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Abstract 

 

This research considers staff members’ experiences of mother tongue literacy work in the 

Mbeya-Iringa Cluster Project. Through examining these experiences, and staff’s reactions to 

and reflections on the work, this research explores some of the key benefits and challenges 

for mother tongue literacy work in a language cluster project. 

 

‘Clustering’ as an organisational strategy has become increasingly popular in SIL 

International’s work over recent years. Whilst people have considered the impact of this 

strategy on other aspects of language work, little attention has been given to how it may 

affect literacy specifically. This research helps to fill that gap, using a qualitative methodology 

based on interviews with 30 current and former staff members. 

 

Interviewees cited challenges such as the large distances involved, the amount of concurrent 

work, working as part of a large team, the interaction between departments and the 

increased amount of administration. Benefits identified include the chance to share 

experiences and responsibility for the work, the opportunity to build sustainability, the ability 

to attract resources and the general scope of the work. 

 

Overall this research demonstrates that whilst there are many challenges to literacy in a 

cluster context, many benefits are available where these challenges are adequately 

addressed. The key to successfully tackling these challenges is the development of strong 

relationships within clear management structures. Both these areas should be prioritised so 

as to allow literacy work to thrive within a language cluster. 
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Glossary 

Basic literacy (BL) work: helping people who are not literate in any language to read and 

write in their mother tongue. 

Cluster office: main office for the cluster, located in the regional administrative town of 

Mbeya. 

Language office: satellite office located in one of the nine language areas, used by the 

literacy coordinator and other members of the language team. 

Literacy coordinator: member of staff employed by the cluster responsible for literacy and 

Scripture-use work in their language area. 

Mother tongue (MT): a person’s first, or home, language. 

Mbeya-Iringa Cluster Project (MICP): SIL’s first language cluster project in Tanzania, serving 

nine language communities through Bible translation and language development work. 

SIL International (SIL): formerly ‘Summer Institute of Linguistics’, a not-for-profit non-

governmental organisation helping communities to build capacity for sustainable language 

development. 

Transition literacy (TL) work: helping people who are literate in Swahili (able to read and 

write with understanding) to transition these skills into their mother tongue. 
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1. Setting the scene 

 

In 2008 my wife and I joined SIL International (SIL, formerly ‘Summer Institute of Linguistics’) 

and spent two years working as part of a mother tongue (MT) literacy programme with SIL 

Uganda-Tanzania Branch. We worked in the Mbeya-Iringa Cluster Project (MICP) in 

southwest Tanzania as part of a mixed expatriate and Tanzanian department, serving nine 

language groups using a cluster project strategy. We returned to the UK in 2010 and, due 

largely to health reasons, have no current plans to return to Tanzania. 

 

My first-hand experience of the benefits and challenges of clustering in MICP made me keen 

to investigate further the effects that clustering as a strategy can have on MT literacy work. 

My original aim in choosing to study this topic was to explore whether clustering is a suitable 

strategy for literacy work. However, as I began to explore the topic further this aim changed. I 

am increasingly convinced that clustering is not just a strategy chosen by an organisation for 

its own reasons, but is also in part a response to the current linguistic reality of the world 

(where languages are no longer seen as entirely independent of each other but instead as 

part of an interconnected ‘matrix’). As such my aim for this research can now better be 

described as exploring how literacy work can derive most benefit from a cluster strategy. 

 

SIL 

SIL is a “faith-based nonprofit organization committed to serving language communities 

worldwide” to “build capacity for sustainable language development” (SIL International 

2011a). SIL was founded in 1934 and its work covers in excess of 2500 languages spoken 

by over 1.7 billion people across nearly 100 countries. Its language programme vision aims 

for “literacy [to] become a sustainable community value with the ownership of literacy goals 

and activities in the hands of the people” (SIL International 2011b). Since SIL focuses on the 

“lesser-known and endangered languages” (ibid.), historically, literacy work has been 
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conducted on a language by language basis with small independent teams working with 

individual language communities. One recent strategic change within SIL has been to see 

teams beginning to work with multiple languages at one time, a technique often referred to as 

‘clustering’. With literacy central to SIL’s work, it is essential to consider the impact clustering 

can have on it. 

 

Choosing where to begin 

The concept of clustering has been considered by authors in the business world, overseas 

development work, language work in general and specifically as a strategy within SIL’s work. 

Critically for this research, Lewis and Stalder (2009) have provided a thorough overview of 

the history and development of clusters within SIL. Whilst by their own admission not 

exhaustive, they have provided a clear summary of the evolution of the strategy to date. My 

intention is not to repeat their work here, but through highlighting the key factors that have 

driven the movement towards clusters to understand the context in which to assess the 

potential benefits and challenges clusters present for literacy work. 

 

It should become clear that experiences gained by people during the development of 

clustering have shaped the current definitions of the term. However, for clarity, I begin by 

explaining the history and development of clusters before exploring what can be meant by 

the term ‘cluster project’. I then move on to consider the potential benefits and challenges 

clustering can present before briefly laying out the history of MICP specifically. 

 

Unless otherwise indicated the term ‘literacy work’ will be used to talk about MT literacy work. 

On some occasions, to emphasise the distinction between MT literacy work and literacy in 

another language, the phrase ‘MT literacy work’ will still explicitly be used. 
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2. What is clustering and why do it? 

 

The history of clusters and their development 

The concept of clustering within language work has developed through a mixture of 

approaches: proactive strategies voluntarily exploring new ways to improve; and reactive 

responses, changing techniques to adapt to current realities. Indeed, Lewis and Stalder 

(2009) list a number of instances (some dating back to the mid-twentieth century) where 

circumstances have allowed for, or sometimes required, a cluster-type strategy. However, 

foundational to more recent developments has been the growing awareness of “thinking 

about languages in a matrix, that is, in the context of other languages with which they are in 

contact” (Lewis and Stalder 2009, 2). Exploring this idea of ‘the ecology of language’, Lewis 

(2005) begins by explaining the historic view of ‘language as particle’ (Pike 1959, cited in 

Lewis 2005, 1), where languages are treated as separate things which can be counted and 

classified. Contrasting this historic view with the new ‘matrix’ view of languages, he explains 

that “defining hard boundaries between languages masks rather than reveals the nature of 

linguistic complexity” (Lewis 2005, 4), and that “languages are in a dynamic relationship with 

each other in diverse multilingual/multi-varietal environments” (ibid.). 

 

The importance of this shift in thinking cannot be overstated when outlining the context for 

the introduction and development of cluster strategies. Lewis (2005, 3) explains that the 

particle view is “one frequent criticism of the Ethnologue [an SIL publication documenting the 

world’s languages] and of ‘SIL’s view of language’”, as SIL has been charged with dividing 

“ecological systems with an apparent disregard for the functional relationships of the 

language within those systems”. Lewis’ response (2005, 6) to this new understanding of the 

function and inter-relatedness of languages is clear: SIL must consider which interventions 

“are effective and helpful” and which “are ineffective or even harmful”. Considering the 

benefits and challenges for literacy within a language cluster context seems to contribute 

towards this. 
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This shifting view of language is reflected by Watters, the then Executive Director of SIL, in a 

paper presented at an SIL global leaders meeting. Watters (2006, 7) distinguishes between 

the historic way of working, where a language was treated as “an object that is isolated and 

bounded”, and a new approach that sees languages “as part of [a] network”. Talking about 

the idea of cluster projects, Watters suggests that two interrelated factors are behind this 

shift: firstly, an appreciation that “minority language communities today exist in a very 

different world from that of fifty to seventy years ago” (Watters 2006, 1); and secondly, an 

internal recognition of the need to change strategies since SIL now understands better “how 

languages relate to each other to form language families” (ibid.). O’Leary (2007) confirms this 

view in a lead article for an internal SIL publication, saying that clustering is not a change to 

SIL’s goals but rather a strategy to achieve those goals. 

 

While the development of cluster projects as an organisational strategy can clearly be linked 

to the recognition of ‘the ecology of language’, it would be wrong to stop there. As Lewis and 

Stalder (2009, 1) explain in their overview of the development of clusters, “it seems to be the 

result of a number of separate threads, both theoretical and pragmatic, going on more or less 

simultaneously within SIL.” The development of clustering was not purely a top-down 

strategy shift, but also the result of a bottom-up ‘groundswell’ built on experience and 

pragmatics. 

 

One example of this comes from Peru during the 1990s. Here Weber (1995, 23) describes 

the benefits of a ‘team approach’ (teams working together across linguistically similar 

languages in order to share knowledge of the languages) as allowing the sharing of 

responsibilities, resources and cooperative endeavours. Another example of people seeing 

the benefits of working with larger groupings of linguistically related languages, then termed 

‘subfamilies’, comes from Cameroon. There Trihus (2001, 1) explains that “the idea of the 
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Subfamily Strategy is to multiply our effectiveness”, citing training of Cameroonians and the 

ease of involvement of short-term personnel as two potential areas for this. 

 

Finally, it would be wrong to ignore the wider SIL context in which the profile of clustering has 

grown. Lewis and Stalder (2009, 1) see SIL’s “move towards a strategy of comprehensive 

planning” (programme planning and delivery on a larger scale) as being one reason that 

clustering has been particularly relevant at this time. From an ‘outsider’s’ perspective (the 

etic view), seeing clusters as an “operational ‘unit of work’” (ibid.) helps explain the strategy’s 

attraction when planning work across large areas. Through hearing the views of local literacy 

workers I hope this research goes some way to answer the question of how people involved 

in the work feel about clustering (the emic view). 

 

Towards a definition of a ‘cluster’ 

In the business context, Porter (1998, 78), who leads the Institute for Strategy and 

Competitiveness at Harvard Business School, describes clusters as “critical masses – in one 

place – of unusual competitive success in particular fields”, and “geographic concentrations 

of interconnected companies and institutions in a particular field.” He goes on to say that 

“clusters promote both competition and cooperation” (ibid. 79), both elements that could 

potentially be applicable to MT language work. This research explores whether these should 

form part of a language cluster’s definition. 

 

Looking at contexts more closely related to SIL’s work, Johnstone (2007) from WEC 

International mission agency, talks about grouping people into ‘major blocs’ and ‘clusters’ as 

a way of better understanding the variety of people around the world. Defining the term 

‘people cluster’, Johnstone describes “a smaller grouping of peoples within an affinity bloc, 

often with a common name or identity, but separated from one another by political 

boundaries, language or migration patterns” (2007, 9). This view recognises the importance 

of members of a ‘grouping’ identifying with each other, having some common feature that 
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allows strategic decisions to be made more easily whilst retaining some degree of 

individuality. Another example comes from the development context, where World Vision 

organise ‘Area Development Programs’ (ADPs) into geographical ‘zones’. ADPs are aimed at 

supporting “longer-term development interventions within one or more communities or areas” 

(World Vision 2011), and are supported by technical specialists at the zone level who share 

their expertise across multiple ADPs. This approach has similarities with the cluster strategy 

adopted by SIL and highlights some additional features of a ‘cluster’ definition. 

 

Returning to the language work context, even within SIL there is much variety as to what 

characterises a cluster project. Brown and Bull (2005) list four different cluster project type 

structures. Firstly, multi-language projects where one project (management) team “works on 

a cluster [of languages] that has two or more language centers”. Secondly, multi-dialect 

projects that are like a multi-language project but which only produce “one full set of 

materials in the reference dialect” and more limited materials in the “principal dialect of each 

sub-cluster”. Thirdly, macro-projects where members “usually focus on specific languages” 

but also “share responsibility for all of the languages in the macro-project”. And fourthly, 

workshop centres where “workshops are held sequentially at the same accessible 

location(s)” and “most of the training, advising, drafting, and revising occurs during the 

workshops”. Whilst discussions have moved on from these distinctions, they do highlight the 

range of definitions possible when talking about clustering. 

