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A curated collection of outstanding books in English and 
in Hindi, for children and young adults, by the Parag 
Initiative of Tata Trusts. �is list, published annually, 
comprises noteworthy books of the year, with brief 
information on each title. It has been developed with 
careful screening and multiple reviews by experts in the 
field of children’s literature. �e list aims to provide a 
comprehensive curated list of good quality children’s 
literature that librarians, teachers, parents and children 
can refer to and read.

�is year, we called for submissions of original writing 
in the categories of picture books, young readers and 
young adults, across genres of fiction, non-fiction and 
poetry. We received entries from 23 Indian publishers, 
published between October 2020 and September 2021.

We hope this endeavor will enable a wider readership 
to some of the best Indian children’s books!
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How I Feel

Publisher Pratham Books
Published 2021
Author Varsha Seshan
Illustrator Gitanjali Iyer

�e book is well thought out 
and projects a child’s feelings 
and emotions accurately. It allows 
the reader to imagine themselves 
in various scenarios and ask 
themselves how they would feel. 
What makes the book unique is 
that it has room for readers to feel 
di�erently in the same scenario. 
�e book has a global appeal, the 
text flows e�ortlessly and the 
illustrations are magnificent. 

Animal Alphabet

Publisher Tulika Publishers
Published 2020
Author Manjula Padmanabhan
Illustrator Manjula Padmanabhan

�e book o�ers an introduction to 
the English alphabet. It is 
thoroughly enjoyable as it also 
shows lesser-known animals of 
India and in their natural habitats. 
It places content in context and 
helps children become familiar 
with animals that live in our 
country. �e rhyme, illustrations 
and colour palette o�er vibrant 
visuals that will get children 
hooked.

Asamo, is that you?

Publisher Pratham Books
Published 2021
Author Canato Jimo and 
Ogin Nayam
Illustrator Canato Jimo and 
Ogin Nayam

Most children love stories about 
monsters and, in this book, they 
encounter many kinds. �e story 
is about a journey of being free of 
fear. What makes the book even 
more interesting is that Yumum, 
who encounters various 
monsters, remains unperturbed. 
�e captivating illustrations 
support the text, lets the child’s 
imagination run wild and brings 
the adorable yet strange 
creatures alive.  

Fiction

PICTURE BOOK



Our World हमारी दुनिया 

Publisher Jugnoo Prakashan
Published 2021
Author Sandhya Rao
Illustrator Proiti Roy

�is bilingual picture book, a big 
book, is a fantastic portrayal of 
solidarity, love and compassion. 
�e book tells us that the whole 
living world, the universe, is a web 
of life. Every being needs to 
support the other in the circle of 
life, where one is a part of many 
and many a part of one. 

Ikru’s First Day of 
School

Publisher Pratham Books
Published 2021
Author Sunaina Coelho
Illustrator Sunaina Coelho

�is wordless picture book speaks 
a million stories and is based on a 
theme common in the lives of 
most children. �e book creates 
many stories from one. �e 
detailed illustrations paint a real 
picture of the first day of school, a 
memorable event for most 
children. �is is a fun book for 
children to engage with. Being 
wordless, it is accessible to several 
kinds of readers. 

Jamlo Walks

Publisher Pu�n Books, Penguin 
Random House India
Published 2021
Author Samina Mishra
Illustrator Tarique Aziz

�is is the heart-wrenching story of 
13-year-old Jamlo who was compelled 
to walk home during the COVID-19 
pandemic lockdown from the chilli 
fields of Telangana, where she picked 
chillies for a living, to Chhattisgarh. 
�e story exposes stark inequalities 
rampant in our society and enables 
the reader to see the disparity. One 
can hope that through this book 
readers across age groups and 
geographies can learn to empathise 
with their fellow humans in their 
varied daily struggles.

Picture Book > Fiction



Sometimes Mama, 
Sometimes Papa

Publisher Pu�n Books, Penguin 
Random House India
Published 2021
Author Nandini Nayar
Illustrator Upamanyu 
Bhattacharyya

�is is a profound story presented 
through a simple narrative. 
It unfurls a sensitive issue, 
following Keya, the protagonist. 
She faces life-altering situations 
of confusion, conflict, and finally 
finds a resolution, after an 
emotional upheaval. �e 
illustrations are captivating and 
aptly reflect Keya’s feelings 
and experiences. 



