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Is Fast, Easy Primer-making Effective
in All Languages and Cultures?

A response to Rempel’s article in READ 39.1

By Mary Stringer

Surely literateness is not about the alternatives of fast versus slow, and easy
versus hard in the preparation of materials for literacy programs. As literacy
practitioners, the more important issue is that we do a quality job, rather than the
issue of saving time when preparing materials. A quality job includes thorough
research in two areas: 1) the language and culture of the people group, and 2) the
current literacy methodologies being used.

Relating to the first, in my recent assignment in India and Nepal, I worked
with literacy practitioners who needed to accommodate to writing in various
scripts other than Roman script. For example, in Nepali all 36 consonants
(including some consonant clusters) are pronounced as a syllable with an inherent
vowel [a]. Within words there are two dif ferent written forms of each vowel
occurring in characters: one that occurs with a consonant as a syllable, and one
when the vowel stands alone. Half letters in consonant clusters and nasalisation
markers also occur within characters. Characters are taught as units and perceived
as units. In one workshop, there was strong opposition from consultants and the
speakers of the language groups when I divided a character into C and V to show
the two parts.

An example of the second point occurred when I conducted a workshop with
the Bondo speakers in the Orissa S tate of India. The Bondo group is known as
the most unreached tribal group in India. A young woman had worked with her
husband among the group as a medical team. She had noted the large numbers of
children in the village and eventually began a pre-school in Bondo. Later she
had worked with others and had prepared a primer using some ideas from the
already known Gudschinsky primer and some of the ideas from the Multi-Strategy
Word-Building Book (primer) 1 . Six young people and one advisor , whom the
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community had selected, attended the three-week workshop. Later two more
young women joined the group.

In the workshop these young people learned to read and write fluently using
the Oriya script, prepared all of the materials for the S tory Track and learned
how to teach using those materials. The primer (already prepared) included maths
lessons as well as reading and writing for accuracy . These young teachers also
learned to teach reading and writing from the primer (using The Reading Plan in
the Multi-Strategy method), the maths lessons, and six other topics added in the
curriculum to be taught for a half hour session each day.

The unique difference between the Multi-Strategy method and other methods
is the principle of dividing the literacy process into two tracks. These tracks are
taught separately, with specific focus on two dif ferent cognitive processes that
occur when reading and writing (viz. reading for meaning, and reading by
recognising the parts that make up the words). For example, including sight words
in the Word-Building Track violates the cognitive learning principle of recognising
each part, confuses the learners and makes reading difficult. In various countries
where the Multi-S trategy method has been used successfully , there have been
variations from the method as it is described in the literature. The main differences
have occurred in the Word-Building (primer) Track. These differences have been
necessary because the language forms have made them necessary. For example,
In the Dong language in China2  where words consist of one syllable, the words
were taught using the technique of onset-rime. In this technique, words are divided
with the initial consonant taught separately from the rest of the word, which is
taught as a unit. For the Dong language, the fact that it was necessary to divide
words in a different way from that suggested in the Word-Building Track did not
alter the two-track principle. The Story Track was taught separately using different
cultural stories on a specific topic each week. Community members also supported
the teachers by writing and illustrating many stories in a highly successful program.

Rempel states, “Focusing more on phonemes is a major reason why the MSEM
is easier and faster to develop.” (2004: 10, 1 1) This statement implies that her
choice of introducing a strategy for learning the parts of words warrants a change
of name, viz., the addition of “Economy Model” to the name Multi-S trategy
method. As shown above, it is inevitable that there will be changes in methodology
as dictated by the languages and cultural trends within specific countries.

2 Geary, Norman “A Bilingual Education Pilot Project among the Kam People in
Guizhou Province, China”. Revised and submitted to The Journal of Multilingual
and Multicultural Development. June 4, 2003.
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Rempel (2004: 8) explained two difficulties that occurred with letter-by-letter
sounding out of a word: “The main dif ficulty of teaching MSEM has been for
teachers to confidently grasp the concept of sound and phoneme blending …”

“Another related and common problem is teachers saying the name of the
letter rather than its sound when teaching the students.” These are two elements
that are universally difficult for people when developing primers, and for learners
when learning to read letter by letter. It seems to me, that time gained in preparation
of materials, may be of fset by the longer time needed to overcome these two
difficulties when teaching the reading process with focus on “phonics”.

The two problems stated above were evident when I researched the suitability
of using the Multi-Strategy method with adult learners  in the East Sepik Province
of Papua New Guinea. Some adults who joined the classes had been previously
introduced to reading and writing using a “phonics” approach; where each letter
was taught by sound as well as by the name of the letter. These learners sounded
out each consonant with the inherent vowel [e], and each vowel, either by its
name or sound. After reading, when asked to say the word they would say, “I can
read but I can’t say it.” These learners perceived that reading meant sounding out
the letters by name (or sound) or as a syllable (for the consonants). It is a known
phenomenon that once strategies have been developed in any learning situation
they are very difficult to counteract.

I observed the same difficulty in a Waffa village in Papua New Guinea when
a teacher held a class in Tok Pisin (the lingua franca). The teacher taught by rote
and the learners could recite the strings of letters but they could not read words
and texts. In another village in Papua New Guinea, I prepared materials with
some trained teachers and did some research using the Gudschinsky method.
This method uses a system of learning the stressed syllable in a key word, along
with other syllables by techniques of analogy and contrast. The teacher teaches
these syllables, first as syllables then in built words. Finally, the teacher teaches
a one-page story featuring the new syllables and words using these syllables. For
the research, I trained two teachers to use the materials we had prepared. While
I was absent from the area, the teachers taught the full course. When I returned at
a later date, I asked the learners to take a test by reading an unseen short story .
Ten of the learners came to take the test. They could all read the primer pages by
rote. They had memorised the whole primer . Only one could read part of the
unseen story. The others could not read the new material.

 It has become evident in the training courses of the Multi-Strategy method,
that teacher trainees gain a clear understanding of the principles of the method,
and the methodology . This understanding takes place as the teacher trainees
prepare the materials and learn to teach using those materials. Through this
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process, they are more confident when teaching and more in control of what
materials to use and how to teach ef fectively when using them. They are also
more independent and able to prepare extra materials when they need them. One
further factor, that has made teachers more confident in the teaching process, is
the use of The Reading Plan when teaching.3

In the Story Track, teacher trainees, teachers and learners write all texts (stories)
with no restrictions. In the Word-Building Track there is no need for reading and
writing of texts because learners do that in the Story Track. Therefore, in preparing
materials for the Word Building Track there is no need to include ‘controlled text
stories’. When it is possible to create natural sentences from the letters already
taught, the teacher uses a sentence to introduce a key word, and another sentence
to teach syntax at the end of each lesson. When it is not possible to do this in
early lessons, some trainers have omitted the introductory sentence and some
have taught two key words per page for Unit 1. These are minor differences that
do not change the principles on which the Multi-Strategy method is based.

Whatever method we use, the important issue is that we persevere and find
acceptable ways of introducing literacy to preliterate societies. These ways need
to fit their languages and cultures, so that they, too, can become part of the world’s
literate people groups and join in the many benefits that literacy brings.

3Stringer, M.D. and N. G. Faraclas. 2001. Working Together for Literacy, Second
Edition. SIL Australia, Kangaroo Ground, Australia. p121, 133, 160. Evidence
from teaching programs using the Multi-Strategy method in Cameroon, West
Africa, Papua New Guinea and Vanuatu in the South Pacific, shows that the
problem of teaching by rote learning is overcome when teachers use The
Reading Plan.