 

In his early discussion of ‘subfamilies’, Trihus (2001, 5) argues that when deciding on 

appropriate groupings of languages, whilst the “primary consideration will be language 

relatedness (genetic affiliation), there are a number of other factors” to consider. The ‘other 

factors’ listed include geographical access, church organisation, country boundaries, 

ethnolinguistic identity/cultural worldview and the number of languages in a subfamily. During 

early discussions of cluster strategies, emphasis was primarily placed on the linguistic 

similarities between languages, however, over time the emphasis has shifted towards a 
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wider set of social factors. O’Leary (2007, 2), in her discussion on the benefits of cluster 

projects, makes a clear distinction between ‘operational clusters’, ‘linguistic clusters’, and 

‘linguistically-related language program clusters’ (those which combine both). Lewis and 

Stalder (2009) themselves propose a matrix of four distinct categories of multi-language 

groupings built on two variables: linguistic relatedness (L+) and social relatedness (S+). 

Whilst social relatedness/cohesion (determined by the number of interactions that occur 

within a group of languages) and linguistic similarity would theoretically produce the ‘perfect’ 

language cluster situation, clustering is possible where only one or the other is present. 

 

O’Leary (2007, 2) is keen to point out that whatever the ‘type’ of language cluster, if 

implementing a cluster project is going to be effective, “those who work in it must value 

working together” and must believe that it is possible to achieve more together than apart. 

She clearly believes that a cluster project cannot just be an organisational strategy based 

purely on linguistic similarities, but must be owned and valued by those involved. This is a 

view shared by SIL Africa Area’s Bantu Department, particularly applicable to this discussion 

given that the languages in MICP are all Bantu languages. Its (working) definition of a cluster 

project is stated as “two or more language groups who will work together with a shared 

language development strategy, sharing personnel and resources” (Lewis and Stalder 2009, 

3). Finally, Lewis and Stalder (2009, 12), in a quest for clarification of terminology, state that 

it is “social cohesion that constitutes the primary characteristic of a sociolinguistic cluster”. 

They go on to explain that situations where this is not the case should be called ‘coordinated 

responses’ (ibid. 13), for example where a multi-language programme might be based 

exclusively on linguistic similarities or project management considerations. 

 

With this concluding remark from arguably two of the most well informed language cluster 

commentators, we have seen a complete shift in the definition of clusters within language 

work. A more rounded, holistic understanding of language communities has developed, 

requiring the definition of a cluster to consider every part of a community’s social interaction. 
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Whilst linguistic factors still feature in the question of social cohesion they are not the only 

considerations when defining language clusters. 

 

Benefits and challenges of clustering 

Having seen some possible definitions of a cluster project, it is important to explore the 

suggested benefits and challenges of this approach so as to be able to consider how these 

could affect literacy work. Before doing so, it is important to recognise that from an outside 

perspective many benefits can be very difficult to observe or measure. For example, we have 

already seen that one of the central features of a cluster project should be cooperation 

between members of language communities. From this cooperation benefits such as 

improved community relations, better communication and ultimately a more stable and 

peaceful community could all be derived. However, all these changes are difficult to observe 

or measure. At the same time many challenges associated with clustering are not 

necessarily limited to this particular approach, although some “may be accentuated by the 

close working relationships required by this approach” (Weber 1995, 35). 

 

In the most general terms, Lewis and Stalder (2009, 3) argue, “a cluster approach capitalizes 

on the relatedness and relationships within a group of language communities, usually for the 

purpose of being more effective and efficient”. O’Leary (2007, 2) expands on this by saying 

that clusters will enable “increased quality of our products, stronger involvement and 

supportive networks of local citizens for sustainable language development and translation, 

and more effective use of resources”. Watters’ (2006) position agrees with O’Leary’s, 

claiming that one of the major potential benefits of clustering should be the opportunity to 

learn from others and to share needs and experience with others. 

 

In the business context Porter (1998, 81-83) highlights improved productivity and 

encouraged innovation as two of the main benefits of clustering, with the latter being 

“particularly vibrant at the intersection of clusters, where insights, skills, and technologies 
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from various fields merge, sparking innovation and new business” (ibid, 85). Booth and 

Nagler (2010) suggest these benefits could also be realised in language clusters, saying that 

clusters provide environments where innovative ways of working can be tried and 

encouraged. 

 

Johnstone (2007, 14-15) lists 10 benefits of thinking of people groups in terms of ‘affinity 

blocs’ and clusters, two of which could also be potential benefits for language work. Firstly, it 

“makes possible comparisons between more closely-related peoples”, allowing gaps in 

information to be filled, saving time and effort by capitalising on any similarities. Secondly, it 

gives focus to “promoting strategic inter-agency partnerships”. Brown and Bull (2005) also 

suggest that ‘macro-teams’ are beneficial as they provide opportunities: for specialists to 

serve different projects (less staff); to build stronger partnerships (better environment for 

partners); to develop new leaders (leadership identification); to identify and mentor potential 

consultants (staff development); and for translation to occur by adaptation (faster translation). 

Weber (1995, 23-28) also summarises some of the benefits of a ‘team approach’ as: being 

able to share the burden of work; maintaining continuity throughout a programme; giving 

more opportunities to use specialists; making effective use of personnel; providing more 

opportunities for local co-workers; flexibility; the spreading of innovations; the opportunity to 

exploit similarities between languages. These are all potential benefits to consider when 

exploring the impact of clustering on literacy work. 

 

There is much discussion (Brown and Bull 2005; Daams 2006; Higby 2007; Watters 2006) of 

the specific benefits of clustering for translation work through the use of adaptation (where a 

linguistically similar language is used as a source text to save time and reduce the number of 

outside specialists required). However, specific benefits for literacy are harder to find and 

tend to be restricted to ‘spin-offs’ from other domains, such as the suggestion that through 

using adaptation in translation, the “time saved in exegesis provides more time for literacy, 

promotion, training, etc” (SIL International 2007a, 5). Higby (2007, 2) also highlights the 
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positive effect of having literacy running concurrently alongside linguistic research, allowing 

“feedback between the domains”, although this is not necessarily restricted to clustering. 

Trihus (2001, 5) also notes that clusters provide flexible contexts for short-term ‘internships’. 

Whilst not directly talking about literacy it is easy to see how an attractive environment for 

short-term interns could be positive for literacy work. Finally, Watters (2006, 18) argues that 

“community based literacy projects will have to be increasingly sensitive to the multilingual 

realities of these communities.” This is a challenge for all language work, however, cluster 

projects–addressing languages within the wider ‘network’ in which they exist–may actually be 

in a better place to deal sensitively with these realities and so this could be a benefit for 

literacy work. 

 

All authors are keen to point out that alongside the benefits that clusters bring with them, 

there are also challenges to be faced. Higby (2007, 1) highlights the need for new training for 

roles and situations previously not encountered. Whilst giving the example of the need for a 

higher level of training for MT translators this could easily be seen as a challenge for literacy 

roles too. Higby also recognises the importance of teamwork and staff being prepared to 

work in diverse groups, the large number of staff needed at any one time, and the 

importance of having different levels of experience represented in a team. While authors do 

touch on the challenges presented when people work in larger teams, only Eaton (2010, 15) 

specifically addresses the transitory nature of expatriate staff within clusters and the 

difficulties that this presents. She notes that in the linguistics department of MICP, “High 

turnover led to a lack of continuity in who covered which language” (ibid.). Ensuring 

continuity across a large, rapidly changing team could well be a challenge for literacy work 

when clustering.  

 

Why this research is needed 

In outlining the main points from SIL’s seminar on cluster strategy, Higby (2007, 1) describes 

the purpose of the seminar as being “to gain insights for optimal use of existing and 
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developing (where needed): software, management tools, consultant procedures and 

translation and linguistic procedures uniquely designed for a cluster strategic approach”. The 

apparent lack of consideration of other domains shows the need for research into the impact 

clustering specifically has on literacy. Lewis and Stalder (2009, 1), in providing the most 

thorough review of the development of clusters within SIL to date, seem to agree, saying that 

we are merely “closer” to understanding what the implications of clustering might be “for 

language program planning and operations”. 

 

As we have seen, discussions about the benefits of cluster projects also often talk in 

generalities. For example, how “the connectedness of language will be recognised and 

benefited from” (Watters 2006, 8), or how, through planning as a cluster, “the project can 

work off the synergy of multiple communities participating together” (ibid. 11). The terms 

‘connectedness’ and ‘synergy’ must not be used as a smoke screen, encouraging the 

implementation of clustering without exploring beyond its effect on programme management 

or translation tasks. There is a need for clarity as to the specific potential benefits and 

challenges for literacy work, so that as new cluster projects are developed (and old ones 

improved) these benefits can be maximised and concepts like ‘synergy’ fully realised across 

all domains. 

 

A brief history of the Mbeya-Iringa Cluster Project 

Since we have seen that cluster projects can vary greatly in their definition and design, it is  

important to understand the history of MICP specifically and the administrative structure it 

adopted. 

 

MICP, SIL’s first cluster project in Tanzania, was started in July 2003 by Martin and Alice 

Tlustos (SIL International 2007b, 3). The Tlustoses began by working with the Sangu 

language group in the late 1990s. After attending an SIL Bantu Initiative Symposium in 2000 

in Nairobi, they were inspired by the idea of working across multiple languages at one time 
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(ibid.). As a result, on their return to Tanzania in 2002, they prioritised building partnerships 

with church leaders across the Mbeya and Iringa regions (Schubert et al. 2005, 4). In July 

2003, church partners decided to include the Bena, Bungu, Kinga, Malila, Ndali, Nyiha, 

Safwa, Sangu and Vwanji languages within a new cluster project (a tenth language, 

Nyakyusa, was added in 2004). Whilst the languages chosen by the church partners 

matched information provided by SIL regarding translation needs, SIL had only expected four 

languages to be included within the cluster initially. In particular, the languages from the 

Iringa region did not fit naturally geographically. However, since church ownership was 

paramount this decision was final. The Bungu language was subsequently found to be 

linguistically dissimilar enough to need independent linguistic study and therefore MICP 

continued work with the remaining nine languages. 

 

The nine languages currently represented in MICP are spoken by around two and a half 

million people (Lewis 2009) and cover an area of over 85,000 square kilometres. Initially, 

partnerships began with leaders from across 30 districts and nine different denominations but 

have since increased to 12 denominations. Mbeya town was chosen as the location for the 

central cluster office (cluster office), due to it being the regional capital for the majority of 

language areas and relatively easily accessible from the others (see Appendix A Table 1 on 

page 58 for further details about language areas). A workshop programme started in 

November 2003 with MT speakers meeting to consider issues such as “phonology 

(Participatory Research Method & Discover Your Language Course), lexicography, grammar, 

Introduction to Translation Principles, anthropology, discourse, SIL software, storying, 

literacy, Key Biblical Terms and ethnomusicology” (SIL International 2007b, 4). Whilst literacy 

workshops were a feature from the beginning of the project, strategic literacy work did not 

fully begin until the arrival of Brigitte Niederseer as literacy department coordinator in April 

2005. 
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The Tlustoses were the only expatriate staff in MICP until July 2004 when they were joined 

by two other couples. The number of cluster staff has continued to grow until the present 

day, with 21 expatriate staff and 40 full-time Tanzanian staff currently working in the project. 

Over the life of the project 45 expatriate staff have worked in the cluster (all figures correct as 

of January 2012). This relatively high turnover of expatriate staff is reflected in the role of 

cluster team leader, with MICP having had five different team leaders in eight years. 

 

MICP is divided into domain-specific departments (see Appendix A Figure 2 on page 60). 

