by adequate allocation of funds and
resources and a similar push in the employment sector. Most aspirants, includ-
ing those who studied in English-medium schools, felt that forcing mother-
tongue education in government schools, where the relatively poor send their
children, would further entrench the hierarchy of language mediums as the
wealthy and affluent would simply continue to educate their children in private
schools. The latter would grow up learning English while the former would be
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compelled to learn English separately or additionally in order to secure jobs.
This is precisely the fear that led Ankit to say that if the problem of language
continues to be seen the way it is in politics and policy, then the burden of
India’s unequal multilingualism would fall even more on its poorest and most
marginalised, while the system of privilege and value associated with English,
which plays such a pivotal role in securing stable employment and socio-
economic mobility, would simply remain unchanged.

Conclusion: A Dangerous Divergence

There is undoubtedly significant dissonance when we compare the political
discourse and educational policy on Hindi with the experiences and opinions
of Hindi medium-educated youth. The focus in politics and policy regarding
Hindi is distinctly different from the ways in which young people, at least from
this ethnographic study, talked about language. What this chapter has worked
towards is to tease out this divergence and argue that the discourse of Hindi
that has emerged in the last decade risks exacerbating it further. Hindi under
Hindutva is increasingly shaped by the ideological work to which it is deployed
and the political projects in which it is rooted. Identifying the reasons why it
has taken the exact shape it has should make for very promising future research,
but it is likely a telling consequence of a political party and governing leader-
ship that simultaneously embraces the majoritarianism and revisionism of
Hindutva and a thinly veiled neoliberal economic agenda sweetened with lim-
ited welfarism, while also aspiring to make political inroads into non-Hindi-
speaking Indian states. What this chapter highlights is how this ideology is
neither the only ideology of Hindi, as evidenced by the different understand-
ing of language expressed by young aspirants in Delhi, nor is it ultimately
aimed at mitigating language inequalities and achieving substantive decoloni-
sation. Hindji, in discourse and policy, is increasingly viewed through the lens
of cultural authenticity and identity while its relationship to education is weak-
ened and that to educational outcomes is almost entirely erased. On the other
hand, the experiences and aspirations of those who are otherwise proud of
their Hindi-speaking identity and education are overwhelmingly focussed on
this very relationship between education and employment. As respondents like
Somesh and Ankit point out, this is a dangerous divergence as the emerging
ideology of Hindi is increasingly divorced from the tangible and material con-
cerns of resources and opportunities. What is even more alarming is that this
ideological shift is being presented as decolonisation. However, even as this
new ideology seeks dominance, the very fact that youth in Delhi were able to
articulate a different view of language highlights how there are other compet-
ing ideologies that might well be able to mount a formidable challenge to this
new discourse of Hindi. Just as in the case of the “becoming Bharat” episode,
not everyone is convinced that superficial changes in the name of decolonisa-
tion will fix the complex and material problems of linguistically embedded
educational inequalities.
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Notes

1 Hindutva is the political ideology espoused by the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and
its mentor organisation, the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS). According to the
Concise Oxford Dictionary of Politics and International Relations, “Hindutva,
translated as ‘Hinduness,’ [and] refers to the ideology of Hindu nationalists, stress-
ing the common culture of the inhabitants of the Indian subcontinent. ... Modern
politicians have attempted to play down the racial and anti-Muslim aspects of
Hindutva, stressing the inclusiveness of the Indian identity; but the term has Fascist
undertones.” (Brown, Garrett W, Tain McLean and Alistair McMillan. 2018. The
Concise Oxford Dictionary of Politics and International Relations, 381. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.).

2 Fieldwork for this was conducted in 2022-2024 and focussed on neighbourhoods
in Delhi that had a particular concentration of private coaching institutions that
offered courses to help aspirants study and prepare. Old Rajinder Nagar (ORN, as
it is called by most aspirants) in central Delhi is considered the epicentre of civil
service preparation and attracts aspirants from across the country who come here
to enrol in one of its many coaching institutions and live in rented accommodation
in and around the neighbourhood. There are other similar places, often dubbed
“aspirant localities,” dotted around Delhi, usually close to the city’s many university
campuses—Mukherjee Nagar, Jamia Nagar, Munirka and Satya Niketan being a
few of the important ones.
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2 Language Textbooks as a Site
of Conflict in India

The Phenomenon of “Erased Curriculum”

Mohini Gupta

Introduction

In April 2023, the National Council of Educational Research and Training
(NCERT) in India announced that it would remove chapters on Mughal rul-
ers from Class XII history textbooks. While this announcement led to outrage
among most civil society groups, it was lauded by right-wing politicians who
are actively erasing the legacy of the Mughal rule in India through practices
such as renaming cities and roads across the country (Jaswal 2023; Mateen
2023; Mansoor 2023). The decision to remove this chapter from the history
textbooks, among others, was justified as a form of “syllabus rationalisation”
in order to “ease” the workload on students after the pandemic (Johny 2023).
But is there more to the rationalisation process than meets the eye?

Over the years, textbooks in India (and around the world) have remained a
conflicted political battleground—a space where ideology meets education.
Educational theorist Michael W Apple calls education a “site of conflict about
the kind of knowledge that is and should be taught” (Apple, 2009, vii).
Textbook creation, therefore, is as much a form of gatekeeping as it is a means
of education. It is this understanding of textbooks as a live ground for political
controversies that my research is based upon.

During the course of analysing language textbooks for my doctoral research,
I found that chapter excisions were not limited to the history textbooks that
had caused substantial protests in the country. The content of the NCERT
Hindi textbooks had also been changing drastically every few months, without
much notice. While these changes have been taking place under the garb of
post-COVID “syllabus rationalisation,” this chapter investigates whether there
are visible patterns in terms of what gets erased from, and what remains, in
language textbooks in India. What are the changes seen within language text-
books, more specifically Hindi-language textbooks, created by the NCERT in
India between 2020 and 2024? What are the motivations behind changing the
content of these textbooks and how does the “rationalisation” process take
place at a national level? How is this connected to the New Education Policy
in 2020, and do these excisions align with the government’s vision of the
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nation’s future in education? What role does the Hindi textbook in particular
play in shaping the “ideal” citizen of a country that is increasingly dominated
by narratives of religious nationalism?

As a doctoral student, my project on studying language and shame in the
Indian education system initially set out to dig deeper into “hidden curricu-
lum” (Philip Jackson 1968, Life in Classrooms), a concept that investigates the
ideology entrenched within the curriculum beyond the stated goals and aims
of the textbook. My aim was to understand the role of language policy and
curriculum in creating a sense of “postcolonial shame” (Timothy Bewes 2010)
associated with the “mother tongue” within the Indian education system. The
“curriculum” of a school, as we know, includes textbooks, syllabi, assessment
and examinations, sports, dance, music, physical education as well as teaching
and learning practices in the classroom. The discovery of the “erased” chapters
in language curricula during my research was purely incidental. In this chapter,
I argue that it is not only “hidden curriculum” but also “erased curriculum”
(term mine) that we need to look out for in textbooks to determine political
ideologies and motivations that come through within the conflicted sites of
textbooks in India. There is a dramatic educational shift still underway in the
country and has not been studied academically from a sociolinguistics perspec-
tive and this chapter seeks to fill this gap.

This chapter will focus on Hindi-language textbooks through a close doc-
ument analysis of the language and contents of the textbooks provided during
the formative years of a student’s life. The analysis will also entail a comparison
with previous versions of these textbooks, as available on the NCERT website.
The classroom years for analysis have been chosen based on the “list of ration-
alised content” publicly available on the NCERT website, as it has only been
released for Classes VI-XII. The reason behind selecting Hindi as the lan-
guage under scrutiny, beyond my personal capacity as a native Hindi speaker,
is its complex position in the nation. Hindi has historically been used as a tool
for creating a sense of “national” identity, often at the cost of other languages
and dialects in the nation, and at the same time, also constantly struggles to
remain at par with English, socially and economically.

The chapter will navigate theories across sociolinguistics, critical pedago-
gies, and language politics, to understand the moment in which current lan-
guage textbooks are being created in India. It will examine patterns in the
“syllabus rationalisation” process to shed light on the evolution of Hindi lan-
guage textbooks as a battleground for political ideologies, given its symbolic
importance as a proposed “national language” of the nation. The aim of this
chapter is also to understand how the politics of textbook creation and lan-
guage teaching ultimately impact language socialisation in the classroom.
Given that this process is still unfolding in the contemporary political land-
scape of the nation, this is a first attempt at an academic study on the syllabus
rationalisation process by the NCERT in India and its sociolinguistic implica-
tions in the classroom.
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Why Language Textbooks?

According to Edward Sapir (1933), language is a “great force of socialisation,
probably the greatest that exists.” Given the close connection of language with
social identity, language textbooks are an integral part of the socialisation pro-
cess in schools. Students are, on one hand, socialised into the uses and forms
of a language in the classroom; but on the other hand, are also socialised
“through” language to become familiar with cultural and societal practices and
expectations in their environment (Ochs and Schieffelin 2011). It is through
the material that is selected and the knowledge that is legitimised through
language textbooks that students start forming their worldview towards and
through the languages they learn. In this sense, language textbooks have a
greater impact on students as they “help in constructing social reality” for
them (Rahman 2002, 64; emphasis mine). In this chapter, I choose to focus
on language textbooks given that they are even more directly linked to repro-
ducing ideologies in the classroom than other subjects, and very little atten-
tion is paid to their role in this process in public consciousness (as compared
to, for instance, history textbooks as noted above).

Language ideologies have been defined as “any sets of beliefs about lan-
guage articulated by the users as a rationalisation or justification of perceived
language structure and use” (Silverstein 1979). This means that any set of
beliefs or opinions about a language by its speakers is broadly classified as lan-
guage ideology. This could include language and policy, language and educa-
tion, language and class and caste, language attitudes, language and nationalism,
multilingualism, and so on. This chapter brings into focus the ideologies
about, and through, language that are perpetuated through the school curric-
ulum. I argue that it is important to understand language ideologies propa-
gated through textbooks to reveal the circumstances under which chapters
have been deleted and retained, based on the motivations of politicians and
curriculum developers in the country. Schools are, as we know, “key sites for
the production of language ideology” (Ladousa 2014, 21), and it is this repro-
duction of ideologies through the curriculum that this chapter seeks to uncover
through the contemporary “rationalisation process” by the central govern-
ment body of curriculum creation in the nation—NCERT. The ideologies
perpetuated by NCERT are significant because these textbooks are used by
over 20,000 schools in the country (Mateen 2023) and impact the shaping of
the worldviews of millions of Indian children. By “erasing” certain chapters
from the textbook, who is made to feel included and excluded in the class-
room? Why does the Hindi textbook play a unique role in this aspect, given its
complicated position in the linguistic and political history of India? What do
these textbook excisions say about the covert and overt messages being sent
out to teachers and students of language? These are some of the questions that
this chapter seeks to engage with.

Textbooks are also the most tangible manifestation of language policy at
the national level and feed directly into reproducing political and social
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ideologies of the state within the walls of the classroom. In the South Asian
context, education systems have been perceived as “key channels to manufac-
turing national identity and citizenship” (Mohammad-Arif 2005), given that
textbooks have been such a visible battleground for promoting political ideol-
ogies with every new government. They become a physical and metaphorical
“site” of conflict for political parties, and what is constantly wagered in the
process is the authenticity or legitimacy of the information in textbooks. This
is ironic because, in India, there is a strong “textbook culture” (Kumar 2015),
wherein the knowledge of the textbook is considered the highest form of
knowledge. Education legitimises the knowledge that is selected to be taught
in schools through a nexus of policy and curriculum frameworks at the Central
level of the government (even though education is on the concurrent list and
is managed by both central and state governments as of 1976). The printed
word goes unchallenged within the walls of educational institutions and cre-
ates a deep impact on the socialisation process of students, despite the fact that
it has repeatedly been proven to be politically compromised. Many times, a
textbook might be the only book that a student reads, or can afford to read,
and this makes the responsibility of selecting material for textbooks even more
crucial. The next section brings a historical perspective on Hindi textbooks in
particular, to contextualise their position in the nation’s history, before delving
into specific texts that have been erased and retained in today’s Hindi text-
books in the further sections.

The Hindi Textbook: A History

Harcourt Butler, the Lieutenant Governor of the United Provinces of Agra
and Oudh (who served between 1918 and 1921) remarked in the early 1900s
that his textbook committee was “under the influence of the ultra-Hindu sec-
tion who are now writing primary textbooks in Sanskritised Hindi which the
people cannot understand” (Robinson, Francis 1993 in Separatism Among
Indian Muslims: The Politics of the United Provinces’ Muslims, 1860-1923, as
quoted in Rai 2001, 31). This brings up two strands of issues with the Hindi
textbook in its history—the accessibility of the register of the language the
textbook is written in (whether it is Sanskritised or not); as well as its political
affiliations. The rest of the chapter will engage with these two strands of issues
with Hindi-language education.

Hindi as a language developed from its earlier form as Hindustani, a com-
bination of the Hindi and Urdu registers, which was in turn an amalgamation
of Sanskrit, Arabic, Persian, Braj, Awadhi and Khari Boli. A movement to
distinguish Hindi from Urdu within Hindustani started towards the end of
the 19th century and led to the development of Hindi in the form that it exists
today. Alok Rai notes how the process of the fashioning and promotion of
Hindi at this time was characterised by its “elective affinity (with Sanskrit) and
elective disaffinity (with Urdu)” (2001, 78). It is this idea of Hindi as forming
an identity of its own, with Sanskrit at its root, that continues to distinguish
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Hindi as a “standard” language today. One of the reasons for doing this was
that Hindi started being perceived as a “symbolic instrument” for rebelling
against English and colonisation in the build-up to the freedom movement
(Kumar 2015, 144). It is with this historical baggage that we must contextu-
alise the registers of Hindi that are used in contemporary textbooks, as
Sanskritised Hindi in particular was hailed as a symbol of “national integra-
tion” during the independence movement and in the post-independence era as
well (Kumar 2015, 159).

The second reason that this process took place was the association of the
language with the Hindu religion. At a time when British rule was based on a
divide-and-rule policy between the Hindus and Muslims, the two communi-
ties were pitted against each other and language became a core part of their
communal identities. Sanskrit with its affiliation to ancient Hindu scriptures
was claimed by the Hindus, and Urdu due to its affiliations with Arabic, the
language of the religious text Quran, was claimed by the Muslims. This sepa-
ration was even further strengthened after the partition of India and Pakistan,
when Urdu was declared to be the national language of Pakistan (despite
being spoken by a minority of the population—a decision that precipitated the
Bengali language movement in East Pakistan that led to the independence of
Bangladesh in 1971). Hindi was envisioned to be the national language of
India during the time of Indian independence as well, but this proposal was
resisted by states, especially in the South of India, and this remains an issue of
debate until today.

In fact, for right-wing Hindu nationalist parties, Hindi has always been
a “major source of pride” (Jaftrelot 2009, 218) because of its proximity to
Sanskrit, the classical language of ancient India. The majoritarian politics of
right-wing parties is practised with the “Hindi-Hindu-Hindustan” (Ayres
2009, 18) correlation and promotes a simplistic dichotomy between Hindi
as an “Indian” and “traditional” language and English as the “Western”
and hence “modern” language, which comes with postcolonial connota-
tions. There is a constant conflation of Sanskrit and ancient Indian culture,
in a misguided attempt to paint all of India with one single brush. As
recently as in 2020, the national education policy of India placed a dispro-
portionate focus on encouraging Sanskrit and Hindi learning in schools.
The incumbent government also considers the “English language” to be a
colonial demon which continues to oppress other linguistic communities,
without considering the benefits that it has brought to many marginalised
communities within India; or evaluating the hegemonic domination of the
Hindi language when it comes to other languages and dialects across the
country as well.

In the 1835 Minute on Education written by the English official Thomas
B Macaulay, it was claimed that “a single shelf of a good European library
was worth the whole native literature of India and Arabia” (1835 Minute on
Education, 3). There is almost a direct attack on this statement in the 2020
Policy, which claims that Sanskrit “possesses a classical literature greater in
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volume than that of Latin and Greek put together” (Government of India,
14) and accords it a special importance in education. This statement of sup-
port is evidenced in implementation as the Government spent 22 times
more on Sanskrit education, than five other classical languages (Tamil,
Telugu, Malayalam, Odia and Kannada) combined in 2020 (The Wire Staff,
2020). Language teaching has, in the past, been seen playing a role in
spreading “religio-cultural consciousness” (Kumar 2015, 153), and the cur-
rent Hindi textbook material contributes to this understanding of language
education until today. The textbooks continue to include multiple chapters
from Hindu religious texts in praise of gods like Rama and Krishna through
poetry written in old Hindi (Braj and Awadhi), which not only makes it
alienating for a heterogenous body of students because of its religious asso-
ciations but also the unfamiliarity of the classical language used in contem-
porary texts.

The Politics of Textbooks

“Curriculum is the core of school education. All the activities in school revolve
around its curriculum” (Government of India 2020)—these are the opening
lines of the New Education Policy of India, issued in July 2020. In India,
school curriculum is guided by the National Curriculum Framework (NCF),
prepared by the pan-India body, the National Council for Educational Research
and Training (NCERT). NCF in turn develops these guidelines based on
inputs from the National Education Policy (NEP), released and revised by the
Government of India. Until today, India has seen three revisions to the NEP
and five revisions to NCF, with the most recent NCF for school education
having been released in 2023.

The focus on “indigenisation” and a sense of going back to a “golden” past
is evident in educational curriculum guidelines in both India and Pakistan,
according to Mohammad-Arif (2005). This trend continues today with the
Government of India (2020) that emphasises the importance of learning
about inculcating “pride in Indian heritage” and “preservation and promotion
of India’s cultural wealth,” as noted briefly in the previous section. Mohammad-
Arif (2005, 15) refers to the stated aim of the BJP government in 1999, when
Minister Murli Manohar Joshi insisted on the “Indianisation, Nationalisation
and Spiritualisation” of Indian school education by removing the “Three Ms”:
Macaulay, Marx and Madrasa (reflecting anti-colonialist, anti-leftist and anti-
Muslim views). In fact, the 2020 policy has been revised under the rule of the
BJP government at the centre in India and follows some of the same principles
until today.

The National Curricular Framework (NCF) of 2005, on which most of the
current textbooks are based, since the most recent NCF only released in 2023,
lays out clear guidelines for language teaching in schools. There is a repeated
mention of using students’ multilingualism as a resource and strategy in the
classroom. Teachers are encouraged to use their students’ mother tongues in



40 Language Education, Politics and Technology in South Asin

classroom discussions, in order for them to feel “secure” and “accepted,” and
so that no child is left behind due to their linguistic background. Language
learning in the mother tongue is encouraged in order to inculcate the “bank
of memories and symbols inherited from fellow speakers” and as “the medium
through which knowledge is constructed and closely tied to thoughts and
identity of the individual” (NCF 2005). These statements go beyond the
“indigenisation” argument for students to focus on learning in the mother
tongue, so that they can develop multiple capabilities and absorb study mate-
rial more effectively, without feeling left behind (especially for students from
minoritised communities). There is now a new NCF, released in December
2023, but the contents of this framework are beyond the scope of this chapter,
especially because the new textbooks based on this NCF have not been pub-
lished yet.

