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Abstract
The teaching of literature in societies which are both culturally and linguistically diverse needs methods that link up the interpretation of literature with students' own social experiences, without restricting themselves to cultural points of view that are familiar to them. In Assam, for example, Assamese folktales, Bengali short stories from the Barak Valley, and the Sylheti oral traditions provide particular resources for looking at the way local narratives can be used in undergraduate literary education. This article presents a qualitative and interpretative analysis based on culturally relevant pedagogy, reader-response theory, and critical pedagogy. It looks at the Assamese folktale "Tejimola"; three Bengali short stories from the Barak Valley that have been discussed by Priya Paul (2023)—"Akti Mrityu and Tarpor" by Shyamalendu Chakraborty, "Manush" by Badruzzaman Choudhury, and "Ettarbanu and Mass Media" by Krishna Misra Bhattacharya—and the scholarly work on Sylheti oral poetry connected with the Bangladesh Liberation War. Instead of viewing regional narratives simply as containing cultural heritage, the paper explores their ability to promote close reading and critical thinking about gender, social inequality, media representation, narrative form, and historical memory. It maintains that undergraduate literary education can be widened when students study the cultural context together with the text's form and its ideological complexity. The paper warns against romanticising tradition, seeing regional identities as homogeneous, or asserting educational results without any empirical evidence. It suggests a text-focused pedagogical framework for incorporating regional narratives into literature courses while keeping both interpretative rigour and an openness to differing viewpoints.
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1. Introduction
The choice of which texts are included in a curriculum, which experiences are granted literary recognition, and the way in which students understand cultural difference all have an impact on the teaching of literature. Although well-established literary traditions remain important for undergraduate education, curricula that fail to place adequate emphasis on regional narratives might miss the chance to look at the connection between literature, language, cultural memory, and social experience.
This is particularly pertinent in the case of Assam, since Assamese, Bengali, Sylheti, and a number of other linguistic and cultural traditions have evolved under different historical and geographical conditions. The Assamese folktales, the Bengali literary output in the Barak Valley, and the Sylheti oral forms are examples of various ways of expressing themselves. Including them in the teaching of literature at undergraduate level can help to widen the range of texts that students use when looking at literary form, social relationships, and the way in which meaning is constructed.
You should not include local narratives simply because they are familiar from a geographical point of view or are thought to show an authentic culture; it is the questions that they raise which determine their educational value. A folktale may be studied in terms of its narrative structure, the role of gender, and the way it portrays the natural world. A short story can be used to analyse social inequality, individual agency, and the depiction of marginalised experience. Oral poetry offers the possibility of examining the connection between memory, performance, displacement, and political identity.
The approach has cultural relevance as it is based on a theoretical foundation. Ladson-Billings (1995) links academic achievement with cultural competence and critical consciousness, and Gay (2018) stresses the importance of cultural knowledge in the process of teaching. When applied to literature, these views indicate that regional narratives can be used as resources for thorough literary analysis and should not be treated merely as supplementary material for use in discussions on heritage.
The National Education Policy 2020 stresses multilingualism, cultural rootedness, and Indian knowledge systems (Ministry of Education, 2020). While these principles offer a suitable policy background, mere policy commitments do not prove the effectiveness of any specific classroom method.
The paper looks at the pedagogical potential of local narratives by examining three closely related areas: Assamese folktales, Bengali short stories from the Barak Valley, and Sylheti oral poetry. It maintains that regional narratives can be used to enhance teaching of literature at the undergraduate level when they are studied as complex literary and cultural texts which allow for different interpretations and critical analysis. This study is of a conceptual and interpretative nature and does not involve the assessment of student performance or make any claims regarding causal educational effects.

2. Review of Literature
2.1 Culturally relevant pedagogy
Ladson-Billings (1995) defines culturally relevant pedagogy in terms of the connection between academic achievement, cultural competence, and critical consciousness. Gay (2018) also stresses the importance of cultural knowledge in the development of the curriculum and in instructional practice. In the field of literature education, these approaches indicate that students' linguistic and cultural backgrounds can serve as resources for interpreting texts, on the condition that this familiarity is coupled with critical inquiry. Regional narratives do not have to replace the existing literary traditions; instead, they can put the various traditions into dialogue when addressing questions of authority, belonging, justice, memory, and social responsibility.
