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In one centre, we were told the members wanted to start a vegetable garden.  We were shown the plot of 
land but it had not been dug.  When we asked why not, we were told they “had not been allowed” to start 
work on it. We explored why. It turned out that the CD staff and the agricultural extension staff could not 
agree who should supervise the project because of fear of losing allowances. So nothing had been done:  and 
the centre members did not feel able to go ahead without such approval.  Far from being empowered, this 
village group was oppressed by the staff of the various Ministries by being prevented from doing what it 
wanted to do.  This was common in both countries.  
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APPENDIX 
THIRTY SUGGESTIONS FOR PROMOTING LITERACY ACTIVITIES IN REAL LIFE  
 
While in Africa, I drew up for both countries a list of some thirty different projects which could have been undertaken 
in the literacy learning groups – all of which I have seen in other literacy programmes.  The following is a copy of the 
combined list.   
 
These are all being done in small groups, not as lone exercises – adults learn co-operatively by asking the help of 
others, not individually as at school.   
 
With all of these activities,  there must be extensive discussion;  they should not be done mechanically.  The aim is to 
challenge the learners to think  about what they are doing,  not just to do it (e.g. copying).  There should be lots of talk 
in the adult classroom.  
 
Here they are:  
 
ACTIVITIES INSIDE THE CLASS  

 
1. Some of the groups in both countries sang songs – but we did not find any facilitator writing down the words of 

these songs for the learners to read. They could then make up additional verses.  
 
2. Some of the classes started and finished with prayers – but again the opportunity to write these on the blackboard 

for the participants to learn was not taken; and again make up new prayers.   
 
3. It is possible for the group to design their own motto, badge or T-shirt logo with words rather than leave this to the 

organisers (in the language of their  choice, not necessarily in English as most of the existing T-shirts are).  
 
4. It is common elsewhere for groups get the learners to talk about their life histories.  Parts of these are then written 

up by the facilitator in the learner’s notebook and the learner reads his/her own words.  
 
5. Many groups have used local histories of the village – stories from the past collected by the learners – to learn to 

read and write, again first spoken and then written by the instructor and then used for learning literacy.  Some of 
these have been published.    

 
6. Some groups get the learners to make up stories which are told and used for learning (see box below)  

 
 
Stories:  One of the most exciting lessons I have ever attended took place in a coastal village in Tamil Nadu in the late 
1970s.  I planned to spend ten minutes in that circle before moving on to another – but I stopped for two hours.  When I 
arrived,  there were small groups all talking excitedly with lots of laughter.  The facilitator told me that in their area,  it 
was customary for women to tell each other stories they made up each evening, so she had asked them in four small 
groups to make up a story – “I simply told them, ‘Imagine you are a fish…’”, she said.  The participants told their 
stories out loud:  one was about avoiding being eaten by a big fish; another about being nearly caught by some men in a 
boat with a net; another about a big storm and diving down deep to get into calmer water; the fourth told about the coral 
the fish saw upon the bottom of the sea. Everyone was interested in every other story. As they told their stories, the 
facilitator wrote lots of key words on the blackboard – I noticed she spread them all over the board, she did not keep the 
words from one story in one part of the board.  At the end of the stories and after discussion, she asked them in their 
groups to write down into their notebooks only the words from the board which related to their own stories – again 
there was much discussion about which words belonged to which stories as they were scattered across the blackboard.  
As she said to me while they were writing,  “When they are at home, the words will remind them of their story and 
their story will remind them of the words”.  This was true adult literacy learning in the REFLECT mould – using their 
own words to help them learn literacy.  No moving from simple words to complex words, no breaking down into 
syllables, just learning to read their own words as they spoke them.  And they were all keenly interested.  
 

 
7. In Yemen, the women learners make up and learn to write their own poems  
 
8. Books of recipes have been compiled by women’s groups, first spoken, later written; they learn the literacy of 

cooking 
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9. In Nepal, mothers with small children keep a baby book in which they write the name, date of birth, weight, 
height, food etc of their children and show off with great pride. There are many women with infants in the FAL 
classes and they can be encouraged to do the same; this would turn a ‘problem’ of children in the classes into a 
resource for learning and provide much grounds for discussion;  it combines health with literacy.  