This chapter thematically analyses current Hindi language textbooks used
in schools, which are still based on the previous NCF of 2005. The textbooks
in focus are Class V=-VIII NCERT Hindi textbooks, but other textbooks are
used as reference when relevant. The current Hindi textbook series published
by NCERT is titled “Rimjhim” (Pitter-Patter) for Classes I-V and then
“Vasant” (Spring) for Classes VI-VIIL. NCERT is a centralised government
body that produces national textbooks for all subjects, established in 1961 to
assist the Ministry of Education in “formulation and implementation of poli-
cies in school education” (Mohammad-Arif 2005, 152). The contents of the
book have been revised based on NCF 2005, as laid out in the introduction of
the book written in 2007 (Table 2.1).

The current iterations of the textbooks as available on the NCERT website
have been reprinted as recently as 2022. This means that the version of the
book has changed even during the course of conducting this analysis, as the
textbook used for analysis at the start was purchased in 2020 and was the 2017
reprinted edition. The new versions of the textbooks have removed at least
4-5 chapters from the old versions, making them substantially shorter. This is
a decision based on the pandemic, since NCERT did take a decision to
“lighten” school textbooks for the 2022-2023 session owing to learning dis-
ruptions caused by COVID-19 (Samantaray 2021). According to the NCERT
Director Sridhar Srivastava:

Table 2.1 Hindi textbooks used in the analysis

Class  Title Publisher Examination Board Year (Reprinted) Pages

v Rimjhim 5 NCERT CBSE 2022 152

VI Vasant Bhaag 1 NCERT CBSE 2022 108
(Part 1)

VII Vasant Bhaag 2 NCERT CBSE 2022 108
(Part 2)

VIII Vasant Bhaag NCERT CBSE 2022 100

3(Part 3)
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Though we are in the process of making our National Curriculum
Frameworks, the development of new textbooks may take some time to
come out. But given giving children the opportunity for speedy recovery
in their learning continuum, NCERT needs to take a step towards ration-
alization of its syllabi and textbooks for the next year across the stages. [sic]

(Samantaray 2021)

In fact, a list of rationalised content is available on the NCERT website
(NCERT, “Rationalisation of Textbooks”). The following sections highlight
the chapters that have been removed and retained in the current iterations of
the Hindi textbooks by NCERT, to understand patterns of “erasure” in the
politics of language textbooks today.

What “vemains”?

This section discusses what is retained in NCERT Hindi textbooks in their
current iterations, specifically around the religio-cultural consciousness cre-
ated by the materials in these textbooks as well as the obscurity of the language
in which they are written. Let’s begin with the first thought. The section on
the “history of the Hindi textbook” has already discussed the Sanskritisation
of Hindi in language textbooks. While this phenomenon was observed in the
early 1900s, it is no difterent today. Chapters in contemporary textbooks con-
tinue to include chapters written in a language that seem inaccessible and
complex to students belonging to primary school.

Consider the example of a chapter in the Class VII textbook, titled
“mithaiwala” (The sweets-man) written by Bhagwati Prasad Vajpayee. This
chapter traces the story of a man who dresses up as a seller of toys, then flutes
and then sweets and sells his goods to children at almost no price. Later it is
revealed that the man had lost his family and loved spending time with chil-
dren and hence pretended to sell things at an almost negligible price to make
them happy. The currency mentioned in the text is the old currency of “paisa”
and may not be familiar to the children of today. There are quite a few
Sanskritised, high vocabulary words used in the text, including snebabhbisikt
(full of love); artaravyapr (spread out inside/inclusive); kszz (diminished/
wasted); aganulambit (long until the knees), which would add to making the
text laborious to understand. Consider the following two Hindi lines extracted
from the first paragraph itself, followed by my translation of the lines “wuske
snehabhbisikt kanth se phita hui gan sunkar nikat ke makanowm mem halchal
mach jatz” (Hearing the song that broke out from his love-filled throat, there
would sprout an excitement in the nearby houses).

This chapter is eight pages long and includes long-winding and complex
sentences that would not appeal to a young reader. The sentence construction
in “galiyom aur unke amtaravyapi chote-chote udyanom mem khelte aur ithlate
hue ba¢éom ka jhund use gher leta aur tab vah khilaunewala vahim baithkar
khilaune ki peti khol deta” (The bunch of children who were playing and
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strutting about in the lanes and the little-little gardens within them surrounded
him and then that toy-seller would sit right there and open his case of toys) is
quite complex and not easy to follow, in addition to the inclusion of difficult
words and phrases. This is evident in the fact that the chapter uses words like
“udyan” for garden instead of “bagiéa” or “bag.” The former is the more for-
mal alternative while the other two words are the more colloquial substitutes
and would sound more familiar to students. The term “snehabhisikt kanth” for
a “love-filled throat,” used in a different sentence, is also quite a convoluted
albeit flowery way of describing the sweetness and affection in the toy-seller’s
voice; the word for throat once again is the more formal one instead of the
colloquial “gala.” It is this choice of vocabulary that could serve to alienate the
reader of this text from the textbook, and ultimately, the language.

A second example of this phenomenon is the chapter “van ke marg mem”
(on the way to the forest) from the Class VI textbook. This chapter has been
taken from a set of poems from the Kavitavals written in the Braj bhasha dia-
lect of Hindi by the 16th-century saint and poet Tulsidas about the mythical
figures of Rama and Sita proceeding for their exile in the forest. The first line
of the poem starts with “pura tewr nikasi raghubir-badhi, dhari dbira daye
maga menm daga dvai” (From the town left Ram’s wife (Sita), taking courage,
she proceeded two steps (i.e. a short distance) on the way).

The language in this text is different from the standard and contemporary
Hindi that students are used to studying and includes Braj vocabulary that
would need to be explained by a teacher in the classroom. Out of its 12 words,
only 2—pur (place), menr (in)—are identical to modern Hindi. One word,
badhi (modern vadhi meaning “bride”) can easily be recognised. Three fur-
ther words are also close, such as nikasi (modern nikli for “having left”), daye
(modern diye for “given”), dvai (modern do for “two”), but not so easily rec-
ognisable for a Class VI student.

The remaining six words, that is half of the total, are either higher, Sanskritic
(raghuvira which is another word for Rama) or dialectal Braj bhasha words
(tenn, dbari, dbira, maga, dbaga). Even the well-known figure Sita is referred
to by a difficult Sanskritic epithet (raghubira-badhbi or “the bride of the Raghu
clan’s lord”). This further alienates the poetry in the text from the students’
circle of accessibility or relatability. The textbook ends with a glossary of diffi-
cult words, and many have been explained in this section but at the same time,
it does not lend itself to sounding familiar to students reading it. In addition
to that, there is also a strong alignment of this chapter with Hindu religious
texts since this poem is referring to the Ramayana, the Sanskrit epic that nar-
rates the life of Rama, the prince of Ayodhya.

This brings us to analysing the second aspect of the Hindi textbooks, which
is the building of a religio-consciousness among the students through these
textbooks. The Class VII textbook mentioned above continues this religious
association with a chapter “Bhor aur barkha” (Morning and rain). This is a set
of poems by the 16th-century Hindu mystic poet Meerabai, who is famously
known for her devotion to the Hindu deity Krishna.
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This too is written in Braj bhasha and includes unrecognisable words and
syntax, which would serve to alienate a Class VII reader. The Class VIII text-
book continues in its praises of Lord Krishna, particularly through the chapter
“sudama carit” (Sudama character sketch) by the elusive 16th-century poet
Narottam Das in a form of “early Hindi” (Snell 1986, 599). This poem exalts
the generosity of King Krishna towards his impoverished childhood friend
Sudama, when the latter knocks on his door asking for his help. The language
of this poem is also difficult to understand given the context of contemporary
Hindi speakers today. The first two lines of the poem are “sisa paga na jharigi
tana mem, prablu! jane ko abi base kebi grama/dbott phati-st lati dupati, arn
pariya upanaba ko nabim sama” (His head neither has a turban, nor does his
body have a kurta, Lord! No knowledge of which village he comes from/He
is wearing a torn dhoti and a cloth, his feet do not have shoes).

These lines describe the physical state in which Sudama had arrived at
Krishna’s house. Even though there is a glossary of some words at the end of
the text, it is difficult to understand and relate to the poem due to words such
as jhamga, ahi, lati, aru or upanaba, which are extremely distant from con-
temporary Hindi words.

The same textbook contains one more chapter on Krishna, “Stirdas ke pad”
(songs by Surdas), which is a set of poems written by 16th-century Bhakti poet
Surdas who has come to be well-known for his works devoted to Krishna.
There are two stanzas in the text, one where Krishna talks to his mother and
complains about his hair not being long enough; and the other where gopis
(female cowherds and lovers of Krishna) complain to Krishna’s mother about
him stealing butter from their houses. This is also written in Braj Bhasha, and
there is a glossary at the end to support the reading process for words like
ajahu (today itself), bent (braid), hvai (will be), karbat (combing the hair),
pachi-packi (again and again), paithi (having gone inside), siritke (vessel for
yoghurt and milk), dhota (boy). This is the third old Hindi text in the same
textbook (the third one is “Rahim ke dohe” or couplets by Rahim which are
discussed later), which is even more than in other textbooks. This amplifies the
sense of distance created between the students and the textbook through the
difficulty of its language as well as the affiliation with Hindu religious imagery
and symbolism, as there is an abundance of these texts across Hindi textbooks
for primary school students.

What is “evased”?

The above section has shown which chapters remain in NCERT Hindi text-
books, and this section will elaborate on patterns of erasure in Hindi text-
books. While the analysis of “remained” chapters was along the lines of
evaluating the relatability of the language and content of the textbooks, a
study of “erased” curriculum looks at the content of the chapters that have
been removed as well as the identity of the authors whose works have been
removed from current textbooks.
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Let’s start with the story of Hamid Khan. A Class IX chapter “hamid khan”
by S. K. Pottekkatt (in the NCERT Hindi textbook “Sanchayan”) is about the
writer and his friendship with a restaurant owner, Hamid Khan, in the city of
Takshashila (or Taxila, now in Pakistan). The chapter opens with the news of
communal riots breaking out in Taxila, and the writer, who lives in the Malabar
region of South India, prays that Hamid Khan’s restaurant is safe from the fires.
This leads into the story of an unexpected past friendship between the writer
and Hamid Khan during the former’s travels to Taxila and breaks down many
myths around the co-existence of Hindus and Muslims as friends and brothers.
The bond between them is shown to be deep, and in fact, even though Khan
had been surprised that the writer was open to eating food from a Muslim’s
hotel, the writer proudly explained how there was peaceful co-existence
between the communities in his region and this was not an issue he thought
about at all. This was refreshing for Khan, who seemed to be used to a certain
level of distancing or discrimination as a Muslim by the Hindu community.

In contemporary times, when communal tensions are rising in the country
due to strong majoritarian politics practised by right-wing political groups,
reading a story like this in a Hindi-language textbook could be transformative.
The chapter “hamid khan” is one of many chapters that have been removed
from Hindi textbooks in the last few years. The chapter was in the textbook
until 2019 but has been removed in the newest version of the Class IX
“Sancayan” textbook after a process of “syllabus rationalisation” during the
pandemic. In fact, this textbook contained only six chapters, and now contains
only four, after the removal of “hamid khan” and “diy€ jal uthé” (the lamps lit
up) by Madhuker Upadhyay. The latter is about the preparations for the Dandi
March by MK Gandhi during the freedom struggle, and the contributions of
leaders beyond Gandhi who made the resistance to the salt tax under British
rule successful, including Jawaharlal Nehru, Sardar Patel and Abbas Tyabji.
One could read into the removal of this chapter as an attempt to erase the
traces of chapters that valourise leaders such as Nehru, one of the stalwarts of
the political party that is the current opposition party in the nation. The
incumbent government continues to accuse him as a leading figure responsible
for all the ills that plague the nation today according to them—but this could
be a speculation.

In the same vein, it is worth mentioning that while this text is about the
friendship between a Hindu and Muslim man, the writer of the story is still a
Hindu writer. There is very little representation of Muslim authors in the
Hindi textbooks across the board. In the Class VIII textbook, the only Muslim
author whose story was included in the textbook was Ismat Chughtai, one of
the most well-known Urdu novelists of the 20th century. Her story “Kamdéor”
(shirker) is a light-hearted and amusing story about a home in which all the
staft'is dismissed, and the children in the house are asked to perform domestic
chores in place of them. This leads to a series of comical encounters between
all the family members, until the children decide never to work again. This
story has now been taken out of the textbook, leaving no other Muslim author
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in the textbook at all. It is worth observing that the language of these texts is
actually much closer to the colloquial and contemporary Hindi that students
of this age group are expected to understand, more than the classical Hindi
texts which remain in abundance in the textbooks, but this brings us back to
the point of Hindi’s elective affinity with Sanskrit, and disaffinity with Urdu to
distinguish its own identity. Some of these erasures could be understood
through that lens as well.

The only Muslim author who remains in the Class VII Hindi textbook is
the historical figure, Rahim. Rahim, or Khanzada Mirza Khan Abdul Rahim,
was a court poet during the rule of the Mughal emperor Akbar in the 16th
century. His dobas or couplets are well-known as an important piece of writing
in the evolution of the Hindi language as it exists today and hence are a crucial
part of the Hindi textbooks. While Rahim’s couplets remain, it is quite unbe-
lievable that a 16th-century Muslim court poet is the only Muslim author
represented in a Hindi textbook at this stage. If we look into the Class VI
textbook, there is only one Muslim writer included in the textbook and that is
the famous lyricist Sahir Ludhianvi. His poem “sathi hath barhana” (partner,
extend your hand) is a wonderfully crafted poem about teamwork written in
Hindustani, which was also adapted into a Hindi movie song with the same
title in the movie “Naya Daur” (1957; dir B. R. Chopra). The song was
brought into the mainstream through Bollywood, especially on account of its
being sung by two of the most famous singers in the country, Asha Bhosle and
Mohammed Rafi. This poem remains a popular choice for students to learn
and sing in the classroom and remains an important chapter in the textbook.

In the Hindi textbooks, there is a clear attempt to include themes of “unity
in diversity” around the country. This is particularly conspicuous in the Class
V Hindi textbook, where there are deliberate attempts at exhibiting the festi-
vals, cultures, dresses, foods, and traditions from diverse regions and groups in
India. It is worth noting that this textbook too contains only one Muslim
author, Jeelani Bano, a contemporary Urdu writer. Her story “€k din ki bad-
shahat” (the emperorship of one day) is about children in a household claim-
ing “emperorship” for one day, where all the rights of authority are taken away
from their parents and grandparents and transferred to them.

While this may be the only Muslim author included in the Class V textbook,
the same textbook also contains the only reference to a Muslim festival in the
story “i1dgah” (the site of Eid) by the renowned Hindi-Urdu writer Premchand.
The story follows a young boy who is walking towards the Eidgah with his
friends. He decides to spend his Eid money on a pair of kitchen pliers for his
grandmother, while his friends buy sweets and toys for themselves from the
city. Including this story could be seen as an attempt to create a secular under-
standing of the country, but the interesting part about this is the placement of
this chapter. The chapter occurs immediately after a poem by Subhadra Kumari
Chauhan, titled “Khilaunéwala” (the toy-seller). This is a rhymed and musical
poem about a young boy imagining what he will buy from the local toy seller,
and talking to his mother about his dreams of buying a sword and destroying
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evil, following in the footsteps of Lord Rama from the Indian epic Ramayana.
Even though there is an attempt to include a religiously diverse set of texts in
the book, there could be a subtle message read into the placement of these two
chapters together, a part of its “hidden curriculum” that betrays its politics.

Conclusion

This chapter highlights the “hidden” and “erased” aspects of Hindi-language
textbooks in contemporary India by contrasting them with what “remains” in
these textbooks. The idea behind this analysis is to investigate the processes
behind selecting and legitimising the material in Hindi language textbooks
today, especially within the context of the recent “syllabus rationalisation”
process by the NCERT. Using these textbooks as evidence, the chapter looks
at how language education can serve as a medium to disseminate ideas about
the nation, and more importantly build a religio-cultural consciousness aligned
specifically with Hindu religious and cultural values.

Language textbooks, even more than other subject textbooks, become a site
for the reproduction of national and political ideologies specifically because of
the direct impact of language on the creation of students’ worldview. It is due
to the impact of language socialisation—a process wherein students are social-
ised both into and #hrough language, as discussed above—that cementing a
certain kind of “cultural nationalism” is possible through language textbooks.
The process of language socialisation is especially interesting to study in terms
of the Hindi textbook in India, given the complex history of Hindi as a lan-
guage that has been attempting to create its own identity since the late 19th
century, and has been used as a symbol of national integration since the days
of the freedom struggle against the British. Its old insecurities of distinguish-
ing itself from the language Urdu, and defining itself through its closeness to
Sanskrit continue to play out in the current textbooks. Chapters in Hindi text-
books today include language that is heavily Sanskritised, and NCERT’s
“erased curriculum” includes chapters in a language that is arguably closer to
colloquial Hindi but have been removed nevertheless for other reasons.

The sections above have shown which chapters have been “erased” from
Hindi textbooks, and how representative (or non-representative) of religious
minorities the textbooks are in their current forms, as well as what “remains”
in the textbook and what that says about the intended messaging of the text-
book. This contrast makes the point about the subtle messaging through the
text even clearer and once again begs the questions—Whom are these text-
books created for? Who are they including and excluding as their reader? While
“unity in diversity” remains a key theme in Hindi textbooks, there only remains
a tokenistic commitment to this theme, and even that sometimes is under-
mined by the ordering of the chapters in the textbook as noted above in the
case of Premchand’s chapter on the festival of Eid. These textbooks then not
only alienate students because of their distance from the language spoken and
understood by the youth today, but also because of their religious associations
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which will inevitably create a distance for a heterogenous body of students in
the classroom. There are multiple chapters in every Hindi textbook that have
been taken from Hindu scriptures or are in praise of Hindu gods such as Rama
and Krishna, and this will reinforce the “Hindi-Hindu-Hindustan” theme in
the textbook, which is even more dangerous in today’s political climate in the
country, dominated by a Hindu majoritarian political narrative.

Some of the other chapters that have not been mentioned in this chapter
are centred around freedom fighters and the others are focused on bringing
out the diversity of languages, cultures, festivals and food across different
states in India. It is the idea of instilling a sense of nationalism that is quite
strongly present in Hindi textbooks, much more than any other language
textbooks, for instance, the English textbook in particular. This chapter argues
that Hindi textbooks today continue to be preoccupied with teaching more
than just the language, especially after the “syllabus rationalisation” process
has made it easy to remove chapters without any questions or explanations. It
is under the garb of this process that these changes are occurring slowly in the
Hindi textbook, and this “erased curriculum” is important to track and ana-
lyse as it will hugely impact the socialisation of students in the language class-
room in the future.
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3 The Challenges of Literacy
Acquisition and Linguistic Proficiency
in Multilingual Educational
Landscape of Pakistan
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Ye Dastoor-e-Zuban Bandi Hai Kaisa Teri Mehfil Mein

Yahan To Baat Karne Ko Tarasti Hai Zuban Meri

What is this custom of silencing that exists in your congregation?
My tongue yearns to speak in this gathering.