Within the translation department, expatriate and Tanzanian staff focus on specific 

languages, whilst in the linguistic and partnership departments staff work across multiple 

languages. Literacy and Scripture use (enabling people to access translated Scriptures in a 

way they can understand) departments have a combination of language-specific and cross-

language staff. Each department has a coordinator who is responsible for overseeing the 

department’s work, and regular coordinator meetings are held to facilitate the sharing of 

knowledge and experience across departments. Language ‘teams’ are made up of 

Tanzanian staff from the different departments. Initially there was little interaction between 

translation and literacy staff within each language team, perhaps reflecting the administrative 

structure in the cluster office. Over time this has changed and a cooperative attitude is now 

encouraged amongst all staff within a specific language group. Nevertheless, the location of 

staff remains a major obstacle for developing a strong team spirit within language teams, 

since all translation staff are now located in the cluster office whilst all language-specific 

literacy staff are located in language area offices (language offices) in their respective 

communities. 

 

In recent years, as a result of the move from a workshop model to a full-time employment 

model, the number of Tanzanian staff has grown dramatically. Voluntary participants were 

previously invited to Mbeya every few months to attend workshops, whilst now full-time and 

part-time staff are employed for most major roles. Literacy work is partly responsible for the 
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increased number of staff now employed by the project, with the recent recruitment of a full-

time ‘Literacy and Scripture Use Coordinator’ (literacy coordinator) in each language team. 

Literacy coordinators are responsible for overseeing the literacy activities in their language 

area, helping to connect the cluster office with the work in the language areas (see Appendix 

A Table 2 on page 59 for a list of full-time literacy department staff). 

 

Concerning literacy work specifically, initially a workshop approach was used to focus 

primarily on producing easy-to-read storybooks, alphabet charts and transition literacy (TL, 

helping people who are literate in Swahili to transition into their MT) booklets. In the cluster 

office, time between workshops was largely spent focussing on desktop publishing and 

printing tasks. Over time, work has expanded into developing TL teacher training 

programmes and, most recently, a basic literacy (BL, helping people who are not literate in 

any language to read and write in their MT) teacher training pilot programme. Full-time 

cluster office based Tanzanian literacy staff have gained experience in delivering teacher 

training, supervising teachers and literacy coordinators, preparing and distributing new 

materials and planning and reporting on activities. Due largely to current government 

education policies, literacy classes (adult and preschool) have been held outside the formal 

education system and as a result classes have only been attended by people with a personal 

passion for their language or a specific motivation to learn. The cluster’s strong church 

connections has also meant that much of the literacy work has been church based or 

supported, something that is facilitated by close cooperation between the literacy and 

Scripture use departments. 

 

Reflecting on MICP as a case study, Lewis and Stalder (2009, 6) place it within the S+L+ 

category, where there is social cohesion and linguistic relatedness. Justifying this category 

they cite the fact that the languages included are linguistically related (L+) and that the 

church leaders chose the languages to be included “on the basis of proximity to Mbeya town 
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and the geographic boundaries of the denominations represented” (ibid. 7), therefore 

demonstrating interactions between the different language groups (S+). 

 

3. My position and approach 

 

Rationale and research aim 

Having worked for two years in the literacy department of MICP, working alongside and 

building relationships with literacy staff and staff from other departments, I have my own 

thoughts about the potential benefits and challenges clusters pose for literacy work. 

However, I wanted to specifically gather staff members’ reflections on working in a cluster 

project so as to provide a more comprehensive review of experiences. Through my analysis 

of these reflections, I have highlighted what staff see as some of the key benefits and 

challenges when conducting literacy in this context. In light of these highlighted areas I hope 

that others involved in cluster projects will then be able to consider the impact their decisions 

have on literacy, allowing them to maximise any potential benefits whilst minimising the 

challenges. 

 

Personal position 

I believe that there can be benefits for literacy work within a cluster project context. I 

recognise the importance of delivering literacy programmes as quickly and efficiently as 

possible and the place that clustering as a strategy can have in fulfilling those desires. 

However, I also see challenges for literacy in adopting this approach. In attempting to work 

more efficiently, I believe caution must be taken not to sacrifice quality for speed. I hope this 

research can help us to continue to tread the fine line between efficiency and effectiveness. 

 

Ontology and epistemology 
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I am of the opinion that no research can be approached from a truly objective viewpoint. The 

very fact that it is being conducted indicates that the researcher feels something about the 

topic in question since he/she obviously thinks it worthy of his/her time and energy. 

Personally, I see the central ‘truth’ that I am trying to unearth as individuals’ experiences of 

literacy work in a cluster project, and so approach this research from a constructivist 

ontological position. 

 

I do not fully subscribe to the anti-foundationalist school of thought, since I disagree with the 

notion that “there are no central values that can be rationally and universally grounded” (Grix 

2004, 61). However, I am of the opinion that a deep understanding of the realities of literacy 

in a cluster context can only be properly gained through exploring each individual’s personal 

experience. In line with this, I have adopted an interpretivist epistemological position, taking a 

grounded theory approach where the “objective is to construct abstract theory about the 

data, which is grounded in the data” (Punch 2005, 213). 

 

Research questions 

In light of my position, I consider the following research questions central to achieving my 

research aim: 

• What do people with experience of literacy work in MICP identify as the benefits and 

challenges for literacy work when clustering? 

• How do these people feel about the way literacy work is carried out in MICP, and what are 

the personal benefits and challenges it presents them with? 

 

Methodologies 

As Bryman (2008, 16) says, the interpretivist position is based on “the view that a strategy is 

required that respects the differences between people and the objects of the natural 

sciences”, and as such I borrowed from phenomenological, hermeneutical and reflectivist 
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methodologies. Through adopting these methodologies, I hoped to gain a deeper 

understanding of interviewees’ perceptions (their reality) and to better understand the context 

in which these perceptions developed. In turn, I hoped my understanding of the MICP 

context and the relationships I developed in it would allow me to interpret the responses I 

received. Whilst my constructed methodology is firmly inductive in its pragmatics, since I 

offer no hypothesis, I am aware that the discussion of ideas is at the heart of reflexivity and 

that “the interaction of ideas and evidence culminates in theoretically based descriptions of 

social life” (Ragin 1994, 47). This interaction is clear in my analysis of the results, 

demonstrating an element of deduction in the process. 

 

Reflexivity should be “a continuing mode of self-analysis and political awareness” (Callaway 

1992, 33). This is particularly important for those involved in work based research (where 

researchers are insiders, researching a context with which they are familiar), where the 

researcher’s persona is constantly changing from situation to situation, between colleague, 

insider friend, and outsider researcher. As such, in preparation for carrying out this study, I 

took time to consider my own background, including my own personal experiences and 

relationships from my time working in MICP and how they may affect my research. 

 

At the same time, since “Researchers are acknowledged as active participants in the 

research process” (Hertz 1997, viii), I have used my experiences in the project to help 

interpret the data collected. To try to ensure my experiences did not restrict the boundaries of 

my data collection, I adopted semi-structured interviews as my primary research method. 

Finally, I recognise the importance of appropriately locating my voice in the research process 

(Guba and Lincoln 2005, 210). I have attempted to “come clean ‘at the hyphen’” (Fine et al 

2000, 123), to ensure all comments are clearly attributed to a source and to make it explicitly 

clear where others’ voices end and where mine begins. 

 

Research strategy 
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I chose to conduct a descriptive case study of literacy in MICP as my ‘organising strategy’ 

(Punch 2005, 144) for this research. I have tried to describe what it looks and feels like to do 

literacy in MICP, and through that to show what impact this has had on both those working in 

the cluster and the end beneficiaries (MT readers and literacy class attendees). I have not 

attempted to provide a comparative study and so have stayed away from the terms 

‘advantages’ and ‘disadvantages’, which inherently suggest some degree of comparison. 

Instead, in learning of the experiences in MICP, readers should be able to consider the key 

factors in their own context and attempt any comparisons themselves. 

 

That said, whilst discussing feelings and reflections on experiences it is natural for people to 

compare against their previous experiences, perceived ideals, or subconscious expectations. 

Whilst positivists may view these ‘perspective elements’ as a constraining force, restricting 

our view and understanding of the world, I see them as providing an opportunity to liberate 

our understanding of the world. I believe these perspectives allow us to view a topic through 

a limitless prism of personalisation, providing us with a richer, more realistic view of the 

situation. 

 

Research methods 

Adopting Blaikie’s (2000, 8) definition of methods, the “techniques or procedures” I used to 

collect data were semi-structured interviews or discussions-as-interviews. As Smith (1995, 

12) suggests, I prepared “a set of questions on an interview schedule”, but the interview was 

“guided by the schedule rather than be dictated by it”. It was particularly important in this 

research, where I am familiar with the context and many of the interviewees, that there was 

flexibility allowing “for the pursuit of unexpected lines of enquiry” (Grix 2004, 127). I did not 

ask every interviewee every question, allowing the discussions to develop naturally. I 

anticipated that the questions and areas of enquiry would “evolve and change” (Mertens 

1998, 14) as I conducted the discussions and that this would help me to “enter, as far as 

possible, the psychological and social world of the respondent” (Smith 1995, 12). Preparing 
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the schedule also allowed me to consider where there might be difficulties of 

understanding/communication and so to devise suitable ways to minimise these. At the same 

time, this helped me to create broad discussion categories from which I could pick and 

choose questions as appropriate for each interviewee. 

 

I was also acutely aware of the need to reduce, as far as practically possible, the ‘reactive 

effect’ (Bryman 2008, 262), or response effect, often attributed to much interview based 

research. Conducting work based research, I was particularly aware of the potential for my 

relationship, or the perception of the role I was playing within the organisation, to affect the 

responses I received. Using interviewee-led semi-structured interviews helped to reduce this 

effect, as did taking time as part of the consent process to clearly explain my role and what I 

would do with the responses received. The majority of interviewees were older and more 

experienced in their area of work than I was. Both these factors also helped to minimise any 

power I could have derived from my ‘dominant role’ as researcher (Chilisa and Preece 2005, 

149). 

 

It has been argued that interviewing enables us to “reach the parts which other methods 

cannot reach” (Wellington and Szczerbinski 2007, 81), by allowing the researcher to pursue 

things that are not observable on the surface. By using semi-structured interviews, “the 

respondent can be perceived as the expert on the subject and should therefore be allowed 

maximum opportunity to tell his or her own story” (Smith 1995, 12). It was my hope that 

through adjusting my questions in response to interviewees’ answers, I would be able to knit 

together their ‘stories’ and in doing so clarify the metanarrative. 

 

Interview practicalities 

In September 2011, I spent four weeks in Tanzania, visiting and interviewing people who 

have experience of the MICP literacy department’s work. In total, I interviewed 30 people, 

including expatriate literacy staff, expatriate staff from other departments who had contact 
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with the literacy department, Tanzanian literacy workers based in the cluster office, 

language-specific literacy coordinators and literacy teachers. To select interviewees I used 

my own experience to propose a list of people with experience of different aspects of the 

work. I then asked current MICP staff to recommend changes, including adding additional 

individuals where appropriate (see Appendix B for a full list of interviewees and questions). 

 

When visiting the literacy coordinators, teachers and other language team staff, I tried to 

conduct interviews in a non-work environment wherever possible. I hoped that this would 

help provide some distance between the formal work context and myself, allowing 

interviewees to feel more able to share openly. I conducted interviews with Tanzanians in 

Swahili so that they were able to communicate freely. Although I have a sufficient level of 

Swahili to understand basic responses, I had a language helper from the cluster office travel 

with me so that I could better communicate with interviewees. This allowed me to understand 

their responses better and expand on them where necessary. 

