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Hands-on Literacy and Scripture Use
in the Agarabi Language

by Michelle Olson

This is an informal article about how hands-on Agarabi literacy developed.
Motivation to read, and motivation to teach others to read, is tied together with
meeting basic needs in the Agarabi villages.  The people see that God’s Word is
true when it starts to meet their needs in daily living.  This is what happens
with hands-on literacy and Scripture Use.

How did hands-on literacy start?

The literacy materials came about by having our family live in the
village as much as possible, being with the people to listen, watch and
learn of their need. In order to develop  literacy that people would want
we needed to consider how to get it to fit into their current lifestyle in
ways that would motivate interest and desire to read.  People asked for
soap.  I asked, ‘How can an Agarabi person make soap in their village,
using only village resources?’  People asked for help to get healing for
sores.  I asked, ‘How can an Agarabi person get good healing when
caring for a foot sore, using only village supplies?’  People brought their
dehydrated babies.  I asked, ‘How can parents rehydrate their baby
without having to go to the store for baking soda and salt?’

I had to ask, ‘Why not use the baking soda & salt formula?’  The
answer is because the Agarabi don’t go to a store, and the baby does not
get rehydration formula. But the baby will get help with mashed sweet
potato in water.  And so I taught the sweet potato method as an equally
good rehydration method - and this was the method that parents used.  It
works because people will do it.

When adults told me that many children in our villages have no one
to guide them and their parents cannot pay the school fees, I asked,
‘What will fill their lives with God’s love?  What will help those children
to get education, guidance in Truth, and give them tools to express what
they are learning?’  Now we have the Agarabi Children’s Bible School
materials, with reading primer lessons to go with the Bible lessons and
with service assignments for the children to do what they have learned
that day, in their homes and in the village.

After only a few days of the Bible School in our village, the fighting
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and whining amongst children was replaced by singing.  The children
marched around singing Bible songs composed by young adults in our
village. Of course, the teachers whom we trained had written the words
on old rice bag song charts so that children could begin to read while
they sang.  The children also played games that they learned with the
Bible School lessons.  And the children served others in the village, such
as bringing flowers or first fruits of a garden to village leaders and to the
elderly.

In summary, as we decided what to develop for the Agarabi literacy
materials, we looked for what works, hands-on, to help with the felt
needs in Agarabi villages.  The felt needs were similar to any community;
people need care, bodily and spiritually.  They need to know that God
cares.  When people in our village started reading these hands-on
materials in their own mother tongue, they got excited.  I call it “hands-
on” literacy and Scripture Use.

We do not separate literacy from Scripture Use from health,
education, true thinking and childcare.  This is because God gave us his
Word to know him and to bring glory to him by caring for each other.  It
is also because Papua New Guineans put these all together in their lives.
It is through knowing God and living his word that people find the
“gutpela sindaun”1 that we all need.

Our Literacy Situation

Many of the people knew how to read in Tok Pisin and in English;
not that they easily understood what they read in those languages.
Those who knew how to read seemed naturally to help others who were
near them.  Some people in our village had never held a book or a pencil,
and did not know how to see a picture when we started our work in the
Agarabi villages in 1995.  And so, we had a combination of “bridge”
plus brand-new adult, youth, and children readers.

Who helped?

The work is not done.  And I did not even start the work on my own.
It was a joint effort by many school teachers and also by many SIL people
who went before me and left their materials for my use.  Through the
schools, churches, and through relationships that we had built in the
village, we had some trained youth who were motivated to do literacy
work without any ‘amamas2’ in order to serve their own young families
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and other people in our villages.

There were already many literacy texts that we could use in the form
of shell books and other items in the literacy office.  Some of these
materials I re-packaged into hands-on kits, such as with the First Aid
Literacy KIT.   Other materials, I fleshed out to add hands-on
applications for  each lesson (as above). Some of the materials I wrote
and am writing myself. Before we got to PNG, I had years of training and
experience in caring for people of all ages who had various needs and I
was able to apply that to the village setting.

God sent help.

And when the Lord showed me a big picture of what Agarabi literacy
could be, I prayed for help!  I realized that I could not do it.  I had my
own family and my own health issues to care for as well.

After hours of prayer one day, and without having told anyone my
concerns except for talking with the Lord, our next door neighbour, a
close co-translator, knocked on the door of our village house.  He came in
with a puzzled look on his face and told us that he had just been praying
and that the Lord had just told him that he should help Michelle in any
way possible with literacy.  Then I told him and Ron that I had just been
praying about someone to help with literacy. He was respected in the
village and could read and write English and Tok Pisin and Agarabi, so
he began translating materials.

At a formal, week-long, literacy workshop run by Ron and by Jens
and Lizzie Meyer, I did a talk for Kamano and Agarabi school teachers
and village leaders on how change happens, a bit about world history to
encourage them that they are very normal people (not ‘behind,’ and not
deficient in making needed changes compared to other people in the
world), and also showed them resources from SIL that were available to
them.  This resulted in teachers coming to Ukarumpa to buy some of the
resources over the following weeks.  It also resulted in village leaders
asking me to do that talk again so that they could hear it again and learn
more about themselves. They said that they were happy and encouraged
to learn those things about change.

In addition to meeting with and talking with local village leaders, I
talked with other health workers.  We had a series of meetings with EHP
district health officers, with village leaders and health volunteers coming
with me.  We were all in agreement, about the needed training and
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direction for the people.  Through these and other meetings, I learned
more about how the Agarabi people may keep going now that Ron and I
cannot stay in PNG.  (I had to leave for health reasons.)

What is hands-on literacy?

And so, the Agarabi literacy materials are hands-on.  The Agarabi
people can read a brief handout, or do one Bible School lesson, and
immediately have a way to apply what they have read to their needs in
daily living.  It is a way to teach reading while helping to meet their felt
needs.

When I asked Agarabi people, ‘Why read?’  The reply was, ‘To read
the Bible when it’s done.’

When I asked the people, ‘What do you need?’ The reply, over a
period of time, was different.  It was detailed, with recurring themes –
child-care, social problems, health and hygiene and spiritual issues.

When I met with elders and leaders from several villages to discuss
where to start with health-literacy, I asked those experienced men and
women, what is the biggest health problem?  I was thinking that we
could start with that biggest problem for health-literacy teaching.  The
leaders from all these villages fell into a lively discussion.  I could see the
concern on their faces as they talked with each other about the needs of
the people.  After a few minutes, they reached a consensus.  ‘Our biggest
health problem,’ they told me, ‘is jealousy.’

Jealousy.  I was surprised!  I wondered how does a nurse
contextualize health teaching and meet the felt need by teaching on
jealousy.

I had been sure that the leaders would choose one of the main causes
of death that were listed in the PNG newspaper (Post Courier, around
2001):  pneumonia and other respiratory illnesses, or diarrhea/
dehydration, malaria, birthing problems, no immunizations, accidents,
typhoid, and AIDS.   Jealousy was not on my list as a health problem.
But it’s on my list now!  Jealousy leads to fights, cuts, jungle sores,
stealing and sorcery.  If the people could rest secure in God’s care, they
would not feel a need for as much jealousy.  And so, translating God’s
word into their language, and helping them to use it, was actually the
best thing that we could do for health care.
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I also asked myself, what did I see as needs for the people?  I think
that I saw some unspoken felt needs.  I saw a need for equity, dignity and
equal access to resources.

The Agarabi people also needed to be able to find answers to their
health questions on their own.  They needed to be able to do literacy
work on their own, in small ways that could fit with how they lived, even
after we left.  They needed to be able to separate money and community
ownership from the wantok3 system.  The wantok system works well for
giving hands-on help and hospitality when needed, for sharing food and
labour.  But keeping accounts and using designated money for the good
of the whole community does not mix with the wantok system.

What we did:

Therefore, I continued on with little health seminars, inviting women.
I also began to train health volunteers appointed by leaders from seven
villages.  These volunteers were to meet with me on a regular basis to
train in using small first-aid and literacy KITs to do some preventative
health care and simple reading lessons in their villages.  (As time went
on, the Agarabi volunteers began spontaneously to take over some of the
teaching during the health seminars!) The volunteers and I began this
KIT training by discussing wound care and stopping bleeding from deep
cuts - and jealousy was included in discussing  treatment and
prevention of cuts.  We put Scripture with our training, because without
God’s Word helping us, the health training meant nothing; it could not
succeed in any lasting care if our focus was anywhere but on God.

While doing all of the above, with the encouragement and assistance
from Agarabi co-workers in our village, I also began to introduce the idea
of starting an Agarabi Children’s Bible School.  During health care
meetings and seminars, and during other informal meetings, I began to
introduce the book that I found in the SIL literacy office called “Teaching
the Bible to Children.”4  In informal meetings, I began to go through the
book and imagine, with some of our Agarabi wantoks5, how we would
actually teach the lessons.  What exactly would we say to the children
while we taught?  Who would do the work?

