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0 (Preface)

This book attempts to o↵er the Tamil heritage learners a schematic way to develop spoken Tamil skill, while
sketching carefully the di↵erence between spoken and written variety of Tamil wherever possible. Although
spoken variety is considered important to be developed using this book, knowledge about literary variety of
Tamil along with relevant exercises are also considered equally significant to help students balance between
these two varieties. There are twelve lessons with fifty six simple conversations each of them focuses upon a
speech context, sentence pattern and customary expressions. In the first twenty five conversations, sentences
in Tamil script are complemented with corresponding Roman transliteration to help those who still try to
master the script. Heritage learners have an advantage of acquiring the knowledge of Tamil from their home
mostly in a passive manner. The majority of active heritage speakers are native speakers as far as their
comprehension is concerned, but they struggle to achieve the active skills, namely speaking and writing. It
has become common that the parents feel that their children understand them fully when they speak to
them in Tamil, but they always respond in English. This is typical of all of the heritage learners for the
reason that they are fluent only in the passive skill but not in active skills. Keeping this particular aspect in
mind, the conversations and exercises in this book contain within them many commonly used vocabularies,
expressions and idiomatic forms as much as possible in order to reinforce their passive knowledge. Many new
and idiomatically used words along with many novel sentence structures are emphasized to help heritage
learners build upon their passive knowledge toward mastering their spoken skill.

This book can be used by non-heritage students as well, provided they have studied the basics of Tamil
for quite some time and understand the basic vocabularies already. All of the lessons begin with a brief intro-
duction of Tamil grammar particularly for the teacher. So, ideally, this book can best be used with a teacher
in the classroom setup with other students. Conversations and exercises are provided in such a way that the
students in the classroom can help each other by following on the conversations among themselves. Interac-
tions between students are encouraged throughout the book by giving them an opportunity to participate
in many speech situations. Pictures and comics are used in many exercises largely to initiate conversations
with new speech situations as well as to let students get an opportunity to speak for themselves in new
environments. Some of the popular Tamil movie songs from the 60’s are also used wherever possible in a
very condensed form so they can motivate students not only to memorize them but also engage themselves
in Tamil popular culture as possible. Except a few pictures that I took for myself, most of the ones that
are used in this book are taken from public domain free resources whose authors are unknown to me. I duly
acknowledge them here and express my gratitude to them.

Even though a parallel between spoken and written forms are provided where necessary, an attempt is
made in this book to write Spoken Tamil words in Tamil script throughout. The di�culty in writing spoken
Tamil in Tamil script is that there is no acceptable single standard. can be written either as or

; can be written as or ; can be either or and so on. In such kind
of potential pairs, both forms can be a commonly used spoken Tamil token, and one cannot be judged better
over the other as their di↵erences when heard are negligible. As much as possible the standard spoken Tamil
is used in this book avoiding any regional or social dialects, like or for ;

for and so on. Instead, or ; respectively are
used. In other words, the spoken Tamil forms as given in this book in Tamil script are not stigmatized in any
manner due to regional or social varieties, and they can be considered as a standard variety that is acceptable
in all of the common speech situations. However, students are strictly advised not to use these spoken Tamil
forms in their writing Tamil in any formal contexts because no formal written Tamil can be accepted with
a mixture of spoken Tamil forms in it. The purpose of identifying written literary variety along with their
spoken forms throughout this book is to avoid any confusion between these two styles. What is emphasized
here is that the spoken Tamil forms as given in this book are mainly to help students with mastering the
spoken Tamil skill relatively faster by reading the style in Tamil script.

Further, wherever possible many idiomatic expressions that are typical of Tamil are emphasized and
provided with su�cient exercises for the students to master. ;

; etc., are some of such examples,
which do not have direct equivalents in English. literally means that my mind
isn’t cooperating with me to do any work. Similarly, means that the cloth refuses to
dry. Such expressions require extra attention from the point of view of the second language learners, who are
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quite used to the way how things work in their first language and would always expect parallels in the second
language they attempt to master. This book attempts to focus upon such idiomatic expressions in Tamil and
tries to help the learners, as much as possible, to assimilate to such new ways of thinking in Tamil. Pictures
and comics are extensively used in this book to supplement their understanding of such circumstances.

This book is an outcome of my extensive experience in teaching Tamil to both heritage as well as non-
heritage students in the United States in various universities as well as community schools. My earlier
book, ‘Tamil language in context: A Comprehensive Approach to learning Tamil’ and its companion website
‘http://www.thetamillanguage.com’also impart upon the knowledge of spoken Tamil through a sequence of
graded dialogues, but with a very detailed introduction of grammar in a self-contained manner, along with
many video clips. The meta language in that book was primarily English, but in this book Tamil is used
as the meta language keeping in mind a faster way to master the spoken skill. In this sense, both of my
books can complement each other in many ways and a serious learner of Tamil, either a heritage learner or
a non-heritage learner, can benefit from both of these two books in many ways.