 

Before starting each interview, I explained the interview structure, outlined my research and 

obtained permission from the interviewee. I explained that I would not use individuals’ 

names, except when I felt it was important to include a ‘word for word’ quote. In this case I 

would write to ask permission and to ensure that I had captured their response accurately. In 

preparation for my data collection, I conducted some ‘documentary analysis’ (Grix 2004, 

131), reviewing branch documents on the history of MICP. This proved extremely valuable 

for understanding the context of literacy and its introduction in MICP. Whilst in Tanzania I 

also interviewed individuals in the branch leadership who had experience of MICP. Their 

reflections on the successes and challenges faced by literacy work in MICP enabled me to 

gain additional diverse perspectives on the work. 
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4. The benefits and challenges for literacy 

 

Introduction 

In this chapter I lay out the main benefits and challenges, as identified by interviewees 

themselves, for literacy work in a language cluster project. To follow the order in which 

interviewees responded I begin with a section on challenges before then moving on to a 

section on benefits. In ordering each section I have tried to reflect the emphasis interviewees 

put on each challenge and benefit, starting with the most strongly felt and finishing with the 

least emphasised. To ensure my voice is easily distinguishable from the interviewees’, as 

discussed in the methodology chapter, I have restricted my comments to a designated 

section at the end of each benefit or challenge. While some benefits and challenges are not 

necessarily exclusive to cluster projects, it is nevertheless important to consider the 

potentially unique way they affect literacy work in a cluster context. 

 

During interviews a couple of cultural features of the MICP context were mentioned again 

and again by interviewees. So as to better understand the context in which the following 

benefits and challenges are faced, these cultural features are laid out briefly here. Firstly, 

interviewees noted the importance Tanzanians place on unity as a country and, therefore, 

the significance of Swahili ahead of other languages. One elderly literacy worker who 

experienced the process of independence and the effect that had on his country, said there 

is a fear that MT literacy work will break up the country’s unity. He said there is a need to first 

educate people that this does not have to be the case. Riwa Sambwe, the Kinga literacy 

coordinator, said that SIL needs to show people the benefits of the MT both in the short term 

for daily activities (health, business etc.) and in the longer term for learning and progressing 

in other languages. He said, "SIL can see the other side of the mountain, whilst local people 

can only see the steep face ahead of them. We need to find a way to show them the other 

side." MT literacy work is almost always beneficial, or at the very least complementary, to 
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proficiency in the national language (Gregerson et al. 2009, 360; Cummins 2001, 61) but in 

this context this will clearly take time to communicate. 

 

Secondly, many Tanzanian interviewees highlighted the cultural stigma associated with 

adults being unable to read and the challenge this posed to delivering effective literacy 

events. TL teachers explained that because of the shame associated with adults admitting 

they are non-literate, those who need BL classes (because they cannot read or write in any 

language) often attend TL classes intended for people already literate in Swahili. As a result 

TL teachers, untrained and unequipped to deliver BL classes, struggle to run classes at an 

appropriate level and many learners inevitably end up being discouraged. One literacy 

coordinator said there is a real need to run separate classes for pastors and others in 

positions of authority since the stigma of being unable to read would prevent them from 

attending classes that were open to all. 

 

Although both of these cultural issues are not unique to clusters, the fact that they reoccurred 

frequently in interviews reflects the extent to which they affect literacy work in MICP. Both 

features should therefore be kept in mind when considering the following benefits and 

challenges. 

 

Challenges 

Challenge one: working across large areas 

The distances between and across language areas, is a huge challenge (see Appendix A 

Table 1 on page 58 for distances between each language area and the cluster office). One 

interviewee pointed out that literacy work needs to be based in the community and this is a 

challenge in clusters. Working across multiple languages at one time brings the temptation to 

treat all languages the same. One expatriate interviewee commented that centrally located 

staff (in the cluster office) struggle to see differences between language communities that 

would be obvious if the project were based in each language area. Multiple interviewees 
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commented that it is not possible for staff located in the cluster office to fully understand 

language communities’ needs and hopes and therefore it is even more important to listen to 

feedback and ideas from colleagues. Equally important is the need to understand the 

challenging and changing circumstances many language area staff work in and therefore to 

recognise how and why certain tasks may take longer than planned or expected. 

 

The size of the working area also provides challenges when deciding where and when to 

work next, and how far to stretch personnel and resources. Judging where to hold TL training 

and who to teach was one example raised by many interviewees. One literacy coordinator 

summed up his frustration by saying that whilst he wanted to cover larger areas, holding one 

event for people from villages across a wide area is both expensive (participants’ travel and 

accommodation costs) and difficult to follow up. He added that it could do more harm than 

good if the follow-up and encouragement do not happen, leaving people feeling unvalued 

and ultimately not interested in the work. Covering such large areas also means needing to 

rely on others (often pastors) to help choose people for teacher training events. One literacy 

worker commented that those doing the choosing usually do not know who would be most 

appropriate and therefore the events take place with unsuitable attendees. 

 

Distributing books and materials effectively is equally difficult across such large areas. 

Transporting materials, returning monies, keeping accurate sales records and keeping books 

in good condition were all mentioned by interviewees as major challenges. Where the work is 

not well known (often because it is a long way from the language office), it is also hard to 

advertise the availability of books and encourage the importance of reading. All literacy 

coordinators talked about the challenges of travelling around the large language areas, 

particularly in the rainy season, and therefore how difficult it is to support literacy teachers in 

their work. While difficulties with travel are not unique to cluster projects, the fact that project 

vehicles are located remotely from language offices does make travel very challenging for 

language area based staff. 
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My reflection: 

The size of the working area clearly impacts both how people feel about literacy work in a 

cluster project and the practical accessibility of different communities. A centralised cluster 

office like in MICP is geographically disconnected from the communities in which literacy 

work is going on and so more needs to be done to understand these communities’ needs. In 

relation to teacher training, it is important to consider whether it is better and/or cheaper for a 

few people in a cluster office to travel frequently to deliver training or to employ extra people 

in each language area and equip them to deliver training ‘locally’. Whilst the latter is initially 

more expensive, it could be more effective in the long term, particularly as the work expands. 

 

Understanding the intricacies of each community is a challenge. As is deciding whether, 

practically, work can be modified for each community when there are so many different 

contexts to consider. Developing programmes that have first been tried and tested in small 

areas might help to address some of the difficulties of trying to reach a whole language 

community across a large area. Staff would be able to gain experience and grow a 

supportive community whose ‘success stories’ could then spread around the language area. 

As one expatriate interviewee commented, in some ways MICP may have been too big, too 

soon, and too quick. Deciding where to start and when to expand literacy work may be two of 

the most difficult questions a cluster faces. 

 

Challenge two: relationships and communication over large distances 

Working in multiple language communities across a large area also means that the vast 

majority of people involved in literacy–employed staff, volunteer staff, TL and BL teachers–

work alone. During interviews there was an overriding sense of how lonely language offices 

can be, with many literacy coordinators saying how hard it was to be located remotely from 

colleagues. Mbeya based interviewees commented on how important it is to build good 

relationships with colleagues in the language offices through finding ways to increase trust, 
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job responsibilities and job flexibility. It was made clear that visits from colleagues to the 

language offices and communities are encouraging, even if travel is difficult and expensive, 

as they demonstrate to the community how highly valued the work is. 

 

Distances between offices also means it can take a long time for information to filter through. 

Interviewees mentioned that it can be very difficult, especially in indirect cultures, to get to 

the bottom of what is causing issues. It is equally difficult for the cluster office to receive 

encouraging feedback from language areas. During a couple of interviews it was clear that 

old news was being told for the first time, for example, a BL teacher mentioning that parents 

had been asking why their children are suddenly learning more. The same can be true of 

communication in the opposite direction. One language office interviewee said that when the 

team do not hear from the Mbeya literacy office for some time they think that their colleagues 

in Mbeya have stopped working. 

 

Orthography testing is one specific task that is challenging when the cluster office is located 

away from the language areas. Interviewees based in Mbeya commented that it is very hard 

to get good feedback about writing systems as they are not located in the language areas 

and so have to rely on others to collect responses. Many literacy coordinators also 

commented how hard it was when starting their role with no one around to tell them what to 

do. They needed lots of help, encouragement that they were doing the right things and 

advice on how to improve their work, something that was particularly difficult when located 

far from the cluster office and their supervisors. 

 

Many Mbeya based interviewees commented that building and maintaining partnerships with 

churches and other local groups in multiple language communities is extremely complex from 

a distance and requires significant time, energy and resources. It was also noted that having 

staff working remotely across language areas can result in lots of centralised workshops, 

requiring those staff to spend lots of time away from family and resulting in large travel and 
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accommodation costs. Interviewees located in the language areas also commented that 

being distant from the cluster office makes it difficult to prove that they are legitimately 

working with SIL since they cannot prove their status through proximity to other colleagues. 

 

My reflection: 

A reality of MT literacy work is that it often takes place among the most marginalised people, 

both socially and geographically. From this perspective, therefore, a centrally located cluster 

office does not help to engage with these communities. If language surveyors and literacy 

workers can gather more detailed information about the communities and their needs before 

work begins, the work could be more informed and effective. However, this information 

gathering should not stop once work begins. Many language area based interviewees 

commented on the need to find out more about their own language area, explaining that 

even they did not know what the different needs were in each part of their area. Equally, 

since much literacy work can only happen with help from partners, it is essential that priority 

is given to developing strong relationships early on in the work. Building partnerships needs 

to be seen as the responsibility of everyone in the cluster, not just left to one person or 

department. 

 

The distances between the language areas and the cluster office make personal contact and 

building relationships very difficult as language area visits are infrequent and therefore time 

pressures during each trip make home visits hard to include. However, all language area 

based interviewees said that being visited was key to their personal wellbeing, as it gave 

their visiting colleagues the opportunity to understand their work and home contexts, and to 

meet their families. It is interesting that this challenge was not mentioned in the literature 

when so many interviewees cited it as important. Whilst it is clearly not unique to multi-

language work, this challenge would appear to be amplified by the distances between 

colleagues in a cluster context. 

 



 27 

There are also specific tasks (for example, orthography testing) that are made more difficult 

when some members of staff are located far from the language communities. Building clear 

lines of responsibility, providing sufficient training and ensuring communication channels are 

operating well are a few ways to mitigate these challenges. 

 

Challenge three: the volume of work 

The size of the task was a clear challenge for many interviewees, both expatriate and 

Tanzanian. One emphasised the need to have appropriate and achievable short- and long-

term goals. Others commented that they feel like they are going very slowly and that for 

everything they achieve, they are reminded of all the things they are not able to do. 

Multiplying the practical aspects of many literacy activities across multiple languages raises 

challenges. For example, book production becomes very challenging when lots of new 

materials are completed and need to be checked, formatted and printed all at the same time. 

 

Many Tanzanian cluster office based interviewees noted that good teamwork is essential. In 

particular, they said that dividing amongst themselves responsibility for supervising the 

literacy work according to language area had helped a lot with coping with the amount of 

work. They also commented that sharing their experiences, such as how to conduct TL 

teacher training, helped build capacity amongst themselves. Literacy coordinators noted the 

importance of writing weekly or monthly reports detailing activities and progress during that 

period. They said that the reports helped to both highlight the areas of their work that needed 

improving and encouraged them by reminding them what they had achieved. It is also clear 

that the reports provide an invaluable insight for their supervisors. 

 

Whilst clusters have been cited as potentially providing environments where innovative ways 

of working can be tried (Booth and Nagler 2010), a number of both Tanzanian and expatriate 

interviewees felt differently. They commented that it sometimes felt more difficult to be 

creative and innovative because of the size of the project and the need to get other 
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departments’ approval before changing plans or trying something new. Expatriate 

interviewees also mentioned how the possible need to replicate new ideas across all nine 

languages at a later date could discourage innovation. 

