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1.0 Introduction: 

This paper will not attempt to define literacy since there is rich discourse going on about the 

subject, instead it will focus on the relevance of literacy and its application to different 

contexts and the significance of research to adult literacy.  Hussain (2005) describes Literacy 

as a fundamental human right and a prerequisite to the empowerment of the individual and 

development of society. He  explains that access to quality literacy learning opportunities and 

development of literate environment are essential components of strategies of poverty 

reduction, equity, economic development and environmental protection, in general a 

prereqisite for achieving democracy (Hussain, UNESCO,2005). Whereas, that is not 

contestable, the disheartening fact is that 771 million people worldwide, a majority of whom 

are women, do lack the basic literacy skills to engage fully in society (UNESCO, 2005). 

According to Maddoxx (2007), areas with high concentrations of nonliterate people are also 

home to many of the worlds’ fisherfolk. In terms of literacy rates, countries in sub-Saharan 

Africa have significantly lower literacy rates than many of those of South Asia. (pg.3) 

 
 

“Informal and anecdotal evidence of people working with fishing communities 

suggests that they are prone to low levels of literacy and schooling. It has been 

suggested that a ‘vicious cycle of illiteracy’ exists in fishing communities, which is 

both the result and cause of continued poverty”. (Maddox, 2007) 

 

The paper is based on a study carried out by ICEIDA staff in the five landing sites of two 

subcounties of Kalangala district. Kalangala district is situated in Lake Victoria/ South 

Western Uganda. It covers an area of 9,066.8Km2. Only 432.1Km2 (4.8%) is land and the 

rest is water. Total population is 34,766 (20,849 male and 13,917 female). Kalangala district 

is entirely made up of a total of 84 Islands widely scattered in Lake Victoria. 
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(http://ugandatravelguide.com). The main source of livelihood for the Kalangala Islanders is 

fishing. 

 

There is no doubt whatsoever that literacy is of great significance to the lives of 

fishercommunities but there are questions about the type of literacy and the literacy practices 

of the fisherfolk. In a study carried out by BIDA (2004) in fishing communities of Kalangala 

district, 85% of people in the district are able to read and write, however many are 

functionally illiterate (ibid. p31), hence unable to manage necessary literacy tasks. This 

highlights the gap between acquistion of literacy skills and the actual utilisation of those skills 

in people’s daily lives. There would be no significant challenges to this if a co-management 

partnership between government and fishers had not been instituted in the country. According 

to FAO (2007) co-management is a key approach in sustainable fisheries and requires data to 

be collected and shared across a range of stakeholders. Therefore, the literacy and numeracy 

abilities of fishing communities play a significant role in the management of acquatic 

resources as well as in the maintainance and diversification of livelihoods.  (FAO, 2006) The 

key issue here is whether there was any attempt to first establish the ability of the BMU 

members to handle the fisheries forms with such statistical complexities.   

 

In Uganda, Beach Management Units (BMUs) were established as the foundation of fisheries 

co-management. BMUs are community-based organizations (CBOs) that bring together 

everyone involved in fisheries at a beach including boat owners, boat crew, traders, 

processors, boat builders and repairers, to work with government and other stakeholders in 

managing fisheries resources and improving the livelihoods of the community members. 

BMUs are expected to perform a number of statutory roles such as creation of by-laws 

governing fishing activities, manage legal rights- allocate user rights, administer licensing 

schemes and participate in monitoring control surveillance of the fisheries resource. As a 

result BMUs have been flooded with a variety of literacy-requiring work such as filling forms 

and enforcing written guidelines. 

 

In 2008, the Community Based Services department in collaboration with the fisheries 

department in Kalangala district with support from the Icelandic development agency 

(ICEIDA) embarked on a Sector specific literacy project for the fisher folk, referred to as 

FAL in BMU. The purpose of the project was to reach out to the fisher folk with a literacy 

program that addresses their specific literacy needs and foster improvement in fish quality for 
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improved livelihood. It also aimed at strengthening the BMU committees’ skills for co-

managing the fisheries resource through effective data collection and dissemination. 

Starting to implement the project in December 2008 with the training of BMU Facilitators, 

brought to surface a couple of questions that required us to dig deep into the lives of the 

fisherfolk and the BMU establishment to gather more information on the application of 

literacy. At the beginning of January ICEIDA staff initiated the study that sought to analyse 

the literacy perceptions of the fisherfolk on the value and uses of literacy, their literacy needs 

vs the literacy tasks that they have to confront, document their literacy social practices and to 

establish the capability of the BMU committees to deal with the literacy demands presented 

by the data they have to collect and share. The study findings have been used to inform 

further and future programme design and actions. 

