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Are Our Children Reading Less Than They Should?

The Issue At Hand

More often than not, occidental
influences have been held
responsible for the changes in
habits of our children. Proponents
of Indian ethos have always
deplored the shift in focus from
being effort oriented to being
result oriented, especially in the
area of education and learning.

In education, a lot has been said
and discussed about the
migration from idealistic pursuits
such as reading towards more
realistic methodologies. Of late,
the advent and proliferation of the
electronic media in our homes has
been blamed for the decline in
children’s interest in the printed
word. However, it would be
interesting to note that the
cultures that we chastise for ills
are themselves immune to
practices that are attributed to
them. In fact, it is not uncommon
to catch sight of a Caucasian male
tourist huddled on a pre-cast
concrete bench on a railway
platform in some quaint little
in Madhya Pradesh,
immersed in a novel.
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But visualise a motley group of
Indians at a roadside tea stall or
in the sleeper class compartment
of a train or in the office canteen.
You would probably hear rather
than see - you would hear
animated discussions on cricket or
politics or similar issues. Chances
of visualising an aloof, isolated
Indian in a public place poring
over anovel would be few and far
between. And even if you
succeeded in actually picturing
this rare species, this person

would be on the lookout for
company, his ears in
hypersensitive mode tuned in to
pick up the slightest mention of a
topic of mutual interest.

Westerners today are the
world’s biggest imbibers of books,
the fact that their land has been
the birthplace of the Internet and
other electronic sources of
information such as the television
would stifle many a nationalist
claim.

However, before one actually
proceeds with whether Indian
children are actually reading less
than they should, it would make
sense to study reading as an
educational tool and what it can
and cannot do towards
propagating knowledge. This
analysis would hopefully throw
light on whether the fact that our
children are reading less than us
is a concern that warrants
pressing the alarm button.
Knowledge Dissemination — an
Indian practice

What comes to one’s mind as
one thinks about education in
ancient India? One would see a
guru seated on a raised platform
under a banyan tree, his protégés
seated before him, their heads
respectfully bowed, reciting
chants in unison. What is obvious
by its absence is a book.

Traditionally, dissemination of
knowledge in India has been
through word of mouth, wherein
knowledge has traversed
geographical and chronological
boundaries by virtue of sermons.
Moreover, the Indian belief about
acquiring knowledge is that it is
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possible to gain knowledge
through the teachings of a guru
only, the student may
misinterpret the book. The essence
of this belief is that a book is
considered only a supplement.

Traditionally, documentation
and record keeping has never
been our forte. Of course, there
have been enduring examples of
Indian literature. But most of
these have been in the area of
creative writing, plays, fiction,
drama, verse and poetry. History,
Medicine, Science, Astrology,
Astronomy, Mathematics have all
been India’s gift to humanity.
However, currently available
records about these subjects are
not the handiwork of their
practitioners.

Indians, as the world knows it,
have never chronicled Indian
history. What is now available on
record is the interpretation of
folklore and sketchy details by
European colonists. That this
interpretation has led to many a
heated debate between
nationalists and the chroniclers is
another issue.

The Ayurvedic system of
medicine with its preparations,
botanical data, applications and
treatments has been rediscovered
only over the last century. This
non-maintenance of records has
been the cause of various issues
like intellectual property and
patent rights over medication,
herbs, treatment and formulations
that have been part of our lives
since time immemorial. Another
fallout of this has also been the
lack of credibility and faith in the



efficacy of the system itself, driven
by the faith in the written word -
a trait characteristic of the modern
world.

Other disciplines are embroiled
in such and other issues that have
their roots in the way knowledge
has been managed in India.
Thinking - Far Reaching
Differences

The occidental mind thinks
linearly as contrasted against the
Indian mind that thinks non-
linearly. To give an analogy, the
occidental way of thinking is
similar to swimminginalaneina
pool, while the Indian way of
thinking is more like swimming
in the wide expanses of the ocean.

Focus is a trademark of the
occidental thinking process, while
the Indian thinking process would
appear like a Banyan tree,
spreading out its myriad branches
and tendrils. While reading is a
linear method of acquiring
knowledge, a group discussion
would be an apt example of a non-
linear method. -Digression is the
essence of a non-linear thinking
process, while a linear thinking
process would be inherently
to the
difference between a natural beam

coherent analogous

and a laser beam of light.

So, the argument here is that an
Indian mind’s thinking is not
channelled and thus tends to
spread out. This style of thinking
itself is incompatible to the book
method of initiating thought. This
raises the query whether a book
is expected to actively initiate
thought, or is it just a passive
means of presenting the views of
the writer.

Current Education in India -
Dissonances galore

Students bemoan the pressures
of today’s educational and
academic expectations. They

complain about the dearth of
excitement in the learning
process. When the process of
learning by itself is considered to
be a ‘task’, any further dialogue
about the task would be
meaningless. Drudgery is the
word that comes to one’s mind
when one puts on the thinking cap
of today’s quintessential student.

While students lament about
the deplorable state of imparting
knowledge, teachers on the other
hand deplore the lack of interest
shown by students in the tome
goldmines of information.

But what loses focus in this
blurring debate is the relevance of
reading as a methodology of
learning.  What
unanswered is the question of

remains

whether reading is compatible
with the Indian way of thinking.

Indians tend to view a
particular issue from different
perspectives. The style of thinking
is to study different possible
solutions and ends to an issue.
The style is to consider and
evaluate options at every stage.

Of course, strong arguments
may be voiced against this style
of thinking. For instance, one
might feel that the style is not
favourable to finding solutions,
that it is not solution oriented. But
Indianism has always been more
about efforts than it was about
results.

A second argument might arise
over the intrinsic lack of focus that
exists in the Indian thinking
process. However the discerning
observer would note that the
Indian style of thinking is more
tuned towards minor and
insignificant details.

Another resistance to the style
might be that the thought process
has no meaning if it does not go
beyond thinking. But Indian
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thinking is just that - “...the
Indian mind thinks for the joy of
thinking...and nothing else”

The Way Ahead

So before pulling out one’s hair
in sheer despair over the current
trends in the reading habit (or the
lack of it) among the younger
blood, one might be benefited in
understanding the inherent
potential and drawbacks of
reading as a source of learning.
This would enable one to actually
look at alternative methodologies,
each being customised to cater to
specific  participants and
disciplines.

One might actually mull over
sermons and interactive
discourses as an effective means
to generate fresh ideas and give
birth to concepts. A thought that
warrants mention here would be
Lateral Thinking as propounded
by Edward De Bono - aren’t the
two styles (the “Indian” and “LT”)
similar in essence? And given the
wide acceptance of the relevance
and effectiveness of LT among
neo-philosophers, the time might
be just right to re-discover the
Gurukula method of teaching
how to think the right way.

Of course, the Gurukula system
does put a higher load on the
Guruy, and a move in this direction
would warrant a change in the
workload norms and a paradigm
shift in the
framework. Shantiniketan with its
Vishwa Bharathi University is a

educational

grand example of academic
excellence. Is it feasible? Or how
do we make it feasible? Or rather
can we evolve our own
indigenous learning method? m
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