I have constantly been in touch with the members of the Tamil Community Schools in the United States
mainly through the two non-profit organizations, namely the American Tamil Academy, Maryland, and the
International Tamil Academy, Saratoga, CA. Through them, I have interacted with many Tamil teachers and
students and participated in many of their training and teaching sessions. My engagement with their e↵orts
originally motivated me to work on this project. The community Tamil teachers and the heritage learners of
Tamil spend much of their time teaching and learning the language in this foreign land and invariably most of
them feel a lack of systematic curriculum for them to teach and learn the Tamil language in any optimal way.
As a result, the students are forced to learn many aspects of Tamil that they either do not find any relevance,
or unable to sustain such knowledge. The primary goal for the heritage learners in any diaspora country is
to acquire native like fluency in Tamil both in speaking as well as writing. This book is designed especially
keeping this particular factor in mind and o↵ers an immersion kind of environment through the conversations
and exercises. I believe this book will be useful for them to achieve their goal of obtaining native proficiency
in Tamil, both in speaking as well as writing - the two productive skills in the language. One other purpose
for this book is to train students to obtain the Biliteracy Seal that the United States Government introduced
in all of the schools in recent years. The Bilteracy Organization (https://sealofbiliteracy.org/) administer
students at their Junior and Senior levels in high schools with foreign language tests in spoken and written,
including Tamil, to judge their proficiency in any foreign language other than English. Successful students
in such tests are o�cially certified with a Seal of Biliteracy, which can be used for their second language
requirement in colleges. I have been involved in making syllabi and tests for Tamil in some of the States in
the United States in cooperation with the Secreteries of Department of Education. The conversations along
with written and spoken Tamil exercises in this book attempt to help the heritage learners of Tamil succeed
in these tests and obtain the Seal of Biliteracy at their Senior year in high school.

While making this book, I got help from many people in so many ways and I would like to duly acknowl-
edge their participation here. The foremost among them is my long time friend Professor M. Jayakumar,
the former Professor of Linguistics, Bharathiyar University. Dr. Jayakumar read through the earlier version
of the manuscript in its entirety and o↵ered many constructive suggestions and comments, which helped
improve upon this version extensively. So did Professor A. Karthikeyan, the former Professor of Linguistics
at the Tamil University, whose painstaking e↵ort to go over the earlier version of this manuscript helped in
many ways. I am thankful to both of them for their time and e↵orts. My wife Vijayabarthi Vasu had been
a constant encouragement for me while making this book. Especially, her involvement in Teaching Tamil to
heritage students tirelessly in one of the local community schools helped her o↵ering me many constructive
suggestions and ideas as well.So do my sons Vimalesh Vasu and Vignesh Vasu, who had been my guinea pigs
while researching the process of Tamil language learning by heritage learners.

Many of my other friends were helpful directly and indirectly while I got involved in making this book.
They include Professors Appasamy Murugaiyan of Paris, M. Ganesan of Annamalai University, K. Kalyana-
sundaram of Switzerland, G. Ravisankar of Pondicherry, L. Ramamoorthy of Mysore, Constantine Nakassis
of University of Chicago and many others. I should also record my indebtedness to the Department of South
Asia Studies, and Penn Language Center, University of Pennsylvania for constantly giving me a platform
to teach and research in the Tamil language and literature.While I thank them all for their encouragement
throughout, I would also like to make a mention here that all of the shortcomings, if any, in this book are
totally mine.
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1 - -

: , ,
. , ,

.
, , , , , ,

, , ,
. ,

.
.

1.1 - !

• ? ?

• niingka kaaleyila paal kud. ikkir.iingkal.aa? t.ii kud. ikkir.iingkal.aa?

⇤ . .

⇤ naan kaaleyila paalum kud.kkale. t.iiyum kud. ikkale. kaappitaan kud. ikkir.een

• ? ?

• ippoo kaappitaan kud. ikkir.iingkal.aa? ungka kaiyile enna irukku?

⇤ . .

⇤ ippoo naan kaappitaan kud. ikkir.een. itu med. raas kaappi.

Written Tamil

O ? ?
⇤ . .
O ? ?
⇤ . .
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1.1.1

: (shadow), (car), (tree), (postbox),

(storeyed house), (window), (plants), (car garage),

(walkway), (driveway), (roof).

.

:

1) ? ?

2) , , ?

1.1.2 ?

.

. . .

.
. .

. . .

.
.

. ! !
.
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.

:

- (so fond of, lit. s.t. is my life), ;
.

(I like very much), (I like curd
rice very much)

vs. (times)

vs. (no time - busy)

vs. (without skipping any day)

vs. (daily)

:

1) ?

2)
.

.

.

1) - - - - . - , .
I study Tamil daily. But I speak only very little Tamil.

2) - - - ?
Do you and your older sister make Idly and Dosai at home?

3) - - - - . , - .
We all do walking for some time. But we do not run.

4) - - -
My younger brother and I speak Tamil very well.

5) - - - ?
Who does not speak Tamil even a little?
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2 - , , ,

: , , , , -

. , ,
. -

. , -
.

.
- , , - ,

.

2.1 . !

• ?

• ungkal.ukku intiyum tamir
¨
um nallaa teriyumaa?

⇤ . .

⇤ enakku inti nallaat teriyaatu. tamir
¨
taan nallaa teriyum.

• . .

• enakku intiyum telungkum teriyaatu. tamir
¨
taan teriyum.

⇤ ?

⇤ ungkal.ukku aangkilam teriyaataa?

• .

• enakku aangkilamum nallaa teriyum. tamir
¨
um nallaa teriyum.

10



Written Tamil

O ?
⇤ . .
O . .
⇤ ?
O . .

. .

:

1) ? ?
? ?

2) ?

2.1.1 ?

.
. . .

.
. .

. . .
. .

.
.

?

:

1) ?

2) .

: .

vs. (thorougly)

vs. (quickly without any hesitation)

vs. (slowly)

vs. (fast/quickly)

11



. .

1) - - - . - , , - .
I know Tamil well. But I do not know Hindi and Telugu well.

2) - - - ? , - ,
.

Do you and your younger brother know how to speak Hindi? My older brother and I can speak
Tamil well.

3) - - - - . , - - .
We all understand German a bit. But we don’t know Tamil.

4) - - ?
Which languages you know how to speak and write?

5) - - - ?
Who does not understand Tamil even a little?

6) - - -
My younger brother and I know Tamil very well.

vs. (I know good Tamil very well)

vs. (if you don’t get up from the bed...)

vs. (even one thing)

: ?
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