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Stages and Processes in a Creative Project 

The Journey of Hindi Ki Duniya 

 
A talk by Chandrika Mathur 

Introduction 
 
Today I would like to speak to you1 about a project that I have worked on for about 15 years 
and which I have just completed. The broad aim of this project was to bring some fresh 
ideas into teaching Hindi as a new language to children. 
 
Hindi is my mother tongue and in my childhood this was the only language that I knew. I 
remember with pleasure my early childhood years as a time when I was fully immersed in a 
Hindi-speaking world. It was a time when I had lots of fun and would chat with my mother 
and play all sorts of games using only Hindi. Later, life took me into an essentially English 
speaking world first and subsequently into a French-speaking one. But when Ruchi2 was 
born in 1993, in South India, I couldn’t dream of speaking to her in any language other than 
my own childhood language, which was Hindi. I was very keen that she too should be 
absolutely fluent in Hindi, and enjoy the warmth and playfulness inherent in her mother 
tongue as she interacted with me.  Besides, it was only if she was truly fluent in Hindi could 
she really enjoy being with her grand-mothers, both of whom were essentially Hindi-
speaking. 
 
At that time in the school too, the question was being raised whether it was possible to 
learn a new language such as Hindi or Telugu effectively in the classroom and could it also 
be fun and meaningful for children? When Radhika Akka3 asked me this question, I 
responded from a gut feeling that this should be quite possible. This gut feeling was based 
on the fact that I had myself learnt English as a new language only in class 6 and later learnt 
French in college and I remember both these language learning experiences being enjoyable 
ones. 
 
Hence between my personal need and a professional requirement which was being 
articulated among some people in the school, there was a point of intersection - which was 
an interest in the effective teaching of Hindi. Of course at that time I had no idea how to 
teach Hindi. I was working here primarily as a French teacher. But I felt that it should be 
quite possible to teach non-Hindi speaking children how to use Hindi effectively both for 
interpersonal as well as classroom purposes. 
 

                                                           
1 This is the text of an assembly talk addressed to the senior students of Rishi Valley School on October 2, 

2012 
2
 Ruchi is my eldest daughter. 

3
 Radhika Herzberger is the Director of Rishi Valley Education Centre. 
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But a feeling alone is obviously not enough. It was in 1997 that Radhika akka and 
Kumaraswamy sir4, placed before me, in a formal way, the challenge of converting this 
feeling to a practically usable idea. The idea needed to get a shape and a form.  
 
So today I am going to talk about some of the processes and stages in which this idea got a 
shape and a form. I believe that these processes and stages are not uncommon for anyone 
who undertakes to create something new, which is why I felt that it would be good to share 
something of this process with all of you. I am basically going to talk today about the first 
part of this project, the first seven years, when the materials for the youngest children of 
classes 1 and 2 were developed. 
 
Stage one of the process: ‘messing around – having fun – experimenting’ 
 
My journey began well before the formal school project started. Already, in 1996, I was 
making little letter-rhymes for Ruchi using alliteration ie repeating the same sound, rather 
than formal rhyming.  Let me give you an example of one such rhyme: 
 

म से ममय ाँ मगरमच्छ को कल, 
मोटी मछली क  सपन  आय , 
पर जो आाँख खलुी तो केवल, 
मकड़ी, मच्छर ही स मने प य । 

 
Ruchi enjoyed repeating these rhymes with me and I found that she started recognizing 
some of the Hindi letters, simply because I used to sometimes wave the letter when we 
repeated the rhyme.  
 
These rhymes often took inspiration from the things which both of us saw around us.  Near 
Alamanda House5, there was a dustbin on which crows often used to come and sit. In those 
days, the dustbin used to be behind the house and it used to be an open bin, without the 
mesh cover that we now have. And we used to notice that invariably dogs would come and 
chase the crows away. This gave rise to the first version of the ‘ka’ rhyme: 

 
क से कौआ और इक कौव़ी, 
बैठे हैं कूड ेके ऊपर।  

कुत्ते ज़ी जब दौड ेआएाँगे, 
क ाँव-क ाँव करते फुर र् हो ज एाँगे।  

 
But at this stage, I didn't have any constraints of having such rhymes for all the letters. 
Hence I had made rhymes for just about 20 odd letters of Hindi. And even these didn't 

                                                           
4
 A Kumaraswamy was the Director of Studies in 1997 at the Rishi Valley Education Centre. He subsequently 

became the Principal of Rishi Valley School and is now the Secretary of the Centre.  
5
 Alamanda House is a hostel for which Alok, my husband was the house parent. We used to live in the house 

parent’s quarters attached to the hostel. 
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necessarily have a fixed metre or beat. I was basically just having fun with Ruchi, who simply 
loved having these little ditties to repeat after me and she used to sing these lustily in a 
made-up tune. 
 