The art of meaning-making is a whimsical one. These verses by Allama Igbal,
Pakistan’s national poet, can be interpreted in multiple ways, from universalism,
romantic love, love for deity and exploration of self in an increasingly isolating
world. I, however, find these verses to vividly resonate with the challenges of
linguistic representation, development and acquisition in Pakistan. In a coun-
try which is home to more than 70 languages spoken as mother tongues, there
is rarely space for using these languages in terms of reading and writing, espe-
cially in most official settings and the more critical focus for this chapter—the
education system. Currently, the Pakistani education system is dominated by
two major languages that are used as medium of instruction (MOI), as well as
taught formally as mandatory subjects: English, the nation’s official language,
which is used in most urban schools, and Urdu, the nation’s lingua franca,
which is used in both rural and urban schools. Thus, the major curricula devel-
opment and pedagogy are done within these two languages. It is, however,
essential to note that Urdu, despite being the national language of Pakistan, is
the mother tongue of merely 7 percent of the entire population. For the
remaining population, Urdu is the second while English is the third language
they encounter. Within this rich multilingual landscape and a population of
235.8 million, the challenge of elevating the country’s literacy level remains a
crucial aspect of Pakistan’s development policies. According to the latest con-
solidated and official report about literacy rates, which was published almost
nine years ago, most of the country’s population resides in rural areas, where
the literacy rate is 51 percent (Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, 2015). In most of
Pakistan, languages such as Punjabi, Sirai’ki, Pashto, Dhatki, Kashmiri are spo-
ken. In such circumstances, one can’t help but wonder, what is this custom of
silencing that exists in this nation, and how does this impact the people?
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This chapter explores the interrelation of multiple languages and literacy
skills within the diverse linguistic context of Pakistan through a case study of
The Citizens Foundation (TCF) schools across the Punjab province. Despite
Pakistan’s linguistic diversity, this chapter notes that in TCF schools, the pro-
cess of literacy teaching relies on the immersion of students in Urdu, their
second language, with minimal exposure to their first language. This lack of
exposure often goes unnoticed due to the disliked yet highly prevalent rote
learning approach to Urdu or English, which enables students to achieve sat-
isfactory assessment results. Given these circumstances, this study also raises
the question of how to support teachers in literacy education within Pakistan’s
complex linguistic context.

In addition, this chapter draws the links between the shortcomings of lit-
eracy acquisition and pedagogy and the colonial history of Pakistan’s linguistic
landscape. It highlights that, while the immediate reaction to the notion of
decolonising language education in Pakistan might be to challenge the hege-
mony of English, the complexity of Pakistan’s colonial history and multilingual
landscape problematises the idea of “decolonisation” itself. By drawing atten-
tion to the hegemony of a native language and tracing the history of Urdu’s
rise to a hegemonic language in colonial India and, by default, modern-day
Pakistan, this chapter aims to problematise the question of decoloniality in
education and pedagogy in Pakistan and question whether Urdu is dominat-
ing other mother tongues in much the same way that English dominated
indigenous languages during the colonial period. It seeks to facilitate the dis-
course around language, education and decolonisation in Pakistan by fore-
grounding the sociolinguistic realities of the country and providing potential
reasons for the stark gaps in linguistic proficiency and literacy acquisition.
Moreover, the chapter urges the need to rethink our role as educationists and
practitioners in the postcolonial Global South and to develop alternative
frameworks to address these layered complexities.

Education, Decolonisation and Language

When we talk about decolonising and reforming the education system to
include marginalised voices and the masses, it is rooted in the sentiment of
upheaving a pre-existing system. For the people in postcolonial Pakistan, the
intersectional nature of systematic shortcomings—whether it be in the form of
inaccessible healthcare, abject poverty, social or political corruption, gender
imbalances and more—requires the acknowledgement of our history and lived
realities, before launching into a long-term plan of “development” laid down
by Western definition of the word. When I first began questioning the educa-
tion system in Pakistan, language was nowhere near a question of critical inter-
est to me. It was only after my time as a student of Comparative Literature that
I understood the significance of language as a tool of power and maintaining
hegemony, and how it was vital in perpetuating colonial rule across many
regions of the world. In the Indian Subcontinent too, the co-opting of
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colonial languages by the colonised was interlinked with the necessity to sur-
vive in this new world order. American writer and civil rights activist James
Baldwin (1979) spoke of this co-opting as a means of survival, commenting
that “people evolve a language in order to describe and thus control their cir-
cumstances, or in order not to be submerged by a reality that they cannot
articulate. (And, if they cannot articulate it, they a7e submerged.).”

Here, it is crucial to note that during the colonial era, the indigenous peo-
ple of the Indian Subcontinent faced constant duress when it came to articu-
lating in their own mother tongues. As the hegemony of English cemented
itself in official, legal and professional settings, followed by the systematic
introduction of linguistic hierarchies of Urdu and Hindi to integrate the local
populations within the British governance, it was not long until the indige-
nous languages were pushed to margins and relegated to languages of daily
conversations among the speakers. This phenomenon is a key aspect of coloni-
sation, which aimed to control the social, economic and mental production of
the colonised. Ngiigi wa Thiong’o (1986) observes the relation of language
and colonialism and writes about how in a modern society with a developed
language, a child would experience harmony between the aspects of social
immersion, speech and written words, all three of which are foundational for
developing a child’s sensibility and make sense of their experience of life. The
colonial imposition of a foreign language on the indigenous people, and sup-
pressing the native languages as spoken and written caused a rupture in the
harmony which helps to maintain a person’s understanding of the world. This
rupture, which began in colonial India, continues to plague the society and the
education system of Pakistan in the present.

Colonisation, Linguistic Diversity and Education in Pakistan

The process of suppressing the usage of indigenous languages in the pre-Partition
Indian Subcontinent was a long one, and in fact, did not start off as a direct
attempt to stifle them. Rather, East India Company, an English joint-stock com-
pany that later came under the British crown, assumed military and administra-
tive control in the Indian Subcontinent and thus set off the beginning of colonial
rule there, emphasised the usage of local languages in an attempt to conduct
successful trade with the Indian traders. The East India Company sensed that
“efficient Indian administration rested on an understanding of Indian culture”
(Viswanathan 1989), and thus, many early members of the Company supported
the usage of vernacular languages, engaging with local cultures, and even inter-
marriages with the local Indian women. However, in 1784, the Pitt’s India Act
officially declared the transfer of East India Company’s administrative power to
the British crown, after which the language preferences of the administration
changed, “thereafter espousing a more Anglicist policy” (Durrani 2012).

This shift in languages was further cemented officially within the Indian
Subcontinent with the passing of the English Education Act of 1835, which
resulted in English becoming the MOI. This upheaval of the formal education



52 Language Education, Politics and Technology in South Asin

system in the Indian Subcontinent was underscored by the Westernisation of
curricula, an emphasis on promoting English values, and a reduction of fund-
ing for vernacular language education. The Indian literary scholar Madhukar
Krishna Naik traces the earliest reflections of this educational ideology to
Charles Grant, a British politician, member of Parliament and Chairman of the
British East India Company. Naik (1992) notes that Grant argued “to intro-
duce the language of the conquerors” as it seemed “to be an obvious means of
assimilating a conquered people to [the British]” (17). Therefore, through this
systematic exclusion of language education, and the prolonged discouragement
and preventative efforts of indigenous languages’ usage in professional settings
such as offices, courts and governing bodies, it was only natural for the formal
development of these languages to be stunted (Nettle and Romaine 2000).
Considering this brief insight into the institutionalisation of colonial English
in the Indian Subcontinent, one may fall victim to the presupposition that in
modern-day Pakistan, English hegemonises the education system. Such a treat-
ment of the colonial language in language-related discourses may tend to shift
the attention from another essential factor within the linguistic landscape of
Pakistan, that is, the hegemony of Urdu over the multiple regional languages
spoken in the country. Pakistani academic Tariq Rahman delineates the complex
case of Urdu’s hegemony over regional Pakistani languages as a phenomenon
stretching back to the end of the nineteenth century. Over time, the language

started emerging as a symbol of Muslim identity. After that the Muslim
League [the leading political party representing Muslims of the Indian
Subcontinent], and other Muslim corporate bodies and groups, sup-
ported the teaching of Urdu for political reasons even if they wished to

acquire English for utilitarian ones.
(2000)

This was not an isolated incident, much like most others that emerge in the
wake of colonisation. Urdu’s rise as a hegemonic regional language as well as
a representative of the Muslim identity was a long-strung process that began
as a means of consolidating pedagogical education in Urdu and Hindi instead
of the precolonial Persian and Sanskrit.

Initially an offshoot of the Persian language, as it was also written in the
same Persian nasta‘liq script, Urdu was learnt by Indian Muslims and Hindus
as a by-product of learning Persian. Its spread among the common and semi-
literate people came about through the “simple books explaining the rituals of
Islam and stories about saints and prophets which were circulated from the
eighteenth century onwards” (Rahman 2000). Additionally, poetry was a
unique method of the informal spread of Urdu as a conversational and literary
language, albeit it remained under the shadow of Persian, which was consid-
ered the elite and hegemonic language. Eventually, it became so that Urdu
became a conversational language in areas of northern India, populated by
middle- and upper-class people.



Challenges of Literacy Acquisition and Linguistic Proficiency 53

The decision of ousting Persian from administrative and legal circles, and its
replacement with Urdu, was a calculated move done through the process of
“acquisition planning,” which is a governmental policy to increase the number
of language users. The first step to this, in colonial Subcontinent, was the shift
to formal means of learning Urdu; that is, promoting Urdu to the status of
medium of instruction in schools and universities across the Subcontinent.
This was initially done through the Thomason experiment, which was a sys-
tematic introduction of Urdu-medium schools in Agra, Aligarh, Bareli,
Etawah, Farrukhabad, Manipur, Mathura and Shahjahanpur, by James
Thomason, the son of an East India Company chaplain. To counter the peo-
ple’s resistance to Urdu learning, which was overshadowed by the prestige of
Persian, the British provided incentives, such as paying Urdu teachers and
students to teach and learn the language, respectively. Moreover, a significant
establishment in the proliferation of Urdu was the Fort Williams College,
which was essential for the training of civil servants and future leaders.

Rahman (2000) highlights the underlying goal of this establishment—
“symbol of Raj itself”—was to ensure that the “students destined to exercise
high and important functions in India, should be able to speak the oriental
languages with fluency and propriety.” Teaching in Urdu, or Hindustani as the
British called it, was politically significant because it was considered the “liter-
ary language of the Musalmans [Muslims] and of Hindus educated on
Musalman [Muslim] lines.” Interestingly enough, because the formal teaching
of Urdu was imbued with Western education, the language became associated
with Western modernisation. Subjects like mathematics, accounting and his-
tory were emphasised in Urdu schools as compared to Persian schools.
Moreover, the gender balance in education would tip in favour of Urdu
medium schools, which was another indicator of modernity (Rahman 2011).
With the strengthening of colonial rule and the association of Urdu with pos-
sibilities of getting government jobs and ascending the socio-economic ladder,
it was natural for people to forego their focus, if any, on developing the scripts
for standardising the obscure regional languages, or on actively pushing for
the inclusion of formal education of regional languages. It is to be noted that
languages such as Bengali, Tamil, Telugu, Marathi, etc. also had established
professorships in Fort William College; thus, these languages had considerably
developed canons and pedagogical practices. However, given our focus on the
crisis of pedagogy in lesser-known regional languages, and that too of modern-
day Pakistan, Urdu is at the nexus of our examination to understand the cur-
rent crises of linguistic and literacy acquisition in Pakistan.

Therefore, the position of Urdu is very distinct from other languages spo-
ken in Pakistan. Most of the regional, vernacular languages in Pakistan, such
as Punjabi, Sirai’ki, Pashto, Dhatki, Kashmiri and more, vary from place to
place. Even more particular to note is how most vernacular languages spoken
in rural regions of the country do not have formal scripts, which limits the
usage of these languages to only listening and speaking. Thus, there are few, if
any, ways of developing literacy skills in most of the mother languages in
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Pakistan. Even if there are scripts, there is rarely formal literacy training in
these languages within a school system, except for a select few, such as Pashto
and Sindhi. The lack of a formal writing system of these languages can be con-
sidered a symptom of the colonial era, wherein the hegemony of colonial lan-
guage restricted the growth of indigenous languages by relegating them to
vernacular usage only.

Thus, 76 years after the independence of Pakistan from British colonial
rule, the country still struggles to find solutions to the pervasive development
concerns that echo the postcolonial repercussions of the years-long occupa-
tion, out of which literacy education is a major one, and the focus of this
chapter. Literacy is considered essential for developing nations, such as
Pakistan, given its crucial role in contributing to a country’s socio-economic
growth. Within its rich, multilingual landscape, literacy acquisition and lin-
guistic proficiency is an underdeveloped skill in Pakistan, which is reflected
through the current overall literacy rate of 62.3 percent. This means that “an
estimated population of 60 million is illiterate in the country” (Ministry of
Federal Education and Professional Training, n.d.). For a country that has
been a sovereign state, independent from British colonial rule since 1947,
such a condition of literacy rates raises a scarlet flag, one that indicates deep-
rooted challenges to the country’s development.

The challenges of literacy acquisition run rampant, because the gap between
the mother tongues of literacy students and the Lngua franca of Pakistan is a
significant one. Its significance is exacerbated by the research-backed argument
that a child must be taught in their most familiar language during their early
years of formal education (UNESCO 2003; Cummins 1992, 2000). The most
familiar language is often the mother tongue, which is also called the first lan-
guage or L1. Given the statistics, it is safe to assume that Urdu is the second
language or L2 for most language learners in Pakistan. Where multiple lan-
guages exist within a young learner’s surroundings, including the mother
tongue, Urdu, English, and even other regional languages spoken by people
around them, the issues of language learning and development are com-
pounded. In Science and Human Bebaviour (Skinner 1965), American psychol-
ogist B.F Skinner provides the explanation of language development, terming it
as a process that occurs through principles of learning, including association,
reinforcement and the observation of others. This principle would translate to
the language-learning practices in early years education in Pakistan, had the
education system been adequately equipped with effective language pedagogy.

If we circle back to the fact that the Pakistani education system is split into
two categories based on MO, that is Urdu and English, it is also to be observed
how these categories reflect socio-economic associations with these languages.
These categories are marked by a distinct disparity between the socio-economic
statuses of the schools, as “Urdu medium schools are normally the state schools
providing free education to the poorer communities while the English medium
schools are private fee-paying schools for the economically well-off sections of
society” (Shamim & Rashid 2019). This disparity, having carried on to the
present from the colonial era, where the educated elite were the primary
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recipients of Westernised education in English, may not be the same as it was
in the 1900s, but it underscores the stratifying impacts of using English as
MOI. These impacts echo the colonial sentiments of cementing the colonial
language as a symbol and source of power. Pakistan is also one of the many
postcolonial nation-states that have co-opted the human potential of language
as a meaning-making semiotic tool, relegating many speakers to a position of
speechlessness and silencing that I mention in the beginning (Garcia 2017).
In addition to the dilemmas of MOI and mother tongues being different,
there is no proper standardisation of Pakistan’s curricula across the country, at
least up until now. There are two main education systems, the nationally man-
dated one, and the privately offered Cambridge system. The former consists of
12 years of education spread across four levels: primary (grades 1-5), middle
school (grades 6-8), matriculation (grades 9 and 10) and intermediate (grades
11 and 12). The latter is associated with the United Kingdom’s Cambridge
education board and offers O and A levels qualifications through Cambridge
International Education (CIE) exams, and International General Certificate of
Secondary Education (IGCSE) exams. Some elite private schools in the coun-
try, such as Froebel’s International School and Karachi Grammar School, also
offer Pearson Edexcel board and International Baccalaureate (IB) qualifica-
tions. Amidst this variegated terrain, the Single National Curriculum (SNC)
was officially introduced in 2021, under the tagline One Nation, One
Curriculum, to unify the various curricula of Pakistan. However, despite efforts,
there has not been a uniform implementation of the SNC across Pakistani
schools, and given how it is still an ongoing process, one cannot determine its
success or failure at this point in time. Within such a situation, addressing con-
cerns of literacy from the decolonial perspective often gets subsumed by larger
policy issues and thus remains a struggle for policymakers and educationists.

The Interrelation of Multiple Languages and Literacy Skills in
The Citizens Foundation (TCF) Schools

My research about languages, linguistic proficiency and literacy acquisition is
born out of Baldwin’s (1979) thoughts on the people’s inability to articulate
in a colonial language as reflective of their “submersion” in postcolonial
Pakistan, fraught with social, economic and political complexities of the 76
years old nation-state. The use of L1 for developing L2 literacy and oracy skills
is thus undeniable, especially in the context of Pakistan. However, for the
nation to reach a level where the L1 education system is implemented uni-
formly to combat challenges in L2 literacy acquisition and linguistic profi-
ciency, it is critical to understand how grassroots-level education for
foundational literacy really looks like. In an attempt to do so, this chapter
explores a case study of The Citizens Foundation (TCF) schools across the
Punjab province of Pakistan. Choosing these schools was paramount to
acknowledge how education and its concept looks for the masses in Pakistan,
given the schools’ focus on enrolling students from lower socio-economic
strata of the country.
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The Citizens Foundation (TCF) is a non-governmental organisation dedi-
cated to the cause of accessible education to the less privileged in Pakistan.
Established in 1995, the organisation is now considered to be a leading figure
in the field of education, with around 1921 schools across Pakistan, especially
in rural and remote areas (The Citizens Foundation, n.d.). TCF schools were
established out of the need to bring the “school to the child,” instead of mak-
ing the child go to school. This was the result of recognising the issues of
mobility, especially for girls within the conservative Pakistani society, and lack
of financial resources for the majority of population. Thus, most schools host
students who belong to rural and urban slums and remote villages of the
country. The students belong to working-class families, where both the par-
ents are often illiterate and speak only their mother language in homes. There
is a limited culture of educational exposure, though this has been observed to
slightly shift over the years.

TCEF schools, while unique in their structural and pedagogical approaches,
are reflective of the majority of student population across Pakistan which can
be categorised as “less-privileged.” In addition to TCF schools, government
and private schools operating in less privileged areas underscore the larger
student population whose educational journeys are fraught with complexities
of socio-economic, social, cultural and political issues. Having grown up in
Jauharabad, a small, remote town located in Central Punjab, I have observed
these issues in schools around me, most of which were operated from a house
in a neighbourhood, and by teachers who have mid-quality education pro-
vided by local colleges or universities only. Drawing on these observations, as
well as my research which forms the basis for this chapter, it would not be an
exaggeration to posit the student population of TCF schools as significantly
similar to most students of other less privileged schools across the country, as
far as their background is concerned. I would still avoid generalisation to
ensure that this research and its foundational arguments do not attempt to
cage in the rich diversity of Pakistan when it comes to mapping its educational
landscape with respect to linguistic usage. It is more to help provide the read-
ers with a clearer understanding of the status of language and literacy learning
for the majority of Pakistan’s students with respect to their socio-economic
backgrounds. While the concern of L1 or mother language differing from L2
may be traced in students at elite schools of Pakistan as well, this chapter
emphasises the research about students from less privileged areas, whose access
to advanced pedagogy, literacy training and capacity building through supple-
mental practices is extremely limited given their surroundings. Situating my
research within this particular setup circles back to the beginning of this chap-
ter, and echoes my argument about the institutional flaws of the pre-Partition
colonial era, that remain intact one way or another, and serve to disadvantage
the already-disadvantaged populations in Pakistan.