2.2 Reader-response theory and critical interpretation
Rosenblatt's (1995) transactional theory of reading emphasizes the relationship between the reader and the text; literary meaning is produced as a result of the reader's interaction with the text's features and their own interpretative experience, not through the mere extraction of meaning or by relying on uncontrolled personal opinion. Just because one is familiar with a text does not mean that they have interpreted it properly. In order to engage in critical reading it is necessary to attend to textual evidence, context, ambiguity, and alternative explanations.
2.3 Indigenous knowledge and oral traditions
Knowledge can be passed on among communities by means of oral narratives, customary practices, songs, ecological relationships, and collective memory. In order to incorporate this into education, it is necessary to take into account the contexts in which the knowledge is generated and the people whose experiences it reflects. McCarty and Brayboy (2021) examine culturally responsive, sustaining, and revitalising forms of teaching in the context of Indigenous education. In the teaching of literature, oral traditions can be looked at as cultural expressions that convey knowledge as well as showing social relationships and historical experiences. It is wrong, though, to regard communities as culturally homogeneous, and it should not be assumed that traditions express fixed or universally held values.
2.4 Regional literature and Barak Valley
Bengali literature from the Barak Valley has grown up within a special linguistic, geographical, and sociocultural environment. In an article in the Trisangam International Refereed Journal, which was published in October 2023, Priya Paul examines a number of short stories from the Barak Valley and looks at 'Akti Mrityu and Tarpor' by Shyamalendu Chakraborty, 'Manush' by Badruzzaman Choudhury, and 'Ettarbanu and Mass Media' by Krishna Misra Bhattacharya. She sets these stories in the broader context of the region's literary evolution and addresses the themes of mortality, poverty, exploitation, and the treatment of vulnerable women (Paul, 2023).
They provide situations in which social inequality, representation, and narrative form can be examined, and in this paper they demonstrate that regional fiction can aid critical literary investigation while at the same time staying linked to a specific linguistic and cultural environment.
2.5 Sylheti oral poetry and historical memory
Acharjee in her 2023 work looks at various kinds of oral folk poetry linked with the Barak Valley at the time of the Bangladesh Liberation War, such as kabigan and hature kabita. The study explores the connection between this kind of poetry and the experience of refugeehood, the borderlands, political mobilisation, and national imaginaries. The poetry may be seen as a form of literary expression influenced by historical conditions. In the context of undergraduate teaching, it provides a chance to look at the way oral performance conveys collective memory and political emotion, as well as how the act of collecting or transcribing oral pieces influences their subsequent interpretation. The current paper is based on existing scholarly publications and does not aim to reproduce ethnographic fieldwork.
2.6 Research gap and contribution
The existing scholarship on culturally relevant pedagogy, reader-response theory, regional literature, and oral traditions offers various bases for the present discussion. This paper combines these different perspectives into a suggested framework for teaching narratives in Assamese and Barak Valley Bengali while keeping the distinctions relating to genre, language, and historical context. It does not assert that the chosen works have never been examined or that their educational value has already been proven. Instead, its contribution is conceptual in that it outlines methods for linking local narratives with close reading, comparative interpretation, and critical reflection.
3. Theoretical Framework
The paper is based on three different approaches: culturally relevant pedagogy, reader-response theory, and critical pedagogy. Culturally relevant pedagogy views cultural and linguistic experience as a resource for academic learning (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Reader-response theory stresses the connection between textual evidence and the process of interpretation (Rosenblatt, 1995). Critical pedagogy focuses on knowledge, authority, and social power (Freire, 2000).
These different viewpoints lead to a method by which students go from gaining a contextual understanding to engaging in close reading, making comparisons and offering reflective arguments. It is not necessary to accept tradition without question in order to promote cultural inclusion; a narrative can preserve collective memory even as it reinforces assumptions regarding gender or authority, and a poem can express the experience of marginalised groups while at the same time setting its own boundaries of belonging. By means of critical interpretation, the tensions involved can be brought into discussion without undermining the cultural importance of the works.
4. Methodology
4.1 Research design
The study makes use of a qualitative, interpretative and conceptual approach. It is based on existing scholarly work, educational policy papers, and previously published conversations about regional literary works. The main materials examined are the Assamese folk tale 'Tejimola'; the three Barak Valley Bengali short stories referred to by Paul (2023); and the oral poetry mentioned by Acharjee (2023).
4.2 Analytical procedure
The analysis is based on four dimensions: (1) narrative form, which involves characterisation, plot, perspective, imagery, and resolution; (2) cultural memory, which involves shared experience and historical context; (3) social representation, which includes gender, class, authority, and belonging; and (4) pedagogical application, which includes the kinds of questions that texts may lead to in undergraduate teaching. These dimensions offer a shared framework without supposing that folktales, short stories, and oral poems function in the same way.
