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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY – MALAWI  
 
1.  INTRODUCTION  
 
1.1  Case study approach:  This is a process review,  not an evaluation, of the ICEIDA-
supported REFLECT Programme in Monkey Bay.  The team used ethnographic approaches, 
developing intensive case studies of a limited number of randomly chosen circles. I do not 
claim these case studies are typical or examples of good practice, simply that they tell us a  
number of things.   
 
1.2  Adult learning: My main concerns were to see how modern understandings of  

·  adult learning and teaching (particularly using the experience and knowledge of the 
REFLECT circle members as resources for learning); and  

·  adult literacy (the New Literacy Studies which see literacy as multiple social 
practices  rather than a universal and neutral basic skills) 

are being reflected in the Monkey Bay REFLECT Programme (MBRP).  
 
1.3  REFLECT: In particular, I was looking to see how far the basic principles of REFLECT 
are being fulfilled in the programme. REFLECT sets out to be different from formal 
schooling and from functional adult literacy programmes;  it bases its literacy learning on 
development projects chosen and implemented by the learners, and uses graphics produced by 
PRA methods and generative words chosen by the participants instead of primers.  It 
acknowledges the additional tasks for the facilitators by providing much fuller training and 
on-going support.   
 
1.4 Tensions:  The nature of REFLECT and its location in Malawi in the NALP of the 
MWCD reveal three internal tensions: 
a)  REFLECT is a radical transformative programme,  while MWCD is a part of government;  
in the compromise,  MWCD accepted REFLECT because of the lack of government 
resources (see discussion below), and REFLECT abandoned its radical element,  working 
through the Ministry CDAs  
b) REFLECT is a process-oriented programme involving people in a process of development 
where the outcomes are not prescribed,  while NALP is a product-oriented programme, 
focusing on the numbers of people ‘made literate’ through formal teaching processes.  Again 
compromises have been made on both sides with REFLECT now including tests and 
certificates and measuring success in terms of statistics as well as projects completed. 
c)  REFLECT is meant to be a long-term (five  to ten years or even more) programme of 
development groups;  NALP is planned to be a short-term (one or two years) learning 
programme for the learning of literacy skills. MBRP circles continue – those who have 
learned enough literacy skills to satisfy themselves leave;  those who remain have learned 
very little literacy skills and continue to learn literacy, even after four or five years.  
 
2.  PURPOSE OF MBRP     
 
2.1  Lack of clarity 
 
2.1.1  Priority of literacy or development: MBRP seeks to combine the teaching of adult 
literacy with development. But there are a number of uncertainties here.  First, the 
relationship between these two elements in the programme is uncertain;  the measures of 
success are not clear.  We found uncertainty whether the priority is literacy or development;  
is it literacy through  development or literacy for development? can development without 
literacy or literacy without development be acceptable?   
 
2.1.2 What is Development? And secondly there is lack of clarity about what is meant by 
development –  
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a) social/community development through developmental messages (health, sanitation, 
nutrition etc) and infrastructure development;  

b) group formation;  
c) economic development (individualised, family or group income-generation 

activities/livelihoods) 
and/or  d)  community participation.  
The programme speaks of the ‘empowerment of women’ but again the measures of this 
empowerment have not been clarified.   
 
2.2  Other models: We found other models of REFLECT in Malawi than the MBRP run in 
association with the CDAs.  Some like SDIG are closer to NALP and have textbooks and 
tests;  others like the UNDP SSEEP/FLIRD programme are like functional adult literacy 
programmes, focusing their programme round livelihood training.  MBRP is moving in both 
directions.  
 
3.  PARTICIPANTS  
 
3.1  Circles:  We found a large number of groups meeting more or less regularly. They were 
attended mainly by women although some had a small number of men as well.  They each 
had a committee (Circle Management Committee, sometimes called Village REFLECT 
Committee:  CMC/VRC or VRC). In every case, these circles were regarded highly by the 
communities in which they met and were given at least nominal support by village leaders.   
 