�e Grand Chapati 
Contest

Publisher Duckbill, Penguin 
Random House India
Published 2020
Author Asha Nehemiah
Illustrator Chetan Sharma

In this wacky story, a king holds 
a chapati contest for the flu�est 
and pu�est chapati. If you love 
soft-flu�y-pu�y chapatis, then 
you would know what it feels 
like to eat not-so-flu�y-pu�y 
chapatis. �at is what happened 
to the king. And if you have eaten 
soft-flu�y-pu�y chapatis, read 
this book to find out what you 
have been missing. �e 
illustrations brighten the story.

�is is Where We Live

Publisher Pratham Books
Published 2021
Author Manjari Chakravarti
Illustrator Manjari Chakravarti

Here is a story of a day that starts 
sunny, turns stormy and rainy, 
and all this through compelling 
and bold sketches. �e book is 
sure to have the reader’s heart. 
And it is likely that readers will 
return to the book, time and 
again, and each time find 
something new. �e narrative has 
the ability to connect with the 
reader’s world, their days of sun, 
storm and rain, and who knows, it 
may even encourage them to pick 
up a pencil and start sketching!

Tiger, Tiger, 
Where Are You?

Publisher Pratham Books
Published 2021
Author Mujahid Khan
Illustrator Manjari Chakravarti

�e book is a telling through 
clues of where the tiger is, 
as you imagine the animal 
roaming the jungle. It keeps 
the reader guessing where the 
big cat is, while also getting a 
glimpse into how you track 
wild fauna. �e watercolour 
illustration is gentle, soft and 
warm. Children may be 
enthusiastic about the 
outdoors and animals after 
reading this book. 

Picture Book > Fiction



When Adil Speaks, 
Words Dance

Publisher Pu�n Books,     
Penguin Random House India
Published 2020
Author Lavanya Karthik
Illustrator Lavanya Karthik

�is sensitive and wonderful story 
on inclusion and friendship, and 
portrays empathy beautifully. 
Adil communicates through sign 
language, or as his friends see it 
words dancing to the and music 
within him. �e book does not 
glorify Adil. Instead, it portrays 
him as a child who cannot hear 
but is able to communicate 
di�erently from other children 
around him. �e illustrations play 
an enhancing role in this book. 

Who’s Next?

Publisher Eklavya
Published 2021
Author Mini Shrinivasan
Illustrator Priya Kuriyan

Who’s Next is a big book. �e 
illustration is so rich and vivid that 
children and adults alike are 
bound to find joy in it. �e simple 
narrative is told through the eyes 
of a child by the window watching 
an urban wedding entourage pass 
by. �e illustrations o�er a 
parallel narrative, and looking 
closely, the reader will find 
elements of inclusions portrayed 
intelligently, and with wit. 



Home

Publisher Pratham Books
Published 2021
Author  Fausto Aarya De Santis
Illustrator Ogin Nayam

�is story about refugees 
highlights their painful journey 
of losing home and hope, of living 
with several uncertainties without 
family, familiar neighborhoods, 
known cultures. �e refugees are 
often left questioning where they 
belong. �e illustrations add 
beautifully to the story and 
support the questions it raises 
about the meaning of home and 
hope, of belonging and being.  

Coming Home

Publisher Karadi Tales in  
partnership with PARI
Published 2021
Author Priti David
Cover Design Tanvi Parulkar

�e book is a fictional account of 
a true story of a young boy in the 
Sittilingi Valley of Tamil Nadu. �e 
children of the valley, led by 
11-year-old Selva, attempt to build 
their own school so that they do not 
have to choose between migrating 
for elementary education or giving 
it up altogether. Inspiring the 
young to find their own voice and 
confidence, this book is a part of 
an iconic set of five. 

Kashmir! Kashmir!

Publisher Scholastic India
Published 2021
Author Deepa Agarwal

�is is a refreshing anthology 
of short fiction set in Kashmir. 
�e stories are varied and 
multi-layered, and they talk 
about people living there, people 
who were compelled to leave and 
about visitors who come and go. 
�e book is set on a cord where 
beauty and pain run in the same 
vein. �e stories bring in the 
reader to the daily experiences 
of struggle, dissent, helplessness, 
love, compassion and courage 
of people living in Kashmir, 
and to the uncertainty that 
constantly looms. 