 

2.0. Brief on the study conducted on the use of literacy among fisher communities 

The study was undertaken after realising that there was much more information that needs to 

be sought to better understand how the fisherfolk interact with the written word. There was 

clear evidence of variations in how different fisher categories deal with literacy based on the 

nature of their occupation.   

Interview, observation, focus group discussions (FGDs) were the main primary data collection 

methods used in the study. A desk study of relevant literature was undertaken to guide and 

support the discussion and analysis of findings. 

 

The interview sample included all the fisher categories i.e. the boat owners, the crew (Barias), 

the traders, fish processors, fish mongers. During the focus group discussions we also met 

with BMU committee members mainly the chairpersons, secretaries and Treasurers in each of 

the five landing sites. The study, however limited in scope, revealed significant findings and 

lessons about the value and practice of literacy in fishing communities mostly in the view of 

co-management policy. It confirmed several of the issues that had been outlined during the 

training for the FAL in BMU facilitators. It also outlined key issues for programmers of 

literacy projects pertaining to the special categories of people such as the fisher folk with their 

unique characteristics. Following is the highlight of issues relating to literacy value and use 

among the fihserfolk: 
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1. The fisher folk have diverse literacy skills / abilities, you will find those that are 

highly literate and those that are completely non-literate in one community / landing 

site, undertaking similar occupations.  

2. There is plenty of literacy material in the fisherfolk environment that requires regular 

application of literacy skills. Examples are the daily fish catch record, the fish 

movement permits, Annual register forms etc. This finding is in line with literature 

reviewed which states that literacy (numeracy in particular) is integral to the 

livelihoods of many fishing communities in far greater dimension than perhaps the 

case with agriculturalists. 

3. Numeracy skills are of greater siginicance to the fisherfolk, than the conventional 

reading and writing. 

4. Despite the training given to the BMUs, the complexity of the forms (language and 

style), the BMU committees still have problems understanding and using the forms for 

data collection 

 

2.0. Addressing the research questions: 

2.1 What kind of literacy do the fisherfolk need to enable them survive this era of 

globalization and rapidly dwindling fish population? 

Dwindling fish population prompted government to seek measures that could lead to 

sustainable fisheries resource management. As a result government adopted a new Fisheries 

management approach referred to as co-management, in which local people are equal partners 

in managing neighbourhood fisheries. This is supported by a new law, the fish (Beach 

Management Rules No. 35, 2003, which delegates power to local people for fisheries 

planning and management. (Nyeko, 2003)  In this context, the delegation of legal power is 

made by fisheries stakeholders joining together to form legally empowered groups known as 

Beach management units (BMUs). Fisheries co-management requires that data / information 

be collected and shared across a range of stakeholders, some near, others far, including district 

officials. This creates demand for the literacy skills since co-management involves a series of 

literacy events1. Whereas ability to read and write is listed as one of the criteria for selecting a 

BMU committee member, it is common to find BMU a big percentage of committee members 

lacking the functional literacy skills. The study tried to establish the levels of education of the  

                                                 
1 Literacy events are identified as any kind of interaction that people have with literacy activities or resources. 
Literacy events can include acts such as writing letters, reading newspapers, writing public messages etc 
(Nirantar, 2007) 



 5 

BMU committees members and the findings pointed out two things namely; (1) Communities 

have their own definition of literate and non-literate and that has an influence on their 

response to the question of how many members of the committee are literate or non-literate. 

(2) Language plays a big role in conceptualisation of issues. For example, the description or 

definition for literacy in the local language is quite different from that in English language. 

With such variation it is not surprising to find that the statistics given for literate members on 

the committees is lower than expected. This has important implication for research, the 

methods used but also the understanding and interpretation of concepts. 

Though one might be literate it is important to note the language they are literate and 

conversant with.  We found that the BMU training and reference / Training materials were 

basically in English and in formats that are not userfriendly which did not help the trained 

BMU committee members to internalise the concepts and be able to put them in practice.  

Possibly this explains the gaps in application or practice as portrayed in the table below 

illustrating  the extent of record keeping by the committees, which also says a lot about the 

literacy practices2 of the committees. 

 

Table 1: Indicating the list of records that the BMUs are supposed to keep compared to what 

they are actually keeping – in the sampled BMUs. 