 
10. Some women bring their children’s school books into the literacy learning circle for others to share.  
 
LITERACY IN THE COMMUNITY  
 
11. Many classes elsewhere have sent the learners out into the community to copy all the written signs on the 

buildings and then return and learn to read them and discuss them – who wrote them, why, what is their meaning 
etc.  In several villages, we got the learners to map these texts (around the school or clinic or police station or local 
government offices or church/mosque or temple etc, both where they are and where they are not!) like a PRA 
graphic, again leading to much discussion and learning  

 
12. In Sierra Leone,  the groups have collected and spoken and then written up local proverbs, traditional songs and 

sayings  
 
13. Many of these and other items have been produced in a small occasional newsletter which the group writes and 

circulates round the village;  the CDOs can provide resources to duplicate these newsletters.  
 
14. In India,  many villages put the class blackboard (when it is not being used in class) outside the learning centre 

under a verandah and use it as a village newspaper, with members of the group writing up some item of news (the 
weather, the size of the fish catch, local births or marriages, village meetings or political events etc) or a poem 
every day  

 
15. In a programme in Pakistan,  every learner keeps a literacy corner in their own houses in which they keep every 

bit of reading and writing material they can find  
 
16. Some groups ask each of the learners to keep a journal of what they read at home, especially what they read to 

their children.  In it,  they also write what the children read out loud to them.  They start off by getting the children 
to write these lists, but gradually they learn to write them themselves.  

 
17. Some groups have a group outing, say to the capital or a nearby large town or some other site of interest – and 

write up a report  about the visit  
 
18. In Bangladesh,  some village literacy classes run a small stationery shop,  one member going into town once a 

month to buy notebooks, pencils, envelopes, stamps etc and selling these in the village  
 
19. In other groups,  the women are helped to write the literacy associated with the birth  of their child (registration),  

with marriage (every women is encouraged to get a marriage certificate) and with a funeral.   
 
20. Some write about village ceremonies and the activities of village committees  
 
21. Religious activities provide many opportunities for reading and some for writing – hymns, prayers, religious texts 

etc   
 
22. Many learners write real or imaginary letters to others  
 
23. Many take real bills or receipts which they have received;  they engage in discussion in the group, sometimes 

even rewriting them in simpler language to see what they would look like,  identifying the real difficulties with 
these forms for people who have limited literacy skills and experience.  

 
24. Many groups write about health matters in their family or community lives, especially visits to hospitals.   
 
25. Local politics often form the basis for some writing – e.g. getting the women to design a poster about some issue 

or other, or a petition to the local politician. 
 
26. In one programme in Pakistan, every learner has to have a ‘buddy’  who is not a group member and the participant 

teaches to the buddy what they have learned in the class session  



 25 

 
27. In India, one women’s group learned reading (and writing) through a water pump manual which the village had 

been provided with along with the pump.  Finding similar material  in the village and bringing it into the learning 
class is part of the role of the instructor and CDO.   

 
THE CLASS ITSELF  
 
28. The literacy learning class itself can provide some occasions for writing – e.g. a written report of each lesson, or 

of the discussions which (ought to) take place.   
 
29. Writing involved in the programme itself – we did not find any written records of the literacy classes except the 

register, the facilitator’s lesson book (not every facilitator kept one) and the instructor’s quarterly reports.   What 
writing is done is done by the facilitator, not the literacy learners. Some of this could be done in association with 
the learners – for example, the monthly/quarterly report could be prepared by the whole class, not by the instructor 
alone, either orally for beginners or in written form by those who have the skills to do so. 

 
30. The class project (growing bananas or water melons, rearing pigs or poultry, etc) will have literacy activities 

connected with it (keeping records of planting and fertilisers etc, of pests and diseases, or records of purchases and 
sales, etc).  All these should be done in the classes.   
 

There are many other writing and reading activities which an imaginative instructor and his/her group can identify in 
their local context – videos shown in the landing sites, local events like a storm etc etc.  
 
It may be argued that ‘illiterate’ learners cannot do any of this.  Experience proves that those who are non-literate can 
engage with all of these orally and that others will write down their words and then the learners can learn to read their 
own words.  It can be done – because in every case it has been done.  
 
 
�


