
3

[The Mende team consists of two translators, Tarja Ikäheimonen
(Finland) and Michiyo Nozawa (Japan), and one literacy worker, Hanna
Marie Hoel (Norway). They started working together in 1991 in the
Mende language in Sandaun Province, which has around 5,700 speakers.
Five PNGian men have worked alongside Tarja and Michiyo on the
translation, and the Mende New Testament was dedicated on 13th

September 2005.]

Do Not Give Up!
by Hanna Marie Hoel

I was asked to write an article based on my experience as a literacy
worker in the Mende team, so I will try to share a few things. To write about
everything I have done would be too much!

Longing to Read?
Before I came to PNG, I thought that every illiterate person in developing

countries must be longing to learn to read. That was the impression I had
gotten from brochures, posters and advertisements from various
organisations in the past, especially those who tried to collect money. I
discovered that this was not the case among the Mende people. How could
they be longing for something they did not even know about? And if they
could not see how reading would benefit them in their daily life, why
would they be interested? We are often talking about felt needs. If reading
was not a felt need for the Mende people, and if I believed that reading
would help them, my job was to try to create that need. Working on
awareness and motivation is important.

The Mende people had seen books before we came. They had seen bibles
in English and Tok Pisin, and those who had been to school had used
books there. Not everybody was illiterate. They had not seen how reading
could help them improve life in the village, and I still do not know if the
majority see how reading could benefit the community. However, the
interest in learning to read has slowly increased. I am not going to tell you
any great success stories, this is just some facts about some of the things I
have been doing in the program. We have not yet seen people jumping up
and down with excitement for what reading has done for them.
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I wanted to see the Mende people getting used to buying books, reading
in their vernacular and enjoying it, so that when they got the New Testament
in their hands, they would be able to read it and also be anxious to know
what they could find in that book. But other than reading the New
Testament, will the Mende people need the skill of reading for anything
else? Yes, I think so. The area where the Mende people live is getting more
and more populated. This means their gardens are getting smaller and so
is the bush ground where they go hunting, which means less food is
available. Therefore they will need people with education who can earn
money somewhere else or start local businesses. This is one area where
awareness is needed. The people need to think about the future for their
community. I do not expect that this understanding and interest will come
about by itself. It might come through the hard work of the literacy worker.
That is why the heading of my article is: “Do not give up!”

Making the Best Out of the Situation
I had been thinking of starting with the adults – training  teachers and

helping them to start reading classes for illiterate adults. Before I came that
far I was made aware of the province’s literacy plan which said that “Tok
Ples Prep Skuls” (vernacular pre-schools) were going to be started in our
area in 1993. By whom? The SIL team! That is why when I started working
on materials I had to change my plans and start with schools for children
instead.

I wish I had known more about how literacy was done in PNG before I
started myself. I had not seen any other literacy programs because we
allocated shortly after POC (Pacific Orientation Course). Fortunately I had
the chance to be an observer in a “Vernacular Component Workshop” at
Ukarumpa, and there I saw Big Books for the first time and learned how to
use them. I understood from the provincial NGO literacy coordinator that
he wanted me to use the Big Book method in the “prep-skuls” because that
was the “future method” in PNG, so it was very much decided for me what
to do and which method to use. My job was to find out how to make the best
out of the situation. I certainly recommend that you find out what  the
current policy in education is before starting a big program.

Tok Ples Prep Skuls (TPPS) and Elementary Schools
According to the provincial literacy plan, I was to help start TPPS in

several villages in the Mende language area. I trained teachers to use the
workbooks and teacher’s guides I had made to go with the Big Books,  and
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they learned to make Big Books  themselves. I did not believe that the Big
Books in themselves were enough, so I made additional materials. During
the training period the trainees had a lot of reading fluency training. The
teachers need to be fluent readers in order to use the Big Books. I also tried to
explain the thinking behind the interactive whole language method, and
why I taught them to do the things in a certain order, but I never succeeded
in getting them to understand it, so I ended up saying that ‘this is the way
we do it!’

When elementary schools were introduced in 2000 and the first intake of
elementary teachers came back from their first training course and started
to teach, they had hardly any teaching materials. They had not been given
much time in their training course to produce materials, so  they asked me
to help them. Therefore every time I have been in the village I have had one-
to-two weeks workshops for them. We do not have all the TPPSes anymore,
so I can spend time on the elementary schools instead. My motivation has
always been the same:  I want the children to be able to read in their own
language, so they will be able to read God’s Word.

I chose to try to understand how the syllabuses in the elementary schools
were supposed to be taught, and make materials accordingly. I also
contacted the district elementary trainer and asked her to approve what I
was doing, because the elementary schools were her responsibility, not
mine. Every time I have had a workshop for the elementary teachers, I have
written a report and sent it to the trainer. I have helped the elementary
teachers both to organise their yearly themes and make materials to fit
those themes.