Stage 2 of the process: ‘solving problems, filling gaps and holes and systematizing,’ 
 
The next stage of the process started somewhere in 1997, when the school asked me to 
develop concrete ideas for enlivening the Hindi learning programme within the school.  I 
suddenly realized that if it is to be incorporated into formal teaching, I would need to have 
rhymes for not just all the consonants, but also for all the vowels. This was very challenging. 
The most difficult challenge was making up rhymes with the letters va, ksha, ya etc. I was 
keen that each rhyme should either reflect a little child's world or at least be part of her 
imaginative realm.  But words starting with these letters were not necessarily amenable to 
this aim. 
 
This is where being in Rishi Valley helped. One day Sailendran Sir6 made an announcement 
in the staff room about tree-planting soon after it had rained. From this came the va rhyme. 
 

व से वर्  ्हो इस ब र, 
वकृ्ष लग ओ कई हज र। 
शुद्ध व यु की कम़ी नहीीं हो, 
वन से धरत़ी हरी-भरी हो। 

 
Making rhymes for the vowels was even more difficult since there aren't a large number of 
words which begin with vowels. Hence, I took the intuitive decision that the vowel rhymes 
will only be 2 line rhymes. Eventually, this decision proved to be a pedagogically sound one, 
for the length of the rhyme itself became a marker for children to distinguish between the 
vowels and the consonants! But at the same time, the additional challenge for me was that 
in each rhyme, the vowel would be incorporated both as a swar and as a matra. To give you 
an example, I’ll share the ‘ee’ rhyme with you: 

 
ई से ईंटों क  घर है एक, 
स मने म़ीठी ईख उग़ी देख। 

 

Here we have some words starting with the swar, like ईंट and ईख. But we also have words 

with the बड़ी ई की म त्र  like म़ीठी, उग़ी   

 
The beat was another issue. In the beginning I had not taken the decision to write all the 
rhymes in a given metre since I was just playing around with the rhymes in an informal way, 
with my own child. Hence, the rhymes had varied metres and beats. Luckily, in those days, 
there was a senior school Hindi teacher who was very good with this kind of metre-setting. 
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 Sailendran is the Bursar of Rishi Valley School. He has been actively involved in tree-planting and 

conservation activities. 
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We used to call him Mishra ji7. I went to him and gave him all my rough rhymes in writing, 
requesting him to help me get a standard rhythm and beat. He warmed to my request and 
eventually helped to systematize the beat of all the rhymes. I’ll give you an example of what 
I mean by systematizing the beat.  Ruchi and I had giggled endlessly over the rough-hewn 
rhyme which went like this: 

ठ से ठ कुर ज़ी 
ठोकर ख कर, 
ठेले पे गगर गए, 
टम टर पपचक कर।   

When my mother heard this rhyme, she pointed out that it was in bad taste to make fun of 

ठ कुर ज़ी because some people referred to God as ठ कुर ज़ी ।  So I changed ठ कुर ज़ी to 

ठ कुर since my intention was not to hurt anyone. Now look what Mishra ji did to the rhyme: 

ठ से ठ कुर, ठोकर ख कर, 
गगरे कह ाँ हैं, देखो आकर। 
ठेले पर थ  लद  टम टर, 
उठे उन्हें पूर  पपचक कर। 

 
This beat echoed the beat of the म से ममय ाँ मगरमच्छ rhyme, which we eventually 

adopted for all the rhymes. 
 
One can enjoy all this creative effort of making fun rhymes, but when one tries to put it to 
use in the classroom, things don’t always go according to plan. One has to be rigorously 
alert to children’s direct as well as indirect feedback and I too had to make several changes 
to the rhymes and also add new features.  
 