3.1  What is a circle?  However, we found a good deal of confusion about what is a circle;  
some talked about ‘inner and outer circles’. In the field, we found three levels of circle 
operating:  the literacy learning circle (LLC) which at times can be supplemented by the ‘past 
graduates’ from the circle who can be called upon at short notice;  the Circle Management 
Committee (CMC/VRC or VRC); and the village meeting (VM).  This lack of clarity and the 
floating ‘membership’ of the circle which could in principle be all the population of the 
village does not help the programme - e.g. external funding;  e.g. training provision etc.  In 
most cases,  the term  ‘circle’ is restricted to the literacy learning circle.  
 
3.2  Membership:  There is no fixed membership of any of these, even the LLC.  Enrolments 
of the LLC are taken every month and sought out by the facilitator;  attendances are always 
well below the level of enrolments.  Past graduates are thought to be still members of the LLC 
but are not active. The embodiment of the ‘circle’ are the facilitator and (where active) the 
CMC/VRC/VRC.   
 
3.3  Men:  Men are very largely absent from most of the circles – one or two have been able 
to recruit significant numbers of men but this seems to be rare.  
 
3.4  Educated and not-so-poor:  In that part of the programme we saw,  the participants are 
mostly the partly educated and ‘not-so-poor’;  they are less frequently the illiterate or very 
poor.   
 
3.5  Religion:  We noticed a strong element of religion (Christian) in the recruitment and 
programme implementation which may be divisive and exclusory.   
 
 
4.  PROCESS  
 
4.1  GENERAL  
 
4.1.1  Who decides and implements? We found in our case studies and in some other cases 
that it was the village meeting which discussed the problems, decided on the action points, 
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drew up the graphic and chose the generative words for the literacy learning circle to learn,  
not the learners themselves.  Again it was the village meeting and the CMC/VRC/VRC which 
implemented the action points, not the learners.  This is contrary to the REFLECT 
methodology.   
 
4.1.2  Like school: Despite the REFLECT ideology, the programme is now run to look as 
much like school as possible.  Terms are kept, times of meeting are set by the CDAs, the 
venue and arrangements are like school, the language of school/class/instructor/ lessons etc is 
used. Whole class teaching rather than the use of sub-groups, teacher- and blackboard-centred 
learning, individual rather than collaborative learning, tests and certificates, and a vertical 
hierarchy of power in the classroom rather than the more horizontal learning of adult learning 
groups (especially REFLECT circles) are all features of the circles we saw. There is no peer 
learning, no sharing between circle participants and facilitators, no open discussion in the 
circle meetings we attended or in others reported to us.    
 
4.1.3  Venue: in some of the circles we saw,  the venue of the meetings was inappropriate,  
for example, in a church or in the open air.  Circles are encouraged to provide a ‘learning 
shelter’ largely at their own cost as a permanent home to the circle.  Some have done so, some 
have not.  The seating arrangements were school-like,  often in desks and almost always in 
forward-facing rows, rather than a circle.  
 
4.2  LITERACY LEARNING  
 
4.2.1   Lack of literacy expertise:  Despite the growing appreciation of the “plurality of 
literacy” (formal and informal) of the New Literacy Studies and the importance of the literacy 
environment (UNESCO), the literacy being taught here is a formal school literacy. Teaching 
is based on an autonomous understanding of literacy which will bring with it automatic 
benefits in thinking and acting.  This goes against contemporary understandings of literacy as 
social practice.  With its rules of right and wrong, of grammar and spelling,  schooled literacy 
contrasts with the informal literacies used and seen in the communities. The participants see 
literacy as something that belongs to the classroom, and it is difficult for them to see the 
relevance of this literacy to their everyday activities.  The programme aims to take the formal 
literacy learned in the circle out into their everyday lives rather than to bring the informal 
literacies of the community into the circle. It is vital that the new understandings of literacy 
and the new expertise needed for teaching literacy to adults be brought into this programme.  
It is unlike ICEIDA not to employ a programme specialist on one of its sectors but to expect a 
general social development worker to bring in the specialist knowledge of literacy and 
numeracy is unrealistic.   
 
4.2.2  Teaching methods:  We saw only passive learning. The experience which the 
participants brought to the circles was not utilised;  they contributed nothing to the learning.  
Nor was there any attempt to discover the views of the learners about literacy or development.  
The teaching was simply technical and instrumental. More training of those facilitators we 
saw in the difference between teaching adults and children is needed.   
 