Pakistan’s richly variegated linguistic landscape and its history as a British
colony makes it ideally suited (not the most fortunate of situations to be in)
for the purpose of the study which this chapter explores. I acknowledge the
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limitations of my research, both in terms of the areas I have been able to
explore so far, as well as the consolidation of the ever-growing data I come
across. Therefore, I focus my research on early years and primary grades
(Grade 1 and 2) of TCF schools mostly in Central and Northern Punjab,
across schools in seven localities, which include both cities and villages. These
localities include Rawalpindi, Kasur, Kot Momin, Khushab, Narowal, Bhalwal
and Gujjar Khan. Among the 13 schools I have visited in these localities, none
of the L1 of the students is Urdu. Rather, the L1 of the students included a
rich variety of Punjabi dialects including Majhi, Kangri, Dogri, Potohari, as
well as Pashto and Dari in a school in Rawalpindi where most of the student
population was of Afghan refugees. My research methodologies included
classroom observations during Urdu periods for grades KG, 1 and 2, focus
groups with foundational literacy teachers after classroom observations, and
inspection of Urdu and English notebooks of students from the aforemen-
tioned grades. The classrooms included around 18-25 students on average,
and I observed two classrooms per school. Instead of individual interviews
with teachers, I conducted focus groups with literacy teachers to determine
their experiences and facilitate a collaborative conversation, which was success-
ful in providing me with the answers to the key question about the linguistic
proficiencies of students with respect to L1 and L2. For the focus groups,
insights from a minimum of 4 teachers and a maximum of 12 teachers were
taken, whereas around four notebooks were inspected from each class.

Within the diverse linguistic landscape of the localities I visited, I narrowed
down my research to three main questions about literacy acquisition in Urdu,
which is an L2 for these students. My first question is about the connectivity
of'a student with Urdu outside of their schools, both in terms of literacy (read-
ing and writing) and oracy (listening and speaking). My second question
underlines the effectiveness of literacy assessments taken for Urdu and whether
the progress was surface-level or if there was only an approach of rote learning
to attempt these assessments. Thirdly, a significant portion of my observations
is dedicated to uncovering the teachers’ approach to teaching foundational
Urdu literacy, and how their use of TCF resources reflected their understand-
ing of Urdu language teaching. This last question was essential to address
because, for most teachers I encountered, Urdu was not L1.

In this chapter, I attempt to delineate major issues that act as barriers to
literacy acquisition and proficiency in L1 and L2 for most students. As I estab-
lished earlier, Urdu is the L2 for most of the Pakistani population, and this is
what this chapter largely explores as well. My exploration of English literacy
acquisition will not be a focus of this chapter.

The Challenges of Language and Literacy Acquisition

However, before I delve into my case study that examines the challenges to
literacy learning in Pakistan, it is necessary to understand how developing lit-
eracy (reading and writing) and oracy (listening and speaking) skills in mother
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tongue or L1 assists the literacy skill development in L2. Knowledge and skills
are transferable from one language to another. Much evidence suggests that
L1 literacy helps literacy development in the L2 (Bialystok 2002; Cummins
1991). Collier’s (1989) research, done through studying standardised test
results, presented evidence that L2 learners who were literate in their L1 per-
formed better and took less time to develop L2 literacy skills as compared to
the L2 learners who were not literate in their L1. Moreover, as far as oracy
skills are concerned, linguistic kinship between L1 and L2 through phonetic
association, lexicographic knowledge and in some cases, grammatical rules,
can accelerate the learning of L2. Santiago-Garabieta et al. (2022) expand on
this further by stating that even with no linguistic kinship, L1 can foster L2
oracy skills by allowing students to engage in dialogues and recognise pho-
netic associations.

One of the basic rules of language learning is language immersion, which
involves consistent exposure to the language being learned, be it in terms of
literacy or oracy. In the schools I visited, the process of literacy teaching hinged
entirely upon the complete immersion of the student in Urdu, their L2. In
addition to the teacher speaking in Urdu, the softboards, books, noticeboards
inside and outside the school, as well as labelling of items such as dustbins,
stationary boxes, etc., were all a mix of Urdu and English. There was no pres-
ence of the mother tongue in either written or spoken forms. All of the schools
I visited were in areas that hosted populations of Punjabi speakers. For schools
with students speaking Pashto, there was only exposure to the language in its
spoken form because these schools were located in the Punjab province, and
Pashto is a language primarily used in the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province of
Pakistan. Despite its standardised script, Pashto is not found much in written
form in Punjab as there are only minority users of the language in this prov-
ince. Therefore, I focus on student exposure to Punjabi literacy and oracy and
relegate my consideration of Pashto only to its oracy given the conditions of
my research.

As far as the written form is concerned, it is important to note that Punjabi
and its various dialects are often written in the Shahmukhi script, which is the
same script as Urdu. The Punjabi script in Shabmukhi, while written like
Urdu, deviates slightly from this script as there are phonetic differences
between the two languages. Zahid Hussain, a professor of Punjabi language
and literature at the Lahore University of Management Sciences (LUMS) in
Pakistan, mentions how these phonetic difterences have been submerged
within the use of Urdu script for Punjabi, and make it difficult for the learning
of Punjabi literacy (A. Syed, personal communication 2022). Moreover,
Punjabi script is rarely used in Pakistan for official communication, despite
being the most widely spoken language in the country with about 39 percent
of the population being speakers of Punjabi or its dialects (Pakistan Census
2017, ctd. in Translators without Borders, n.d.). This discrepancy, birthed
out of a long and complicated history of language-based conflicts, systematic
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linguistic oppression and exclusion of linguistic identities, finds its roots back
in the 1880s when the British colonial rulers annexed the province of Punjab.
With this annexation,

the question of a language policy became evident, as the vernacular
terms used by the officers in correspondence were often unintelligible to
their superiors. The Board [of Administration] proposed that Urdu
should be used as the official language of Punjab, since it was already
being used in Northern India where they were established.

(Rahman 2007)

Moreover, an underlying prejudice against Punjabi regarding its “rurality”
hindered its usage in professional settings. “Letter after letter reveals that
most British officers assumed that Punjabi was a rural patois of which Urdu
was the refined form” (Rahman 2007). After Partition, these prejudices never
quite went away, despite efforts by language activists. In a detailed article,
columnist Ishtiaq Ahmed presents historical evidence of Punjabi revivalist
efforts in the 1980s and their eventual waning. A glaring aspect of Punjabi’s
lack of development is attributed to how the use of Punjabi language was
banned for the members of the Punjab Assembly, the state legislature
(Ahmed, 2020). Therefore, Punjabi never got a chance to be developed
extensively for official use.

Minimal Exposure to L1 and Urdu Literacy and Oracy in Schools

Keeping these critical historical facts about language development and expo-
sure to literacy of mother tongues, it is clear that the students I observed in
TCEF schools had minimal exposure to L1 literacy in their schools. Even out-
side of schools, there is no exposure to L1 literacy. Oracy, however, is exten-
sively present within the students’ homes and neighbourhoods. Their
day-to-day communications include the usage of L1. This is what causes a
vivid discrepancy between the students’ learning of Urdu literacy and oracy,
and the language they actually spoke outside of their schools. For them to
learn and gain proficiency in Urdu as their academic grades progressed, the
conceptual hindrances may start early when they are exposed to this L2 with-
out a smooth transition from their L1 to L2. While learning does occur, there
is a slow progression in the development of literacy skills, which, within the
TCEF curricula development, is divided into the categories of listening, speak-
ing, reading, writing, phonics and grammar. In my classroom observations,
which I conducted periodically over the course of two years, I realised that
there was not sufficient development of literacy skills across the aforemen-
tioned six categories. Upon interviewing teachers and conducting focus
groups in Kot Momin, Kasur, Bhalwal', Rawalpindi? and most recently, Taxila?,
it was discovered that this insufficiency stemmed from the lack of exposure to
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Urdu oracy outside of schools, lack of parental support in learning Urdu,
given their own inability to use that language, and the COVID-19 pandemic,
which disrupted student learning progress as their access to their schools, the
main hub of exposure to Urdu, was halted.

These insights lay down the issue of linguistic proficiency and literacy acqui-
sition and retention in Urdu for these early and primary-grade students. Their
mother tongue, while a source of rapid and effective oral communication, is
not supported by the MOI of their schools, thus presenting the glaring gaps
between the student’s circumstances for sustaining the skills beyond the school
and the literacy skills taught to them in the school. This gap expands further
when students start learning English alongside Urdu, as is the requirement of
TCEF schools. This compounds the concerns regarding effective teaching and
learning of literacy skills, which are the source of knowledge acquisition in
other subjects as well. This sort of alienation—often unaddressed within our
overall efforts to combat “bigger issues” like sustaining school enrolment
rates, reducing dropout rates, convincing parents to let their girls study, etc.—
highlights how the very basis of education for masses is fraught with colonial
complexities and hinders educational growth for the majority in the country.

Bias in Learning Methods and Assessment Results

Another major reason this alienation from L1 goes unnoticed is the student
assessment result. It has long been an issue in Pakistan’s education system
that the students, due to their inability to understand basic concepts in Urdu
or English, rote-learn information provided in their books and other sup-
porting materials. Exams are more a test of memory than conceptual clarity,
which “hamper the development and modernisation of Pakistan’s educa-
tional landscape” (Javed 2020). Statistical data further supports this fact by
underlining how “only 24 percent of children from the poorest quartile are
at a level where they can read a simple story in Urdu,” thus highlighting how
rote learning only serves to impoverish foundational literacy (ASER Report
2023). This brings us to our second question about the effectiveness of lit-
eracy assessments, and how they reflect the students’ literacy acquisition or
the lack thereof. Because my study is focused on uncovering the root causes
of hindrances to effective foundational literacy learning in Urdu, I sought to
understand the assessment process in early years and primary grades 1 and 2
in TCF.

TCEF actively discourages the use of rote learning and memorisation in their
classrooms by employing extensive use of Concept Check Questions (CCQs)
or Essential Questions (EQ) to assess student understanding of the topic.
These questions, often included within the teaching or used in discussion
activities, highlight the driving concepts behind a certain topic. For instance,
in a lesson about Urdu alphabets in the early years, an essential question would
be something like “Why is the sequencing of alphabets significant?” The goal
of such questions is to provide the student with clarity about why they are
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studying a certain topic, and how it is important for them both inside and
outside of their schools. However, given that this assessment approach does
not require students to write something down in their notebooks, it is met
with scrutiny from the parents. This was discovered through focus groups with
teachers conducted in all 13 schools that I visited. The teachers mentioned
that the scrutiny arose from the parents’ concept of education being associated
with writing and “filling notebooks upon notebooks with written work” (Syed.
A, personal communication, 2022). The more a student wrote, the better they
would be learning, or so was the concept prevalent in the parents’ minds. To
combat this scrutiny, teachers, in some cases, would take the liberty to make
the students skip out on oral assessments as mentioned in their teaching
guides, and make them copy the work written on board or in their textbooks.
As a result, the student would parrot the information instead of grasping the
concepts through questioning and discussions, and this would reflect in their
assessment.

This claim found evidence in one of my visits to a Rawalpindi TCF school
in October 2023. There, I conducted a reading activity in Grade 2, where the
students were simply required to read the chapter out loud. Before beginning,
I asked the students to read the title of their book, which was Gainda (trans:
Marigold), the Urdu name of a flower. While the students could read the book
title, none of them was able to answer when asked about the meaning of this
title, despite this information being expanded upon in the teaching guides
provided to the teachers. This not only reiterated the concerns regarding
information regurgitation and the effectiveness of assessment techniques but
also put into question the teachers’ adherence to the pedagogical principles
which were detailed in research-backed, learner-centric teaching guides pro-
vided to them. Harkening back to the beginning of this chapter where we
discuss the inclusion of English as the MOI and standardisation of Urdu across
the colonised Indian Subcontinent reveals the reason why this system of rote
learning in pedagogy comes up time and again, despite numerous efforts to
curb it. Because the “objective behind educating Indians was solely to breed a
set of individuals who could become the medium of communication between
the natives and the colonialists,” there was never a focus on introducing peda-
gogical practices that were considered a learner-centric approach (Shahzad
2017). Even as time progressed and pedagogical research advanced, the edu-
cation system before and after 1947 in Pakistan could not recover from its
initial destabilisation. Due to a variety of education systems (Matric and
Intermediate as state systems, Cambridge CIEs and IGCSEs as international
education board systems), lack of uniformity in teaching practices across the
country’s schools, and the mammoth population to be taught, it is long before
we come to a uniform solution that can help our students break out of the
scaffold of information regurgitation. Such a concern plagues the essential
learning of foundational literacy and linguistic proficiency and aggravates the
apprehensions about the barriers students face in understanding and acquiring
necessary knowledge.
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Pedagogical Practices and Knowledge Dissemination

This leads us to our third overarching question regarding pedagogical prac-
tices and knowledge dissemination in the context of TCF schools. For this,
considering the general profile of TCF teachers serves as the foundation for
my observations. My goal during the classroom observations was to disregard
that which I knew of the teachers beforehand to avoid generalisation and
addressing any bias which I may have. To expand on this further, I would first
like to break down the approach I took while analysing teaching practices for
Urdu foundational literacy teaching. The first step here was to unpack what
pedagogy meant in the particular context I was operating in. Because my
research focuses on decolonisation of language pedagogy in the multilingual
educational landscape of Pakistan, I understand pedagogy as a “site of decolo-
nisation” which “affects and is affected by larger structural, contextual, local,
and geopolitical forces” (Shahjahan, Estera, Surla & Edwards 2022). For ped-
agogy to be considered a “decolonising” force, it is essential for it to acknowl-
edge the postcolonial complexities in Pakistan’s education system, work
actively to dislodge the pre-existing and embedded colonial practices in peda-
gogy and reform the very basis of classroom instruction through learner-
centric approaches that include the intricacies surrounding a student in
majority of Pakistani classrooms.

Therefore, my first line of action was to understand whether or not the
teachers in TCF schools I was observing had been trained using socially con-
structivist teaching methods. Social constructivism in pedagogy resonates with
the postcolonial necessity to reframe instructional practices while keeping in
mind the student’s context. Psychologist Lev Vygotsky argues that “every
function in the child’s cultural development appears twice: first, on the social
level and, later on, on the individual level; first, between people (interpsycho-
logical) and then inside the child (intrapsychological)” (Vygotsky, 1978).
Social constructivism in pedagogy argues for a learning environment where
the child is facilitated by the teacher instead of being provided with informa-
tion entirely by the teacher. Through this method, the child makes meaning
on their own, drawing upon their existing experiences in order to understand
new information. This is the very argument that this chapter has been advocat-
ing for in terms of language learning, linguistic proficiency and literacy acqui-
sition in more than one language; that is, a child’s ability to learn in L1 must
be acknowledged before they are made to transition to L2. Considering that
my focus is on language and literacy pedagogy, it is the social constructivist
lens through which I observed pedagogical practices in TCF classrooms. My
areas of observation included the teaching guides and the teacher’s delivery of
the lesson plans.

Firstly, the teaching guides followed the principles of learner-centric prac-
tices, which are considered crucial in helping to decolonise the education sys-
tem. Bailey (2019) claims that teacher-centred instructional approaches are
likely to disempower students; on the other hand, learner-centred practices are
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apt to empower students. This empowerment comes through the agency of
being able to make meaning on one’s own instead of hoarding knowledge
through rote learning or memorisation techniques. TCF teaching guides fol-
lowed a standardised pattern where the knowledge building was focused on
learner’s ability to understand new words, question existing information,
develop ideas and share the knowledge with their peers. It was the transference
of information from the teaching guides to the students that compelled me to
question whether the instructional practices employed by the teachers reflected
the attempts of pedagogical reforms.

In 2022, during a classroom observation of grade 1 Urdu literacy class in
Kasur, I noted three major things during the lesson delivery: firstly, all the
students were not engaged in the class because the teacher would only ques-
tion the students in the front row. Secondly, the teacher wrote the Urdu alpha-
bets ¢ ¢ @ = on the board and asked the students to read them after her. There
was no debrief or questioning activity that occurred beforehand, that would
help the students connect the letter sounds with the alphabets written on the
board. Lastly, the teacher did not comply by the activity written in the teach-
ing guide and ended the lesson a lot earlier than the duration of the class asked
for. During my one-on-one conversation with the teacher, the teacher claimed
that adhering to the teaching guide would take her time and she wanted the
students to be able to fill their notebooks to present written work. She was also
sceptical of the teaching guide activity, asking me to understand the constraints
of classroom management that she had to deal with in addition to teaching.
The latter concern was echoed by two more teachers, one in a Rawalpindi
school and another in a Khushab school. In a Gujjar Khan school, the teacher,
a speaker of the Punjabi dialect, was unable to phonetically join the alphabets
together to form the word c.,s (trans: tree), because in her L1, there was no
extensive use of diacritics (symbols added to letters in order to indicate
pronunciation).

It is essential to note here that the teachers receive extensive training and
refreshers every week in TCF schools so that they are well-equipped and up-
to-date with the latest pedagogical practices. Keeping this in mind, as well as
viewing data provided by school principals that proved the occurrence of these
trainings, this issue of non-adherence to instructional plans presents a dilemma
where there is a resistance from the teachers to adapt to this new and foreign
system of teaching, which resembles nothing that they have experienced as
students themselves. This added layer of complexity compounds the pre-
existing issues of literacy acquisition and linguistic proficiency for students
who are already struggling to adapt to their MOI which is Urdu in the major-
ity of the cases. Students are expected to understand and use the official school
language for learning from the first day of school, even though they do not use
it at home. Eventually, students may learn to copy, repeat and even memorise
their teacher’s words and sentences. But without understanding, they are not
able to use the words and sentences to build new knowledge (UNESCO
2018). However, within these observations, the question arose: are we
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burdening our teachers, who themselves are a product of the very colonial
education system we challenge, with the mammoth task of decolonising liter-
acy education through advanced techniques? I would reserve this for a chapter
ofits own, but it is a pressing query that leads me to wonder if it is about time
to reconsider our role as educationists and practitioners of the postcolonial
Global South and develop alternative frameworks to address these multifac-
eted complexities.

The Way.... Forward?

The discussion in this chapter about linguistic connectivity and immersion,
student approach to literacy learning, and pedagogical complications for foun-
dational literacy only scratches the surface of things to consider about lan-
guage education in a postcolonial, multilinguistic nation-state like Pakistan.
These insights indicate the intersections of challenges that plague language
and literacy pedagogy in Pakistan.

For instance, this chapter’s exploration of the students’ lack of exposure to
L1 underscores a critical gap in the way literacy is taught to most of the stu-
dents in Pakistan. Given there is rarely any phonetic kinship that a student can
build on to facilitate their learning of L2, literacy acquisition in L2 remains
ambiguous and prone to declining ability in the usage of the language. To
hinder this digressive factor in literacy pedagogy, one turns to implementing
effective ways of knowledge assimilation and assessments, which are, as exam-
ined above, spoiled with the concept of rote learning to obtain passing marks.
Combined with the challenges and unforeseen shortcomings in imparting
effective teacher training, such as resistance to newer pedagogical methods as
was seen in some TCF teachers, this scenario further expands the gap between
the learners and efficient literacy acquisition, thus making the case study of this
chapter a reflection of the entrenched crisis of literacy education in Pakistan.