Stage 3 of the process: ‘feedback from children, developing the early teaching-learning 
materials’ 
 
We first started using these letter rhymes in the Prep Section8 to introduce young children 
to Hindi and the letters of the script. All did not go well in the classroom. Whereas my little 
daughter had appreciated the humour of some of rhymes like the ‘ma’ rhyme, the meaning 
of the rhymes was quite lost on the children who were in front of me because they came 
from Non-Hindi speaking backgrounds. My students simply could not comprehend the 
poems, even when I tried to act out or explain them..Translating the rhyme into English 
would simply kill the rhyme for how indeed could one translate the idea of the mouth-
watering dream of Miyan magarmachh who opened his eyes to find only the puny reality of 
a makadi!  
I 

                                                           
7
 Mishra ji taught Hindi to generations of students in Rishi Valley School. He had worked here from… to … 

8
 Prep Section consists of the children of Rishi Valley School staff who are too young to be part of the main 

school which begins with grade 4. I was teaching children who were at the equivalent of grade 2 and 3. 
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I realized then that what I needed was pictures. I made the first pictures myself. Although 
my drawing is not great, it seemed to help tremendously in the classroom when I would 
show the pictures while reciting the rhyme. To my astonishment, I actually got compliments 
on my drawing from the children. Let me show you one of my amateurish attempt to 
illustrate the rhymes. You would notice that I presented the rhymes to children in the form 
of a jigsaw puzzle with three parts. The top part has somehow got lost by now, so I can’t 

show it to you. It had only the letter म written on it. The second part had the rhyme written 

on it along with the illustration of the action in the rhyme. The third part had the pictures of 
the noun words. Children used to match the three pieces together: 
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But despite the children’s encouragement, I realized that I needed help with illustrations. 
When I spoke about this need to Kumaraswamy Sir, he suggested that I take the help of 
Prabhakar, who was then visiting with his parents and was somewhat free. Prabhakar Sir9 
did the first hand-painted illustrations of these rhymes. With coloured pictures to show, it 
was easier for the children to understand the rhymes. The rhymes were now presented to 
children in the same puzzle format with three interlocking parts, where the top part 
contained this beautifully hand-crafted wooden letter cut out by Moshe Sir10, the middle 
part contained the illustration with the rhyme and the bottom part contained the nouns 
occurring with that letter in Hindi. Putting the pieces together and recognizing the rhyme 
and its letter became a fun activity for children. Here is the beautiful handiwork of 
Prabhakar Sir and Moshe Sir. 
 

                                                           
9
 Prabhakar is our tennis marker, Balraj’s son. He has grown up on the Rishi Valley Campus. Prabhakar is now a 

Batik teacher in the Arts and Craft department of the Rishi Valley School. 
10

 Moshe is the carpentry teacher at Rishi Valley school and enthusiastically helped me develop manipulatives 
to teach Hindi at the early stages of this project. 
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There were one or two occasions when some children simply did not approve of the 
situation depicted in a rhyme. The old la rhyme went like this.  

ल से लडक  लटू्ट ल य , 
लटू्ट को फफर खबू नच य । 
आत ेजब देख  लींगूर, 
ल ठी उठ  भग य  दरू। 

 
One boy in the fourth standard said 'But akka, why should you hit the langoor when he 
hasn't even done anything to you!’ This set me thinking about the kind of message this 
rhyme may be conveying, and I eventually came up with a different rhyme, which my 
children approved of: 

 
ल से लडके लटू्ट खेलें, 
लडफकय ाँ खेलें लींगड़ी ट ाँग, 
भूख-प्य स जब लगे तो करते, 
लड्डू और लस्स़ी की म ाँग।  

 
As the Hindi Programme developed, l found myself focusing further on learner needs and 
trying to addressing these  
 
Stage 4 of the process: addressing learner needs 
 
The other feedback cue that I got was related to pronunciation. The first year, I taught these 
rhymes in the traditional alphabetical order - Ka, Kha, Ga and so on. However, the 
pronunciation of my non-Hindi speaking children left much to be desired! One little girl, who 
had been enjoying my teaching through the term, cheerfully repeated the rhyme for the 
sound 'Kha' by pronouncing all the Kha(s) like 'Ka …! I was pretty aghast! But realized that 
this little Malayalam speaking girl could simply not hear the ‘Kha’ sound at all, hence she 
could not pronounce it correctly. My training in linguistics reminded me that this distinction 
arises from the aspirate and non-aspirate nature of the consonants that the Hindi 
varnamala presents in close proximity. I decided to break the varnamala sequence in the 
order of presentation of the rhymes to the children. After some experimentation, I hit upon 
the idea of clustering some letters together, and getting children exposed to all the sounds 
of the language before focusing on some of the ones which were more difficult for them to 
pronounce. From the second year onwards, the earliest rhymes I taught were for the letters 
Na, Ka, La, Ma, Aa, Ee, all sounds that are present in most languages. Yet within these 
rhymes, children were getting an overall exposure to all the sounds of the Hindi language 
even though the focus of teaching was the familiar sounds alone.  
 