4.2.3  Materials:  All teaching we saw was dominated by the key words approach.  These 
words are chosen by the village meeting,  the CMC/VRC or the facilitator,  not the circle 
participants. They are based on the topic taken each month for discussion in the village 
meeting and on the graphic produced (not every topic had a graphic and these graphics were 
rarely used in the LLC meeting).  The topics come from the twenty units of the Malawi 
REFLECT Manual or from other topics introduced to the facilitator by the CDAs or other 
extension workers (health or fisheries or legal etc).  Occasionally they are specifically local 
topics. But on the whole,  the manual has become the primer which the facilitator uses.  
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4.2.4 Generative words:  The key words (which have only a very loose connection with the 
graphics) are broken up into syllables and these are then made up into new words. We saw 
only words being learned, not sentences., despite the large majority of participants having 
been in the circle for two years or more. The words are almost all abstract terms rather than 
concrete;  most of them are nouns,  so it is impossible to build up sentences. There is no 
connection in meaning between those used in any one session;  it has become a word game. 
There is no creative writing (writing using the learners’ own words) in the circles.  
 
4.2.5  Graphics:   No texts other than the graphics were used in the classes we saw. There are 
plenty available in the local community, but they are not collected and used either for reading 
or for creative writing. The learners never handle a book until the ‘post-literacy’ stage.  The 
programme does not seek to draw on and build up the literacy environment of the villages.  
 
4.2.6  Multigrade teaching:   There are circle members who have been in the circle for up to 
four years or even more, as well as new beginners.  Multigrade teaching which characterises 
every class we saw or heard about can become a major problem as well as a resource for 
learning for which the facilitators have not been adequately trained.  
 
4.2.7  The pace of learning was much too slow in all the classes.  Adults can move much 
quicker when they are using their own existing funds of knowledge.  
 
4.2.8:  Hindrances: The presence of children was seen as a problem, not a literacy 
opportunity.  Participants came and left at any time, and attendance was irregular – which 
makes teaching very difficult.   
 
4.2.9  Certificates and tests:   We noticed a demand for certification through the formal tests 
of MWCD. These are valued when obtained – and many do obtain them, although the 
facilitators have to abandon the REFLECT developmental approach and use more formal 
teaching approaches,  using textbooks in some cases and for short periods.   
 
4.2.10  Graduates:  The graduates we found were not using the formal classroom literacy 
they had learned in their everyday lives. Literacy to them was something they did in the 
learning centre;  thus many stayed on, fearing that they would lose their literacy if they did 
not continue to attend the circle and hoping for further provision.  Others left the circle and 
did not use their new literacy skills in their daily lives.   
 
4.2.11  Progression: There is a growing sense of progression in MBRP which is missing 
from REFLECT.  Many participants do not see the circles in terms of on-going developmental 
groups but as classes leading to further stages of learning.  They ask, ‘what next?’  
 
4.2.11  Further ‘courses’: Because of the tests and certificates which mark end points in the 
learning process,  the participants see REFLECT now in terms of courses.  There is a strong 
demand for further courses in English and in Small Business development. English is 
demanded everywhere, not only by the REFLECT participants but by others.  
 
4.2.12  ‘Post-literacy’:  The organisers of this programme have provided a number of what 
they call ‘post-literacy’ books in tin trunks,  thus adding to the resemblance of MBRP to the 
school or formal adult literacy learning programme rather than on-going REFLECT circles. 
These use the formal literacy of the classroom and bear little relationship to the informal 
literacies of the development action points.  These do not seem to have been any more 
successful than other experiments in the provision of easy readers. In all the instances where 
we saw them, the tin trunks are treated as the private possession of the facilitators and we did 
not see their use being supervised by the CDAs.  Occasionally they are used well;  but even 
when used,  they do not lead to the permanent and independent use of schooled literacy in 
everyday life.  Without on-going commercial literacy in the area (newspapers, magazines, etc) 
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or library provision, reading will not flourish; and the only permanent uses of literacy will be 
writing in the embedded literacies of the developmental activities.   
 