Fiction

YOUNG READER



My Name is Gulab

Publisher Tulika Publishers
Published 2021
Author Sagar Kolwankar
Illustrator Sagar Kolwankar

�is powerful story tells of an act 
of courage of a manual scavenger’s 
daughter. Young Gulab takes the 
first step to ensure her father does 
not have to use bare hands for 
work. Addressing caste issues 
sensitively and sensibly, the book 
presents a world that many 
children are insulated from. 
Oppression and people living in the 
margins are portrayed through the 
narration. �e illustrations are 
evocative, with a choice of colours 
that align imagination with reality. 



No Nonsense Nandhini

Publisher Karadi Tales in partnership 
with PARI
Published 2020
Author Aparna Karthikeyan
Cover Design Tanvi Parulkar

�is is a fictionalised account of the 
experience of a single mother in Tamil 
Nadu. Nandhini balances parenting 
and work – flower picking in a farm. 
She not only defies stereotypes but is 
also an icon of revolution. �e book 
takes the reader through her life, 
struggles, grit in overcoming 
challenges and moments of joy. It 
presents a world that is unknown to 
many children but one they need to 
be aware of. �e cover illustration is 
fresh and attractive. �e book is a part 
of an iconic set of five. 

Noon Chai and a Story

Publisher Tulika Publishers
Published 2021
Author Adithi Rao
Illustrator  Ghazal Qadri

�is heart-warming story has an 
underlying spirit of resilience and 
love. �e book indeed feels like the 
dried rose petals that Deidi, Amiya’s 
grandmother, preserved within the 
pages of a book. �e story of Deidi 
flows gently through the book, 
shared over a cup of noon chai. 
�e book is a reminder that a story 
is waiting to be told and a book 
waiting to be written by each of 
us if only we care to look, listen 
and write.

�at Night

Publisher Pratham Books
Published 2021
Author Bijal Vachharajani
Illustrator  Shrujana Niranjani 
Shridhar

�e book addresses the real and 
palpable fear of a riot with much 
sensitivity and subtlety. �is is a 
must read in today’s predicament 
of uncertainty, violence and 
injustice that enter the lives of 
children, directly or indirectly, in 
the garb of social media. �e role 
of the adult in unpacking this 
book for children is vital. 
�e book o�ers great scope to 
begin a dialogue about fear, 
anxiety and what lies within 
experiences.

Young Reader > Fiction



Have You Met the 
Parsis?

Publisher Pu�n Books,     
Penguin Random House India
Published 2021
Author Anastasia Damani
Illustrator Anastasia Damani

�is book gives readers a peek 
into the cultural element of the 
Parsi community. �e book also 
gives mention to noteworthy 
names of the community across 
various fields. �e information 
supported by illustrations makes 
this book special.   

Hop On: My Adventures 
on Boats, Trains and 
Planes

Publisher Talking Cub,    
Speaking Tiger Books
Published 2020
Author Ruskin Bond
Illustrator Samrat Halder

�e book is a narration of a boy’s 
first journey on a boat, train and 
plane. Written as short pieces, 
each one is endearing and honest. 
It tells the reader in a comforting 
way that it is all right to be scared, 
worried, sick and uncomfortable 
while living through new 
experiences. �e freshness of 
images invites the reader right in.

Non Fiction

YOUNG READER



�e Boy Who Played 
with Light - Satyajit Ray

Publisher Duckbill, Penguin 
Random House India
Published 2021
Author Lavanya Karthik
Illustrator Lavanya Karthik

�is is a short biography of 
Satyajit Ray who, as a young boy, 
loved playing with light and 
shadow. �e book not only lets 
children’s imagination run riot but 
also boldly traces dream pursuit. 
�e well-researched book is an 
easy read interspersed with 
sketches that add an element of  
fun to reading. It is a good 
introduction to Ray and invites 
readers to explore his life and 
works further.  

Nature Society Series - 
Maharashtra, Odisha, Lakshadweep and Rajasthan

Publisher Eklavya
Published 2020-21
Author Yemuna Sunny
Illustrator Trripurari Singh and Kanak Shashi

�is series of beautiful booklets presents the four states through multiple 
dimensions. Lessons around the states can be put forth for children in a way 
that arouses immediate interest. �e booklets go beyond information to raise 
environmental concerns, leading the reader to look at the text critically.
 It enables looking at the geographical states while being mindful of the 
various aspects that make it. �is is an important set for children, teachers 
and researchers.  

Young Reader > Non fiction



�e Grass Seeker

Publisher Pratham Books
Published 2020
Author Uddalak Gupta
Photographer Ruhani Kaur

�is is the story of Earth, then 
and now. �e book presents the 
relationship between beast, land 
and humans. It flags the global 
warming and climate crises as a 
result of human greed, leading to 
a fissure in the ecological chain. It 
reiterates how natural resources 
have been misused and may 
nudge the reader to wonder who 
the real beast is. �e book is very 
timely and a must read for all. 