4.3 Scope and limitations
The study does not contain any interviews, questionnaires, observations in the classroom, experiments, or original statistical data. It is not a comprehensive survey of Assamese or Barak Valley Bengali literature. The article by Paul offers secondary commentary and information regarding the short stories that have been selected; nevertheless, detailed interpretations should be verified with the original collection before being submitted. The conclusions refer to the pedagogical possibilities and not to measurable learning outcomes.
5. Discussion: Local Narratives and Critical Literary Pedagogy
5.1 “Tejimola”: Gender, transformation, and ecological imagination
The folktale 'Tejimola' by Lakshminath Bezbaroa, as found in Burhi Aair Xadhu, offers a suitable basis for investigating the various kinds of literary analysis that can arise from a well-known folk story. The different forms that the tale takes and the way it portrays female vulnerability suggest interpretations concerning gender, power, survival, and the relationship between human and non-human life. Academic work has already looked into the feminist and ecocritical aspects of the story, as well as its adaptation in Bhaskar Hazarika's film Kothanodi (Gogoi & Talukdar, 2021; Guptha & Sandhya, 2023; Kalita Moral, 2023).
The reason for referring to 'Tejimola' in this case is not to present a new discovery but rather to explore the various interpretative possibilities and organise them as part of undergraduate literary activities. Students are able to look at issues of familial authority, the connection between suffering and agency, and the role of transformation in the narrative structure; they can also examine how plants and animals take part in the story's imaginative world and whether this relationship allows for an ecocritical interpretation.
The questions in question take the discussion beyond the need to identify a moral lesson. The students could compare those readings which stress the restoration of justice with others that concentrate on gendered vulnerability or ecological interdependence. Instead, they should base their conclusions on the narrative rather than suppose that one approach covers all of the text's meaning.
5.2 Barak Valley Bengali short fiction: Poverty, gender, and representation
5.2.1 “Manush”: Poverty, social inequality, and the meaning of humanity
The story "Manush" by Badruzzaman Choudhury, as discussed by Paul (2023), is a important text for the study of the connection between literary representation and structural inequality, Paul pointing out that Rajjak, his wife Pata Bibi, and their children are the main figures whose lives are affected by extreme poverty, food insecurity and social exclusion.
The family's situation is shown by means of ordinary experiences of want rather than through general remarks on economic inequality. The fact that Rajjak cannot work regularly, the difficulty they have in getting food, and the children's constant efforts to find something to eat all make material deprivation a key aspect of the story. Hunger is not just a matter of individual misfortune; it offers a way of looking at the social conditions which limit the characters' options.
A significant interpretation arises when comparing the family's state of deprivation with the unequal way in which resources are distributed in the wider society. The fact that food is obtainable in other places while Rajjak's family is still unable to get sufficient nourishment is brought to light by Paul's account. This contrast leads one to consider issues of wealth, privilege, and the recognition of common human needs.
The title encourages students to consider what it means to regard another person as human. Instead of viewing the title as a question that has an obvious answer, they should look at how the narrative sets out the circumstances in which poor people are denied dignity and aid. They can examine the relationship between material deprivation and social exclusion and think about the way in which literary narration brings these conditions to light.
The text also provides the possibility of examining the way in which children are portrayed and the connection between individual responsibility and the influence of structural circumstances. In the context of teaching undergraduates, it allows for a close analysis of characterisation, narrative perspective, the depiction of hunger, and the difference between the lives of the privileged and those of the marginalised groups. Any detailed remarks concerning the story's ending must be based on the original text.

5.2.2 “Ettarbanu and Mass Media”: Gendered vulnerability and public responsibility
The article "Ettarbanu and Mass Media" by Krishna Misra Bhattacharya offers a complementary view of vulnerability and representation; according to Paul, Ettarbanu is a girl who moves from Bangladesh to India with her mother and then suffers abandonment, exploitation and social insecurity.
As Paul points out, the story looks at the way commercial media reacts to Ettarbanu's suffering. Although media people want to spread her story, this visibility does not always serve to protect her or lead to real assistance. The narrative thus makes a distinction between representing suffering and actually responding to it, since coverage can make a vulnerable person visible without altering the conditions which cause vulnerability.