One thing I had noted when I began teaching young children was that they actually loved to 
sing. They didn't mind singing a song again and again though sometimes they resisted my 
attempts to make them recite a rhyme a third time. I thought to myself, wouldn't it be 
lovely if someone could put these rhymes to tune. But since it was a Hindi language teaching 
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programme, the tunes needed to be intrinsically based on Hindustani music and in Rishi 
Valley, we only have Carnatic music.  
 
As luck would have it, one of the parents of the school at that time, Rohit and Tanushree’s 
mother, Padmini Akka, was an accomplished musician in the Hindustani tradition and had 
come for a Hindustani music workshop that term. During an informal conversation at home, 
I showed her the work I was doing and said wistfully, it would be so nice if these rhymes had 
tunes! This set her thinking and soon she offered to make tunes for the rhymes and send 
these to me on a cassette.  She was tentative in her offer, but I was delighted that she was 
even considering this. 
 
Together, we decided that it would be best to make an individual tune for each of the varga 
of the Hindi alphabet. She eventually came up with easy to sing, delightful little tunes. And 
children loved singing and memorizing them. But when we tried to sing one whole set of 
rhymes in the order in which I was teaching them, it used to be difficult to find the right 
note to start singing the next rhyme. During her next visit, we solved this problem by adding 
small ‘bridge tunes’, to help children find the right note for the next rhyme. We used rough 
home-recorded versions of the rhymes for two years. Then, one day, during a conversation 
with Radhika Akka, when I was updating her on the project, she suggested that there was a 
small fund available to do studio recordings of the audio. Hence audio recordings were done 
with the help of Padmini Akka and Seshadri Sir11. They auditioned some children, selected 
them on the basis of their voice quality and Hindi diction, and trained them. And then, off 
we went to Chennai to do a studio-recording of the rhymes. 
 
Another thing I had also been noticing was that non-Hindi speaking children had no clue 
whether they should say Bus aa gaya or Bus aa gayee. Whereas my little 3-year old had 
figured out the gender of many nouns simply by the fact of having heard me and her father 
speak in Hindi at home, I realized that the students in the school would never have that kind 
of exposure to Hindi in the classroom.  Hence I decided to introduce small boy and girl logos 
that stood for masculine (or boy-word) and feminine (or girl-word) and these were now 
depicted along with every single noun that were introduced through the rhymes.  
 
By now, Rajesh Sir12, had become a frequent visitor to the campus. During a conversation 
with Kumaraswamy, he suggested that I could get some of the materials transferred to the 
computer, as this may help in making changes, adding elements etc. Now I could add the 
gender logo to all the words by simply cutting and pasting! This was a simple way of 
teaching gender explicitly to children. However, I also saw very quickly that children cannot 
be expected to learn the gender of nouns just by seeing the gender logo once. Now that the 
material was on the computer, we created word flash cards and picture cards. Amara 
Anna13, from the arts & craft department, carefully cut and stuck these into beautiful flash 
cards for children to play with. And we devised many games that children could play to 
practice the concept of gender. Children participated enthusiastically in developing the early 

                                                           
11

 Seshadri is the music teacher at Rishi Valley School. 
12

 Rajeshwar was a free-lance DTP specialist who used to come to Rishi Valley in the late 90s and early 2000s. 
He is now a full-time employee of the school. 
13

 Amara was a dedicated and highly skilled support staff working with the Arts and Craft department of Rishi 
Valley School. Unfortunately, he passed away in 2014. 
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versions of these games, giving ideas, creating rules etc… These flash cards I believe are still 
being used in Junior School  
 
Stage 5 of the process: polishing and refining materials - giving them a publishable form 
 
Soon the children in the small group I was teaching were responding well to the materials. 
They were enjoying learning Hindi. It was around this time that one of the parents, who is 
an educationist, saw this material and said that it was very good. She suggested that these 
should be shared more widely, by publishing them. I was naturally very happy with this 
appreciation and suggestion, but did not think that it was in the realm of the possible! 
However, soon after this, another parent offered to put us in touch with a publisher. Alok Sir 
and I were most surprised when, after just one meeting with the Scholastic publishers, the 
materials were accepted for being published.  
 
