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Overview of the talk

1. Introduction, background and overview 
of the key problem

2. Audience participation: 3 polls and chat 
for comments

3. Recommendations and advice for 
teachers

4. Questions and further comments
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Key terminology

• Teaching English as language
Prioritising the learning of basic skills in English, as typically happens in EFL 
contexts, covering the development of basic vocabulary and grammar 
acquisition and initial literacy in English as a written language.

• Teaching English as literature
Prioritising the appreciation of novels, poems, plays and other literary works 
(including in part or abridged), as typically happens in ESL contexts, prioritising 
reading and writing skills and development of more advanced awareness of 
lexis, style, metaphor, etc.

• Also Teaching English through literature (Prabhu, 1995)
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Is India an ESL or an EFL context?

• Officially, India is ESL – due to official status of English in India

• In reality, it is only a SL for the urban wealthy (middle-class), who experience 
it regularly in their daily lives 

• The vast majority of Indian learners (>80%: rural + urban poor) experience 
English as a foreign language – it is not part of their daily spoken or written 
language use

• ASER report (2022): over 50% of grade 8 learners cannot read very short very 
simple sentences in English, even fewer can understand them.

• Hence: “the ESL method is not best suited for teaching English to them [rural 
learners]; it must be combined with the principles of teaching English as a 
foreign language” (Annamalai, 2005, p. 34; also Anderson, 2024; Mukherjee, 
2018; Mukhopadhyay, pers. comm.).
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Recent developments in Indian (secondary and primary) 
curricula

• Tertiary education in India has prioritised teaching English as literature since the 
colonial period.

• But curricula for primary and secondary schooling has changed in many states 
more recently. 

• Previous iterations of curricula recognised the need to teach English primarily as 
language (e.g. Maharashtra, Odisha, W. Bengal), involving simple, practical, 
communicative activities.

•  More recent iterations (since c. 2010), often following CBSE curricula, have 
introduced a higher proportion of literary texts (SL approach), both English 
language origin and translated to English, and less practical material.

• Textbook development committee members are often English literature 
academics, rather than English language curriculum development specialists, 
hence the likely shift. 

• Teachers in primary and secondary schools, particularly in rural and low-income 
urban contexts have experienced huge challenges as a result.
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ASER 2022 English

• In 2022, 46.6% of children in Grade 8 
can read these sentences (p. 66) 

• This is up from 45.3% in 2016 but still 
below 47.1% in 2012.*

• Only 31.9% can understand them.**

• This is similar to many children in 
many low-income EFL contexts 
worldwide: A0-A1 level.

• Let’s compare that with Grade 8 
textbooks across India today…

* Weighted average across govt. and private schools.
** 68.5% of the 46.6% who can read the sentences can 
translate them from English to the language of instruction 
(usually state official language).
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NCERT

• NCERT. (2008) 
Honeydew, Grade 
VIII. National 
Council of 
Educational 
Research and 
Training. 

• Text receptive 
complexity level: 
B2 (IELTS 6)
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W. Bengal

• West Bengal Board of 
Secondary Education. 
(2013). Blossoms: English 
textbook for class VIII. 
West Bengal Board of 
Secondary Education. 

• Includes words at C1 level 
(>IELTS 7): prowling and 
C2 level (>IELTS 8): tweet, 
thump, perch.
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Maharashtra 

• Maharashtra State 
Bureau of Textbook 
Production and 
Curriculum Research. 
(2018). My English 
Book 8: Standard 
Eight. Maharashtra 
State Textbook 
Bureau. 
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Telangana
• Government of 

Telangana. (2013). 
Our world through 
English: Class VIII. 
Telangana Govt. 
Textbook Press.
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Poetry
• West Bengal Board of Secondary 

Education. (2013). Blossoms: 
English textbook for class VIII. West 
Bengal Board of Secondary 
Education. 

Nation (2015, p. 140): 
“Research has suggested 
that learners need to 
know around 98% of the 
running words in a text 
for vocabulary not to be 
a major issue in 
comprehension”

??? ??? ???

??? ??? ??? ???

??? ??? ??? ???