The story offers the opportunity for a critical look at gender, displacement, and the responsibility of institutions. It is not possible to understand Ettarbanu's experiences just in terms of individual decisions; rather, social conditions and existing power imbalances influence them. Students may investigate how the narrative presents her experiences, how it depicts the people and institutions surrounding her, and whether it shows her as an agent or mainly through the actions of other people.
The way it handles media allows literary interpretation to be combined with media literacy without reducing the story to an example of a fixed theory. Students may consider who it is whose suffering becomes newsworthy, who gains from the spread of it, and whether publicity always leads to social responsibility. It is because of these questions that the story serves as a useful text for the study of representation and power.

5.2.3 “Akti Mrityu and Tarpor”: Narrative suspense and social reality
The story 'Akti Mrityu and Tarpor' by Shyamalendu Chakraborty can also be used as a third example. According to Paul (2023) the story is characterised by its dramatic structure, concise narration and the way it is organised around a dead man whose identity and circumstances come to be the focus of attention.
The story creates a sense of uncertainty since various other characters gather around the dead man while the circumstances of his death are still not clarified. Paul highlights the dramatic scenes, the speed at which the action unfolds, and the slow revelation of information. It is because of these characteristics that the story is useful for investigating the impact of suspense and narrative withholding on interpretation.
Pupils are able to tell the difference between the sequence of events and the order in which the information is given. They can examine the way in which description, dialogue, silence, and the reactions of different characters create a sense of uncertainty, and see how the ending affects their understanding of what had happened before. This kind of formal analysis goes hand in hand with the social issues examined in “Manush” and “Ettarbanu and Mass Media.”
The three stories together provide complementary opportunities for educational purposes: "Manush" highlights material deprivation and social inequality; "Ettarbanu and Mass Media" raises issues concerning gendered vulnerability and the ethics of representation; and "Akti Mrityu and Tarpor" offers a setting in which to look at narrative suspense and the way social reality is constructed. The fact that they differ shows the variety of form and theme found in short stories written in the Barak Valley Bengali language.
5.3 Sylheti oral poetry: Memory, displacement, and borderlands
Acharjee in 2023 looks at the oral folk poetry linked with the Barak Valley at the time of the Bangladesh Liberation War, covering both kabigan and hature kabita. In her study she looks at the connection between refugeehood, borderlands, political mobilisation and national imaginaries. These forms may be seen as literary expressions shaped by specific historical circumstances.
The poetry can be used in teaching at the undergraduate level to look at the way poetic expression conveys historical experience and collective memory. Students are able to examine the relationship between performance and meaning and to consider the impact that collecting, transcribing or translating oral compositions has on their subsequent interpretation. It is essential that the historical context of the poems remains visible; they should not be regarded as isolated examples of folklore separated from the experiences which shaped them.
By including Sylheti oral poetry the idea of literary knowledge is expanded. This allows for a discussion of the relationship between literary expression, community memory, and political identity, while acknowledging that oral forms vary in their purpose, aesthetic conventions, and method of circulation.
5.4 Comparative interpretation across Assamese and Barak Valley traditions
The Assamese folktale, the Barak Valley short stories, and the Sylheti oral poetry all differ from one another in terms of language, genre, historical background, and method of transmission. It is not necessary to regard them as equivalent illustrations of a single regional culture if one is to appreciate their educational value. On the contrary, they can engage in dialogue with one another by means of clearly formulated analytical questions.
The essay on ‘Tejimola’ offers the opportunity to examine issues of transformation, gender, and ecological imagination. The one on ‘Manush’ gives a setting in which to look into social inequality. The topic ‘Ettarbanu and Mass Media’ raises questions concerning representation and public responsibility. ‘Akti Mrityu and Tarpor’ invites an analysis of suspense and narrative disclosure, while Sylheti oral poetry provides a basis for discussing historical memory and displacement.
By using a comparative method it is possible to look at the ways in which these various texts establish authority, portray vulnerable people, or deal with the relationship between personal experience and the circumstances common to a group. However, such a comparison has to be careful to take into account the differences in form and context: a folktale passed on by oral tradition cannot be analysed in the same way as a modern short story or a poem written during a specific historical crisis.
The aim in terms of education is to show that various literary traditions can throw light on similar issues while at the same time keeping their own distinctive features. Students are taught to compare things without ignoring the differences and to notice common concerns without supposing that the meanings are the same. As a result, regional literature assumes a substantial intellectual role in the study of literature and is no longer just additional material.