Adult Literacy
I will briefly mention that I have done some adult literacy. Now and then

I have received requests from local people, but they did not always follow
up on their own requests when I  tried to help. One church wanted literacy
classes for illiterate church members. I made books and advertised a
teachers’ course, but nobody from that church turned up! A few from other
churches came, but the three classes they started afterwards never became
a success. Another church had some “Kisim Save” classes (learn to read in
Tok Pisin) and wanted a transfer book, so that the students would also
learn to read in their vernacular. The teachers and I made the transfer book
together, but I think most of the teachers got tired of teaching before they
started on the transfer book. One problem I could see with both these cases,
is that several of the teachers were not good enough readers themselves. If
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the teachers do not read well, the students get bored or they do not learn
anything, so they quit.

During the year before the New Testament dedication I had several
requests about reading classes. I ran two different reading fluency classes
that were well attended, around 40 in each. For the first week of the course
we used a book with Old Testament stories and for the second week New
Testament stories. The students were positive and very interested.

After the dedication, on local people’s request, I advertised a reading
class for illiterates. I had a suspicion that many might come, so I asked
some fluent readers to come along as assistants. Around a hundred people
came who wanted to learn to read. My present challenge is how to follow
up on this. I think the best way might be to train the assistants more and let
them take responsibility for a group in their village, and then I can go
around and help and encourage them.

Where are the Good Teachers?
It has been an on-going problem finding good candidates to train as

teachers. How can a new literacy worker find and choose local people that
will become good teachers and also be accepted by the community? You do
not know anybody when you arrive, so the advice I got was to let the
community select teachers. That is what I have done, but you may not get
the best teachers that way. However, if the choice of teachers later turns out
not to be the best one, you can point to who selected them! The dilemma has
been that I have never had more candidates than I needed, so I felt I could
not get rid of any of them. The way I see it now is that it would be better if I
could get many candidates, and then make it clear in the beginning that
only the best ones would actually become teachers. Then one would need a
test or some way of selecting the best ones in the end. I do not have a perfect
solution, but it is something for new people to think about before starting
teacher training.

Another factor is payment of the teachers. We did not want to pay the
teachers because we felt the teachers should do it as a service to help their
own community. Ideally the community should support the teachers rather
than the teachers become dependent on us outsiders. However, we have
not seen the community being very supportive, so that may be one reason
why it has not been very popular to become a teacher.

When we still had the TPPS, I walked around and visited the schools as
often as I could, and sometimes I found the teachers teaching and sometimes
not. Sometimes I got discouraged when I found classrooms empty. Other
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times I got encouraged when I came and found that the children were
actually learning something. For a long time I thought that the teachers
might have felt more responsible and taught all the time if they were paid.

When elementary schools were introduced in our area, the teachers were
paid. Since I was interested in knowing what they were doing in those
schools, I walked around and visited them. What did I find? Sometimes I
found the teachers in the classrooms and sometimes not! Some of the
elementary teachers were former prep-school teachers. Had the payment
made them more responsible? It does not look like that to me. I have actually
found the same tendency in the primary schools. When I visit the primary
schools, I often see one or two classrooms where the students are without a
teacher. The teacher has taken off to town and might stay away for several
days. The thing is that the teachers receive their pay anyway! That is the
same both for elementary teachers and primary school teachers.

So, some might say, “why work when we don’t get paid?” but others
might say,” why work when we get paid anyway?” It is not easy for an
outsider to know what to think. Where are the good models the teachers
can follow?

What Will They Read?
In order to get people interested in reading, there must be something to

read. Therefore I have tried to make books on various topics: Bible stories,
birds, memory verse books, information about marihuana, information about
AIDS, health books, how to play the tambourine, how to play the guitar
and so forth. In addition to that many Shell-books have been translated
and sold to the elementary and the primary schools. Calendars with
Scripture verses have been very popular, as have the hymn books that Tarja
and Michiyo have produced.

When we first started to produce books many years ago, book sales were
very low. Then we started glueing old Christmas cards on the Christmas
story books, putting used Sunday School material pictures on many of the
Bible story books, and so forth, and these coloured pictures made a
difference.

The way we have sold most books is to go to different villages on Sundays
and sell them after church. We read out loud from our books, and that
always attracts people. Those who cannot read can listen to the content of
the books, and others get interested in buying and read for themselves. I
also visit schools and do the same, and I encourage the teachers to buy
books for the school.
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We have sold around 7,000 books over the last 7-8 years. It did not look
very promising in the beginning, so we had to work hard to get people
interested. Now it is not unthinkable for the Mende people to spend money
on buying books, and we hope and pray that the interest in reading the
New Testament will continue to increase.

My journey as a village literacy worker has not always been an easy one.
Sometimes the discouragements have seemed greater than the
encouragements. However, attitudes to reading can change, as we have
slowly seen among the Mende people. I would therefore like to encourage
you: if the people in your language group are not yet expressing an interest
in reading, do not give up!