??? ???

what the 
average child 

probably 
understands
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Global coursebook 
for children at 
Indian Grade VIII 
proficiency level

Hicks, D., & Littlejohn, A. 
(2002). Primary colours: 
Pupils Book 1. Cambridge 
University Press.
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What about the urban poor?
• Anderson (2021, p. 299), urban poor, good 

school, Maharashtra, expert teacher:
“grade 10 learners were found to have 
quite extensive passive vocabularies, 
averaging c. 1,900 words (c. A2; n = 22; 
range: 1,200–2,700), contributing to her 
consistently high SSC exam pass rates”

• Grade 10 textbooks across India typically 
contain texts of B2-C1 level complexity (2-3 
bands above the learners’ receptive skills 
level).* 

learners 
are here

need 
to be 
here

https://ielts.org/organisations/ielts-for-organisations/compare-
ielts/ielts-and-the-cefr 

*Analysed using Cathoven Language Hub CEFR analyser (c): 
https://nexthub.cathoven.com/cefr

https://ielts.org/organisations/ielts-for-organisations/compare-ielts/ielts-and-the-cefr
https://ielts.org/organisations/ielts-for-organisations/compare-ielts/ielts-and-the-cefr
https://nexthub.cathoven.com/cefr
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Conclusion: The impact of the increasing 
literature focus in Indian ELT 
• Texts in current Indian primary and secondary English-language curricular 

are far above (2-3 CEFR bands) the independent receptive skills reading 
ability of the majority of Indian learners. 

• The use of “authentic” texts written for native speakers (even children) of 
English is a key issue: “Books written for young native speakers of English 
typically use a vocabulary which is much larger than the vocabulary size of 
foreign language learners” (Nation, 2015, p. 140)

• This is not to even mention the stylistic, schematic and semantic 
complexity and resultant cognitive load that the use of texts from high 
literature written for adults brings.

• Pritchett & Beatty (2012, p. 1; also Anderson, 2023): “learning could go 
faster if curricula and teachers were to slow down”

• And this is not just in English lessons…
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Pratham’s Teaching 
at the right level 
initiative

“Studies have shown that once 
acquired these capabilities 
endure over time. TaRL is an 
effective and low-cost strategy 
that helps children to “catch up” 
in a short period of time.” 

https://www.pratham.org/about/
teaching-at-the-right-level/ 

https://www.pratham.org/about/teaching-at-the-right-level/
https://www.pratham.org/about/teaching-at-the-right-level/
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Pratham’s Teaching 
at the right level

• TaRL is successful. 

• It’s being exported to 
countries across the 
Global South: 
https://teachingattherightlevel.org/ 

• Yet ELT curriculum 
writers in India don’t 
pay attention to the 
evidence…

• Why?

https://teachingattherightlevel.org/
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Your opinion

I will now share some questionnaire items via Mentimeter. If you would 
like to give a more detailed opinion, please use the chat to share your 
voice.

Here is the link: 

https://www.menti.com/alv6i489taob 

https://www.menti.com/alv6i489taob
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Who wins and who loses from the increasing 
literature focus? 
• Winners: Students from privileged backgrounds who 

have more exposure to literature, more enculturation in 
literature studies, more English in their daily receptive 
(reading, online communities, family) and productive 
(family, friends, gaming) skills: i.e. the urban middle 
class. These students often have also have access to high 
quality English-medium instruction. 

• Losers: Learners from disadvantaged backgrounds, for 
whom English is a foreign language, and have little, if any 
opportunity to learn English outside the classroom, often 
compounded by teachers who themselves are challenged 
by the texts: i.e. the rural and the urban poor. Some are 
further disadvantaged by being put in low-quality 
English-medium instruction, meaning they may have only 
limited access to their mother tongue.

The rich 
get 
better

The 
poor get 
worse
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What can we do as teachers if we can’t change 
the curriculum?

Expert opinion*, also supported by Anderson (2021, 2023):

1. Provide the learners with the means to access the text 
independently (vocabulary, understanding, Indianization)

2. Supplement curriculum content with regular, simple practical 
activities to improve learners’ underlying proficiency

*Vinayadhar Raju Prathikantam, Lina Mukhopadhyay, Ravinarayan Chakrakodi, Santosh Mahapatra, Kuheli 
Mukherjee, Nurjahan Naik Khwaja and Amol Padwad 
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Suggestions and advice for Indian teachers 1

Vinayadhar Raju Prathikantam (Telangana):

Indian stories written in English tend to be much easier for learners to 
understand, because of links to their current understanding, culture 
and vocabulary:

• Try to ‘Indianize’ any foreign texts, by comparing the characters to 
people that they will know or things in the text to things that are 
familiar to them (e.g. food, tools, furniture, clothing). 