4.2.13  Numeracy:   Judging by our case studies,  numeracy is the weakest part of the whole 
programme. Levels of numeracy in the circles we saw are extremely low, despite the 
inaccurate figures given on the quarterly report forms. It needs urgent attention from experts 
such as the ‘Adults Learning Maths’ (ALM) group.   
 
4.2.14  Achievements: We are aware of reports of considerable literacy achievements in the 
programme, as measured in terms of certificates and in post-class uses of literacy. But our 
experience did not reflect this. The fact that our case studies show that there are groups which 
do not enjoy these achievements, who do not use literacy in their daily lives,  indicates a need 
to pay greater attention  to some aspects of this programme to increase its effectiveness.   
 
4.3  DEVELOPMENTAL ACTIVITIES   
 
4.3.1  Narrow concept  of development:  A narrow view of development is taken in 
REFLECT – a community/social development approach rather than an economic (poverty 
eradication) or radical/transformative approach (although the language of freedom/ 
empowerment is being used).    
 
4.3.2  Projects and District Development Plans:  The developmental activities chosen by 
the village meetings do not tie in with the District Development Plans or changes in the 
context. For example, the substantial changes taking place in fishing, or the growth of tourism 
in the region do not feature in the REFLECT circles we saw.  
 
4.3.3  A narrow range of developmental activities (action points) is undertaken in the 
circles we saw and heard about,  mainly building learning centres/shelters (often called ‘a 
school’). Encouraged by the CDAs, they are drawn from community social development (pit 
latrines;  road infrastructure etc) rather than economic development.  Many consist only in 
exhortations (e.g. malaria) rather than action; others are talked about but not acted upon. 
Some action points originate in other sectoral development programmes, especially health.   
 
4.3.4  Training for action points: We saw no training for the developmental activities.  
Training for the action points (if any) is only technical, and there is little of that.  The projects 
rely on what the learners already know,  what the facilitators have been taught in their 
refresher training, and on booklets in the ‘post-literacy’ provision. The CDAs do what they 
can across a wide range of subjects. Because of the allowance system, the classes we saw 
rarely if ever were able to bring in a technical expert for training the group.  
 
4.3.5  Other development sectors:  Some of the circles saw a few unsolicited visits from 
other sectoral development staff.  There are some signs of REFLECT circles and facilitators  
being used as the entry point by some sectoral development programme staff but there is no 
literacy built into these initiatives. Other sectoral development projects rarely impacted on the 
circles, and there was no provision for literacy inside these other sectoral development 
programmes in the region (e.g. village health teams;  e.g. irrigation and fresh water provision;  
e.g. fishery enhancement).  
 
4.3.6  Wider issues:  There is no discussion in any of the circles we saw about other issues 
related to the action points, no focus on inequalities and poverty, on gender, on marketing and 
exploitation by middle men,  on social transformation. The organisers indicated that there has 
been no discussion in the REFLECT circles of local issues such as the land issues or the 
reasons for and impact of the decline of fishing. Critical reflection is not a feature of the 
REFLECT circles we saw. Despite the use of graphics and generative words,  Freire would 
see no ‘reading the world’ alongside the reading the word in these circles.  
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4.3.7   Other resources:  We saw very limited access to funding for the action points.  The 
circles are rarely able to access the other resources they need for making a successful project 
such as credit (loans and savings) or training.   
 
4.3.8  Livelihoods: There is a strong and growing demand for (individual and group) 
livelihood activities such as are in the UNDP REFLECT programme with MWCD. The 
income-generation activities so far mentioned are chosen from a very limited range of 
possible livelihoods – very little fishing, a good deal of small crop cultivation, some poultry 
and other livestock.  The choice seems to be limited by the available technical resources of 
the CDAs.   
 
4.3.9  Action points and the circle: In most of the cases we saw, there was no discussion 
inside the literacy learning circles about village problems or the actions needed to address 
these;  that took place in the village meeting. The action points were usually decided upon and 
implemented outside the literacy learning circles,  by the CMC/VRC or the village meeting.  
 
4.3.10   Literacy and projects:  None of the action points we saw kept any written records or 
used any literacy in them.  This needs to be made a requirement of the livelihoods 
programme.   
 
