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Background 

Modern societies and economies demand that individuals be proficient in language and 

literacy. It goes without saying that language underlies most human interaction in all spheres 

of action. Literacy, too, has become an increasingly important and urgent matter of concern. 

In highly stratified Indian societies, very few individuals and communities have historically 

had access to the written word. Yet, a literate populace is central to the functioning of modern 

democracies. While government provisions have increasingly mandated education for all, 

including the passing of the most recent Right to Education Act for children between the ages 

of 6-14 years, the reality is that generations of societal and historical denial, have left large 

swathes of the populace illiterate, or, at best, semi-literate. 

 

It is imperative that we begin and sustain a focused national conversation around issues that 

will enable more and more children become fully literate. The conference on early language 

and literacy aims to contribute to the emergent national conversation around these issues by 

building on previous conversations and moving them forward. It is also important to bring a 

focus on research-based understandings to the forefront of conversations that influence 

policy-making and practices on the ground.  

 

Therefore, the Center for Early Childhood Education and Development (CECED, Ambedkar 

University Delhi), in collaboration with the Early Literacy Initiative (ELI, Tata Institute of 

Social Sciences, Hyderabad) proposed to hold a national conference on early language and 

literacy, which has a distinct (though not exclusive) focus on the presentation and discussion 

of research in Indian contexts. 

 

Language and Literacy in the Indian context 

Several conversations around the teaching and learning of early literacy have happened in our 

country over the last few decades. Important amongst them are the recommendations of the 

Position Paper on the Teaching of Indian Languages (NCERT, 2006) and the Position Paper 

on the Teaching of English, (NCERT, 2006). Many states also went through major changes in 

early language and literacy curricula under the District Primary Education Programme 

(DPEP) and the Sarva Sikha Abhiyan (SSA) in the 1990s and 2000s aiming at the 

universalization of education. The domain of early childhood care and education has also 

seen the new policies and frameworks, for example, the National Early Childhood Care and 
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Education Policy (2013) and the National Early Childhood Care and Education Curriculum 

Framework (2013). More recently, Ambedkar University Delhi (with CARE India and 

USAID), in consultation with a national panel of experts, published the Early Language and 

Literacy Position Paper (2016)—perhaps the only position paper in the country with an 

explicit focus on early literacy. 

 

Emergent Conceptions of Early Language and Literacy 

These various initiatives, policies, frameworks and position papers, have helped advance a 

fairly coherent and consistent stance towards early language and literacy in Indian contexts. 

Some of these ideas presented here and form the basis of understandings that help shape this 

conference: 

1. Language development. Language develops in social contexts and is shaped and molded 

by human interactions. Young children benefit from having exposure to rich language 

experiences in home, school and community contexts. 

2. Literacy development.  Literacy begins at birth, given exposure to literate practices and 

contexts. Children do not come to the classroom as empty slates—literacy begins at home 

as they hear and participate in conversations, songs, rhymes, stories, shared reading, and 

opportunities to draw and scribble, and so on. Children’s socialization into literate 

practices and ways of being begins long before they become conventional readers and 

writers, given opportunities to do so. 

3. Early childhood years. The early childhood years (birth to age eight) are critical for the 

development of young children and significant for education related outcomes in later 

years, especially in language and literacy. 

4. Home languages in education. It is important to respect and welcome children’s home 

languages into the classroom. The school environment should complement the language 

and literacy processes and practices of children at home and build over it, not ignore or 

negate it. Various evidences suggest the need for congruence between children’s 

emergent language and literacy practices at home and in classroom. Various policy and 

position papers have emphasized the need for young children to have access to mother 

tongue based education in the early years. 

5. Multilingualism. India is home to hundreds of home languages. Many Indian children 

grow up in multilingual contexts with overlapping languages and dialects. It is important 

to take multilingualism as a starting point in conversations around the language education 

of young children in India, and to factor this into curricular and other considerations. 

6. Conception of literacy. Literacy should not be seen as the basic ability to sign one’s 

name, but as the set of attitudes, knowledge and skills that permit individuals to 

successfully navigate written worlds. The Position Paper on Early Language and Literacy 

(ELL, 2016) proposed that “…skill development in learning to read and write is a 

necessary step but not a sufficient aim of language and literacy education. A more central 

aim should be to enable students to use language and literacy skills and practices to 

participate meaningfully and in an empowered manner in society. In a highly socially 

stratified society like India, this means building access to culturally powerful ways of 

using language and literacy for many of our students (p.8).” Comprehension and 

meaning-making in the classroom are crucial to the success of these aims.  
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7. Approaches to teaching language and literacy. The ELL Position Paper (2016) also 

provides a detailed analysis of various approaches for the teaching of language and 

literacy. It cautions against a search for the best “method”, and encourages, instead a 

search for sound principles. It identifies a set of principles that could guide early language 

and literacy education in India. 