 

My reflection: 

Although any way of working can be busy and overwhelming, the fact that literacy work in a 

cluster context has so much concurrent work and involves so many people makes its 

coordinating a real challenge. People driven by impact may struggle to feel satisfied in this 

context, as it is often hard to see progress from their efforts. When measuring progress, 

interviewees consistently referred to the ultimate end goal of wanting to see everyone in the 

nine language communities reading and writing. Whilst this may be a valid long-term target it 

is not a goal that can be achieved by the project alone. When doing literacy work in a cluster 

it is essential to establish and communicate to all staff clear and achievable medium-term 

goals against which staff can measure progress without becoming disheartened. 

 

It is clearly important to have sufficient staff to be responsible for different areas of the work. 

However, people must also be flexible and able to share their experiences and skills with 

each other so as to spread the burden of responsibility as work progresses. It is interesting 

that unlike in the business context (Porter 1998), interviewees felt that in some ways working 

in a language cluster project made innovation difficult. 

 

To prevent bottlenecks when working across multiple languages, there is a need to build 

capacity through all stages of literacy activities. Using the checking of new books as an 

example, there appears to be two options to build capacity: either to bring in more specialists 

to process the increased number of materials, or to spend more time increasing writers’ 

awareness of spelling rules in order to make the job of checking easier and quicker. In fact, 

doing both would be the best solution. Encouraging and training Tanzanians who have 

produced excellent materials to act as ‘gatekeepers’, ensuring materials are of a sufficient 
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standard before being submitted for checking, would help reduce the reliance on specialists. 

Translators could help literacy colleagues improve their spelling within language teams, while 

literacy workers from different language teams could help each other with their general 

writing style. 

 

Challenge four: personnel issues – expatriate staff 

As one expatriate interviewee pointed out, there is a large initial investment needed to set up 

a cluster project, both in financial and human resources. The personnel investment does not 

end after the project has started, with large numbers of expatriate staff coming and going 

throughout the duration of the project. It was clear when speaking to interviewees, both 

expatriate and Tanzanian, that the area of relationships within the cluster was one of the 

biggest challenges to working in this way. 

 

From a work perspective, the frequent change of personnel provides a clear challenge. One 

Tanzanian interviewee commented that whilst changing colleagues can mean the 

introduction of new skills and perspectives, it can also change the way established plans are 

implemented. Interviewees commented that changing plans discourages a feeling of 

progress, making it feel like they are retracing steps. One Tanzanian interviewee, for 

example, has had four supervisors during her seven years with the project. She said it takes 

time to get to know a supervisor, to build trust and to know how to raise difficult issues. 

Interviewees also commented on how the changeover of expatriate staff can particularly 

affect pilot programmes, where more guidance and supervision from the cluster office is 

needed. The BL trial in the Malila and Vwanji languages is an example of a pilot programme 

that was coordinated by one expatriate who had to leave, causing the trial to be put on hold. 

It was also suggested that a lack of familiarity with the languages, which is worsened by a 

changeover of expatriate staff, could mean that many literacy tasks (for example, book 

preparation) are particularly challenging in a cluster. 
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From a personal perspective, many interviewees said that the frequent change of expatriate 

staff was the hardest thing about working in a cluster. Interviewees admitted not wanting to 

make the effort to get to know new people and feeling abandoned when people left, even if 

they knew they had good reasons to go. Generally, expatriate interviewees felt that clusters 

were a good place for short-term people (i.e. up to three years) to work. However, because 

of improved connections with the rest of the world through mobile phones and internet 

access, one expatriate interviewee felt it was increasingly easy for people never to ‘fully 

arrive’ or make an effort to become part of the office community a cluster provides. This in 

turn puts extra strain on the rest of the team. 

 

My reflection: 

It is possible that the size of a cluster project could affect the changeover of staff. People 

may find it easier to leave a cluster project because of the reduced personal (and 

geographical) connection with a specific language community and the expectation that 

people will cover each other’s roles when necessary. At the same time it could also be 

argued that there is no net loss of staff because a cluster project is attractive to people who 

would not otherwise have been part of MT literacy work, myself being one such example. 

 

Regardless of whether there is a greater turnover of expatriate staff than in other situations 

or not, it is clear that because of the large number of colleagues people interact with on a 

daily basis, it can feel worse. People come and go all the time and that makes life and work 

extremely challenging. The impact this can have on those in a cluster should be carefully 

considered when selecting and preparing people for work in this context. This is particularly 

interesting since most discussions on clustering in existing literature only noted the benefits 

of having a larger team. The challenging side of transitory relationships (often felt more 

strongly in cross-cultural relationships, which can take longer to develop) was only 

emphasised by Eaton (2010), herself referencing MICP. 
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When expatriate staff are replaced part way through a planning cycle, it is important to keep 

to existing work plans. On arrival, new people should not look to change things until they 

have had opportunities to meet with existing staff and consider their input. Equally, for pilot 

programmes to be truly effective in the long term there needs to be dedicated personnel 

responsible for their coordination and administration, particularly in the early stages. 

Preferably this would be Tanzanian staff, who are less likely to leave. At the same time, work 

should be done at regional and national levels to help support pilot programmes. This could 

be incorporated into an existing public relations role or a new role could be created, 

focussing on building partnerships that could maintain and expand the work later on. 

 

Challenge five: personnel issues – Tanzanian staff 

Many interviewees, Tanzanian and expatriate, cited the recruitment of suitable Tanzanian 

staff as a major challenge. This is a particularly true where advertising roles (for both paid 

and voluntary staff) and distributing and receiving application forms needs to happen 

remotely from the cluster office. One TL teacher said that what is most important is that 

applicants have good hearts, that is, that people are committed to the work because they see 

its importance and are prepared to sacrifice for it. This TL teacher himself is one such 

example, having set up a bookstore and attracted custom by buying books with his own 

money and giving them away for free. One interviewee explained that it can be difficult to find 

appropriate Tanzanian staff with the right ‘heart’ (or motivation) because people who see the 

MT’s value, and therefore are motivated, are often people who have had personal 

experience of struggling in another language at school and therefore may not have the 

qualifications requested. It was also suggested that since a cluster requires lots of people at 

one time, with multiple departments looking for similarly skilled and educated people, this can 

make it more challenging to recruit good people. Conversely this could also actually be 

beneficial. Having multiple recruitment events across departments may allow clusters to 

utilise people who applied for one role but who are actually more suitable for another. As one 
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Tanzanian interviewee explained, he originally applied to be a translator but was given 

multiple jobs to do before eventually ending up in the literacy department. 

 

Although the wages offered by SIL for literacy positions were not necessarily extremely 

attractive, many Tanzanian interviewees said they had gained a lot of personal satisfaction 

through the work environment and the skills learned on the job. They commented that this is 

something that should be used to market literacy roles, but admitted that this is hard to 

explain in job adverts. One literacy coordinator outlined the importance of current Tanzanian 

staff becoming recruiters and looking out for potential in people they already know. A former 

Tanzanian literacy worker who is currently doing partnership work, said that people need 

time to grow ‘deep roots’ for the work. He said that if people are treated well, appropriately 

compensated or at least shown appreciation for their work, in time these roots can grow into 

a calling that will keep them involved long term. 

 

Interviewees commented that there is a tendency for the connection between language area 

based staff and the community to weaken as the staff member’s link with the cluster office 

grows. Interviewees said this is a particularly difficult balance when some of the language 

team (the translators) are located in Mbeya and the rest are in the language area. Juhudi 

Konga, the Vwanji literacy coordinator, summed up the need to have a strong connection 

with one’s own people so as not to lose heart, "I am a Vwanji, I love Vwanji people, I love the 

Vwanji language, therefore I must go to them even if it is hard." At the same time, another 

Tanzanian interviewee highlighted the importance of understanding the core values of the 

organisation, because only when staff really know why they are doing the work can they 

keep going through the hard times. One literacy coordinator said that he now understands 

that he has to be a role model for his community, showing the community the attributes that 

in time he hopes to see them mirror. 
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My reflection: 

Recruiting good, experienced and motivated Tanzanian staff is challenging in all areas of 

cluster work. However, it appears as though this can be particularly difficult for literacy when 

recruiting, training and supervising most staff from a distance. With so many people involved 

in the work, it is essential to establish the employer and the employee’s responsibilities early 

on and to keep to them. Whilst it may take some time to ensure these responsibilities are 

understood and agreed upon, potentially delaying the recruitment of staff, failing to set clear 

expectations can risk creating ill feeling from the beginning. Experiences in MICP suggest it 

is key to recognise that all people who come into contact with the project (including both 

successful and unsuccessful applicants) have the potential to portray the work, in either a 

positive or negative light. 

 

It was clear from interviews that most Tanzanian staff view their work very much as part of 

their spiritual service, not just a job. While it is important to provide adequate financial 

compensation for people’s time and work, candidates need to recognise that they will need to 

sacrifice for the work. This is particularly challenging for literacy where both technical skills 

and personal commitment are key. The expectations that come along with these attributes, 

particularly in the area of recruitment, need to be addressed early on and clear and fair wage 

structures (built on transparent factors) need to be established. 

 

The area of remuneration is particularly challenging for literacy work in clusters, as many 

tasks need to be done by people far from the cluster office. Finding and implementing other 

ways to show appreciation to volunteers, such as holding refresher days or visiting their 

classes and families, is harder from a distance. As a result, financial incentives are inevitably 

often used. Appropriately compensating people for work while not creating unsustainable 

expectations for the future is a huge challenge. Financial issues were raised explicitly by 

most interviewees and are indirectly linked to the majority of other benefits and challenges 
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and as such is one of the areas in which I feel this research adds most to the current body of 

literature. 

 

Challenge six: the interaction of departments 

Various literacy coordinators highlighted the difficulties presented by dividing the work up into 

departments, with their responsibilities stopping at literacy and Scripture use work. They 

explained the difficulty of knowing where their role ends and where departmental lines 

overlap, and the challenge of having to wait for colleagues to do something before they can 

progress in a certain area. They also expressed frustration at not feeling able to use their 

skills in different parts of the work because a task happened to fall within the remit of another 

team member. This is especially significant when the team is located in different offices 

spread out across large areas where communication is difficult and so it is easy for 

colleagues’ to misunderstand motives and think others are taking over their role. 

 

Dividing the work into departments, each receiving funding from different sources, results in 

varying targets and priorities. Interviewees commented that this affects how much time staff 

from other departments are able to give to literacy activities. Various Mbeya based 

interviewees explained that they sometimes feel like they are bothering people in other 

departments when asking them for help, even when the activity would be beneficial for 

everyone’s regular work. For example, some interviewees raised the issue of the differences 

in spelling accuracy between literacy materials and Bible portions. This issue seems to be 

worsened by dividing staff into distinct departments. Finding ways for staff to share their 

literature production experience (such as translation skills) with each other, regardless of 

their department, could result in real benefits for literacy in a cluster context. 

 

One language area based interviewee, currently involved in partnership work, commented 

that although Bible translation may be progressing well it would be in vain if the literacy work 

were not prioritised. He said that unless the translators and literacy workers in the language 
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team worked together, the project would ultimately fail. One interviewee involved in the 

branch leadership concluded that one of the biggest challenges for a language cluster is 

deciding in which order to start the different elements (i.e. linguistics, literacy, Scripture use 

and translation). Working out the ‘critical order’ so that each can benefit from the others is a 

challenge and there are good arguments for different possible orders. 

 

My reflection: 

Departmentalising work and staff is one natural way to organise a cluster, allowing 

specialists to focus on their area of expertise across multiple languages. However, from 

various discussions it appears as though strict departmental distinctions may not be helpful 

for the work or the staff. Instead it is important to encourage language team unity, something 

that is especially significant for literacy where different members of the team are spread out 

across big distances. It seems it would help to view each department as a ‘service unit’, not a 

strict division of tasks and labour, and to communicate this clearly to all staff. No department 

is purely there to complete its own goals but to provide a service for other departments so 

that the goals of the project as a whole can be realised. 