�e Secret World 
of Mehlli Gobhai: 
�e Man Who Found 
Art Everywhere

Publisher Pratham Books
Published 2021
Author Jerry Pinto
Illustrator Kripa

Mehlli Gobhai found art all around. 
He saw beyond what lives on the 
surface and closely observed the 
living and the non-living interact. 
For instance, Gobhai is attracted to 
murky waters that flow in Indian 
rather than the crystal clear streams 
in the US because ‘it will leave some 
mud on the banks and other things 
will grow’. �e book introduces 
readers to the inspiring journey 
of an artist who sees the world 
and modern art through a 
welcoming lens. 



Bena’s Summer

Publisher HarperCollins 
Publishers India
Published 2020
Author Shibal Bhartiya

�is is an enchanting, true-to-life 
saga of a large, extended Muslim 
family in modern day North India. 
Eight-year-old Bena, the apple of 
everybody’s eye, is a most 
endearing, generous, and 
courageous character. Bena 
experiences riots, death, family 
feuds and abuse during her visit 
to the old family home one 
summer and deals with it all, 
most uniquely, as only 
children can.  

Strong as Fire, 
Fierce as Flame

Publisher Scholastic India
Published 2021
Author Supriya Kelkar

�is is an unputdownable book of 
a strong young girl finding her 
voice and feet in the complex 
changing world of 1857. What 
choices are available to her? What 
choices will she make? �ese 
questions call out to the reader 
as they leaf through the book. 
�is brilliantly nuanced piece of 
writing challenges the single, 
lop-sided narrative of people and 
events around the mutiny 
immortalised in the annals 
of history.

Fiction

YOUNG ADULT

Young Adult
FICTION



�e Blue Horse and 
Other Amazing Animals 
from Indian History

Publisher Hachette India
Published 2020
Author Nandini Sengupta
Illustrator Damini Gupta

A refreshing narration of the life of 
popular historical characters by 
their animal friends. It is a 
well-researched text, a book of 
history which overcomes the 
heavy perception of the subject. 
Divided into short sections, it 
makes way for an easy read. If you 
are an animal lover, this book is for 
you. If you are not, you will still 
enjoy it and might begin to like 
animals and history.  

�e Teenage Diary of 
Abbakka - �e Warrior 
Queen of South India

Publisher Talking Cub,    
Speaking Tiger Books
Published 2020
Author Kavitha Mandana

�is is a gripping diary of the 
Princess of Tulunadu, a region 
rich in history. Descriptive entries 
give readers a peek into the lives 
of the Princess and the Queen of 
Ullal, a coastal town that resisted 
Portuguese trade for generations. 
Courage, valour, diplomacy, love 
and compassion come together in 
the story that examines what it 
means to be a good ruler at a time 
of changing economy and 
political crisis.   

Historical Fiction



Gods, Giants and the 
Geography of India

Publisher Hachette India
Published 2021
Author Nalini Ramachandran
Illustrator Sharanya Kunnath

�is well-researched book on 
geomythology throws light on 
the fascinating relationship 
between folklore and some of 
the most spectacular geological 
formations in India. Before the 
advent of science, which o�ers a 
peek into nature’s cataclysmic 
events like volcanoes and 
earthquakes that shaped the 
earth’s crust, people spun stories 
and songs to explain such scary 
phenomena. �e book marries 
the two in an entertaining 
fashion. 

10 Indian Heroes Who 
Help People Live with 
Dignity

Publisher Duckbill, Penguin 
Random House India
Published 2021
Author Somak Ghosal

�is inspiring book is about 
ordinary people with extraordinary 
courage, about hope, compassion 
and perseverance of those who help 
others fight for their right to live 
with dignity. It describes issues that 
people in modern India face. It 
highlights the importance of 
upholding the country’s 
constitutional rights, now more than 
ever. Ten chapters are devoted to 
ten people who stand out for their 
commitment to justice and rights. 

A Germ of an Idea

Publisher Eklavya
Published 2021
Author Charudatta Navare
Illustrator Reshma Barve

�is is a non-fiction comic book 
about microbes that live in the 
human body. It has fun facts that 
makes the reader wonder if germs 
are good or bad. �e book 
addresses fear and notions of 
health hazards associated with 
germs, clearly demarcating good 
germs from bad. It is well written, 
easy to read and understand; can 
be read and enjoyed by children 
and adults alike. 