5.5 Cultural inclusion without romanticising tradition
One should not suppose that regional traditions are naturally harmonious, egalitarian, or morally better when using local narratives. Although cultural narratives can retain valuable knowledge and the collective memory, they also reflect unequal social relations. A folktale might reproduce strict expectations regarding gender or authority; a short story might present the experience of marginalised groups through conventions which have to be critically examined; and an oral poem might express resistance while at the same time establishing the boundaries of collective identity.
The fact that such possibilities exist does not reduce the significance of the texts; on the contrary, it illustrates the importance of critical interpretation. Students ought to consider what a narrative brings to light, which experiences it highlights, and what assumptions it fails to question. Likewise, teachers should make the mistake of viewing students as representing whole linguistic or cultural groups.
A responsible approach to education involves showing respect for culture and at the same time carrying out critical examination; it acknowledges the importance of local knowledge while at the same time enabling students to question, compare, and reinterpret the texts by means of which that knowledge is conveyed.
6. A Pedagogical Framework for Undergraduate Education
6.1 Contextual grounding
Students are given information that is relevant to the linguistic, historical, and cultural context of a narrative. Teachers tell the difference between information that has been documented and claims that are based on interpretation, and they explain the relevant issues concerning translation or adaptation.
6.2 Close reading
The students look at language, narrative structure, characterisation, imagery, point of view and the way the story is concluded. The analytical questions should be suitable to the genre and to the particular text rather than being applied in the same way to all texts.
6.3 Comparative interpretation
Students look at different interpretations of a text or put the texts in dialogue with one another in response to a well-defined question. For instance, they might examine how "Tejimola" portrays gendered authority or how Sylheti oral poetry forms historical memory.
6.4 Reflective argument
Students have to write an analytical essay, give an oral presentation, or produce a comparative commentary, all of which must be based on textual evidence. The evaluation takes into account the clarity of the argument, the quality of the evidence used, and the ability to recognise complexity as well as to assess different interpretations.
Table 1. Proposed framework for teaching local narratives
	Stage
	Principal activity
	Pedagogical purpose

	Contextual grounding
	Examine linguistic, cultural, and historical context
	Develop informed interpretation

	Close reading
	Analyse form, language, character, and narrative structure
	Strengthen literary analysis

	Comparative interpretation
	Evaluate alternative readings and compare texts
	Encourage critical judgement

	Reflective argument
	Present an evidence-based interpretation
	Develop reasoned academic expression



The framework can be applied to various undergraduate syllabi and does not call for fieldwork; however, its use with specific texts must be based on reliable editions or documented versions.
7. Limitations and Future Research
The paper is mainly conceptual and interpretative, not empirical, and it does not claim that including local narratives improves student engagement, critical thinking, or academic achievement. Making such assertions would require properly designed empirical research.
The paper does not provide a comprehensive overview of either Assamese or Barak Valley Bengali literature; instead, the texts it has chosen serve only as examples and are based on the existing scholarly work. In the case of the selected Barak Valley short stories, readers are advised to check the specific assertions regarding narrative structure, characterisation, and thematic resolution against the original works. Future research might involve in-depth analyses of a clearly defined set of texts, look at regional narratives in current undergraduate course syllabi, or compare translations and adaptations. These kinds of studies could help develop the framework suggested here while also separating out textual analysis from policy analysis and making empirical claims about educational outcomes.
8. Conclusion
Local stories are able to enhance the teaching of literature at the undergraduate level by linking the interpretation of literature with cultural memory, linguistic diversity, and social experience. In Assam, the Assamese folktales, the short stories in the Barak Valley Bengali language, and the oral poetry of the Sylheti people offer various resources for looking at gender, social inequality, representation, historical memory, and the connection between literature and community knowledge.
The examples given illustrate the advantage of viewing regional texts as complex literary works rather than just as cultural illustrations; by including them, the variety of literary experiences open to students can be increased without reducing the intellectual requirements of close reading and critical interpretation.
Cultural inclusion must not lead to cultural idealisation. Although local narratives can preserve valuable knowledge they may also show unequal relationships or reflect contested social values. It is therefore necessary to balance contextual understanding with critical scrutiny in order to achieve their pedagogical value.
The framework suggested combines contextual grounding, close reading, comparative interpretation and reflective argument. It provides an approach based on texts which can be used in the teaching of literature at undergraduate level without the need for fieldwork or assuming unproven learning outcomes. Using local narratives to teach literature should enable students to go beyond simple familiarity and attain a more informed awareness of difference, complexity and shared human concerns.
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