 

As Higby (2007) points out, there can be real benefits for literacy work happening alongside 

other departments, particularly while all are still at a flexible stage, learning and developing 

together. However, the responses I received suggest that these benefits are not 

automatically realised and efforts must be made to foster this mutual interaction. Developing 

an expectation of cooperation in the cluster office would hopefully help to encourage this 

attitude throughout the language teams. Finally, with departments operating concurrently 

there is potential for literacy work to begin prematurely (for example, before orthographies 

are sufficiently settled) and therefore for work to need to be repeated later on. This must be 

guarded against. 
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Challenge seven: administration 

Planning, coordinating and supervising literacy work across nine languages necessitates a 

lot of administration. One interviewee pointed out that there are huge personnel and human 

resource challenges with such a large team made up of varied roles and reporting 

relationships. Likewise, a big team needs strong leadership and a number of rules and 

procedures in order to stay organised, which can frustrate some people. One literacy 

coordinator admitted that it causes him to feel scared to try something new in case he breaks 

a rule. Negotiating the different layers of administration within a cluster can also make it more 

difficult to address issues before they potentially escalate into larger problems. 

 

The fact that clusters need to be well organised led to a number of Tanzanian interviewees 

mentioning the professional and strategic appearance of the project as a challenge. 

Interviewees from different language areas agreed that within their communities, people tend 

to have two broad categories for foreign (non-profit) organisations: church based ministries 

and international NGOs. Both terms raised clear but very different expectations in people’s 

minds. Interviewees said that the challenge was to adjust people’s expectations of MICP/SIL 

from those associated with an international NGO to those associated with a church based 

ministry. All interviewees were clear that literacy work is not purely a church based ministry. 

However, since it cannot afford to live up to the expectations associated with being an 

international NGO, a balance needs to be struck. One literacy coordinator highlighted a 

further personal knock-on effect of the community viewing the work as a ‘professional’ 

project. He explained that as he is someone associated with the work, people can think he is 

either privately profiting from the organisation and/or he is setting the fees or expenses 

people receive for their work. The former increases financial expectations on him personally, 

while the latter could make him appear ungenerous. Both potentially result in very 

challenging situations for Tanzanian staff. 
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My reflection: 

The larger the area that literacy work is trying to cover, the greater the administrative 

responsibility on everyone involved. Since almost all staff work in different locations to their 

supervisors, reports are needed to account for time, money and resources. Developing good 

administrative structures whilst not allowing these structures to take up all staff’s time is a 

real challenge. 

 

The question of business versus ministry came up when asking people what they liked and 

disliked about the way the cluster project works. This turned out to be an interesting and 

unexpected discussion topic. An organisation hoping to work with other large partners 

(potentially including the government) clearly needs to act professionally and build a 

reputation for doing so. Equally, as an employer operating in Tanzania, SIL has certain legal 

responsibilities to fulfil. However, it is important to recognise that whilst positive for these 

reasons, this professionalism may create difficulties at the community level. An alternative 

appearance may need to be adopted to appropriately communicate the organisation’s aims 

and strategies to the communities in which literacy work occurs. People working in MICP 

appreciate SIL’s professional nature, however, a fine line must be trodden between operating 

professionally and not appearing too business-like. 

 

Benefits 

Benefit one: the opportunity to share knowledge, experience, successes and challenges 

Many interviewees spoke of the opportunities available for them to use their knowledge and 

experience across multiple languages. One cluster office based literacy worker explained 

that once he knew how to train TL teachers from one language group, he could train TL 

teachers from other language groups. Interviewees also spoke of the group benefit of sharing 

knowledge between departments and taking time to help each other. Whilst they noted that 

this can mean having work interrupted with requests from colleagues, overall they felt it was 

beneficial. One expatriate interviewee explained that clustering also provides the opportunity 



 38 

to solve similar issues across linguistically related languages. It makes it possible to see 

broader trends across languages that might be missed if only focusing on one language. 

 

Tanzanian interviewees agreed that having multiple language groups working concurrently 

motivates them, particularly as it promotes healthy competition between languages. When 

one language team sees another language team moving ahead, the team feel challenged to 

improve their work also. Being encouraged by others’ experiences and successes whilst also 

sharing the burden of the challenges and disappointments is a major benefit. The working 

environment was clearly appreciated by interviewees, with Msafiri Charles, a literacy worker 

in the cluster office, saying, "many times it is not like work, it is like family". However, 

interviewees both in Mbeya and in the language offices agreed that the challenge is to try to 

foster this kind of feeling in the language offices where there are less staff. One literacy 

coordinator said that he felt he needed more encouragement from the cluster office to visit 

other language areas, to learn from his colleagues’ experiences and to strengthen 

relationships. 

 

My reflection: 

The benefits of shared knowledge and experiences across languages have been well 

documented (Higby 2007; Johnstone 2007; Watters 2007; Weber 1995) and this is supported 

by experiences in MICP. Positives for literacy work appear to come both from transferring 

skills across languages (for example, teacher training) and from the mutual encouragement 

that comes from having people doing similar jobs in different areas or contexts (Watters 

2007). Of particular interest is the emphasis interviewees put on sharing the burden and 

responsibility for the work, terms specifically used by Weber (1995). Prioritising events and 

opportunities for cluster staff to share experiences and encourage each other is essential if 

these benefits are to be fully realised. 
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Regular training events are held in MICP so that the literacy coordinators can gain new skills 

and share experiences, challenges and successes. These times seem particularly important 

in light of interviewees’ responses. If Tanzanian staff enjoy the work environment and are 

encouraged and motivated by the atmosphere created, this should lead to a more productive 

and sustainable project. Finally, it is also interesting to note that interviewees viewed the 

element of competition as beneficial, echoing Porter’s assessment (1998, 79) of the business 

context. 

 

Benefit two: the opportunity to build sustainability 

Literacy work in a cluster provides lots of opportunities to train and mentor colleagues. One 

expatriate interviewee, whilst reluctant to use the word ‘sustainability’, said she could see 

real progress when training Tanzanian staff to take on roles that are currently filled by 

expatriates. Multiple interviewees, both expatriate and Tanzanian, saw supervising and 

mentoring colleagues as key parts of their job. One expatriate interviewee said that working 

in a cluster makes the need for Tanzanian staff even more obvious since the geographical 

areas involved are so large, and therefore it is easier to prioritise their recruitment and 

training from an early stage. With more Tanzanian staff there is also more incentive to deliver 

training on wider issues such as how to work in multicultural teams, not just providing skills 

training for specific roles. One Tanzanian interviewee pointed out the importance of this 

wider training. She explained that whilst working in the cluster can still be frustrating, 

because of the wider training she’s received she now understands some of the cross-cultural 

issues and why certain decisions are made, and so is much less critical than she may have 

been before. 

 

Despite the turnover of expatriate staff noted in challenge area four, the number of people in 

a cluster means staff holidays or expatriates’ periods of home leave do not normally stop 

progress completely. In this way, in the short term literacy work may avoid disruption. 

Interviewees were keen to point out that the more people who can gain experience in an 
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area of work the better. Also, the opportunity to have permanent language offices helps to 

get the work known in the language areas and reduces dependency on the cluster office. In 

MICP these language offices are necessitated by the distances from the language areas to 

the cluster office, but at the same time are made more sustainable due to the number of staff 

involved in the work. A number of interviewees commented that for the office to become 

known and used it needs to be well located, near a natural meeting place such as a market 

or bus station. Interviewees also mentioned that selling other materials already in demand, 

such as Swahili Bibles, is a good way to attract people into an office where MT materials are 

on sale. 

 

My reflection: 

Whilst having a greater number of staff brings its own challenges, it also provides excellent 

opportunities for advanced training. While the sheer volume of work could make it tempting 

to deny staff the opportunity to continue in education, clusters hold much potential for 

capacity building amongst staff and this should not be squandered. One example from MICP 

was of an interviewee who started employment with O-level qualifications but was given time 

during work to study for A-levels and is now studying on a degree level programme. 

Clustering appears to make such investment more worthwhile, since the resulting knowledge 

can be spread across more languages. It can also seem more manageable, since clustering 

provides an environment in which other staff can cover work left undone when colleagues 

are away studying. The opportunity to train and mentor local staff has been highlighted as a 

benefit for clusters (Trihus 2001; Weber 1995) and this is being realised in MICP. 

 

Language offices provide a base from which to distribute and sell books and other materials 

and help to encourage communities to take ownership of the work. Both are core elements 

for sustainable long-term literacy work. Clustering also makes it easy for language offices to 

stock materials in the other MTs covered by the cluster, demonstrating the all-inclusive 

nature of the work and responding to the natural mixing of language groups. Again this is in 
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keeping with Watters’ (2006) call to be sensitive to the multilingual realities faced by 

communities, not just blinded by the importance of one MT. 

 

Benefit three: the ability to attract staff and funding 

The location of the cluster office itself was mentioned as a benefit by some expatriate 

interviewees. Being in a large town with amenities and the opportunity to use English socially 

is very attractive for some. Interviewees mentioned that this is a feature that could make it 

easier to recruit expatriate staff to the literacy work, with some citing it as part of their 

decision making process when joining MICP. One expatriate interviewee explained that she 

found it very helpful to have people to introduce her to the local area and the work in the 

different language areas. She was able to make trips with other departments and to use their 

established relationships to build trust with people before she started work independently. 

Interviewees also suggested that it is easier for shorter-term people to join a cluster project 

since there are sufficient experienced staff to make use of them at work and to help them 

settle in socially. At the same time, clusters can provide them with good exposure to a wide 

variety of literacy work. 

 

Expatriate interviewees commented that one benefit of the amount of administration needed 

in MICP was that specific roles have been designated to tasks like finance and office 

management, reducing some of the administration staff need to do as part of their roles. 

Finally, interviewees thought that despite the high start-up costs, obtaining funding for a 

cluster might be easier as funders seem to find the approach attractive. 

 

My reflection: 

While these benefits apply to clusters generally, there are clearly positive knock-on 

implications for literacy work. If people who would not normally consider language work 

overseas would feel more comfortable in a cluster environment, then there is more 

opportunity to recruit expatriate staff to literacy work. My wife and I are an example of this, 
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since our choice of location and roles was strongly guided by the cluster context and many of 

the features outlined above. Trihus (2001, 1) also mentioned “ease of involvement of short-

term personnel” as a benefit for clusters and this is supported by interviewees’ experiences 

in MICP. 

 

At the same time, as we have seen, there are many challenges involved in working in a 

cluster context and it is important that these are not downplayed when recruiting new 

expatriate staff. Certain personality types will be more suited to clusters than others and it is 

important to understand this when advertising roles in clusters. Whilst initial recruitment may 

be easier, ensuring expectations are appropriately set and coaching people through the early 

challenges is central to seeing more staff continue in clusters long term. 

 

Benefit four: the efficient use of resources 

When asked whether they felt that working as a cluster was more efficient, most interviewees 

responded positively, although they were not sure whether their feelings would be backed up 

by figures. Most interviewees seemed to feel like more was getting done as a result of 

clustering and this encouraged them when work was hard. 

 

One area highlighted as being more efficient was that of preparing and printing books, the 

area one literacy worker described as his “heartbeat”. Interviewees pointed out that by using 

the same template for each title, books can be produced quickly across many languages, 

with only small adjustments needed for varying lengths of MT text. There is also the 

opportunity to trial books in one language before printing for each group, allowing the number 

of copies to be adjusted according to popularity. Furthermore, there is sufficient work to 

employ full-time printing assistants to print and prepare books for distribution. Equally, there 

appears to be justification for investing in bigger and better printing equipment that is more 

efficient (for example, a risograph machine and a bigger photocopier and guillotine) since 

multiple languages will benefit from them. 



