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Can Learning Be Fun?
 Theresa Wilson and Beata Wozna

Does learning have to be boring and repetitive? What can we do to help both
adults and children enjoy learning to read and write their own language?

As we have held literacy workshops in different communitites we have wondered
why some people have been reluctant to come and participate. We soon realised
that many adults have not enjoyed or had a negative experience of school for a
variety of reasons. Until the introduction of Seimat elementary schools in 2002, all
primary education was in English, a language which they neither spoke at home or
in the community or even understood – what a burden! No wonder so many
dropped out. The idea of going back to “school” for some of the adults was
totally unattractive.

So, maybe a little COMPETITION is the answer!

How can we encourage
and motivate people who
feel like this?

What is there in
their culture, which
they enjoy and are
interested in?

Hmmmm....well, they
do enjoy racing their
canoes both real and
toy size!

Can Learning Be Fun?  Theresa Wilson and Beata Wozna

Theresa Wilson and Beata Wozna work with the Seimat people
on the Ninigo Islands, a remote coral atholl in Manus Province.

Wilson, Theresa; Wozna, Beata. 2005 "Can Learning Be Fun?" 
READ Volume 40:2



22 READ Magazine October 2005 Vol. 40:2

This made us realise that Seimat word games may be a key factor in motivating
and helping people enjoy literacy classes and an answer to getting all ages
interested in their language and learning to spell correctly. We have now adapted
or simplified four English word games for Seimat and used them in literacy classes
with primary and secondary school children as well as adults.

1) Tanomiai Kakai Seimat = “Building
the Seimat language”

Materials: The game pack consists of
about 300 letters based on a
rough frequency count. I print
out the letters on the computer
and then (with help from our
support team!) cut out all the
individual letters and keep in a
zip-lock bag with a score pad and pen. If there is no paper, we can
record the scores in the sand.

This is a version of “Scrabble” with no board and where each letter is worth
one point. Each player or team starts off
with 10 letters. They can play either for a
specified period of time or until all the letters
run out. It is excellent for spelling practice!

2) Tila Kakain = “Guess the word”

Materials: Same letter pack as used in
game 1, 4 score cards, score pad
and pen.

This is an adapted and simplied version of the word game “Probe” which
involves 4 teams or individuals guessing the letters of their opponents’ hidden
words. Points are earned when a letter is guessed correctly. If someone is found to
have spelt their word incorrectly, they lose
50 points. Since each person has to ask
for a letter by name it is a good test to see
whether they have learnt the names of
each of the letters in the alphabet.

3) Tanomi lokolok = “Building race”

Materials: Same letter pack as used in
game 1, a watch, paper and
pen.
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This is an adapted version of the word game “Boggle.” It can be played by 2
individuals or 2 teams. Each individual or team takes 20 random cards from the
pack and places them face up on the desk. They then have 3 minutes on the clock
to write down as many words as possible that can be spelt using the 20 letters. At
the end of the 3 minutes, the teams add up their scores: 1 point per letter ie. a 3-
letter word = 3 points etc.

This also worked well for a whole class activity. If there are 10 desks in the
class, one team consists of each desk of 2 or 3 students. Each team takes the 20
letters and puts them on the reverse side of a small blackboard. Round 1 proceeds
and then once all the scores are added up, the teams pass on their blackboard and
set of letters to the team in front of them.  Alternatively they can pass them in a
clockwise direction. The rounds continue until all sets of cards have been used or
until the end of the class time. Then the scores from each round are added up to
find the overall winning team.

4) Kapeti xixi =”Fishing” (with line and
hook)

Materials: Blackboards and chalk, paper
and pen or sand and a stick.

This is a culturally appropriate version of
“hangman” where the person wins a point if
he/she guesses the word before the fish eats
the bait off the hook (line drawing of a person
sitting on the edge of canoe holding a fishing
line and hook).

How are games helpful?
In any competition, prizes are of course a great motivating factor! Rewards for

effort and participation as well as success are a much needed encouragement for
us all so it’s worth taking the time to think of appropriate rewards either for one-off
competitions or for ongoing competitions spread over a period of time.

The tactile element involved in games 1,2 and 3 is an aid to concentration as
well as experimentation and creativity and is enjoyed by all ages. The scoring
factor is also good practice for children in addition and subtraction.

Producing the materials
You may be thinking that this is not for you because of the time needed to

prepare the materials! Yes, it takes time but mindless cutting up can be done while
listening to music, tapes or films and you may find volunteers among friends and
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family who are willing to help out. We also found some teenagers in the village
who quite enjoyed the cutting up activity and the novelty of using scissors and
so we got quite a lot of materials prepared there too.

We realised it was definitely worth taking the time to prepare the materials
when we saw people enjoying the games and wanting to keep playing them. We
started giving away packs to those who had come to the workshops so they
could take them home and teach their families. This is one way to get parents
learning and helping their children to learn at home – something we realised does
not happen often but which is an essential factor for encouraging the elementary
school children and for ongoing education. Our hope is that those who still may
not venture to come to a literacy class will still learn to spell and learn to think and
appreciate their language more by joining in family competitions in each others’
homes.) We continue to receive requests from workshop participants for more
game packs, so production continues...!