But now began the painstaking task of converting what was till now just a set of worksheets 
and games into the new form of a set of books with an accompanying cassette. A well-
known educationist, to whom we had shown the manuscripts had suggested that we should 
try to get more child-friendly illustrations for the rhymes. We were lucky that just then, a 
young German graphic designer, Lenka Roth, was spending a year at Rishi Valley. She 
offered to make fresh illustrations and children using the materials just loved her drawings. 
Several cycles of revision of texts, exercises and games were also needed. We also had to 
pay close attention to the layout of the pages and for this we sat for hours on the computer 
with Rajesh Sir till a satisfactory design emerged. Believe me, this was not fun!  
 
More daunting tasks were to follow: an introduction to the set was required, and it was 
important to provide guidelines for using the books. So I had to write quite a different level 
of texts, now aimed at adults. I was not used to writing such texts in Hindi. Hence I wrote 
these in English and Joshi Sir and Vishwanath sir14 helped me to translate these texts from 
English into Hindi.  I now saw the truth of the statement that all creative work is one percent 
inspiration and 99% perspiration! Or to put it in other words, any creative endeavour begins 
with moments of playful inspiration but needs days and days of hard work to achieve. 
 
Finally the photo-ready manuscript was sent to the publishers and the books were printed 
exactly the way we sent them - in the form of a textbook, a workbook, an activity book and 
a reader along with a cassette. The package was aimed at parents who wished to help their 
children learn Hindi at home. It was especially intended for children in South India since we 
thought at that time that this is where these books were most required. This was in the year 
2004.  
 
One would have now thought that this is the end of the project. Now that the books were 
published, my job was done. But this was not to be. The books came out into the world and 
within a few months, we started getting informal requests for conducting workshops with 
teachers. Many alternative schools and even a few mainstream schools had started using 
these books in the classroom. The teachers had appreciative things to say about the books, 
but also expressed the practical difficulties of using a kit with four books in school situations. 
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 Tulasi Krishnakant Joshi and Vishwanath are Hindi teachers at Rishi Valley School. 
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At each workshop, the question was asked: when is the next level of this programme 
coming up?   
 
Though I had not originally planned to do this, eventually I responded to this expressed 
need by actually accelerating work on the next level of the programme. Since I had 
continued teaching Hindi to my students as they got older, I had already been playing 
around with rudimentary forms of teaching-learning material for the intermediate level. But 
this level was a much more complex challenge, and it once again needed to go through the 
various stages I have mentioned for the first level: playing around and experimenting, filling 
gaps and holes, systematizing, getting feedback from children, modifying and refining the 
materials for publication.  
 
This has finally led, in 2012, to the completion of the manuscript of a set of five textbooks 
and workbooks for classes 1 to 5, each with its accompanying CD, and flashcards which are 
now soon due for publication15.  
 
Conclusion 
 
From 1996 to 2012 - such a long journey! This is how, in stages, a small germ of an idea, 
even just a gut feeling, ended up getting developed in the concrete form of a full-fledged set 
of books for children. And it makes me very happy when I hear that these are being used by 
parents and teachers to teach children Hindi in different parts of India and also in other 
countries. 
 
Before I end this assembly there is one thing further that I would like to add: there are many 
points in such an enterprise when one can feel 'enough is enough!' and wish to opt out. This 
happens especially when one runs into frustrations, when the task begins to seem too 
arduous, saturating or demanding, or when one suddenly gets 'cold feet' about sharing 
more  widely a work that you feel may not be 'good enough' or would be vulnerable to all 
sorts of criticisms. In this project, there were several points when I wanted to drop this 
whole thing. 
 
But then suddenly some unexpected support comes your way, one also finds hidden 
reserves to persevere, or a variety of people offer their concrete help in moving you out of 
where you are stuck. In this project I have experienced all of these situations many times 
over. 
 
And now when I reflect on how this very long project has managed to reach a final 
culmination, I can say with confidence that such a project is not an individual's work. At one 
level it is moved along and supported by several others in one's community and also those 
outside it. At another level the work is also called forth by still others whose real needs it is 
intended to meet. In this case, I would say that these are the thousands of children who 
have to learn Hindi as a new language, and also the many concerned parents and teachers 
who are keen that they do so while enjoying the process. 
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 It took one more year, after the submission of the manuscript, for the books to come out, in full-colour 
format. The class 1 & 2 books were published in a revised edition in 2013, and the first edition of class 3,4 and 
5 books was published by Orient Blackswan in September 2013 also. 