 43 

 

Whilst much literacy work has to be done in the language areas, experience in MICP has 

shown that literature production is more successful and more efficient when done in 

centralised workshops in Mbeya. Staff in the cluster office have learnt that having well-

prepared teaching assistants, good Swahili source texts, and pre-formatted book templates 

helps considerably. Producing books in this workshop setting can be a benefit for literacy 

work when clustering, since clusters provide an established context in which to hold material 

production workshops for multiple languages at one time. 

 

My reflection: 

Literacy work in a cluster context allows activities such as material production workshops to 

happen easily and cheaply, since the coordination of such events (including much of the 

preparatory work) can be done by people who have experience of working with all of the 

languages. The relative similarities across languages can also make the job of preparing and 

formatting certain books (for example, primers) simpler and quicker, particularly since this 

can be done by the same staff members. All this seems to support O’Leary’s (2007) belief 

that clusters can allow for improved quality products and more effective use of resources, 

both major benefits for literacy work. 

 

Whilst many interviewees felt like clustering is more efficient, many literacy costs are 

dependent on the size of the area, the number of classes and the number of learners, and 

therefore many literacy expenses are hard to reduce whether in a cluster or not. Equally, it is 

important to note that cluster projects often present some very large initial costs for literacy, 

particularly staff wages and the cost of sufficient printing equipment. Clusters may be slightly 

more economical in the long term (Booth and Nagler 2010, 14) but may also require 

significant resources at specific times. 
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Benefit five: the breadth of the work 

Many Tanzanian interviewees felt as though they had more influence in their roles because 

the project was working with multiple languages at once. One example of this was in the area 

of building partnerships. Whilst government and church administrative boundaries may not 

match the cluster’s coverage or groupings, working with all the language groups in a 

geographical area has allowed MICP to engage with government officials and church leaders 

at a higher level. This has made it easier for officials and denominations to authorise their 

leaders and churches to support the work. This in turn has provided literacy coordinators with 

the opportunity to call people together who would not normally meet (for example, church 

leaders) and therefore hold more effective events. 

 

Thinking back to the start of the cluster, one interviewee involved in the branch leadership 

highlighted the inclusive nature of the cluster strategy as a benefit. He explained that smaller 

languages that might not otherwise have been a priority due to their size were able ‘to get a 

seat at the table’. This inclusivity has allowed the work to gain credibility, demonstrating to 

church leaders, government officials and community members that each language is equally 

important. 

 

My reflection: 

The opportunity for clusters to draw in languages that might not otherwise have been a 

priority is significant for literacy. It is often smaller language communities that see the benefit 

of MT literacy work since they are more marginalised and education levels are generally 

lower. This certainly appears true in the MICP context where literacy work in the two smallest 

language groups (Malila and Vwanji) has proven particularly popular. Whilst practically it is 

easier to advertise literacy work and distribute materials in smaller language areas, these 

communities do also appear to have a stronger desire to read and write in their MT than 

other larger language communities. 
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Working across multiple languages provides excellent opportunities to build partnerships with 

other organisations and to break down divides within language communities (O’Leary 2007; 

Johnstone 2007). These are both fundamental elements of literacy work and experiences in 

MICP confirm that there is potential for this, although realising it can still be very challenging. 

As I spoke to Tanzanian interviewees I felt that more could be capitalised on in this area 

since, for example, currently very few Tanzanian staff feel supported by their churches. A 

cluster approach should make it easier for pastors–with congregations made up of speakers 

of different MTs–to support and encourage the work, since all of the region’s languages are 

benefitting equally. This should in turn build a collaborative attitude, something that is key for 

the longer-term sustainability of the work. 

 

Further reflections 

While analysing the data and reflecting on the individual benefits and challenges I became 

aware of some broad themes worthy of review. These ‘extra’ comments are included here for 

completeness. 

 

Many interviewees commented that communities need to see the work as their own. Taking 

care early on to choose appropriate terms for literacy activities should help with this, setting 

realistic expectations of what SIL will do and/or provide. For example, in the MICP context, 

the term ‘seminar’ raised the expectation that an allowance would be provided for attendees, 

whilst the term ‘education’ did not. Realistically, certain work, for example teaching TL 

classes, will require some financial reimbursement. However, Flavian Mkupasi, a cluster 

office literacy worker and TL teacher trainer, was clear that time must be taken to explain to 

people that any money they receive is a ‘gift’. He concluded by saying, “They must really 

know it is not payment, they have done much more than what they receive. It is not payment, 

because the project is theirs. If we do this, they will feel powerful and encouraged.” 

Participation and ownership by the community is important for the long-term sustainability of 

literacy work and so care must be taken not to raise expectations of financial benefit. 
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Judging which activities are best conducted in the language areas and which are better 

suited to being centralised is a challenge for clusters. In MICP, conducting all literacy work 

through centralised workshops did not work. Activities that need to take place in the 

language areas must be well supported by a strong cluster office. Many language area 

based interviewees commented that they receive good communication and support from the 

cluster office staff. Building a core team of well-motivated and well-trained Tanzanian staff at 

an early stage appears to be essential for clusters. As the work has grown and developed so 

the literacy department’s experiences have broadened. Cluster office staff members are now 

able to take responsibility for many different activities, supporting each other and their 

colleagues in the language areas. 

 

Finally, the bigger the geographical area the more staff are needed. Having more staff 

necessitates more funding and more supervision. Supervising nine literacy coordinators who 

carry out a wide variety of activities is very challenging. Supervising them at a distance 

across different geographical areas–with communities that have very different resources, 

needs and priorities–is even harder. In MICP, expatriate literacy staff themselves are less 

and less involved in delivering literacy work in communities. Instead, expatriate staff spoke of 

spending the majority of their time supervising and mentoring colleagues. As a result, 

expatriates planning to do literacy work in a cluster project need different skill sets and 

training, with more emphasis on management, coordination and supervision. 
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5. What we can learn 

 

In this short concluding chapter I reflect on the research process and summarise my 

research findings. I hope these concluding remarks will help provide a good starting point for 

anyone interested in further pursuing the impact clustering can have on literacy work. 

 

Reflecting on the process 

When adopting a phenomenological approach I believe that all researchers conduct some 

form of interpretation. As a result, it is important to consciously reflect on “the factors which 

may have influenced the project” (Smith 1995, 25), addressing any frailties of the research 

and highlighting areas for improvement. 

 

Conducting many of the interviews in Swahili proved to be one of the main difficulties during 

the data collection process. To mitigate this I had my interview questions translated into 

Swahili and a language assistant accompanied me when interviewing Tanzanians. My 

limitations in Swahili meant that I was unable to pursue certain lines of enquiry as far as I 

might have had I conducted the interviews in English. However, the language assistant’s 

familiarity with the questions and areas of enquiry improved over time and so he was able to 

react to interviewees’ responses and ask follow-up questions when I struggled to do so. 

 

If I were to conduct interviews in a second language again I would leave time to conduct a 

couple of trial interviews together with the language helper. This would provide me with an 

opportunity to gain confidence and expand my vocabulary in the areas I was investigating. 

This would in turn allow me more flexibility to follow up on interviewees’ responses and 

possibly provide more comprehensive results. It would also allow the language assistant time 

to gain experience. 
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When preparing for the interviews, I was concerned that interviewees would not feel free to 

share openly, particularly regarding challenges, since they were commenting on their current 

work context. Contrary to expectations, I found that many Tanzanian interviewees tended to 

focus on the challenges they faced and instead often struggled to see the benefits. This 

provided me with the unexpected difficulty of needing to find ways to encourage them to think 

about the benefits in their contexts. If I were to conduct similar research again, I would take 

more time to consider how each question should prompt interviewees to think about both the 

challenges and the benefits in their situations. 

 

I was also surprised that many Tanzanian interviewees often responded by discussing how 

they personally had benefitted from the cluster, rather than how the work had benefited from 

adopting a cluster strategy. In response to questions such as, ‘What do you think has been 

the best thing about the literacy work you've been involved in?’, many interviewees answered 

by saying that they now had better education and/or a clearer understanding of the Bible. I 

had intended interviewees to consider the impact of their work on the wider community (since 

that is the target of the work) in light of being part of a cluster, however, this was obviously 

not clear to all interviewees. The language assistant and I had to be much more explicit, 

asking people to think about the wider context of the work. On reflection, I should have been 

better prepared for this challenge, since hypothetical ‘big picture’ appears not to be 

emphasised in the current Tanzanian education system. 

 

Despite these challenges, overall I feel the data collection process was successful. I was 

pleased with the number of interviews I conducted and the breadth of experience that was 

represented. As such I feel I was able to get a good overview of the benefits and challenges 

facing literacy work in MICP. As discussed previously, conducting work based research 

brings its own challenges. In spite of this, I feel that already having a degree of 

understanding of the context, including which potential areas to address, has been an 

advantage. Whilst someone unfamiliar with the situation may have been able to approach the 
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topic from a more neutral perspective, he or she would have found gathering the same kind 

of insights more challenging. In particular I believe that by making use of my existing 

relationships within MICP I have been able to gain a more comprehensive view of this topic. 

 

Whilst I took steps to ensure my own experiences, prejudices, and particular areas of interest 

did not restrict the research, it is likely that to some extent they did. Equally, the process of 

analysing any data involves some level of synthesis, arranging the data into easily 

understandable and well-organised categories. In doing so, my personality and experience 

will have inevitably shaped how I approached the data. However, I am confident that the 

responses received and the results presented provide a fair representation of the experience 

gained by the MICP literacy department. As such, I believe this research is a valuable 

addition to the existing body of literature on literacy in cluster projects. 

 

Unlocking the data 

Many of the challenges that were highlighted by interviewees are, at least in part, due to the 

difficulties clustering poses to building good relationships. The size of the cluster–the number 

of languages involved and the size of the language areas themselves–often results in large 

distances between colleagues. These distances make it difficult for staff to build personal 

relationships or to try and understand the context in which each other work. This in turn 

makes it hard to appreciate the challenges colleagues face, to appropriately address 

problems that arise, to build up trust with colleagues and ultimately to empower them in their 

roles. 

 

Clustering also means a greater breadth of work and more staff. Prioritising relationships is 

essential when there are lots of people with different activities and responsibilities all trying to 

work towards the same goal. Finding ways to organise the work, without breaking up 

opportunities for staff to support one another and share knowledge and experience, is 

important. Whilst there are huge challenges when working with so many people, the support 
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and encouragement that can come from larger teams is clear. As relationships are prioritised 

and strengthened the opportunities to support one another should become more obvious and 

more naturally incorporated into daily work. 

 

Relationships between staff and language communities are also central to seeing the work 

established in the language areas long term. As communities understand the importance of 

the work and become more involved, ownership can gradually be transferred from SIL to the 

community. This increased community involvement (be it as employed staff, volunteers, 

students or advocates) can be assisted by using existing relationships to attract people to the 

work. Clusters, with their large body of staff, arguably make this job easier. At the same time, 

the number of relationships potentially available in a bigger group of staff is clearly a benefit 

personally for some expatriates. 

 

Clustering also presents opportunities to engage wider groups of people through involving 

different denominations or gaining higher government approval, in turn potentially enabling 

the scope of the work to be expanded. These opportunities can only be realised, however, 

through strong relationships built upon a mutual understanding of each party’s 

responsibilities. Prioritising relationships–old and new, in the cluster and in the community, 

and between the cluster and the community–appears key to realising the full potential of 

clustering for literacy work. 