Good idea? Share your 
thoughts in the chat.
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Indianized and non-Indianized texts

Bonsai Life by Abburi Chadevi (grade 8, Telangana)

The Trial by 
George 
Bernard Shaw 
(grade 9, 
Telangana)
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Suggestions and advice for Indian teachers 2

Lina Mukhopadhyay (EFL University, Hyderabad):

1. Build your learners’ vocabulary systematically. 
This vocabulary is foundational for reading 
comprehension. One way of doing this is to 
get learners to keep systematic vocabulary 
lists of important words in each of the text 
(e.g., bilingual glossaries, which learners can 
test each other on at the end or beginning of 
each lesson).

2. Adopt a multilingual pedagogy. Make use of 
translanguaging to scaffold learners’ 
understanding of complex metaphors or ideas 
in the text.

Good idea? Share your 
thoughts in the chat.
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Suggestions and advice for Indian teachers 3

Ravinarayan Chakrakodi (RIE Bengaluru) and Santosh Mahapatra (BITS 
Pilani, Hyderabad):

1. Do activities around the text (e.g., any text that includes 
conversations can be converted to a role play that students can 
practice in small groups)

2. Take time every week to build basic communication skills (e.g., 1 
lesson of 5) with practical activities to supplement the curriculum 
(e.g., role plays, email writing, etc.). 

Good idea? Share your 
thoughts in the chat.
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RIE Bengaluru 
materials

Structure to freedom approach: 
1. students first listen and 

complete a conversation; 
2. then read it out loud in 

pairs;
3. then improvise a new 

conversation with their own 
ideas and interests.

Regional Institute of English South 
India. (2022). Spoken English 
Programme for Students: Teacher’s 
Handbook. 
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RIE Bengaluru 
materials

Project-based approach: 
students learn about something 
and then create something 
similar themselves

Regional Institute of English South 
India. (2022). Spoken English 
Programme for Students: Teacher’s 
Handbook. 
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Suggestions and advice for Indian teachers 4

Kuheli Mukherjee (W. Bengal):

Developing basic communicative competence among your learners:

• Do a little ‘chit chat’ with your learners every day (e.g., at the start of 
lessons): simple questions to practice basic communication skills 
(How are you? What did you do at the weekend? What did you have 
for tiffin?)

Good idea? Share your 
thoughts in the chat.
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Suggestions and advice for Indian teachers 5

Nurjahan Naik Khwaja (Maharashtra):

• Break up longer texts with language games (e.g. to revise the lexis). 
Two examples:

1. Find the word: teacher says a word from the text. The first learner 
to scan the text and find it raises their hand, reads it out loud and 
translates it. 

2. Slap the board: Write 10 words from the text on the board. Two 
students come to the front of the class. You say the word in the 
local language. The first one who slaps the equivalent word in 
English wins a point.

Good idea? Share your 
thoughts in the chat.



Jason Anderson | University of Warwick | Language vs literature? | ELT@I Webinar 27/10/2024 31

Suggestions and advice for Indian teachers 6

Amol Padwad (formerly Ambedkar University, retired):

Teachers also struggle with the complexity of many of these texts, and 
it’s OK to be honest about this, both to your colleagues and to your 
students:

1. Discuss the more difficult texts with other English teachers, either in 
your school or district. If you understand the texts well, particularly 
their background, context, and underlying message, that will help 
you to help the learners understand them. 

2. Be honest to your learners that these are difficult texts. Where 
technology is available, encourage learners to also research the text, 
its background, meaning and any key lexis, metaphors, etc. in there – 
treat it as a project.

Good idea? Share your 
thoughts in the chat.
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Conclusion
• The vast majority of Indian children are EFL learners, not ESL (e.g., Annamalai, 2005)

• These same EFL learners are the most disadvantaged in India (rural and urban 
poor).

• The current literature focus used in many states is making it more difficult for these 
learners to learn.

• This is because a) texts are linguistically far too complex, b) the contexts are 
sometimes unfamiliar and c) the cognitive load is too heavy.

• “learning could go faster if curricula and teachers were to slow down” (Pritchett & 
Beatty, 2012, p. 1)

• Teachers who can’t change their curriculum can help learners by:
a) Indianizing foreign texts
b) teaching useful vocabulary systematically
c) including simpler, more practical activities and regular simple chitchat
d) using a multilingual pedagogy such as translanguaging (see Anderson, 2024)
e) being honest with ourselves, our colleagues and our learners about these difficult texts
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