To develop sustained literacy skills in generations to come, one has to reori-
ent their approach to adopt effective reforms within literacy pedagogy. One
such example is TCF’s exclusive Mother-Tongue Based Multilingual Education
(MTB-MLE) programme that is operational in 19 schools in Sindh province,
for the past three years. According to UNESCO (2014), Mother-Tongue
Based Multilingual Education (MTB-MLE) is a step towards

re-envisioning learning so that it centres on the critical thinking and
wider social skills needed in a rapidly changing world. And it’s about
challenging power dynamics in the learning environment so that stu-
dents can direct their own learning in ways that are meaningful to them.

This programme enables student literacy development in their L1, which are
Sindhi and Dhatki, before progressing to L2 (Urdu) in Grade 2, and eventu-
ally introducing English as the grades progress, a holistic approach towards
incorporating L1 in literacy curricula and using it to facilitate the learning of
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L2 and even L3. The teachers themselves are specifically hand-picked to ensure
that they know L1 thoroughly so they can impart the knowledge to students
effectively. The programme has so far yielded positive results as per the context
it operates in, thus presenting a ray of hope and one potential method of effec-
tively decolonising the pedagogy of foundational literacy.

Language activism, albeit limited, is gaining traction in literary circles with
the acknowledgement of how colonialism has led to a marginalisation of
regional languages of Pakistan. However, it is not just activism, but the aware-
ness of linguistic representation in the education system which is the first step
towards recognising the complications that arise in literacy and knowledge
acquisition for the masses in Pakistan. To echo Thiong’o’s sentiments about
language, as well as to extract from my own insights about students’ exposure
to L1 literacy, it is imperative to strive for a system of education that promotes
harmony between a learner’s social surroundings, the language they speak and
the words they write, for the learner to truly gain knowledge and make sense
of it in relation to the world. That is the only way of reclaiming one’s identity
and progress as a human, a community and a nation. To be able to think,
speak, read and write in the language one is born with is vital to sustain literacy
and provide avenues for growth in other languages. It is the way people can
talk back to the colonial forces that sought to submerge them, and even now,
attempt to speak on their behalf. After all, there must be a step, however small,
towards actively understanding and decolonising our education system and
dismantling the custom of silencing the multiple tongues that yearn to speak
in our congregations. It is the only way forward to linguistic inclusivity, sus-
tained literacy and positive progress in education policy in Pakistan.

Notes

1 In February 2022, for all three localities.
2 In October 2023.
3 In November 2023.
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4 Mother tongue-based education and
Indian teachers’ views on language
policy reforms by the Bharatiya
Janata Party

Kusha Anand

Democratising language education

The National Education Policy (NEP) of India was revised and approved in
2020 and aims in order to promote multiple languages within education,
aligning with Tollefson’s (2013) concept of “democratic reform” in educa-
tional language policymaking, addressing the challenges of creating a “demo-
cratic,” “socially just,” and “progressive education policy” in a socio-political
country like India (Sah and Fang, 2024; Mahapatra and Anderson, 2022; Lall
and Anand, 2022). The stated goal of NEP 2020 is to “promote multilingual-
ism! and the power of language in teaching and learning” (p. 5) as a basic
tenet influencing the policy is crucial in policymaking in India. The reason for
this is that national policy documents have never so openly promoted multi-
lingualism as a teaching technique across all curriculum disciplines.
According to the NEP 2020, “..young children learn and grasp nontrivial
concepts more quickly in their home language /mother tongue”? (p. 13). It
also offers a few other suggestions to promote and capitalise on multilingual-
ism, most of which are broadly in line with what is commonly known as
Mother Tongue-based multilingual education (in the extant literature (Benson,
2019; Mahapatra and Anderson, 2023; UNESCO, 2018). This means that
home language /mother tongue/local language /regional language (as stated
on page 13) is preferred to be the medium of instruction (MOI) till grades 5
and 8. The policy also recommended that textbooks should be made available
in local languages, bilingual teaching-learning materials, as well as classroom
interaction should be in the mother tongue. As a result, the knowledge of the
“local language” should be encouraged (GOI, 2020, p. 9). The policy’s stated
objective for language teaching is “...must be improved to be more experien-
tial and focus on the ability to converse and interact in the language and not
just on the literature, vocabulary, and grammar of the language” (GOI, 2020,
p. 54). According to Kalra (2016), 50% of pupils in 10 out of 29 Indian states
may speak different languages at home and at school. This suggests that extra
effort is needed to address the children’s initial literacy learning needs, such as
in curriculum creation, teacher training, materials development, etc. The fact
that some governments (like Kerala and Karnataka) have decided to make
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teaching the majority language mandatory while disregarding minority lan-
guages only serves to exacerbate this problem. On the other hand, the Odisha
Primary Education Programme Authority (n.d.) reports that other states have
formally embraced a multilingual teaching strategy that considers minority
languages (Mahapatra and Anderson, 2023).

In addition, for the purpose of further democratisation the policy suggested
the creation of software in Indian languages, translation of materials, use of
gamification as well as applications, easy access to digital resources, and docu-
mentation of Indian languages on a web portal (Mahapatra and Anderson,
2023). The author agrees with Mahapatra and Anderson (2023) on the under-
lying ambiguities and concerns of these policy suggestions. First, regarding
the concern of conceptualisation, the policy (p. 13) uses terms “mother
tongue,” “home language” or “local language” interchangeably without
acknowledging the differences in these terms. Second, blind expectation from
teachers to have competency in local language is concerning as it is not checked
at the grassroots level as well as there could be issues of native /proficient.
Finally, Mahapatra and Anderson also raised the concern over policy over-
emphasis on teachers’ ability in a particular language instead of their ability to
use multilingual strategies within their classrooms. Such overemphasis is pre-
dicted to “dilute” the linguistic identities (Agnihotri, 2014). As an example,
the Bihar government was largely unsuccessful in language education in three
predominant languages spoken in this state: Maithili, Magahi and Bhojpuri.
Scholars such as Mahapatra and Anderson (2023), Lall and Anand (2022) and
many others claim that the NEP 2020 is filled with blind spots and does not
provide grassroots solutions to the enactment of language reforms. This chap-
ter adds evidence base on the use of mother tongue for foundational literacy
and numeracy skills. It will present the views of school teachers from Delhi,
Assam, Rajasthan, Karnataka and Punjab regarding the implications of the
usage of mother tongue or regional language in English-medium schools.

Regional linguistic hierarchies in India

As already reflected on linguistic diversity in India via NEP 2020 policy
reforms, the democratisation of language education was also needed due to
regional linguistic hierarchies in India. The focus of this section is particularly
on the regional linguistic hierarchies in Delhi, Assam, Rajasthan, Karnataka
and Punjab.

Delhi is a cosmopolitan city where languages overlap, with Hindi acting as
a lingua franca and unifying language (Kalra and Dutt, 2020; Nag, 2020).
English proficiency is viewed as advantageous in a linguistic hierarchy where
English is used for teaching and is frequently correlated with socioeconomic
standing (Boruah and Mohanty, 2024). Assam has a diverse linguistic variety
including Assamese, Bengali, Bodo and other native languages that all contrib-
ute to the state’s unique culture and complicated social fabric (Kalra and Dutt,
2020; Nag, 2020). With its diverse population of languages, Assam faces
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difficulties while implementing English Medium Instruction (EMI) in the
context of Assamese, Bengali, Bodo and other regional languages (Boruah and
Mohanty, 2024). Rajasthani and Hindi are the most common languages in the
historically and culturally rich state of Rajasthan, shaping the linguistic hierar-
chy in the region (Kalra and Dutt, 2020; Nag, 2020). Karnataka is also a lin-
guistically vibrant state with a diverse population that speaks Kannada as its
native language and other regional languages like Tulu and Konkani (Kalra
and Dutt, 2020; Nag, 2020). Finally, Punjab, with its distinct sociolinguistic
dynamics, is characterised by the predominance of Punjabi, a potent sign of
cultural identity and a strong cultural marker (Kalra and Dutt, 2020; Nag,
2020). Punjab, Rajasthan and Karnataka offer distinct linguistic contexts in
which the predominance of Hindi, Kannada and Punjabi collides with English’s
function as an instructional language (Boruah and Mohanty, 2024). The
above-mentioned studies highlight the complex linguistic landscapes that
these varied Indian states have, highlighting the significance of language in
forming local identities and promoting cultural diversity (Lall and Anand,
2022; Mahapatra and Anderson, 2023). These research sites were thus selected
initially for the author’s co-authored book ((Lall and Anand, 2022) to cover
diverse language identities. We also selected these states in order to capture
how different core political parties—Bharatiya Janata Party, Aam Aadmi Party
and Congress—in India have used language policy as “political football.”
Scholars (such as Lall and Anand, 2022; Mahapatra and Anderson, 2023) also
shed light on the linguistic nuances inside these states, demonstrating the
complex interactions between language, identity and governance. Due to the
exclusivity of each site, the author used the contrast of context approach to
emphasise the uniqueness of each case and to preserve the contextual integrity
of each case (Skocpol and Somers, 1980 cited in Anand, 2023).

The semi-structured interviews were used to understand teachers’ views on
whether teaching in a student’s mother tongue or native tongue can improve
their foundational skills as well as promote decolonising language teaching
and social justice. The fieldwork which was conducted online due to the
COVID-19 restrictions with the help of a local partner in these states’ diverse
social landscapes, is essential to understanding the specifics of the research and
to identify the distinct ways that language politics shows up in these states’
different social groups and political parties (Lall and Anand, 2022). To help
readers understand their linguistic habitus, teachers’ specific language details
are also included in footnotes. Thematic analysis of teachers’ interviews is cat-
egorised below as “linguistic equity-pedagogy nexus,” “pedagogical deficit,”
and “neoliberal-accountability pedagogy.”

Linguistic equity-pedagogy nexus

Overall, teachers criticised the policy reform regarding the use of mother lan-
guage as a teaching tool because of the linguistic equity-pedagogy nexus.
Teachers discussed inclusion and equity for all students while discussing policy
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changes. Most teachers agreed that although it will take time, the use of mother
tongue can indeed improve elementary students’ skills in language expression
and subject knowledge. Teachers also feel that it is overall a successful strategy
for supporting linguistic minorities by giving priority to mother tongues or
regional languages, thus leading to decolonisation and social justice.

However, a few teachers expressed dilemmas in the usage of a student’s
mother or local tongue considering the linguistic habitus® of a child. A male
teacher of a multilingual* government school teacher from Assam expressed
low confidence in students’ linguistic habitus migrating from private schools
to government schools. He used English-medium schools as an example, cit-
ing how the lack of emphasis on students’ mother tongues by the teachers
affects their ability to read newspapers in that language. He further stated,
“They can converse in mother tongue but cannot read a book written in vernac-
ular language. They even cannot write in mother tongue (Bengali)” (Male
teacher 3 from Silchar [Assam]). A multilingual® Guwahati-based female from
private school teacher discussed the challenges of teaching content subjects in
her own tongue since she thinks students struggle to understand because of
their linguistic habitus (Female teacher 7 from Guwahati [Assam]). Similarly,
another private school teacher® from Guwahati expressed her worry about the
disparity in mother tongue usage. She clarified that the students in her class are
diverse and have a range of language abilities. Since English is a unifying lan-
guage, she uses it as the medium of teaching for everyone. On the other hand,
integration is challenging for newly admitted students who do not speak
English. Therefore, in a multilingual classroom, children experience cultural
alienation (Female teacher 8 from Guwahati [Assam]). Despite teachers’
efforts on decolonisation and social justice, they are facing language profi-
ciency variability and promoting linguistic hegemony.

In Karnataka, a small number of teachers in government schools have
voiced concerns about rote learning when instruction is conducted in English
and have criticised the emphasis on the English language in private schools
(Male teacher 17 from Bangalore [ Karnataka], Male teacher 38 from Bangalore
[Karnataka]). Teachers believe that in order to promote linguistic diversity,
social justice and reduce linguistic hierarchies, all languages should be
embraced. A few Karnataka government school teachers, however, also high-
light that the main root of linguistic inequity is the comprehension of mother
tongue, which varies from place to region, and therefore recommend that
regional language be given priority (Male teacher 3 from Bangalore
[Karnataka]). A multilingual teacher at a private school had a similar concern
about the students’ diverse linguistic habits in the classroom. She said,

[...] in Bangalore is — there are people, who don’t know Kannada at all
and there are people who don’t know Hindi. If I teach students of my
class in Kannada, then only part of the students could understand.
Similarly, if I teach in Hindi, then only a part of the students would
understand. This could be done if we divide students of any class into
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different sections on the basis of the language of their choice. But this
would result in employment problem in schools. Because different
teacher with language efficiency is required for different section. So there
would require more number of teachers.

(Female teacher 6° from Bangalore [Karnataka])

In addition to the language habitus, students from other states who move to
Karnataka may find it challenging to pick up Kannada. A female educator rec-
ommended that the focus of instruction be on the local or regional language,
as this facilitates communication, a sense of belonging and recognises linguis-
tic diversity (Female teacher 8!° from Bangalore [ Karnataka]).

A male teacher from Punjab who works for a private school revealed that
their rigorous policy of only using English as the language of instruction may
sometimes hinder some students’ learning (Male teacher 3 from Chandigarh
[Punjab]). Different linguistic habituses lead to unequal experiences, accord-
ing to a few Delhi government school instructors. One of them said,

I teach science, then lots of work has to be done with them. Because
children from English medium are quite vocal and to an extent domi-
nate, and other students start feeling...like in a group...that he/she is
very intelligent and maybe I am ‘Buddhu’ (unintelligent). They use var-
ious strategies, like we make peer groups to work with these children as
they belong lower socio-economic status.

(Female teacher 912 from Delhi)

Teachers make the case for the need for equitable pedagogy. They underlined
how crucial it is to adopt instructional strategies that promote linguistic equity
to establish supportive and welcoming settings for each and every student,
regardless of their language habits. Additionally, they highlighted that equita-
ble pedagogy—as conceptualised by Cohen, 1994; Slavin, 1983—should be a
dynamic educational process that emphasises both the context in which effec-
tive teaching strategies and procedures are used as well as their recognition
and implementation. However, when it is applied in a way that ignores contex-
tual factors, such as linguistic proficiency variations among pupils, it may rein-
force prejudice and inequality in the classroom, as seen in the scenario above
(Cohen and Roper, 1972). Moreover, it would reduce the risk that knowledge
would be memorised and allow students to acquire new ideas and perspectives
(Banks, 1993; Brooks and Brooks, 1993).

Pedagogical deficit

Besides teachers’ dilemmas of using a language in classroom, they also share
issue of pedagogical deficiency offering significant insights into the difficult
obstacles that teachers encounter due to a lack of teachers who are proficient
in local languages. This lack of proficiency in the local language severely



Mother tongue-based education and Indian teachers’ views 73

impedes teaching as well as learning, resulting in inequitable learning oppor-
tunities. Teachers who struggle with this deficit face a number of obstacles,
including the inability to effectively explain complex concepts, the difficulty to
encourage a better comprehension of the topic and the impediment to fruitful
student—teacher interaction.

According to a Karnataka-based government teacher, it is excellent when
students are able to understand content in regional or vernacular language.
But the number of qualified instructors is already in short supply; these teach-
ers must be competency-driven and focused on teaching (Male teacher 213
from Bangalore [Karnataka]). The shortage of teachers teaching regional lan-
guages affects even Karnataka’s private school teachers. A multilingual teacher
shared, “..I can’t speak with you in Kannadna, there ave many teachers who are
Bengali, Tamil, Telugu in our school, all of them cannot teach in our vegional
language in cosmopolitan cities like Bangalore” She also thinks that “this idea
would work in rural arveas, but not in big cosmopolitan cities like Bangalore”
(Female teacher 1 from Bangalore [ Karnatakal]).

Teachers’ language efficacy and habitus are another pedagogical deficit that
was mentioned in addition to the teacher shortage. A Karnataka private school
instructor voiced doubts. She said,

If you ask me to teach in their (students) mother tongue, I will find it
very difficult. Though I know Kannada and little bit Hindi, but I would
find difficult to find out different terminologies of my subject in local
languages. I am very comfortable teaching in English rather than regional
language /mother tongue. Even I am very much hesitant in teaching
with my mother tongue, i.e., Konkani.

(Female teacher 6'° from Bangalore [ Karnataka])

Lastly, in terms of pedagogical deficit, teachers expressed a lack of training in
delivering inclusive education. She thinks that code-switching is quite frequent
in their classroom.

What I believe is we should have this inclusive education. See, subjects
are connected. Suppose I am teaching Hindi, and Hindi is such a tough
language, many times, words are too tough for children to understand.
Naturally, we must resort to the English language. So, we try to connect
subjects; it is not like it cannot be connected. Subjects should be con-
nected to each other as it makes the learning process easy for both the
teacher and the student.

(Female teacher 6'¢ from Bangalore [ Karnataka])

The concerns of teachers make it obvious that pupils from difterent language
backgrounds will face difficulties. Moreover, this would create spaces where
specific language expressions are restricted and result in linguistic hegemony
in schools where certain languages would be the most common.
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Neoliberal-accountability pedagogy

Finally, the issue of neoliberal accountability pedagogy explores the challenges
teachers encounter in putting language policy reforms into practice, focusing
on the importance of the English language and parental expectations in par-
ticular. There has been a great deal of discussion regarding the links between
the neoliberal political and economic reforms and the school accountability
system (see Lall and Anand, 2022; Lipman, 2004; Luke, 2004; Apple, 2001;
Hursh, 2007).

In the eyes of neoliberalism, human and societal activity is most rationally
and efficiently arranged when it is integrated into the real or imagined struc-
ture of the capitalist market. In the case of for-profit educational initiatives, the
market literally takes over teaching and learning. Teachers, students and the
school community are taught to view themselves as essentially different and in
a state of perpetual rivalry (Saltman, 2005; Au, 2011). Individuals are taught
to view themselves as human capital sellers in a world where winners and losers
constantly exist, and the losers’ “inefliciencies” are solely their own fault. It
also appears that this restructuring of education around a business model is
imposing an ideological boundary on education. The competitive nature of
education is greatly exacerbated by the test-based accountability system, which
sets schools, teachers and students against one another in an attempt to achieve
higher rankings and higher test scores (Saltman, 2005).

Teachers in Assam’s government schools said they would rather use English
because most parents have asked them to help their children become fluent
speakers of the language (for instance, Male teacher 10 from Silchar [ Assam]).
Teachers in government schools also mentioned that, as a result of globalisa-
tion, parents continue to favour English.

At least some 50% of the students are benefited with this English
medium. It’s a fact. So why to rollback? So, learning the local languages
or regional language or mother tongue is certainly the most essential
thing. So, more emphasis can be given on it as a subject instead of
namesake having a third language. So, if we give more emphasis, I
think a mother tongue as a medium at this juncture may not be very
good idea. It’s like, unless we have change in attitude. Now, rolling
back to mother tongue maybe a bit uneasy thing, at least for majority
of the people.

(Male teacher 68 from Bangalore [Karnataka])

Not only government schools, in fact the private school teachers from
Karnataka shared the same sentiment, she said,

If precisely speaking first, second, and third grade is OK, but from the 4
grade onwards, I think the child should be exposed to English speaking
because they have to compete with the outside world. If they only keep
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giving emphasize on their mother tongue, they will not be able to post
themselves confidently to the outside world, so probably only at the
primary level mother tongues can be emphasized.