4.4  FACILITATORS  
 
4.4.1  Commitment:  Most of the  facilitators we met were highly committed and work hard.   
 
4.4.2  Facilitators and literacy use: However, the facilitators we met did not use literacy in 
their everyday lives;  the literacy activities they did were related to the REFLECT programme 
(registers,  reports etc).  
 
4.4.3 Training:  The training and ongoing support of the facilitators we met are inadequate to 
help them cope with the wide range of tasks they are expected to fulfil. Instead of the 
extended training programme of REFLECT,  they now receive the same amount of training as 
the NALP training programme. Their incentives are inadequate to make the programme 
sustainable.   
 
4.4.4 Facilitator association: There is an embryonic association of facilitators but it has no 
resources and therefore is almost entirely inactive. It needs to be resourced and empowered.  
 
4.4.5  Supervision and support:  This is provided by the CDAs – although they do not have 
practical experience of teaching literacy to adults and their approach to training is a very top-
down one, cascading knowledge from above to the villagers.  Some of the facilitators have 
developed informal networks of assistance. Some look to formal schools for assistance (e.g. 
textbooks) which does not help with the specifically adult  form of learning programme 
needed for REFLECT.  
 
4.4.6 Report forms and statistics:  The monthly report forms we saw, although regularly 
collected, are very inadequate and inadequately completed. They contain inaccurate figures 
which have led to the MIS statistics maintained by the local and central programme staff 
being inaccurate.  The facilitators and the circles could with profit be requested to write 
creatively about their activities, not to tick boxes; and obvious inaccuracies should be 
followed up by the CDAs.   
 
4.4.7  CMCs:  Some CMCs/VRCs seem to be more active than others;  many members are 
reluctant to serve.  However some could clearly profitably use additional resources and 
responsibilities.   
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4.5   Summary   
 
It is difficult  to see the value of these REFLECT circles to the participants, for most of those 
we saw did not engage in any action points (they were done by the village meeting or 
CMC/VRC) and little literacy was learned through them;  several of the participants 
possessed some literacy skills before they joined the class. But the circles have survived and 
(with their ownership of the learning shelter) they could become permanent. What the circle 
seemingly gave them was a sense of group identity, demonstrated by competitive games 
against each other (mainly netball) and the demand for uniforms.  They may have given some 
women a space for discussion but that was not much in evidence. Certainly potentially they 
could do both of these much more effectively.    
 
5.  PROPOSALS    
 
5.1  Bilateral aid: I am conscious that ICEIDA is a bi-lateral agency working with the GoM 
and seeking to strengthen the country’s capabilities to continue the programme more 
effectively. It is vital that ICEIDA – on its own or with its partners – clarifies its objectives 
and determines its measures of success.  It is important for ICEIDA to be clear whether this is 
a literacy programme or a developmental project. It is possible to have literacy without 
development and development without literacy. If the primary aim is development, ICEIDA 
needs to decide whether it has primarily social/community development goals or economic 
goals.  What are its main measures of success?   
 
 5.2  Some detailed suggestions concerning venue, pace of learning, training of facilitators 
and CDAs, and the use of other materials etc are listed in the report and will not be repeated.  
 
5. 3 Key proposals:  
 
5.3.1  Smaller programme:  I would urge that a smaller programme is offered and that the 
resources thereby freed up be used for providing the proper amount of training instead of 
inadequate training,  and a suitable venue for all circles.   
 
5.3.2 Return to REFLECT: The MBRP should take steps to return to the basic principles of 
REFLECT – that is,  the circle learners (not the village meeting) with a more fixed 
membership, together with or without the CMC/VRC, should debate the issue(s) they choose 
(using PRA graphics if they so wish), and select and implement the action point or some long 
term project. The project can be a group livelihood project. All the learning of the circle 
should be around the action point. The literacy that is learned should be the embedded literacy 
activities of the project.   
 
5.3.3  Adult teaching methods:  Those facilitators who do not at present use them must be 
assisted to use more appropriate adult learning methods,  involving the learners in discussion,  
using sub-groups,  freeing the learners to bring their existing knowledge and experience into 
the class, so that the facilitator learns from the learners.  The facilitator must cease being the 
sole source of learning;  peer learning must be encouraged.  
 
