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What comes to mind when you think of the color brown?  In Tan to Tamarind, author Malathi 
Michelle Iyengar invites young readers to explore a diverse collection of poems and images – 
some sweet, some spicy, some warm, some cool, some musical, some boisterous and exuberant, 
some silent and elegant – all associated with beautiful shades of brown. These lesson plans will 
help you use Tan to Tamarind in your classroom.   
 
 
Introducing the Book 
 
Before reading Tan to Tamarind, try brainstorm with your students. Name a color and ask them to 
spend three to five minutes writing down everything that comes to mind when they think of that 
color during a 3- to 5-minute period.  Do this exercise for a few different colors – red, blue, etc.  
Use brown as the final color for this exercise.  If you like, you can have your students share and 
discuss what they come up with.  Did most students come up with the same images, or did 
students’ answers differ considerably?  Ask students why they think these particular images 
popped into their heads at the mention of this color or that color? 
 
Next, share some realia with your students.  Let them see, touch, smell, and if possible taste some 
of the things mentioned in Tan to Tamarind: tea leaves, cardamom, cloves, fresh ginger (with the 
peel still on), a topaz stone, autumn leaves, an old sepia photograph, cocoa powder, 
chocolate, henna powder, sand, seashells, an adobe pot or statue, nutmeg, allspice, 
gingerbread, a sandalwood box, coffee beans … Of course not all the items described in the 
poems will necessarily be available for you to bring into the classroom, but the idea is to provide 
children with some concrete, sensory experiences that will help them connect with particular 
images when they read or hear the poems.  (Check for allergies before any and all taste tests!) 
 
Explain that you are going to be reading a book of poems about the color brown, and that 
these items they’re passing around are what Malathi Michelle Iyengar, the author of this book, 
thought about when writing the poems.  Give your students time to react to these items.  Which 
ones did they think of when they made their brainstorming lists?  Which of these items are 
familiar to them, and how so?  Which ones have they never seen or heard of before? 
 
Now you’re ready to read the book! 
 
 
Ways of Reading Poetry 
After an initial read-aloud of Tan to Tamarind, try going back to the book on a different day and 
having your students experiment with different ways of reading some of the poems.  Students 
can combine echo reading, call-and-response reading, pre-planned turn-taking, and 
cumulative reading.  Here are some examples: 
 
Example 1:  “Cocoa” (for two voices) 

Reader 1: Brown. 
Reader 2: Brown. 
Reader 1: Cocoa brown. 
Reader 2: Cocoa brown. 
Both readers: Sweet, dark chocolate brown. 


