(Female teacher 3" from Bangalore [ Karnataka])

Another private school teacher shared that,

English is more of a global language, so government should not think of
completely removing it from the curriculum. As we know India is very
diverse and many languages are spoken in India, I think English may be
an option to bridge this communication gap between people of different
languages. So, I think English is necessary too.

(Female teacher 7%° from Bangalore [ Karnataka])

Even private school teachers from Rajasthan agree with the usage of English. She
thinks that “...only English language can be helpful for children’s growth and not
the languages like Sanskrit. But not only private schools, parents of this era also
thinking the same way” (Male teacher 3?! from Jaipur [Rajasthan]). There are
significant concerns about linguistic and cultural relevance as well as equity in the
classroom raised by these standardised accountability measures for teachers.

The opinions of teachers allude to a few conceptual insights. First, as
reviewed in theme 1 decolonisation should be reflected in language training
and education by reflecting the diverse range of linguistic identities and sub-
jectivities (Phyak and Costa, 2021). Second, the social justice paradigm
(Randolph and Johnson, 2017), which tackles the issue of resource distribu-
tion in Indian schools, makes equity evident in theme 2. The disparity in fund-
ing between rural and urban communities in various states makes this a crucial
issue for educators. The social justice framework also makes clear that, in order
to reduce educational disparities, accountability methods must be scaled back
as seen in theme 3. As per a decolonial perspective, teachers’ views suggest that
there is a need for constructing spaces for belongingness and promoting lan-
guage justice, which could only be achieved by emphasising varieties of lan-
guage through translingual praxis. This approach rejects “nationalist and
neoliberal ideologies that position languages and their users unequally” (Sah
and Kubota, 2022, p. 143).

Translingual practice-based framework—is this the way forward?

In response to the teachers’ views, this chapter suggests a translingual practice-
based framework by Mahapatra and Anderson (2023) for the implementation
of the NEP 2020’s multilingual policy in schools. Translingual praxis refers to
the pedagogical strategy that uses different languages at once based on the
habitus of children in a classroom. It is because the framework has integrated
multiple theories by famous scholars (see Anderson, 2018; Garcfa and Wei,
2014; Canagarajah, 2013; Omidire and Ayob, 2020) on translingual practices,
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which are ideal for the diverse context of India, where pedagogical practices
are inherently translingual (as claimed by scholars such as Anderson, 2017,
Anderson & Lightfoot, 2021) as seen above. Furthermore, the curriculum in
the majority of Indian states exposes children to at least three languages
(Mahapatra and Anderson, 2023). The most important feature of this frame-
work is its adaptability to community needs and concerns within a broadly
defined policy change; this is especially evident in its acceptance of local affor-
dances and solutions, perhaps reflecting on teachers’ linguistic habitus. It is
known as a “multilingual formula,” according to Agnihotri (2014), and it
symbolises social practice in the identical way that language—in its broader
sense—has always been used throughout the vast majority of India, if not all
of it. Four pedagogical concepts, which can be supported across the educa-
tional system from teacher preparation to curriculum and materials develop-
ment and school management, form the foundation of the LFL framework:
language inclusivity??, language equity?®, first or native language support?;
and cognitive independence®®. Although the framework seems relevant,
Mahapatra and Anderson (2023) claim that there are challenges in the imple-
mentation of this framework which are political will, teacher training and
motivation of school stakeholders.

The framework in the author’s opinion identifies and values linguistic variety
at its core. Within the context of decolonisation, it strongly rejects the historical
impositions of dominant colonial languages. By acknowledging and recognising
a range of languages and dialects, the framework actively opposes linguistic
hegemony and fosters an environment where a diversity of linguistic expressions
is appreciated (Mahapatra and Anderson, 2023). In addition to acknowledging
linguistic inclusion, valuing languages within the context of decolonisation and
social justice also acknowledges the unique cultural identities that are deeply
embedded in each language. It could also contribute to a more nuanced under-
standing of the diverse cultural situations present within educational systems.

As rightly said by Mohanty (2023, p. 156), “Languages are resources, not
burdens, in multilingual societies”

Notes

1 Multilingualism is defined as “the ability of communities or persons to meet the
communicative requirements of themselves and their society in normal daily life in
two or more languages in their interaction with speakers of any of these languages”
(Mohanty, 2019, p. 17 cited in Mohanty, 2023).

2 According to Mohanty (2019, p. 157), “...for a child home language is defined as
an experienced variety or language(s) used in the family, whereas MT [Mother
Tongue] is a generic term for a common mutually intelligible form of language
across families, neighbourhood, and regions.” Mohanty (2023, p. 157) also states
that there are different notions of Mother Tongue and sometimes misconceived in
classrooms in order to “ignore and invisibilize the languages and cultural practices
children bring to school.” NEP (2020, Section 4.9) describes MT. It characterises
MT as the language that helps students learn more effectively and as a tool for how
they think.
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According to Bourdieu and Thompson (1991, p. 12), a habitus is a group of dis-
positions acquired during socialisation that make an agent more likely to act and
react in specific ways. Through habit, people form ideas about how to act and react
in their day-to-day existence. According to Bourdieu (1986), linguistic capital is
defined as a subset of cultural capital that denotes “the capacity to produce expres-
sions a propos, for a particular market.”

Bengali, Hindi and English.

Assamese as mother tongue, Hindi, and English.

She speaks Assamese as mother tongue, Hindi, and English.

He speaks Malayalam as mother tongue, English, and Hindi.

He speaks Kannada as mother tongue, Hindi, and English.

She speaks Konkani, English, Kannada, and Hindi.

She speaks Kannada as mother tongue, English, a little bit of Hindi and Telugu.
He speaks Hindi, English and Punjabi.

She speaks Hindi and English.

He speaks Tamil, Kannada, Telugu, Malayalam, Hindi and English.

She speaks Telugu, Tamil, English, Kannada and Hindi.

She speaks Konkani, English, Kannada and Hindi.

She speaks Konkani, English, Kannada and Hindi.

She speaks Bengali as mother tongue, Hindi, English and a bit of Assamese.

He speaks Kannada as mother tongue, Telugu, Hindi and English.

She speaks Pattegari, English, Kannada and Hindi.

She speaks Urdu, Hindi and English.

He speaks Hindi as mother tongue and English.

In a school, all languages should be welcomed and given equal consideration. Even
while curriculum-defined evaluation and outcomes-oriented goals may require stu-
dents to adopt certain language habits, teacher participation in class discussion
should always take precedence over language choice (Mahapatra and Anderson,
2023).

Establishing a classroom community that neither prioritises nor excludes any lan-
guage reduces the risks that dominant languages may pose to the identity, self-
esteem and rights of learners (and their families). The eradication of this risk has
the potential to increase learners’ motivation to study and master these languages
(Mahapatra and Anderson, 2023).

According to Mahapatra and Anderson (2023), students are provided with
resources (e.g., expository texts, bilingual dictionaries/electronic translation, mul-
tilingual wall charts, etc.) and mediation (i.e., support from peers, teachers, and
parents/caretakers) as needed to enable access to curriculum content and skill
development beyond the classroom.

It is acknowledged that language competency and cognitive development can be
separated in order to guarantee equal (or as equal as naturally practicable) access to
learning for students who are less capable in a dominant classroom language.
Students are provided with opportunities to demonstrate their comprehension of
curriculum content in their preferred languages whenever feasible. This includes
during formative and summative assessments (Mahapatra and Anderson, 2023).
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5 Unofficial Bilingualism in
English-Only Policy Context

A Postmethod Pedagogy for Difficult

Circumstances in Rural Government Schools
of Tamil Nadu

Jenifer Deivanayagam and Bhavani Sanjeevirajn

Introduction

Tamil Nadu is considered a model state in terms of its welfare schemes, which
reach all sections of the people. As per the state’s Human Development Report,
Tamil Nadu is one of two advanced states with a negative net migration rate.
This is primarily due to its education system: its literacy rate, one of the highest
in the country, has grown from 62.66% per the 1991 census to 80.33% per the
2011 census. It has relatively low school dropout rates. Even Dalit students
have lower dropout rates compared to other states (Government of Tamil
Nadu, 2017). Despite this “success” in education, the use of English medium
instruction in government schools in Tamil Nadu has remained an issue of
concern. English-medium education has proliferated in Tamil Nadu, with
most private schools offering only English-medium schooling. With the over-
all perceived value attached to English as a means of social mobility, these
English-medium schools are becoming quite popular. This is evidenced by the
increase in private schools from 4.16% in 2002-2003 to 18.96% in 2011-2012
(Government of Tamil Nadu, 2017). As per the ASER 2014 survey (ASER
Centre, 2015), all over India, enrolment in private schools increased to 70% in
2014 compared to 2004. This is primarily due to the preference of parents for
English-medium schools (better quality of education), which were only oftered
by private schools at that time. In Tamil Nadu, the government schools were
predominantly Tamil-medium, with one section dedicated to English-medium
instruction in each class in select schools. The increase in private school enrol-
ment of 73% for students in the age groups of 6-14 in the state (Jain &
Ramya, 2015) has led the government to start English-medium schools to
prevent drop-out rates and provide subsidised English education.

In addition to the issue of dropouts from government schools, there is also
the issue of social justice, which is where English education in India is con-
cerned. Kancha Ilaiah Shepherd (2016, 2019, 2020, 2022) advocates for pub-
lic schooling in India to be entirely converted into English-medium schools
because such seduction has been historically denied to the backward and
scheduled castes of India. By making government schools follow a regional
medium of instruction, the burden of preserving Indian languages, tradition
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and culture is thrust upon the poorer sections of society who study in govern-
ment schools. In contrast, the elites (upper castes such as Brahmins and oth-
ers) continue to reap the benefits of English education offered by private and
Christian missionary-run schools. The poorest masses, who actually need
English for social mobility, are left behind. He requests political leaders to
make government schools English-medium so that the Babujan (backward
masses) can access English. Thus, we might say that in also keeping with such
a philosophy, English-medium instruction has been introduced in government
schools in many states, including Tamil Nadu.

In these English-medium schools, official policy dictates that all the sub-
jects, let alone the English language, be taught in the medium of instruction.
However, the students do not have enough English proficiency to learn solely
through the language. Therefore, teachers use Tamil to teach not only subjects
such as science and social science but also English. This chapter elaborates on
why English teachers in rural government schools use Tamil to teach English
against official policy—eftectively following a practice of what we term “unof-
ficial bilingualism.” It elucidates how they employ Tamil unofficially to navi-
gate this “difficult circumstance of English Language Teaching (ELT),”
wherein the students do not have English at the level expected of the text-
books and official education policy. It finally explains how this phenomenon of
“unofhicial bilingualism” aligns with the three parameters of “postmethod
pedagogy” proposed by Kumaravadivelu (2001).

This chapter argues that the English medium of instruction, with its
English-only teaching policy, is a “difficult circumstance” in rural government
schools. To navigate this difficulty, the use of L1 in L2 teaching, as a form of
“unofhicial bilingualism,” is prevalent as a “postmethod pedagogy” in govern-
ment schools, where English is taught using Tamil. The chapter contextualises
this phenomenon by studying select rural government schools in the Salem
district of Tamil Nadu. It classifies how teachers use Tamil unofficially in the
teaching of English. In doing so, it implicates the challenges of English educa-
tion in rural government schools at the periphery. It also contributes to teacher
education in terms of appropriate methodologies required, the role of teacher
autonomy, the use of multilingual practices, the propagation of successful
strategies, and the bridging of practice and research in the educational context
of rural Tamil Nadu.

Difficult Circumstances in ELT, Unofficial Bilingualism and
Postmethod Pedagogy

This chapter propounds the phenomenon of “unofficial bilingualism”
grounded within the conceptual framework of “difficult circumstances in
ELT” (West, 1960; Smith, 2011; Anderson, 2021) and explains it as a form of
“postmethod pedagogy” (Kumaravadivelu, 2001, 2014). The concept of “dif-
ficult circumstances in ELT” describes situations that may be detrimental to
teaching English, such as large classrooms, crowded seating, inadequate
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infrastructure, teachers with limited English proficiency and challenging
weather (West, 1960, p. 1). The concept became a research agenda in Smith
(2011), who reiterated that classroom obstacles, unmanageable classrooms
and untrained teachers affected English language teaching globally. Anderson
etal. (2021) argued for reformulating the concept of “difficult circumstances”
to include issues of policy and advocate studying successful classroom practices
through inclusive context-specific approaches. In this chapter, we argue that
the official policy of English-medium instruction qualifies as a difficult circum-
stance for ELT. Data on Tamil Nadu from the National Achievement Survey
showed that 90% of students’ school language is the same as their home lan-
guage (compared to 78% at the national level). This indicates the widespread
use of the mother tongue in instruction regardless of whether the school fol-
lows English-medium of instruction or not (Ministry of Education, 2021).
The teachers, therefore, use their mother tongue (Tamil) to teach English.

The data collected from our fieldwork sheds light on how Tamil is used to
make “sense” in an English classroom. The teachers do not hesitate to use L1
in their classes; in fact, using L1 and English together is perceived to be nor-
mal, and using only English is odd and counterproductive. However, since the
official policy is to teach in English, the bilingual method of teaching English
through Tamil is practised unofficially. We term this bilingualism, which
emerges out of the necessity of the classroom context but is also restricted by
official policy, as “unofficial bilingualism.” The concept differs from the related
term of “guilty translanguaging” (Anderson & Lightfoot, 2018), which
describes contexts where teachers do not favourably view the development of
bilingual competence among their students nor believe in the use of translan-
guaging to help in learning.

In contrast, “unofficial bilingualism,” as practised by the teachers in this
study, is associated with a certain degree of teacher agency. The teachers inter-
viewed for this study fully understand the importance of the role L1 plays in
their classroom and use bilingualism with some conscious effort. Their agency
takes the argument to focus on the notions of method and postmethod in
ELT. Kumaravadivelu (2014) notes that method is the core of ELT and is
intimately related to teacher agency, particularly in the postcolonial context.
This theory serves to explain how “unofficial bilingualism,” as an act of teacher
agency in the postcolonial context of Indian ELT, qualifies as a postmethod
pedagogy. Postmethod pedagogy (Kumaravadivelu, 2001) is a “3D system”
consisting of an interface between the three parameters—Particularity,
Practicality and Possibility.

Particularity advocates that language teaching must be context-sensitive:
customised to the teachers who transact the methods, the learners to whom
the methods are directed, the goals of the classroom curriculum, the institu-
tions in which the teachers and learners are hosted, and the socio-cultural
atmosphere in which they are situated. Practicality aims to address the divide
between theorising and actual classroom practice. Applied linguists typically
propound ELT theories, while teachers carry out actual classroom practice.
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The former’s theories sometimes prove irrelevant to the ground realities of
classroom practice, while the latter’s practice throws up challenges that need
adept theorising. Practicality aims to bridge this gap between the applied lin-
guist and the classroom teacher. Possibility argues that classroom teaching of
language must prove to be radically transformative for the learners as well as
the teachers. It must provide for the identity formation of individual learners
and teachers and be a means of social transformation. We argue that “unoffi-
cial bilingualism” is a form of postmethod pedagogy, as it aligns with the three
tenets of Particularity, Practicality and Possibility, through a discussion of the
interview data collected from teachers.

The concept of difficult circumstances provides the background for using
L1 in the classroom despite official policy mandating teachers not to do so.
The concept of postmethod pedagogy provides theoretical justification and
legitimises this use of L1. It enables the argument for making “Unofhicial
Bilingualism” official, reconciles classroom practice with official policy and dis-
cusses its implications for classroom policy and teacher education.

Discussion of Methodological Approach

The data for this chapter was gathered for a larger study on understanding
bilingual practices in government schools in Tamil Nadu. Three rural govern-
ment schools in the Salem district of Tamil Nadu were chosen for this study:
Panchayat Union Middle School Malangadu, Panchayat Union Middle School
Rangapuram, and Government High School Panamarathupatti. All these
schools are situated in rural areas and are managed by their respective
panchayats. Unlike the schools in Salem city, these rural schools lack extensive
facilities. A fieldwork of three months’ duration was conducted at these three
schools.

This study employed two research methods—classroom observation and
telephone interviews. Three English teachers’ classes at the upper primary
level (6,7,8) were observed and recorded in the form of video recordings,
particularly to study the teachers’ use of bilingualism in transacting their les-
sons. Attention was paid to specific instances of the teachers’ use of learners’
L1—Tamil. This was then thematically categorised and analysed according to
the framework of Braun and Clarke (2006). For this analysis, three teachers’
classes were taken to study how L1 is used in these classrooms to facilitate
learning among low-proficient learners.

In addition, in-depth semi-structured telephone interviews were conducted
with 20 teachers of English from government schools across Tamil Nadu on
their use of bilingual practices to supplement classroom observation. To
understand the teachers’ backgrounds, they were asked to reflect on their own
experiences and the challenges they faced as learners of English. Additionally,
their perceptions of the students’ backgrounds were also asked. The responses
provided a comprehensive picture of their general social conditions and their
impact on their classroom experiences. Of the 20 teachers interviewed, this
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chapter uses interviews with 5 teachers from Salem to contextualise the field
site. Illustrative quotations from these five teachers are incorporated into this
chapter, alongside scholarship supporting their statements. For ease of report-
ing, the study relies on data from eight teachers in total—three for the class-
room observation and five for the telephone interviews.

The teachers are numbered from T1 to T8. Teachers 1-3 are those whose
classes were observed, and teachers 4-8 are those whose interviews are used for
this study. The information gathered from the classroom observations and the
telephone interviews with teachers are presented in a narrative format. They
ultimately serve to describe the “Unofficial Bilingualism” prevalent in the
English-medium classrooms of these rural government schools as a postmethod
pedagogy necessitated by the difficult circumstances surrounding it. The follow-
ing section provides illustrations of L1 practices carried out in the schools. In
tracing parallels between the practices from the classroom observations and the
information provided in the interviews, a cross-section of classroom practices in
three schools of Salem is matched with the practices across multiple districts of
Tamil Nadu. All Tamil words used in the teachers’ responses are italicised.

English-Only Policy: A “difficult circumstance” in Rural
Government Schools of Tamil Nadu

In its broader use, language policy may refer “to decisions about language
made by individuals or groups on many different social levels” (Richards &
Schmidt, 2016, p. 320). These could be to encourage /discourage the use of
particular languages in specific instances. Language policies may be overt and
covert—the former being explicit and formal, while the latter is informal,
implicit and unstated. The L1 is not usually considered a potent source for
classroom teaching by those involved in the policymaking and administration
of ELT in India. This attitude has to do more with the unfavourable historical
attitude towards L1, which is a characteristic of the field of English Language
Teaching in India (Kumaravadivelu, 2006, p. 309).

In India, states like Andhra Pradesh have converted all government schools
to English medium instruction to make English available to the masses. Tamil
Nadu has partly converted many of its schools to English medium. However,
this has often been critiqued by some who fear the loss of the regional languages
to the hegemony of English. Kancha Ilaiah Shepherd (2016, 2019, 2020,
2022) critiques those who argue for a mother-tongue medium of Education.
He says that certain elite sections argue that English destroys Indian languages,
so government schools should have regional languages as the medium of
instruction. Moreover, most private schools are English-medium, so why should
government schools catering to poor students not also be English-medium?

