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ecently, the Ut-

tar Pradesh go-

vernment  is-

sued a circular

directing all state-run
schools to allot 10 minutes
during the morning as-
sembly to read out main
items from “physical new-
spapers”. The circular
further added that this ac-
tivity be conducted regu-
larly on a rotational basis
by students to cultivate the
" habit of reading. While the
initiative is to be applaud-
ed, this practice has been
in place across thousands
of schools for several

years.

Although the impact is
yet to be scientifically mea-
sured, the fate of reading
among students is starkly
evident. They shun it,
trapped in the cauldron of
screen addiction, toxic ef-
fects of which have been so
alarming that the Austra-
lian government has
banned social media na-
tionally for children under
16 years.

Informal survey
The task at hand, there-
fore, is to engineer a turna-
round: to rejuvenate the
reading habit that can or-
ganically act as a coghitive
detoxification. For acade-
mia to meaningfully en-
gage in this pursuit and for
such initiatives to succeed,
a practical roadmap must
be drawn. As a first step, an
" informal survey was con-
ducted among students,
‘including those who parti-
cipated in the newspaper-
ding exercise. At the
of the school day, a few
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A paper a day

Why reading the newspaper should be
part of classroom activity

students from Classes 6-12
were randomly chosen as
they left school. Even those
who had read out the news
in the morning assembly
were unable to recall most
of what they had read.

The teachers revealed
that the assigned students
usually arrived a little early
and hurriedly skimmed
through the newspapers.
This led to headlines being
chosen randomly and read
out mechanically; stutter-
ing and mispronunciations
being common while read-
ing aloud; rapid reading
which conveyed little
meaning to listeners; a pot-

ourri of news items often
that confused rather than
informed; and regular
classes commencing im-
mediately after the as-
sembly, leaving no time to
think over the news Conse-
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quently, the practice yield-
ed minimal results, and
continuing the same for-
mat is likely to remain a fu-
tile exercise.

Meaningful use

Instead, the same 10-mi-
nute slot could be used far
more meaningfully within
their regular classes: each
student should engage di-
rectly with a newspaper,
reading news stories of
their own choice, followed
by quick activities such as
retelling, discussing, sum-
marising, expressing opi-
nions, and debating what
they have read. Most im-
portantly, these tasks
should be carried out in
pairs, triads, or small
groups, to ensure the parti-
cipation of all learners. The
conventional practice of in-
presentations
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should be avoicfed, as it is
impossible to offer equita-
ble opportunities to eve-
ryone and, even when
done, are rare and infre
quent. So inclusive learn-
Ing spaces must be deliber-
ately created.

Although the news of
‘here and now’ is accessi-
ble on digital media, the
edge the print media en-
Joys is that the news stories
are curated, offering back-
grounds, profiles, and (un)
biased  interpretations,
While fake news, misinfor-
mation, and disinformga-
tion characterise the cyr-
rent situation, the role of
newspapers is unenviable,
facilitating novice students
to grasp authentic news
and formulate viewpoints
to share with their peers,
parents and siblings, there-
by deepening their think-
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Another major advan-
tage is that newspapers,
aptly described as ‘the
poor man’s university’, en-
compass every dimension
of life: politics, economics,
commerce, sports,
science, technology, wars,
religions, films, celebrities,
and more at local, state,
national and international
levels. In effect, they
shrink the entire universe
into a few pages. These at-
tributes naturally induce a
daily urge to read; habitual
readers feel ‘a sense of loss
if they miss even a single
day. ‘ i

The commonly cited be-
nefits of reading newspap-
ers — vocabulary enrich-
ment, strengthening GK,
preparation for competi-
tive examinations, and the
development of empathy —
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are merely spin-offs. More
crucially, the much-touted
21st-century skills, such as
creative and critical think-
ing, along with problem-
solving skills, can be deve-
loped organically. Unlike
the narrow academic focus
of formal subjects, bring-
ing newspapers into the
fold is certain to create a
cognitive appeal that can
effectively motivate stu-
dents to become willing
readers.

Challenges and
solutions :
The major obstacle to this
approach is ensuring ac-
cess to newspapers for all
students.  Nevertheless;
this challenge is far from
insurmountable. . Some
strategies include adoption
of schools as part of CSR in-
itiatives by a newspaper,
encouraging parents who
can afford it to subscribe;
allocation of a part of the
annual library budget for
newspapers; asking for
help from alumni associa-

_tions or local clubs; or even

using back issues. Addi-
tionally, sharing of new-
spapers between two stu-
dents will further help
reduce expenses.

Halting the steep decline
in reading among young-
sters has emerged as a
prime challenge and grant-
ing newspapers a legiti-
mate academic status off-
ers an immense potential
to transform students into
habitual readers.

The writer is the Chief Executive
Chair, ELTAI, and former professor
and Head, Department of English,
Anna University, Chennai.
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