Records 
required for 
BMU  

 Kept by 
Kasenyi BMU 

 Kept by 
Bbanga 
BMU 

 kept by Ssenero 
BMU 

 kept by 
Mwena BMU Remarks  

Members´register not seen  seen  seen  not seen  Updated in some  

Daily catch  not seen  not seen  not available not seen  

 The record for 
Bbanga had been 
taken to the 
subcounty by the 
time of the visit 

Income and 
Expenditure not seen  not seen  saw sample not seen  

 Ssenero kept 
something similar 
which they called the 
revenue register 
which indicated fish 
going out, earnings, 
court fees, fines and 
maintainance fees 

Register of boats 
and gears not seen  not available  not seen not seen    
cash book not seen  not available not seen  not seen    
Fish movement 
permits not seen  not seen  saw samples not seen  

In Bbanga the 
movement permits 

                                                 
2 Literacy practices refers to the opportunities and types of participation in culturally valued activities rather than 
a strictly utilitarian deployment of written language in order to achieve concrete goals (Barton et al, 2000) 
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are written by the 
landing site tenderer 
who is also chairman 
BMU 

Receipt book not seen  not available not seen  not seen    
Quality 
inspection  not seen  not available not available not seen    

Meeting minutes not seen  seen  seen  not seen  

Mostly written in 
English.  
- minutes are read to 
the general assembly 

Bank statements not seen  not seen  not seen not seen    
workplans not seen  not seen  seen  not seen     

By-laws not seen  seen  seen  not seen  

Written in English.  
Proposed to the 
Assembly, passed, 
signed and taken for 
printing at the sub 
county 

Monitoring 
control  not seen  not seen  not available not seen    
Voucher not seen  not seen  not seen not seen    
Visitors book  not seen  seen  seen  not seen   Up to date 

Key: 

Not seen- records that the BMU claimed to have but were not available at the time of the study 

Not available- records that the BMU has never written 

Seen- those records that I had access to and saw 

 

From the sample, generally the BMUs have not taken up record keeping as a very important 

element of BMU management. On the surface it might look like a sheer failure to comply 

with the regulations but one is left wondering if at the time of setting these regulations anyone 

bothered to find out if the BMUs had the necessary capabilities to handle such records, leave 

alone the culture to keep similar records.  

 

2.2.Does the “one size fits all programme” meet the literacy needs of  the target group 

which is so heterogeneous (barias, boat owners, fish mongers, fish processors etc) 

Like any other society, the fisher community is not homogeneous, it is very heterogenous the 

difference being brought about by the nature of occupation they are involved in the fish chain. 

The main categories of fisher communities found in Kalangala are the barias (crew, labourers 

involved in the actual fishing), the boat owners, fishmongers and fish processors. By virtue of 

their occupation each of these categories engages with literacy in different ways. For instance 

the barias need literacy to compute the fish catch against what the boat owner owes them 
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based on the current percentage wage3. The study carries out by Maddox in Bangladesh 

further testifies to this; the paper notes that even the uneducated and poorest fishermen tend 

to use literacy to note down sales of fish and credit arrangements; ‘..Literacy use is not 

homogeneous among the fish sellers. It depends on their educational background, and their 

position within the market… Some keep notes, make calculations and keep records on small 

scraps of paper that are hidden in their top pockets. Other people use literacy in a more 

obvious way using large, well ordered ledger books. What is relatively rare in the bazaar and 

in other types of rural economic activity however is the non-use of literacy’ (Maddox 

2002:148). 

 

To be able to compute those wages one requires mastery of fractions and percentages (Lilja, 

2009). Many of the barias lack the literacy skills so they have to rely on their colleagues or in 

the worst scenerio depend on their bosses, the boat owners. This confirms what Kalman 

(2008) describes as mediated literacy. She explains that individuals relate to texts through 

reading and writing, but their knowledge and competence for understanding, interpreting and 

producing text is mediated by others (Kalman, pg. 532). Discussion with the barias reveals 

that their perception of literacy is rather mixed they do not see the immediate use for literacy 

say in taking daily records of what they have caught but they see great value in recording how 

much the boat owner has not paid them.” It is not our business to record the catch, after all the 

boat owners have their managers to do that work”. However, with co-management barias 

constitute 30% of the committee members and among the roles of the committee is to monitor 

the daily fish catch.   

    

Reading the scale: To the fisher crew, the other immediate use of literacy is in being able to 

read the scale. However, they testified that even those who did not go to school, do learn  to 

read the scale on job. One Kiggundu from Bbanga landing site said that  “even the most  non-

literate fisherman can read the scale; it comes naturally that one learns to read figures 1, 2, 3, 

etc..”  This might work for the fact that they only need to read the whole numbers and do not 

have  to worry about the smaller units afterall the fish buyers do not consider the fractions 

involved in the fish weights. The study could not ascertain this, however deducing from the 

discussions and observations there is a  possiblity that the baria rely on the fish trader to read 

the scale.  

                                                 
3 Wages for Barias are determined as a percentage of their daily fish catch. The current rate is 40% of the catch 
arrived at after deducting all costs incurred by the owner e.g. paraffin, boat fuel and food.  
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Fish weighing at Kasenyi and Ssenero landing sites respectively – those in the vicinity are either the 
manager or both the trader and his manager. The one in red is the fisherman but you can see he is not 
even looking at the scale. 
 