 

Researches and Model Programmes from the Indian context 

While the ELL Position Paper (2016) presents a comprehensive overview of the 

developmental, linguistic and curricular contexts that surround the teaching and learning of 

early language and literacy in the Indian context, it is imperative that we also draw upon a 

foundation of research-based understandings. There have been some notable researchers 

documenting language and literacy practices in the Indian context and model programmes 

that have leveraged upon the features of the Indian languages. This conference will present 

some of these researches and model programmes. 

 

A prominent research project that has been undertaken in the Indian context is the 

longitudinal Indian Early Childhood Education Impact Study (IECEI), conducted by CECED. 

The study participants included a sample of children (approximately 14,000 during the first 

round of fieldwork) from three states of the country: Assam, Rajasthan and Telangana 

(erstwhile Andhra Pradesh). The study followed children at five different points in time (from 

4 years to 8 years of age). Yearly observation-based assessments were carried out of the 

quality of early education children experienced over the four years. The results of the study 

has significant implications for the need for quality early childhood progammes for young 

children. In addition, data from the study also reveal much about teacher beliefs; and 

language and literacy practices in early childhood and early primary classrooms. 

 

Another project is of significance to this conference. The Literacy Research in Indian 

Languages (LiRIL), is a longitudinal project that researched children’s early acquisition of 

reading and writing in Kannada and Marathi. The study bi-annually tracked a cohort of 300-

360 children from two socioeconomically disadvantaged districts of Karnataka and 

Maharashtra as they moved from first- to third-grade. The objective of the project was to 

examine and understand how and why children acquire (or, fail to acquire) literacy during the 

early elementary years of schooling. The study contributes significant insights on the literacy 

acquisition process by children, and also on classroom transaction of curriculum, teacher 

beliefs and practices, curricular materials and so on.  

 

In addition to the two longitudinal studies, some model programmes have also been 

developed in the Indian context. Notable among these programmes have been Eklavya in 

Madhya Pradesh, Pragat Shikshan Sanstha in Phaltan, Maharashtra, Organization for Early 

Literacy Promotion in Rajasthan, Muskaan in Bhopal, and the reading programme started by 

NCERT. There are also a large number of interventions innovating with language and literacy 

practices by various organizations in the country (CARE India, Aga Khan Foundation, Katha, 

Bernard van Leer Foundation, Child Fund and so on). 
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Objectives of the Conference 

As noted earlier, we have had several forums for practitioners and scholars to come together 

to understand early language and literacy acquisition and to develop recommendations for the 

same. What we have not yet done is to move this conversation forward with a strong focus on 

the presentation and sharing of research-based insights. In this conference we hope to bring 

together researchers and practitioners for this purpose. The conference will include both 

theoretical and empirical presentations to create an enabling environment for children in the 

pre-school to early elementary years. The specific objectives of the conference are to  

 

 Share principles, approaches and recommendations from the position paper on early 

language and literacy 

 Promote evidence-based understanding of early language and literacy in the Indian 

context;  and 

 Share and discuss models and practices of early language and literacy in India that 

have facilitated early language and literacy learning; and deliberate ways to scale up 

these good models.  

 

Conference Themes  

The two-day conference will focus on “Contextual Understandings of Language and 

Literacy” and “Understanding Student Learning”. Within these two broad themes, the focus 

of the presentations will be as follows: of the themes for the conference are as follows:  

 

Contextual Understandings of Language and Literacy 

The papers in this session will focus on the linguistic and curricular contexts of early 

language and literacy in India. The rich multilingual fabric of India and the complexities of 

language use in and outside the classrooms pose a challenge for researchers, policy makers 

and practitioners. Children come into the classrooms with multilingual competencies and are 

often at a disadvantage in the classroom because their home languages do not find a space in. 

Further, aspirations for learning English for upward mobility and prominence of the 

dominant/state language/s for classroom instruction juxtaposed with the researches that point 

to the significance of the home language for literacy development presents another set of 

challenges. Additionally, the curricular contexts of language and literacy are dominated by 

repetition and copy writing using the “sequential” model of instruction with little focus on 

oral language, comprehension, critical thinking and attention to the social worlds of the 

learners. The papers in this session will present researchers and model programmes that 

highlight literacy engagement through an understanding of the social, linguistic and curricular 

contexts of the learners and reinforcement of oral traditions and promote literacy/oracy 

practices.  

 

Understanding Student Learning 

Little research exists in the Indian context regarding how children learn emergent and early 

literacy skills. An understanding of the continuities between oral and written language is 

critical for the same. Oral language—even if it is home language of the learners and their 

experiences has not been seen as being linked to children’s literacy skills and hence not 

conceptualized as a resource that could be used in the classroom. The papers in this session 
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will focus on understanding literacy acquisition in Indian classrooms—especially, the 

variability among learners. These researches point to the need for understanding the 

processes of language and literacy acquisition for creation of pedagogical materials, teacher 

training and policy formulation.  

 

The conference will include plenary/keynote addresses, paper presentations and also panel 

discussions. Time will also be devoted for discussion in each paper session.  
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