Talaih’s arguments reflect the ground reality that rather than acting as a bridge
between socio-economic classes, English itself has created a division “between
those who can speak English, and those who cannot” (Graddol, 2006, p. 9).
Simply put, like the “haves” and “have-nots,” there are the “speaks” and the
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“speaks-not” English social categories. Indian society is entering an era where
“not to have English is to be marginalised and excluded” (Graddol, 2006, p. 10).
For sections such as the middle class, “it is their keen familiarity with the benefits
bestowed by an English-medium education and with the economic marginalisa-
tion and social indignity suffered by those who cannot speak fluent English”
(Graddol, 2006, p. 88) which drives them towards English-medium instruction.
Tlaiah’s (and others) advocacy of English education for the lower-middle classes
and the poorer sections is laudable. Nevertheless, practical difficulties prevent the
realisation of this ideal vision of English education as social mobility.

In the English medium school context of rural Tamil Nadu, which is the
study’s field site, lessons are supposed to be taught only in English. Tamil is
not supposed to be used. This overt English-only language policy is a “difficult
circumstance,” especially as students are first-generation learners of English
from families of low socio-economic status. Their parents have had limited
schooling, with most employed as daily wagers in weaving, farming and mill-
work. Only a few of them could even sign their name. Prabhu (T5) says that
around 90% of parents are uneducated but eager to help their children. But
alas, they do not have the education to help them.

Considering the “rural” as marginal in terms of English, “children in village
schools are less likely to hear English being spoken or see it on signs or adver-
tising” (Graddol, 2006, p. 88). In urban areas, English, in its various semiotic
forms, is more visible on the main roads than on alleyways. Likewise, in rural
areas, English is used more in rural areas near highways and not in the interior
villages. While the rural schools attempt to increase the use and availability of
English within their campuses to offset its scarcity outside, with English-
medium instruction being a major addition to this initiative, this policy also
runs into on-ground difficulties. Govindaraj (T8) says that the students use
Tamil to process a piece of information and make sense of it. On the link
between the rural location and English, he elaborates:

They are struggling. It depends on the surroundings. We live in rural
areas. They all speak only in Tamil. Only in school do we teach English.
And even English classes last only about 40 minutes. Even if we try to
converse in English, they’ll not grasp it (manasula pathiyathu). Once
English class is over, other subjects like maths, science, and social science
will be taught in Tamil.

Igbal Judge notes that teachers teaching in semi-urban or rural areas or even
among SES classrooms might be required to teach English in the regional
language. All English teachers in India might have, at some other point in their
careers, relied on the use of the L1 to teach the L2, i.e., English. Oftentimes,
such use might go against institutional policies of strict L1-only policy. In such
cases, teachers use L1 as a last and necessary resort and might claim or cite the
practical difficulties of following such official policies to the dot (Khanna &
Sahgal, 2012, p. 33).
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In rural government schools, especially at the primary level, there are only
one or two teachers per school who handle all the subjects. These teachers may
or may not be proficient in English. Teachers at the primary level may not also
have a degree in English. Apart from this, the teachers, as non-native speakers
of English (i.e., for whom English is a second language), might not be as pro-
ficient as required. In a study on upper primary school teachers in Tamil Nadu
by Cambridge Assessment, most scored only a B1 per the Common European
Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR). Only a handful got C1. As
per European standards, B1 was “the minimum language requirement for an
English teacher,” though C1 was preferred (Graddol, 2006, p. 95).

Moreover, Tamil Nadu abides by the No Detention Policy of the Right to
Education Act, 2009. As per this act, students will not be held back a year,
irrespective of their results in the annual exams, until their eighth standard. In
this scenario, for example, students who do not have English proficiency at the
primary level are promoted to Upper Primary. In such cases, even if the teach-
ers have a background in English, they struggle to impart English skills as the
textbooks are considerably above the level of the learners’ proficiency. The
National Achievement Survey (NAS) data for Tamil Nadu reports a score of
43 for the ability of the students to “read, comprehend, and respond to texts
immediately in English” (Ministry of Education, 2021). Similarly, the ASER
Rural Report of 2022 (ASER, 2023) shows that only 37.3% of class 6 students
could read simple sentences such as “What is the time?” and “This is a large
house.” The number is 44.9 % and 57.8 % for classes 7 and 8, respectively.
What is worrisome is that 22.2% of Class 6 students could not read even sim-
ple words. Moreover, the percentage declines further for the lower classes.
The textbooks, therefore, do not match the students’ proficiency level, mak-
ing it difficult for both the teachers and the learners to achieve the learning
outcomes.

Officials such as the Block Research Teachers (BRTs) inspect the schools
and provide direction. When the teachers were asked about these BRTs’ stance
towards using Tamil, each teacher had different information. Meignanamani
(T4) says they were instructed that English teachers only use English.
Conversely, Prabhu (T5) opines that since the BRTs know the ground reality,
they understand if the teachers use Tamil. Vishnupriya (T6) says the officials
tell them to teach bilingually until the primary level. After the sixth or seventh
standard, the teachers are told to use only English. Thus, there is a clear policy
of English-only instruction, but some leeway is given to teachers to use the
mother tongue. However, such word-of-mouth approval does not address the
difficulties of learning English. For instance, students’ fear of the English lan-
guage is a commonality in multiple teachers’ accounts. Yamini (T7) says that
the children are fearful of the language:

The thing is, at an elementary level, what happens is the teacher handles
all five subjects. So, the teacher will be focusing on all the subjects. And
one subject will be in English. They are learning all the subjects in their
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mother tongue. So, naturally, the children are fearful towards the lan-
guage. But when it comes to middle school, we have teachers for all the
individual subjects, Math, Science, Tamil, and Social Studies, and we
have teachers for different subjects. English at the primary level is taught
as a subject. But when the subject teacher handles it, English is taught as
a skill, as a language.

Vishnupriya’s (T6) answer further elaborates on the fearful reaction of chil-
dren to English:

They will have a very strange look at the teacher and the classroom. You can
see a lot of emojis on their faces. If they understand, we can see it in their eyes.
If they are not comfortable, they will be blinking like anything. That’s the
reality.

She says that in such a context, bilingualism is used to show the students
that English is not that hard. Thus, we see that the mother tongue provides a
means of emotional protection to assuage the fear of English.

Without this use of Tamil, students would not learn anything at all.
Meignanamani (T4) says her students will be “at a zero level.” Her students
are already scared of English; she says they will be more scared if the teaching
is completely in English. This might go to the extent where their chances of
continuing education would be uncertain. Prabhu (T5) says the primary rea-
son for such fear is probably because the students think that English is some-
thing grand. They have that awe-struck feeling. He admits that even he had
that awe as a student. He says: “If you speak five minutes continuously in
English, I would look at you with awe.” Govindaraj (T8) says that if he were
to speak only in English, his students, after listening for five minutes, would
say, “Sir, we don’t understand anything. Please speak in Tamil.” Vishnupriya
(T6) says that only 4-5 students will understand if spoken to in English, and
the rest will not understand anything. Moreover, they will not answer and will
sit simply. Hence, the teachers first explain in Tamil and then shift to English.
Thus, Tamil is used as a scaffold upon which English is introduced and taught
to the students in stages.

When asked about their own experiences of learning English and being
taught bilingually, teachers admit that they, too, feared the English language
as school students. Vishnupriya (T6) says, “English class itself is scary. Till the
5% we would not understand it, no. English teacher we would be afraid of.
Azyoo English. What will we do?” In addition to their feelings towards the
English language, we notice that the teachers’ proficiency in English is also not
on par with the level normally expected of a teacher. Meignanamai ('T4) states
that they mostly studied everything in their mother tongue. In English, slightly
laced with errors, she says:

Being a kid where I didn’t have any opportunity to open my mouth in
English at home and my surroundings where I grew up, I wanted my
class children to also meet up with such an experience because they are
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in the same position. They don’t have support from home or any other
chances, no? So I encourage them, and I give them a stage. Even if I take
a class, one day class, I make them involve [sic]... all of them to come in
front of the class.

We see that the teachers do commit small errors in speaking. This underscores
the observations made by Graddol (2006) that English teachers are them-
selves not proficient enough. It also qualifies as one of the difficult circum-
stances that West (1960) and later Smith (2011) note in their respective
definition of the concept. The reasons for this could be varied. Prabhu (T5)
says no one asked them to speak in English throughout their school life: “Even
in college, we only realised on our own that we had to speak in English. Same
in teacher training, we didn’t try.” Their teachers used only Tamil to teach
English. They read in English and explained in Tamil. And because they were
in the Tamil medium, they would never expect much from English. Moreover,
they would have an “aversion” towards English. The lack of external guidance
and delayed internal motivation could be a reason for Prabhu’s low proficiency
levels among English teachers. However, Prabhu exercises his agency by using
his past experience to motivate himself to teach his students. Since he did not
have much knowledge of vocabulary in his school days, he emphasises the
teaching of vocabulary for his students. He gives them a lot of picture-oriented
vocabulary activities. He says, “Take this word hour — they say ‘an hour,” right?
I only recently learned that we should use ‘an’ before vowel sounds because I
was taught that ‘an’ was used before the letters a, e, i, o, u.” This shows us that
the use of bilingualism as a learning-teaching strategy, while a common phe-
nomenon for many decades in Tamil Nadu, is also an absolute necessity due to
the lack of proficiency of the students, their fear of English, and the teachers’
own lack of training and proficiency.

There has always been confusion regarding the use of L1 in the English
classroom among experts and teachers alike. Prominent second language
acquisition theorists, such as Stephen Krashen and Jim Cummins, believed
that the use of the mother tongue or L1 in the English classroom would be
detrimental to the learning of English for two major reasons: that it could
interfere with the mastery of the language; and that the use of L1 could poten-
tially reduce the exposure to English in the classroom given that in most sec-
ond language learning contexts, any input in English the students are given is
within their classrooms. But information from the fields also illustrates this
confusion. Govindaraj (T8) says,

If we just say it all in English and move on, the students will not under-
stand anything. I prefer using both languages, even when people observe
my classes. There are two kinds of people (officials) with two different
mindsets. One says, “Use Tamil meanings also so that the students
understand.” The other kind says, “Why are you using Mother tongue?
Speak only in English”. There is confusion.
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To reconcile this confusion, we argue that these instances of using the mother
tongue to navigate language learning challenges in such “difficult circumstances”
is a form of postmethod pedagogy on the part of the teachers. Postmethod ped-
agogy can be seen as part of a larger work of scholarship emanating within Indian
(and postcolonial) ELT that accedes importance to the role of the teacher in the
classroom and allows for greater autonomy of teaching method and theory. We
will see illustrations from our study that provide evidence for this claim.

1) L1 and making “sense” in the English classroom

The use of L1 is reported through the different functions they perform and
the contexts in which they are performed. We identified several functions
both inductively and deductively. The various contexts of L1 use are all
primarily linked to the “making sense” function in the English classroom.
Its sub-classifications include translating, eliciting answers, building on stu-
dents’ knowledge, and teaching new vocabulary. These are the major func-
tions that illustrate how L1 is used for meaning-making in English
classrooms where learners lack proficiency. Kumaravadivelu also advocates
for home language support to help learners access the curriculum until they
develop sufficient English to move on to EMI. He says that,

The first language is perhaps the most useful, and the least-used
resource students bring to the L2 classroom, a fact which has been
largely overlooked. This is partly due to two interrelated factors: the
theory and practice of established methods discourage the use of L1 in
the L2 classroom, and the political economy of English Language
Teaching, which promotes the interests of prenative speakers of English
who do not normally share the language of their learners.
(Kumaravadivelu, 2006)

Kumaravadivelu suggests that the learners should also be treated as a source
of cultural knowledge. The learner’s cultural knowledge in L1 can be used
in classroom discussions. This will benefit not only the classmates but the
teacher as well. To illustrate this, take this instance from the classroom
observation: Teacher 8 refers to the girls in the class who have plaited their
hair to explain what a pigtail is. “Plait”(Jadaz) is used as an equivalent to
“pigtail.” T8 gives the following illustration to explain the word “impact.”
She first gives the Tamil meaning of the word—Thaakam. Then, she gives
the analogy of rain and its aftermath: broken trees and water stagnation and
calls it the impact of the rain, using the L1.

2) Translation as an immediate vesource
The teachers use translations of varying degrees for a range of functions
such as explaining, instructing, illustrating, managing the classroom, elicit-
ing answers, motivating the learners, providing feedback, and so on.
Teachers 1 and 2 extensively rely on the direct translation of sentences
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uttered in English to ensure that the learners fully understand. They utter
sentences/phrases in English first and translate them immediately, and they
do it spontaneously, owing to their experience using such a strategy. The
following are some examples of direct translations provided by the
teachers:

Why won’t it be possible? yen possible illa?

But the sage did not think about it. Atha pathi avaru think panala.

It is a curious case for him. Avaruku ithu cuvious case ah irukun

Does the computer have a brain? Brain iruka?

What do you think of these words? Idha pathathum ungalukn ena
thonuthu?

These direct translations help learners acquire the English equiva-
lents of the Tamil words and phrases over time. However, there is a risk
of students not paying attention to the English sentences and actively
substituting them with Tamil counterparts since the teachers will be
translating anyway. Nevertheless, translation is one of the most effec-
tive, direct and oldest language teaching tools that aids not only in the
mastery of the target language but also has been proven to develop the
metalinguistic awareness of the learners.

3) Building on student’s knowledge
Vishnupriya (T6) says that she uses the L1 to build on the learner’s
knowledge:

While taking grammar classes, if we are teaching verbs, I use Tamil to
make him familiar with action verbs and be-form verbs. I explain by
bringing Kadantha kalam, nigal kaalam, evantha kaalam (past, pres-
ent and future tense). Students then understand better. If you give an
example in Tamil, they will understand it better because they know
Tamil grammar already.

This inductive method of language teaching makes the learners think while
eliciting answers from them. Vishnupriya also says she teaches with an
example or a contextualised and simplified meaning instead of directly giv-
ing the Tamil word. This allows the students to say the word in Tamil and
helps with learning. If exposure to the language is given, it will “do won-
ders inside the child,” she says.

To illustrate what “voyage” is, T2 asks a series of questions in Tamil to
tap into the students’ existing knowledge. Q1. What do we call it when we
travel by bus or train? Q2. What do we call the action/process of going
from one place to another? Q3. We go to Ayyappan Kovil, Tirupati, and
all; what do you call that? (cultural-specific reference) Q4. Do we call it
travel? She states that, similarly, when people journey on a ship, it is called
a voyage. The teacher is able to draw parallels only because she uses Tamil,
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which makes the students participate. The teachers draw answers from the
students to make learning collaborative. In cases where the students can-
not comprehend the questions, they rephrase them in Tamil and revisit
the question stated in English to ensure the students understand. Prabhu
(T5) shows a picture of a caterpillar and asks what it is. The students say it
is “pulu” (worm). To elicit the word “caterpillar” from the students, she
asks a series of questions pointing to the wall in the classroom, then the
ceiling, and then a pillar (#hoon) and provides the first letter of the word as
a cue to make them guess the word. She also makes several other interest-
ing parallels between Tamil and English words, such as ¢/i (rat) for Queen
Elizabeth. The cultural and contextual knowledge the students bring to
the classroom is accessible only in L1. Moreover, the comparison of the
linguistic features of the two languages and the building upon what is
already known in L1 help learners engage with the two languages in mean-
ingful ways. This can also lead to “cross-linguistic transfer”—the transfer
of linguistic skills across languages as proposed by Cummins (2008).

4) Vocabulary teaching
Vocabulary teaching extensively happens by providing Tamil meanings or
equivalents to English words unknown to the learners. The teachers also
use bilingual dictionaries to help the learners find the words’ meanings.
Yamini (T7) explains that they follow ALM (Active learning methodology)
where the child has to read the text and find the meaning of the words
using a dictionary.

We use a bilingual dictionary. At first, they’ll stick to Tamil meanings,
but when they reach the 8th standard, they start using English mean-
ings. I’'m making my students write three new words and their Tamil
meanings, along with a sentence each in English using those three words.
The following is an example of a teacher making the learners look up an
unknown word from the lesson’s title for the day.

Govindaraj (T5) states that he always writes down the important words
and provides Tamil meanings to them. He states that this exercise helps
the learners infer the meaning of sentences. The following exchange
illustrates how teachers provide meaning for unknown words while
teaching a text:

T: A tragic story of a sage. What is the meaning of the word sage? Do
you have a dictionary? Get the dictionary and find out the meaning
of the word sage

(Students find the meaning together in groups.)

Miss, gnani (sage)

You are right. Grani. (Writes the English meaning on the board)

A wise man. Knowledgeable man nu solvom illaya? Tamil ln nyani nu
solrom, okay? (We say, knowledgeable man, no? In Tamil, we say
gnani)
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The teachers also contextualise the new words for the learners in ways
they can understand. They do this in many ways, including providing the
Tamil equivalent, as in the following case:

T: What does gobble mean?

S: Reading the glossary meaning

T: Sometimes the food you like the most...you eat it and gobble it.
Takkn takkunu eduthy mulunguvinga ln? Athu than. (People will eat
swiftly, no? That is it).

Meignanamani (T4) says that if she teaches a story and the students have a
page of text with the words they know the meaning of, it can be explained in
English. But when the children learn a text for the first time, she introduces
it in their mother tongue. She says it is only then that they will comprehend
quickly and not forget easily. Yamini (T7) says that if the teacher tries to con-
vey or teach the vocabulary in English for a single word, it will take at least 5
minutes. But if the teacher uses Tamil, it will take less than a minute. If the
child does not understand, then Tamil can be used. She also says that when
they learn in Tamil, they can learn it effectively ( Unarvu poorvamaga). What
is to be noted is that all these vocabulary teaching strategies are unique to the
respective teachers, designed specifically to cater to the needs of their learn-
ers, and are carefully tested through trial and error. They do this despite not
having received adequate in-service or pre-service training in teaching bilin-
gually. This “particularity” is one of the reasons why we claim unofficial bilin-
gualism as a postmethod pedagogy. Let us discuss this in detail.

Particularity, Practicality and Possibility

We claim that Unofhicial Bilingualism in the rural Tamil Nadu government
school context arises from the three parameters of postmethod pedagogy: par-
ticularity, practicality and possibility. It exhibits Particularity because the
teachers interviewed believe using L1 is an effective way of supporting the
learning of English among low-proficiency learners, i.e., in that particular con-
text. They asserted that it helps in better comprehension and active participa-
tion in the class. To illustrate, one of the teachers, Vishnupriya (T6), says that
she prefers a mother-tongue medium of instruction in schools, at least till the
primary level. Prabhu (T5) states that while he acknowledges the importance
of using Tamil, he also wants to ensure that his students use English more.
Tamil, if and when used, should be used in a focused manner to introduce
English. According to him, a ratio of 50:50 for the use of English and Tamil
and a 75:25 ratio of use in favour of English in higher classes is optimum. He
strongly believes that the use of Tamil should not be increased in higher classes.

Meignanamani (T4) believes that using Tamil to teach English is the cor-
rect method for government schools to convey the concepts that need to be
taught. This need does not, however, arise in private schools. However, for
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government school children, the mother tongue is the only weapon that helps
them understand the subject and makes classroom teaching successful. The
students are simply unaware of the vocabulary. In an English-only method,
whatever the teacher does, be it simplifying the lesson, enacting them, singing
the poems, and so on, only up to 80% of the children can understand. If the
lesson is taught bilingually, then 100% of the students will understand. It nor-
mally takes time for a government school student to develop their English
skills. Helping students achieve a level of proficiency also takes a lot of time.
Meignanamani says, “If he (a student) comes to me in the fifth standard, by
the eighth standard, he will be able to write this small about his village and
describe this on his own.”