 

However, without clear procedures and good management no amount of good relationships 

can provide a context in which literacy work can be effectively delivered. Clusters present 

many opportunities but also much complexity, therefore good management and 

administration is essential both in the organisation of the literacy department and its work 

and across departments and their interaction. Without clear management structures, 

particularly good man-management, literacy work can face major organisational issues that 

can make many activities very challenging. 
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Finally, before any literacy work is carried out sufficient time and resources should be 

invested in considering where relationships need to be built, who to invest in, and how and 

when to do so. As challenging as this can be, experience in MICP shows that not doing so 

can create real difficulties for literacy work in the long term. In contrast, if sufficient attention 

is given to these questions, the cluster context can present many benefits for literacy work. If 

good relationships are developed, they will foster an on-going transfer of feedback and ideas 

between communities and the cluster office, allowing good decisions to be made. Ultimately, 

it is only by building these relationships that the work can be carried out in a way that will not 

only appear successful to the outsider but also be desired, owned by and beneficial for the 

community. 
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Appendix A – Mbeya-Iringa Cluster Project details 
 
Figure 1: MICP map 

 
(Large map: Reise Know How. 2006. Tanzania, Rwanda and Burundi Map. Colours added 
by Jonathan McCall. Inset map: 2007. Tanzania Political Map. Retrieved 2nd January 2012 
from http://geology.com/world/tanzania-satellite-image.shtml) 
 
This map shows the rough location of each language area. The red line shows the division 
between different administrative regions, Mbeya region to the left and Iringa region to the 
right. Mbeya town, the administrative capital of the Mbeya region and the location of the 
cluster office, is located in the middle of the (yellow) Safwa language area. Iringa town, the 
administrative capital of the Iringa region, is about 50km off the map to the upper right (along 
the road marked A104). 

 

1
0

1
0
0
k
m
m 

100km 



 58 

Table 1: Language area information 
 
(All figures are approximate.) 

 

Language Region 
Number 

of 
Speakers 

Office 
location 

Road distance from 
Mbeya 

Travel time to 
Mbeya (public 

transport) 
Bungu Mbeya 36,000 Work currently on hold 
Malila Mbeya 65,000 Ilembo 50km 5hrs 
Ndali Mbeya 370,000 Ileje/Isoko 150km/200km 8/10hrs 
Nyakyusa Mbeya 800,000 Kyela 125km 5hrs 
Nyiha Mbeya 250,000 Vwawa 70km 2hrs 
Sangu Mbeya 75,000 Utengule 80km 4hrs 
Safwa Mbeya 200,000 Mbeya 4km 30mins 
Bena Iringa 670,000 Njombe 230km 8hrs 
Kinga Iringa 140,000 Makete 130km (dry season); 

340km (wet season) 
7hrs 
36hrs 

Vwanji Iringa 40,000 Matamba 80km 7hrs 
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Table 2: Full-time literacy department staff over the life of the project 
 

Name Nationality Role Start 
date 

End 
date 

Brigitte Niederseer Austrian Literacy department coordinator 2005 - 
Msafiri Charles Tanzanian Cluster office literacy worker, 

teacher trainer and coordinator 
supervisor 

2005 - 

Frank Mwaluanda Tanzanian Cluster office literacy worker, 
teacher trainer and coordinator 
supervisor 

2005 - 

Riwa Sambwe Tanzanian Kinga literacy coordinator 2009 - 
Juhudi Konga Tanzanian Vwanji literacy coordinator 2009 - 
Simon Bukuku Tanzanian Nyakyusa literacy coordinator 2009 - 
Edwin Chibona Tanzanian Ndali literacy coordinator 2009 - 
Heri Mwanjalanje Tanzanian Malila literacy coordinator 2009 - 
Lutendamo 
Silwimba 

Tanzanian Nyiha literacy coordinator 2009 - 

Flavian Mkupasi Tanzanian Cluster office literacy worker, 
teacher trainer and coordinator 
supervisor 

2010 - 

Ahab Ng'eve Tanzanian Bena literacy coordinator 2010 - 
John Nsolelo Tanzanian Safwa literacy coordinator 2010 - 
Prisca Malewa Tanzanian Sangu literacy coordinator 2010 - 
Baraka Mwakinandi Tanzanian Printing assistant 2010 - 
Safi Mwasenga Tanzanian Printing assistant 2011 - 
Levant Sichone Tanzanian Cluster office literacy worker 2005 2010 
Anna Duncan British Literacy specialist 2006 2008 
Matthew Wisbey British Literacy specialist 2008 2010 
Elizabeth Wisbey British Literacy specialist 2008 2010 
Jo Clifford British Temporary literacy department 

coordinator 
2010 2011 
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Figure 2: MICP Organisational Chart (January 2012) 



 61 

Appendix B – Interview details 
 
Table 1: Interviewees (in the order interviewed) 
 
# Name Nationality Role with which he/she gained literacy 

experience 
1 Anna Duncan British Literacy specialist 
2 Jo Clifford British Temporary literacy coordinator 
3 Frank Mwaluanda Tanzanian Cluster office literacy worker, teacher 

trainer and coordinator supervisor 
4 Katherine O'Donnell British Scripture use department coordinator 
5 Ahab Ng'eve Tanzanian Bena literacy coordinator 
6 Joseph Muhehwa Tanzanian Bena literacy worker 
7 Rabsante Kyungu Tanzanian Kinga TL teacher 
8 Niko Sanga Tanzanian Kinga TL teacher 
9 Alfred Lutindi Tanzanian Kinga TL teacher 
10 Riwa Sambwe Tanzanian Kinga literacy coordinator 
11 Labord Mbogella Tanzanian Kinga literacy worker 
12 Juhudi Konga Tanzanian Vwanji literacy coordinator 
13 Elewa Sanga Tanzanian Vwanji BL teacher 
14 Helen Eaton British Linguistics department coordinator 
15 Aggrey Nzowa Tanzanian Nyiha TL teacher 
16 Lutendamo Silwimba Tanzanian Nyiha literacy coordinator 
17 Andrew Mwongosi Tanzanian Nyakyusa literacy worker 
18 Levant Sichone Tanzanian Cluster office literacy worker 
19 Beatrice Mwasala Tanzanian Mbeya operations manager 
20 Baraka Mwakinandi Tanzanian Printing assistant 
21 Msafiri Charles Tanzanian Cluster office literacy worker, teacher 

trainer and coordinator supervisor 
22 Damson Sheyo Tanzanian Malila TL teacher 
23 John Ndabila Tanzanian Malila BL teacher 
24 Patrick Mwampamba Tanzanian Malila BL teacher 
25 Ramson Mwalenda Tanzanian Malila TL teacher 
26 Heri Mwanjalanje Tanzanian Malila literacy coordinator 
27 Flavian Mkupasi Tanzanian Cluster office literacy worker, teacher 

trainer and coordinator supervisor 
28 Brigitte Niederseer Austrian Literacy department coordinator 
29 Danny Foster Canadian Branch training coordinator 
30 Liz Thomson British Branch director of language affairs 
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Figure 1: Interview questions 
 
1. Tell me, briefly, about yourself. What's your name, where do you live, what family do you 

have? 

2. How did you find out about the work of Bible translation and literacy? When? 

3. Tell me, briefly, what your history with MICP has been until now. What different roles 

have you done? 

4. Describe your current role. What is your official job title? Do you feel the title reflects 

what you see your role as? Why/why not? 

5. Why did you take this job? Are you still glad you did? Why/why not? 

6. How did you get into this role? What excited you about the role? Does it still excite you? 

Why/why not? 

7. How did your family feel about you taking this job? How do they feel now? 

8. What were your expectations (hopes and dreams) about the work? 

9. Do you feel like your expectations (and hopes) have been realised? Why/why not? 

10. What do you enjoy most about your role/the work you've been involved in? 

11. What do you dislike most about your role? 

12. What do you think has been the best thing about the literacy work you've been involved 

in? 

13. What has worked well? What do you feel has been successful in your work? 

14. What do you think of as the best thing about literacy work in MICP? Why? 

15. What do you see as the biggest achievement of the literacy work in MICP? Why? 

16. What, in your opinion, is the biggest challenge (the biggest hindrance) to literacy work? 

Why is that a challenge? 

17. What do you think could be done to reduce that challenge? 

18. What do think hasn't worked well or has failed completely? Why? 

19. How would you do things if you had another opportunity? What would you change? 

20. What do you wish you could do but can't currently? Why can't you? What would it take to 

be able to do it? 

21. What do you see as the biggest positive of the cluster strategy? What do you see as the 

biggest challenge? 

22. What do you see as the biggest positive of working in a centralised office, with different 

departments all in one place? What specific examples of interaction can you think of? 

23. Do you think you benefit from this interaction between departments (linguistics and 

others)? Do you feel like you have helped other departments at all? When and how? 

24. How has it been working alongside a linguistics department that is still finding out new 

information, where the best way of writing something is constantly changing? 
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25. Have short-term visitors been helpful? What was good/bad about having them? In your 

opinion do you think clusters are well suited to hosting short-termers? Why/why not? 

26. How does the rapid changeover of people affect literacy work? (Average number of 

years per person = 2) How do you feel, personally, about it? Why? 

27. Do you feel like the work is more efficient by working in this way? (i.e. You get more 

done in less time, or with less people or for less cost.) How and why? 

28. What do you feel you do quickly and/or well? What takes a long time? What is easy to 

do? What is hard to do? 

29. How do you feel about your work? How do you feel about how much you are able to get 

done? 

30. How much do you feel the literacy work is directed by what people in the community 

want, and how much is it directed by SIL’s plans? Why do you think this? Would you 

change this balance? How and why? 

31. Do you feel like you are being innovative and trying new things? Do you feel like new 

ideas and innovations, yours or others, are accepted and encouraged? Do you feel able 

to try new things without fear of failure or wasting time? 

32. What new ideas have you tried? Has working in a cluster made those new ideas easier 

or more difficult to implement? Why? 

33. How long does it take to get from your normal place of work to a central office (regional 

and/or Mbeya)? How does that affect your work? 

34. Tell me the history of… literacy/partnership work/the cluster generally (depending on 

your area of experience). What were your hopes, at the outset, for the cluster? Did you 

consider how literacy would operate in a cluster and what might need to be done 

differently because of it being a cluster? How/why? Even if you didn't consciously 

consider this before, what do you think your hopes/dreams were? 

35. Was any of the early work, much of which was developed as it went along and often 

needed to be repeated again later on, more of a hindrance in the end or not? What could 

have been a better option? 

36. How far has literacy work come in MICP? What do you think of as the major 

achievements to date? 

37. How do those achievements compare with what you would like to have done up to this 

time? Better, worse, different, the same? How and why? 

38. How has what you have achieved, and what you haven't achieved, affected how you feel 

about the work and your role? 

39. Do you feel like you are able to use your skills to the best of your ability? Do you feel like 

you are able to be a specialist in a specific area (that you’ve chosen because you enjoy 
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it or because you have got training in it), or do you feel like you have to be a generalist 

most of the time? 

40. Do you see your work as ‘ministry’ (less about the money/wage, it having spiritual goals) 

or as part of a ‘project’ (money available, it having development goals)? Do you think 

you would continue if no money was involved (and you had some other way to support 

your family)? 

41. What support do you feel you have from the churches? Are there denominations that are 

not involved in the project? If so, what difficulty does that cause when trying to do your 

work? 

42. Do you feel supported by language committees, or even the advisory committee? 

43. Do you believe the work makes (or will make) a difference to people's lives? Why and 

how? 

44. How could it make more of a difference in people's lives? 

45. What do you like about MICP? What do you dislike? Why? 

46. If you could give one piece of advice to others who are thinking of doing literacy in a 

similar way, what would it be? 

47. Is there anything else you want to tell me about your work? Is there anything else you 

think I should know about your experience of working in a cluster project? 


