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Today, Lali was silent in the centre. She did not feel 
like studying. The other children wanted to talk to 
her, but she did not respond and looked sad. When 
it was time for the centre to close, all the children 
started going home, Lali also put her books into her 
bag and was ready to leave. I went to her and took 
her hand. She stopped and looked at me in surprise. 
I asked, ‘What happened to you, Lali? Are you 
sad?' She did not say anything. I asked her again, 
‘Lali, you can tell me, what happened to you? Did 
someone say anything to you?’ Tears welled up in 
her eyes. She looked at me and said, ‘Kanchan and 
I used to always come to school together. For a few 
days now, she has not been talking to me properly. 
She has a new friend. Sometimes, when they both 
talk while looking at me, I feel as if they are talking 
about me. I feel like crying. I go to Mummy, but 
Mummy is busy with her work and taking care of 
my younger sister.’

As a teacher, it is my responsibility to understand 
the needs of my students, their socio-emotional 
state, their fears, phobias, and concerns. Today, 
when I was discussing a storybook with children, 
many such things came to the fore. I would like to 
share them with you.
At the Mohalla Learning Activity Centre (MohLAC)i  
today, there was a discussion on the book ‘Nanha 
Hathi Lai-Lai’, written by Shekhar Dattatri. It read, 
‘The little elephant is only one day old. He can stand 
and walk by himself now. Wherever his mother 
goes, he goes with her.’ I asked the children why 
human babies cannot walk the moment they are 
born. Their answer was that human babies’ legs 
are weak and they need older people to support 
them. Children said: When we cry, bathe, or change 
clothes, we need someone. So, I asked again, ‘Now, 
do you still feel the need for such support?’ ‘Yes,’ 
said the children.
This made me think. Lali needed Kanchan because, 
at her age, children need a friend with whom they 
can share everything and whom they can trust. 
Spending time with friends helps them explore 
newer things in life. Children are committed 
to maintaining friendships where they remain 

emotionally invested. Kanchan was Lali’s only 
friend. Lali was upset and worried: How would she 
go to school alone? Whom will she sit with? With 
whom will she eat and with whom will she have fun? 
She also felt that she had been rejected by her own 
friend. It was difficult for her to accept the rejection 
without Kanchan giving her any reason. Feelings 
of rejection not only affect a child's emotional 
development but can also have an impact on their 
mental, intellectual, and cognitive development.
‘Lai-Lai enjoys playing in the water, but Amma has 
to stay close. He is always close to his mother and 
aunts,’ I read and asked the children why Lai-Lai had 
to stay with his mother and aunts. The children's 
answer was ‘because of fear’. Fear of what, I asked. 
They said, ‘Maybe he is scared of getting drowned 
in water or being attacked by a big animal when he 
is alone, or afraid of thunder and lightning, or the 
dark.’ I asked them, ‘What are you scared of?’ We 
made a list of things they feared. For the purpose 
of this discussion, I would like to talk about two of 
their fears:
• Fear of exams: One child said that he is scared of 

exams. Others added that they worry that they 
will not understand some questions or when 
the teacher comes close to them. They also 
expressed their fear of failing exams and if that 
would make their friends leave them; or that 
their friends’ parents may ask them to do so. 
They also worried that people in their locality 
would laugh at them.

• Fear of an alcoholic father: A girl from class V 
said, ‘Didi, I feel scared when my father comes 
home drunk. Sometimes he fights with mom, 
even beats her, and we children hide in a corner.’ 
When the girl was telling me this, her face was 
careworn. I do not know how many children 
were there who felt petrified and insecure in 
their own homes. When children are not able 
to put forth their fears and needs before their 
fathers, if they cannot talk to them openly, 
gradually the relationship deteriorates. 

After this interaction, I felt that in spite of our being 
there for the children, they had to go through a 
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lot of emotional turmoil. This means that we are 
not able to build a relationship with them based 
on friendship; they do not feel free to approach 
us and share their problems with us. For all of us 
working in the field of education and my teacher 
colleagues, I would like to say that we also need 
to pay attention to the mental health of children 
since they spend a lot of time with us in school. We 
need to build a close relationship with them so that 
they can reach out to us without any hesitation. 
Also, it is very important to try and create a friendly 
environment in the class and outside it. If a child is 
not able to speak to us directly, then he can convey 
his problems and thoughts to us through her/his 
diary or letter. We must encourage this.
If I had not asked Lali the reason for her being sad, 
she would have felt that she was alone. Sometimes, 
loneliness can create fear, embarrassment, or 

feelings of insecurity in children and can be a threat 
to their learning and development. 
Storybooks provide avenues to discuss emotional 
topics with children. These stories of other 
children are meant to make them feel that they 
are not alone in how they feel fear, loneliness or 
alienation; other children also go through the same 
emotions. Some books like Bambu, Guthli Toh Pari 
Hai, Macher Jhol, Jamlo, Meri Zoya Chali Gayi, 
Pyari Madam, etc., describe different emotions of 
children. For example, ‘Meri Zoya Chali Gayi’ by 
Richa Jha is a book which deals with the loneliness 
that the character feels when his sister Zoya passes 
away. In Rinchin's' ‘Pyari Madam’, a little girl writes 
about her joys, her troubles, her excitements, her 
sorrows, and her quirky questions to her teacher in 
the form of letters.

*Names have been changed to protect children’s identities.
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Endnotes 

i Mohalla Learning Activity Centres (MohLAC) are centres where children from government primary schools can do basic language and math 
work. During the COVID-19 period, when schools were closed, Eklavya’s Jashn-e-Taleem Project opened these centres in some villages of  
six development blocks of the Hoshangabad district and started the process of teaching children. These centres continue to this day. In addition 
to the teaching of language and mathematics, they have a library/reading corner where storytelling, discussion on books, and other activities are 
carried out.
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