The practice of Unofficial Bilingualism aligns with the tenet of Practicality
as it bridges applied linguistic theory with classroom practice. While interviews
with teachers show their unfortunate lack of understanding of bilingual peda-
gogy, they do practise it in their classrooms. Since there is no official sanction
for bilingual methods, the teachers are not given any training to use two lan-
guages in classroom instruction and assessment, but they continue to do so.
Unofficial bilingualism is, therefore, a proactive measure to address classroom
issues and social, political and cultural factors that affect L2 education.

Advancements in the field of bi/multilingualism and translanguaging have
now shown that the L1 is, in fact, very useful in imparting second language
skills (Lewis et al., 2012; Garcia & Lin, 2016; Wei, 2018). Teaching English
using Tamil would help tap into the first language schema and help bridge the
known knowledge with the unknown new information. Studies such as
MultiLiLa (British Council, 2020) in India have also shown the same. Judge
argues that deliberate and conscious planned use of the L1 can be a potent
resource for L2 in the classroom (Khanna & Sahgal, 2012, p. 34). Moreover,
such use of L1 performs the role of scaffolding or supporting material, trans-
lating into a symbiotic relationship between the L1 and the L2. Judge, how-
ever, only promotes the L1 as an aid and a tool for scaffolding meant to be
gradually reduced as the content taught proceeds.

But even this can be illustrated in the interviews. Explaining how she uses
Tamil, Meignanamani (T4) states that if a student does not know the meaning
of some words, she explains them in simple English. She determines if the
explanation has been understood based on the students’ responses. By giving
real-life examples from the surroundings in Tamil, the student is made to com-
prehend. The teachers point out that this kind of pedagogy helps all students,
especially those categorised as B and C-grade students. Bilingualism is espe-
cially beneficial for the average students and the late bloomers, according to
Meignanamani (T4). Vishnupriya (T6) agrees that the students would have
knowledge of what they learned in their mother tongue.

Finally, unofhicial bilingualism functions according to the tenet of Possibility
as it provides for the identity formation of teachers and students. Unofficial
bilingualism, as a teaching method followed by individual teachers, implies the
exercise of teacher agency as it is the method that is considered the “core of
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ELT” (Kumaravadivelu, 2006). All control of ELT lies with the control of
language teaching methods. In this context, the teacher’s agency in deciding
what method to implement is severely restricted by the textbook and a non-
contextual, generalised official language teaching policy determined by powers
far removed from the ground reality. Their use of unofficial bilingualism is a
radical act. Unofficial bilingualism enables the identity formation of the stu-
dents and accords them self-respect by its reconceptualisation of language into
a form of bilinguality. Such a process abandons the concept of “a language”
and embraces humans’ innate capability for “multilinguality” (Agnihotri,
2007). It is transformative for the learners as bilingualism equates their mother
tongue, Tamil, to English and treats the two as fluid and flowing into each
other. Such an act that equates language to multilingualism will neutralise
power and hierarchy between languages (Agnihotri, 2007).

The preceding passages delineate how the teachers’ use of bilingualism
arises out of the particular needs of the specific school contexts. It is custom-
ised for the particular context, and it is infinitely more practical in linking
theory to praxis. The phenomenon of unofficial bilingualism bridges the cur-
rent theory on multilingualism and translanguaging with classroom practice
and, therefore, fulfils the criteria of a pedagogy of practicality. Unofficial bilin-
gualism makes social change, mobility and identity formation possible by ena-
bling students from socio-economically weaker sections to learn English
through their language. Strategic use of the L1 to enable students to learn
English encourages learners’ independence and identity formation. Therefore,
all three tenets of postmethod pedagogy are seen in the use of bilingualism in
schools. Thus, casting the practice as a form of postmethod pedagogy, we
advocate legitimising the bilingual method through official policy.

Conclusion

The National Curriculum Framework (NCF) of 2005 says students

enter the school not only with thousands of words but also with full
control of the rules that govern the complex and rich structure of lan-
guage at the level of sounds, words, sentences, and discourse. A child
knows not only how to understand and speak correctly but also appro-
priately in her language(s).

(NCERT, 2005, p. 37)

The NCF’s approach may be termed multilingual in its pedagogy of English as
a second language. The goals for a second-language curriculum are twofold:
attainment of basic proficiency, such as acquired in natural language learning,
and development of the language into an instrument for abstract thought and
knowledge acquisition through (for example) literacy. This argues for an
across-the-curriculum approach that breaks down the barrviers between English
and other subjects, as well as English and other Indian languages (NCERT,
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2005, p. 30). While agreeing that English must be given a place alongside
Indian languages, the NCF states that this must be in a scenario wherein the
other Indian languages provide support to learning/teaching English. In
schools where English is the medium of instruction, “other Indian languages
need to be valorised to reduce the perceived hegemony of English.” It also
emphasises that “the relative success of ‘English medium’ schools” stand testi-
mony to the fact that any language is best taught “through exposure in a
meaningful context” (NCERT, 2005, p. 38).

Work on multilingualism in the Indian context by Agnihotri (2007, 2014,
2020, 2022) helps argue that the bilingual method of teaching English should
be regularised, and proper training should be given to teachers to teach bilin-
gually. Agnihotri’s work collectively proposes a “Pedagogy rooted in
Multilinguality” to bridge the gap between the elite and the masses with
respect for the languages of all learners. Agnihotri proposes that separate
classes to teach the grammar of different languages be abolished in favour of a
single language period, where language awareness is taught. A multilingual
medium of instruction will help navigate the marginality arising out of the
language hierarchy that any monolingual medium of instruction, including
English, produces. Multilinguality should be the basis for curriculum plan-
ning. English will be essential, but only in the context of multilingualism and
pluriculturalism. He proposes that teachers be trained to teach multilingually
through specialised, short-term training programmes.

In addition to such multilingual classrooms, introducing bilingual textbooks
and other materials would also be a good initiative. Doing so would address
concerns of inequity and marginality in language education. A bilingual
method of teaching English to students of government schools will ensure
social justice by reducing inequity in terms of access to English. The Tamil
Nadu government has already distributed bilingual storybooks to the school
library collection. It also uses the Tamil equivalent of terms in English in books
issued to newly formed English medium schools to help with the transition.
Several states in India, including Maharashtra, Karnataka and Telangana,
already use Bilingual textbooks. However, the aim is to help the students tran-
sition to full English instruction in the coming years. However, Bilingual text-
books in any form are helpful for the learners to comprehend better. They also
improve metalinguistic awareness and reduce the affective factors as they nor-
malise the use of both languages, therefore ensuring better language skills.
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6 XKerala’s Language Directive
and the Erasure of Gendered
Teacher Identities

Manisha Bhadvan

Introduction

In January 2023, the Commission for the Protection of Child Rights in the state
of Kerala in India issued a directive stating that schoolteachers may no longer be
addressed as “sir” or “miss” but only using the gender-neutral and generic term
“teacher” (“Teachers to be Addressed” 2023). The abolition of the use of gen-
dered terms is also the elimination of an exclusionary and binary form of address
that marginalises individuals who identify as non-binary. Drawing on the directive,
this study critically examines the effectiveness of a gender-neutral address in ensur-
ing a gender-just environment for students and teachers. It delves into the signifi-
cance and limitations of this directive in the socio-cultural milieu of the South
Indian state of Kerala. It seeks to answer the question of whether gender neutrality,
when imposed on addresses between teachers and students, becomes tantamount
to gender erasure. Additionally, the study aims to propose alternative methods of
integrating gender-equitable language use into the language classroom.

Background

Only a decade has passed since the Indian legal framework transitioned from
the binary and cisnormative conceptualisation of gender to the recognition of
persons whose gender identity differs from their sex as assigned at birth. In
2013, the Ministry of Social Justice and Empowerment constituted an Expert
Committee to study the problems faced by the transgender community in the
country and to recommend affirmative steps to ameliorate the same (“Welfare”
2017). In 2014, the Supreme Court of India, in the case filed by the National
Legal Services Authority of India (NALSA) demanding the legal recognition
of persons across the gender spectrum, drew upon the recommendations sub-
mitted by the Expert Committee and created the legal category of “the third
gender” (“NALSA vs. Union of India” 2024). The ruling recommended
including the third gender in the category of Other Backward Communities
(OBC), thereby qualifying them for reservation in education and employment
(Times of India, April 15, 2014 ). However, this recommendation of the apex
court has not been implemented even after a decade (Arora 2023).
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Challenges remain in the legal rights of gender minorities, including the
right to abortion and the right to protection against workplace harassment,
owing to the gendered and exclusionary language in which these laws are
phrased (Pandey 2024; Mishra and Shivam 2023). Legal measures ostensibly
intended to secure equal rights for individuals across the gender spectrum
have fallen considerably short of their purported aim. For instance, the
Transgender Persons (Protection of Rights) Bill, 2019, faced flak for its limi-
tations in ensuring the dignity of transgender persons (Sinha 2019; Tandon
and Mahajan 2019).

In 2023, two documents were released with the aim of promoting gender
justice in the use of language. In August 2023, the Supreme Court released
the “Handbook on Combating Gender Stereotypes” to discourage the use of
stereotypes about women in legal judgements and pleadings ( LiveLaw, August
16,2023). In November 2023, the Women and Child Development Ministry
of India introduced “The Guide on Gender Inclusive Communication,”
encouraging administrators and educational institutions to adopt gender-
inclusive language (Times of Indin, November 29, 2023). Both these docu-
ments target the gender violence implicit in language and attempt to promote
the use of gender-inclusive language sans stereotyping and prejudice.

In the education sector as well, amendments have been made in favour of
gender inclusivity, but these have elicited mixed responses with regard to their
efficacy. The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 released by the Ministry
of Human Resource Development, now renamed the Ministry of Education,
discusses the inclusivity of the third gender, addressing the gender gap in edu-
cation and setting up of a “gender-inclusion fund” (“National Education
Policy” 2020, 26). The NEP has however invited criticism for its tripartite
conceptualisation of gender as male, female and transgender as opposed to the
understanding of gender identities as falling across a spectrum (Sharma and
Babbar 2020). In addition, the NEP makes no provision for the inclusion of
queer teachers in the school system. Maherchandani (2022, 5) raises a perti-
nent question when he asks: “If the system does not allow a teacher who does
not align with the cis-heteronormative structures, how would they be able to
provide equitable and fair access to transgender/queer students that the pres-
ent policy speaks about?”

With a similar focus on ensuring an inclusive environment for queer students
in schools, the National Council of Educational Research and Training
(NCERT), in 2021, released a teacher-training manual titled Inclusion of
Transgender Childven in School Education: Concerns and Roadmap (Firstpost,
November 2, 2021). The document highlighted the importance of gender-
neutral uniforms and gender-neutral toilets in schools. However, owing to severe
social-media backlash over parts of the manual that discussed caste patriarchy,
puberty blockers, etc., the manual was taken down by the NCERT (Datta 2021).

The examination of laws at the intersection between gender neutrality and
the education sector necessitates the study of national as well as state-specific
laws since education in India is in the Concurrent List with legislative
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authority for both the Parliament and the State Legislatures to enact laws per-
taining to it. Given that the directive on the gender-neutral address of teach-
ers, which is the object of study of this chapter, was issued by the state of
Kerala, it becomes essential to establish the framework of gender-related legis-
lation within the state before embarking on the aforementioned analysis.

Over the past decade, a series of measures aimed at advancing gender justice
was adopted by the government of Kerala. In 2015, the Department of Social
Justice, Government of Kerala, released the State Policy for Transgenders in
Kerala aimed at ensuring justice, dignity, freedom of expression and participa-
tion in decision-making processes irrespective of gender identity (“State Policy”
2015). In recent years, two government schools have made headlines for imple-
menting policies that uphold gender neutrality. The Valayanchirangara
Government Lower Primary School, in 2021, took a pioneering step by intro-
ducing gender-neutral uniforms, and the government-aided Senior Basic School
at Olassery, in 2022, mandated that teachers be addressed solely as “teacher,”
thereby eliminating gendered terms like “sir” and “miss” (Deccan Herald,
November 22, 2021; Indian Express, January 8, 2022). The latter set the prec-
edent for the 2023 directive, which forms the locus of this study, requiring all
schools across the state to follow the gender-neutral address of teachers.

Despite the numerous laws enacted by the Kerala government to promote
gender justice, gender discrimination persists, especially against gender minor-
ities. Dialogue and negotiation continue among teachers, institutions and law-
makers on matters of gender justice. For instance, some educational institutions
continue to mandate female teachers to wear jackets over their clothing to
avoid the male students’ gaze, in spite of the clarification offered by the Higher
Education Minister of Kerala that no dress code may be imposed on teachers
in colleges and universities (New Indian Express, November 13, 2021).
Similarly, despite legal protections for gender minorities, transgender educa-
tors continue to face various forms of institutional discrimination. In 2022,
Aneera Kabeer, a transgender teacher, sought legal assistance for euthanasia
due to challenges in securing stable employment in the teaching profession
(OnManorama, January 11, 2022). Her former teaching employment had
been terminated upon disclosure of her gender identity. Such injustices high-
light the need to scrutinise even such laws as purportedly uphold gender jus-
tice so as to determine their efficacy in fostering respect for gendered realities
and rights.

Gender, Language and Critical Pedagogy

The existing body of research on linguistic interactions in classrooms is pre-
dominantly comprised of studies that examine how various forms of teacher—
student addresses in Europe and the United States impact students’ perceptions
of their educators. Critical work on gender and language classrooms by schol-
ars Jane Sunderland and Lia Litosseliti (2002) has examined how identities
emerge through discourse. Similar analyses by Abolaji S. Mustapha (2013),
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Joan Swann (2003), Lewis Davis and Megan Reynolds (2018), and Thomas
Kral (2022) engage with gender as a binary construct and examine how teach-
ing material, teacher talk and institutional policies impact “boys and girls.”
These studies are based on the conceptualisation of gender as a binary.

In the context of Indian classrooms, research on gender is limited to the
examination of prevalent gender stereotypes harboured by educators and their
manifestations in educational settings. Gender stereotypes in teaching materi-
als in India are examined by Suzana Kosir and Radhika Lakshminarayanan
(2023) while those practised by teachers are studied by Sonali Rakshit and
Soham Sahoo (2023); and Durga Lakshmi G. S. and Geetha Janet Vitus
(2022).

Moving beyond heteronormative and binary classroom spaces, Joshua M.
Paiz, with Junhan Zhu, (2018) and Elizabeth Morrish (2002) examine the
possibilities of voicing their own homosexual identities in the classroom, while
Christy M. Rhodes (2019), Lal Zimman (2017), Paiz (2020) and Kris Knisely
(2022) offer directions to teachers on how to “queer” the English language
classroom. Studies have also been conducted to identify and critique the mis-
use of specific gender-neutral terms, like Latinx, alongside the development of
guidelines on the appropriate use of gender-inclusive language across diverse
social settings (del Rio-Gonzalez (2021, 1020).

As critical gaps remain at the intersection of language policy in education
and gender inclusivity, particularly in the specific socio-cultural and linguistic
context of the state of Kerala, this study attempts to investigate the possible
implications of the aforementioned language directive on the gender identity
of educators. I also analyse the limitations and ramifications of establishing
gender-neutral addresses and alternatively propose the introduction of gender-
inclusive language practices.

In this study, I undertake a discourse analysis of the text of the 2023 direc-
tive, released by the Commission for the Protection of Child Rights, prohibit-
ing the address of teachers in Kerala using gendered terminology. The analysis
aims to uncover the underlying assumptions of the directive regarding the
teacher—student dynamics and to highlight the inherent paradoxes within the
directive. I also employ the method of critical social research, which involves
“addressing the interrelationship between data, theory, epistemological pre-
suppositions and socio-political context” (Harvey 2022). I analyse the efficacy
of the directive, considering multiple determinants, like the socio-cultural
context of Kerala, the dynamics of the language classroom and the linguistic
imperatives of subject formation.

Drawing on Louis Althusser, Judith Butler and bell hooks, I examine
whether the gender-neutral address of teachers hinders a gendered form of
interpellation of the teacher and an engaged form of pedagogy in the class-
room. Althusser (2001, 115) argues that “all ideology hails or interpellates
concrete individuals as concrete subjects.” Individuals are thus positioned
within certain roles, identities, or subject positions when addressed by ideo-
logical state apparatuses like the school. When the government proposes that
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gendered teachers living gendered realities be addressed solely using gender-
neutral terms, ideology here attempts to reconstitute a gendered individual as
a gender-neutral subject.

If gender, as Butler (2010, 191) proposes, is constituted through perfor-
mance, “a stylised repetition of acts,” where do repeated speech acts of gender-
neutral address by students in a classroom, as proposed by the government
directive, position a teacher who may identify as a gendered individual? Butler
considers all speech acts as sites of power. Gender-neutral address of teachers,
imposed by the government, is therefore an attempt to render a teacher into a
genderless category. It invalidates the lived experience of the teacher as a gen-
dered subject even within the four walls of the classroom. In the context of
higher education, Katie Rose Guest Pryal (2010, 62) criticises the “genderless,
sexless professorial fagade” assumed by educators in the classroom. bell hooks
argues that such an idea of a neutral education is an unrealistic one. “No edu-
cation is politically neutral” (hooks 1994, 37). The subjectivity of the teacher,
along with their pedagogical approach, is informed by their unique and gen-
dered lived experiences.

In her discussion on “engaged pedagogy,” bell hooks (1994, 35) empha-
sises the importance of the social reality of a group and the need to acknowl-
edge it in teaching practices.

If the effort to respect and honor the social reality and experiences of
groups in this society who are nonwhite is to be reflected in a pedagogi-
cal process, then as teachers—on all levels, from elementary to university
settings—we must acknowledge that our styles of teaching may need to
change.

(hooks 1994, 35)

hooks” argument in the context of a white supremacist society may be trans-
posed with acute validity to the context of a cisnormative patriarchal society.
The power structure of such a society engenders diverse experiences for gen-
dered bodies. An engaged form of pedagogy foregrounds the acknowledge-
ment of such socially constituted subjective experiences in the pedagogical
process. It also embraces a multicultural classroom and celebrates it for its
differences, which are drawn upon as possibilities for the exchange of different
perspectives (hooks 1994, 40).

In a similar manner, feminist pedagogy also foregrounds subjectivity and
advocates for a safe and equitable environment for the exchange of experi-
ences within the classroom (Granger and Gerlach 2023). It underscores the
subjective experiences of both the teacher and the students, which would
invariably encompass gendered dimensions (Harmat 2020, 26). In a language
classroom that thrives on the exchange of perspectives drawn from the unique
subject positions of the teacher and the students, the imposition of a gender-
neutral subjectivity on the teacher would dampen the efficacy of the learning
process.
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Contrary to feminist pedagogy, which places emphasis on the subjective,
gendered experiences of individuals, queer pedagogy challenges the very
notion of a fixed gender identity that would generate a distinct modality of
experience for individuals of a certain gender (Luhmann 1998, 123; Neto
2018, 591). It advocates for avenues of expression and learning that transcend
gender categories. Queer pedagogy, however, also highlights the “representa-
tional absence