Non Fiction

YOUNG ADULT



Queen of Fire

Publisher Duckbill, Penguin 
Random House India
Published 2021
Author Devika Rangachari

�e fearsome Rani Lakshmibai 
of Jhansi comes alive in this 
well-researched book. India’s 
freedom struggle, in which the 
Queen played a dominant role, 
the account follows her from 
when she becomes the ruler. 
Dramatically written, the book 
includes monologues by 
Damodar, Lakshmibai’s son, 
which adds tenderness to 
the narrative.

How to be a Writer

Publisher HarperCollins 
Publishers India
Published 2020
Author  Ruskin Bond
Illustrator Harper Collins

Aimed at readers young and old, 
the book opens up a part of 
Ruskin Bond’s world of writing. 
Bond talks about the various 
aspects of his writing and the 
process that leads to the final 
written piece. By the by, Bond 
invites readers to ponder on 
everything about life.  

Postbox Kashmir: 
Two Lives in Letters

Publisher Duckbill, Penguin 
Random House India
Published 2021
Author Divya Arya

Between letters, the author weaves 
threads picked from the lines the 
two pen friends share. �e book 
depicts Kashmir from di�erent 
points of view, ranging crucial 
aspects of the regional, social, 
political and emotional. �e 
outstanding craft of this book 
makes it a powerful one.
 



Jury Speaks

Anita has a doctorate in curriculum design focussing on 
pedagogy for social justice. She is the co-founder of 
'�e Learning Network', a network of alternative 
schools that worked together between 2003 and 2013. 
She has also volunteered with several not-for-profit 
organisations in the education sector to collate 
resources for children. As a parent to two girls who do 
not go to school, she is constantly on the lookout for 
good literature and resources for learning. She is also a 
yoga therapist and a life coach.

I love children’s books that seamlessly 
bring together seemingly disparate or 
distinct feelings with adventure, 
imagination, philosophy, mystery, 
courage, humour, emotions of fear, 
sadness, anger and so on. Add to it 
colourful, appealing illustrations, and it 
opens up possibilities for heartfelt 
conversations, filled with varied emotions, 
between adults and children. It then feels 
like an Indian thali, with the diverse tastes 
of life coming together, nothing less!

Jeeva pioneered the storytelling movement in Tamil 
Nadu, India. An author as well as a storyteller, she has 
represented her country at various festivals around the 
globe. She has received the 'Best Entrepreneur Award’ for 
her contribution to storytelling and ‘Pride of Asia’ 
awarded by Surindra Rajabhat University, Surin, 
�ailand. Since 2014, her company Kathaikalatta, has 
organised an international storytelling festival, ‘Under 
the Aalamaram’, and has featured over 45 international 
storytellers. She has authored 12 storybooks for children 
and translated over 65 picture books from English to 
Tamil. She smells, tastes, feels, sees and hears stories!

To me children’s literature is fun, adventure, 
thought and awareness given in a subtle 
way. �ere is so much to explore in the 
child’s world, but sometimes we tend to get 
conditioned by social issues. As a storyteller, 
I wish to read more tellable tales that will 
first promote listening, then speaking, 
followed by reading and finally writing.

ANITA BALASUBRAMANIAN JEEVA RAGHUNATH



Manjiri is a medical doctor born in a book lovers’ and 
writers’ family. After 10 years of medical practice, she 
became a teacher. She began working at Kamala 
Nimbkar Balbhavan (KNB) of Pragat Shikshan Sanstha, 
Phaltan. She believes that development of children is 
crucial and runs alongside the development of teachers. 
Manjiri loves animals (especially wild ones) and books. 
She writes, illustrates, and firmly believes books are 
change makers.

What I look for in any book is a story well 
told that touches the heart and makes one 
feel a myriad of emotions. Non-fiction 
books should be precise, well-researched 
and simple to read. I look forward to seeing 
many more wordless picture books and to 
more experimentation with illustration in 
picture books with words.

MANJIRI NIMBKAR
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Parag, an Initiative of Tata Trusts, is driven by a belief in the 
transformative power of reading, and works to ensure that children 
across India can appreciate and enjoy reading, especially in diverse 
languages. Parag’s three-pronged model for sourcing, publishing and 
disseminating children’s literature has catalysed the children’s 
literature, reading and literacy ecosystem towards encouraging joyful 
reading among children and youth.