Limitations to the study: 

·  Scope- limited  

·  Methods – based more on qualitative data collection methods 

·  Time – limited time given to the study 

 

3.0. Lessons for research in adult education 

Not withstanding the limitations of the study, there are a couple of lessons to be drawn that 

could inform research in adult education.  

 

3.1. Unexplored arena:  There is alot of fertile ground, many unexplored areas that need to be 

researched.The cross cutting uses of literacy, literacy as an integral part of many livelihoods, 

its relative and enhanced significance given globalisation have to be verified and reassessed. 

Today, there is limited  and empirical proof on the role of literacy in the mentioned arenas. No 

wonder there are fewer donors willing to support the field. Ground breaking research need to 

be undertaken to back up more those assertions on the importance of adult literacy in human 

development. There is need for more research to guide programming and influence policy.  

What this implies is that adult literacy, adult education practitioners, activists should get out 

of the box and consider moving beyond the boundaries. Multi-sectoral interventions would 

broaden the relevance and visibilty of adult literacy. 
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3.2. Decentralisation of research and  collaboration: There is a tendency to think that 

research is only for the academic institutions, for students who are finalising their studies and 

less for programming. Even where such studies have been carried out, they rarely inform 

adult education programming, they will stay on the shelves of academic institutions where the 

final thesis is submitted. Yet it is paramount that before any literacy programme is established 

some form of research is undertaken to ascertain the literacy needs, uses, events and practices 

of that community or area. More collaboration is required in this eandeavour. While academic 

institutions should be involved in identifying and developing the research instruments, each 

organisation that engages in adult literacy and education should strive to intergrate research in 

their work, develop their research agenda and act accordingly.  For this to be institutionalised, 

the national policy for adult education ought to underline the significance of research as a way 

of enriching delivery of adult literacy programmes.  

 

4.0. Challenges that ought to be addressed to make advances in research 

·  Resource constraints: Many times when literacy programs begin, they are in a hurry to 

take off into implementation allowing no or limited time and funds to undertake research. 

The conventional approach to programme implementation accounts for this; because a 

similar programme has succeeded elsewhere the programmers will always work on the 

assumption that it will succeed in a new environment just with minor adjustments.  

·  Poor reading culture among the literacy practitioners: Even where research has been 

conducted, because of the poor reading culture, most of the valuable materials and 

literature on adult education goes unnoticed resulting into repeated programming ‘errors’. 

Until adult literacy practitioners start to practice what they preach (reading and writing), 

however much we strengthen research it will have limited value to the adult education 

programs.  

·  lack of guiding framework that emphasize research and continuous programme learning 

and development: The absence of national guiding framework in form of policy limits the 

extent to which adult education research can be instituted as a practice for strengthening 

adult education programme development. Organisations are left on their own to decide 

what suits them and will definitely choose the quicker and cheaper options normally 

sidelining research. The policy framework currently in design, in case of Uganda should 

underline the importance of research in adult education allowing a cycle of continuous 

learning i.e. research informing programming and adult education programme 

implementation yielding areas for further research.  
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·  Loose link between the academia and the practitioners and policy makers: As long as the 

link between the academia and the adult education practitioners remain loose, developing 

a systematic research strategy remains a far dream. There is need to develop a 

collaborative relationship between these stakeholders to feed and influence each other’s 

work through research. For example, each year students of continuing adult education in 

Institutions of Higher learning undertake research on different aspects of adult education. 

Other than the organisation where that research is done, the report will remain a priviledge 

of the institution and the student. A mechanism for information sharing / dissemination 

needs to be developed to allow for cross learning and stronger adult education programme 

development and implementation. For instance, each year, the respective faculties could 

collaboratively organise a ‘dialogue day’ in which they would share and debate with AE 

practitioners, activists, policy makers, the resarch findings from their best students. 

Strategies for improvement could be discussed and / or areas for further research would be 

identified. 

·  Approach to research: Extractive forms of research are no longer useful for human 

development. There is need to promote research that encourages effective participation of 

the people concerned.” a research done for the people and ideally with the people” as well 

articulated by Nirantar in Exploring the Everyday (pg. 13). This will make research 

studies more useful and easier to follow.  

 

5.0. Conclusion: 

Importance of research in adult education cannot be over emphsised. Uses of Literacy are 

integral to the livelihoods of the several communities but the magnitude varies from one 

community to the other. Determining the magnitude could be best done through research that 

will then inform programme design other than having a “one size fits all” approach. This calls 

for more pro-activeness by all stakeholders to undertake research, research that goes beyond 

the conventional boundaries of adult education. That way there will be firmer ground to back 

up the claim on the significance of adult education to all sectors.  
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