Literacy enhancement:  
 
5.3.4 Literacy expertise: It is vital for any adult literacy learning programme to build on up-
to-date understandings of adult literacy and how it is taught, especially literacy as social 
practice. The MBRP project can play a significant part in strengthening the national capacity 
for adult literacy through strengthening some institutions both in the Ministry and in civil 
society (NCLAE;  Chancellor College; at local level the ACDO, the Programme Coordinator, 
the CDAs) by training either out of country or brought in from (for example) South Africa or 
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Uganda. In addition,  while such training is being undertaken, I strongly urge that a specialist 
in adult literacy as social practice be brought in to advise the programme – from Uganda, 
South Africa or abroad.  
 
5.3.5 Literacy learning methods: The learning of literacy should be upgraded. The system 
of breaking down words into syllables and building new words should become only a small 
part of the learning programme;  instead whole word recognition and the language experience 
approach should be used on the basis of the embedded literacies of the action point chosen for 
implementation.  
 
5.3.6  Literacy promotion: Literacy (especially creative writing) should be promoted both 
inside the circle and in the village community;  a list of some thirty possible activities is 
included in the report.  The aim of the literacy part of all the literacy learning circles must be 
creative writings, using materials from the environment and the literacy tasks of the 
project/action point.   
 
5.3.7  Learning literacy for tests: Those who wish to take the formal NCLAE test can be 
provided with formal teaching in short courses as is done at the moment but these could be 
made more explicit, using some of the appropriate textbooks, and perhaps opened to other 
persons in the village.   
 
5.3.8  Numeracy:  The weakness of numeracy in this programme must be addressed.  Expert 
assistance should be brought in.   
 
5.3.9  Upgrading all parts: This will involve developing the roles of the circles,  the 
facilitators,  the CMCs/VRCs and the CDAs further – they are all ripe for further 
development.  The understanding of literacy and adult learning among the CDAs in particular 
needs to be developed further. And they must be encouraged to surrender control of the 
programme to empower the CMCs/VRCs,  the facilitators and the circles.   
 
5.4  Development enhancement   
 
5.4.1  Widening action points: The range of circle developmental projects should be 
widened to include both economic development (livelihoods) and radical transformational 
development as well as community/social development, as the participants so wish.   
 
5.4.2 Group projects: They should be whole group activities and spread over a long period 
of time, not short-term action points. Thus each circle will have its own group project and 
much of the learning will be focused on this project. The circles should become economically 
self-sustaining within a reasonable period of time.   
 
5.4.3  Literacy in projects: The development project and the learning of literacy should be 
integrated, not separated as at present.  The embedded literacy of the project will form the 
core of the literacy learning and this will be seen as immediately relevant and applicable to 
the learners.   
 
5.4.4  Targeted REFLECT: REFLECT circles can be launched for specific target groups 
such as fishermen, shopkeepers, mothers with children at school or TBAs etc. These will be 
aimed at learning literacy through the embedded literacies of the target group and at the same 
time enhancing the activities of the target group.  
 
5.4.5 Sectors:  Other sectors can be facilitated to come into REFLECT circles; and literacy 
activities can be included in the activities of these other sectors. 
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5.4.6  Training:  The further training of the facilitators and the CDAs should be focused on 
a) adult learning and teaching and b) models of literacy and literacy learning. These are 
very weak at the moment.  
 
5.4.7  Further courses: For those who seek progression, courses on English and Small 
Business training and Access to Education (A2E) can be developed and provided if MWCD 
agree.  These would have their own processes of assessment and award their own certificates.  
The Access courses would give access to formal schools at an appropriate level.   
 
5.4.8  Facilitators:  I would like to see them being encouraged to read and write more, 
especially creative writing.   
 
5.4.9  Facilitator association: The association of facilitators should be sponsored for a period 
of years.  
 
5.4.10  Drop-in centres:  There is a place even in REFLECT for some strategically sited 
drop-in centres to help adults with their literacy practices.   
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1 All quotations come from our field notes of interviews.  
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2 This was approved in principle at a meeting of the PIT in May 2008 and modalities are being worked 
out.  
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3 None of the participants we met had in fact had a loan for loans are not easily come by in this region. 
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In one circle, we were told the circle 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 CDAs 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 REFLECT circle 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.   
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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.   
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