Our socio-cultural situation:

Culture change in Agarabi society is leaving some role vacuums that
will be filled with something.  It is better to deliberately fill these role
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vacuums with a helpful role than to ignore the need and just wish for
something good to happen.  I, and the Agarabi people working with me,
felt that the Bible School would meet some of the needs for childcare.  It
would also meet some needs of the youth in our village who needed a
helpful role.  The Agarabi youth are bright and capable.  Many had had
some government schooling, but could not get a job to put that education
to use.  We had children in our village that could not go to any school
because of the school fees.  Other children had given up on attending
school because of teachers having to miss school for various reasons.
With some Agarabi co-workers, we calculated the cost of getting one
child through school to graduate from grade 10.  With PMV fares
included, and figuring in the rising costs with the upper grade levels,
parents needed around K30 per month, per child.   Ron and I could not
give enough money to meet this need.  But if youth or young adults in our
villages became the teachers, and if they took good care of the supplies, to
re-use them and maybe even loan or share the supplies with other
villages, there could be equity.  There could be enough to go around for
everyone.

Who would do the work?

But where would I find willing workers?  With my limitations, I could
not possibly do the teaching myself even if that was the best method,
which it was not.  It is better to have local people teach local people.

Health KIT Workers

For the first aid KIT6 training, we sent out letters to villages nearby to
explain what I wanted to do with the KIT and to ask leaders to appoint
volunteers to serve in their villages.  We
sent out letters to seven villages, and more
than 20 volunteers began to come to
training sessions.  Some of the training we
did just among ourselves.  For other
training, I and the KIT trainees travelled to
their different villages to do health and
literacy seminars with village people.
After a series of training sessions, the
volunteers received their KITs.  Among
other items, the KITs included samples of
salt for treating sore throats with a salt

Health volunteers role
playing during a health-

literacy seminar
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water rinse, bleach, medical ointment, a can of Mackerel for the fish oil to
treat canker sores, reusable bandages, a picture book of Bible stories with
captions, soap, a few Panadol, a clean glass and plastic containers, a
clean plastic bag for a clean working surface for wound care, and
instructions, mostly in Agarabi, on ways to use the supplies.

The KITs were/are self-sustaining.  The training worked.  I gave the
KITs to people in 2007 (or earlier?), and in May of 2011, I got reports that
the KITs are still being used.  It was on a small enough scale that people
could handle it in their own villages.  This is hands-on application of
reading and of using health instructions written in the mother tongue to
give preventative health care.  I witnessed some of the KIT volunteers
from 2 villages replenishing their own supplies from fees that they had
collected while giving care to others.  The KITs work.

How we chose teachers for the Agarabi Children’s Bible
School

As word got around that I wanted to train some teachers for the Bible
School, young adults in our village began to come to our village house to
offer their services!  Then I began to realize that I did not need to find the
teachers!  These were the children, now adults, who had spent many an
afternoon and overnighter at our house with our sons as they grew up in
the village!  I loved those kids-now-adults.  Little did I know at that time
that God was using us village moms to raise up the Bible School
teachers!  I asked only a few additional young adults to join us because I
had seen some of their gifts of intelligent caring and leadership as I had
watched them grow from children into adults.

As plans, and carrying out those plans progressed, I prayed again
and got the strong impression that we should invite the Munoz family to
our home at Ukarumpa to get to know them a bit.  During our meal, we
learned that Darcy was a teacher, and she was interested in helping us to
get the Bible School further developed.  Together, Darcy and I plotted out
the first several lessons for the Agarabi Children’s Bible School!  Darcy
insisted on adding a timeline, based upon her experience.  The Agarabi
children and teachers responded well to the timeline!  The timeline
added continuity to the lessons, and let us know that we were not done
with the learning after a few lessons or even after a couple of Units.  I
added the hands-on applications of each lesson.  We both worked with
materials that were already village resources in order to plan activities.7
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Darcy even came out to our village for a few days to work with the
teachers, to demonstrate to them how she would teach the lessons.
Darcy did all of this with her 1-year old baby either on her back or at her
feet - a perfect demonstration that village moms could teach!  God is
good.  Darcy continued to care and to make several follow up visits, even
developing some close ‘wantok’ relationships with a few of the teachers.

Let the Local Teachers Do the Teaching---Always.  Let
them fail if needed

One thing that we stressed (based on some of my community
development training and my own experience) was that we expatriates

would never, never teach the children in our
villages.  The children would only see their
own young adult teachers as their capable
leaders in the Bible School.  This would
build confidence in two sets of people - the
teachers, in their own ability, and (2) the
students, in their teachers.  It would show
the teachers and students that they did not
need us expatriates.  With the teaching
materials in their mother tongue, local
resources for activities, local composers to

help with songs for lessons and having learned the “patter” of the
lessons, they could do the Bible School. Sometimes Darcy and I had to
hold ourselves back from “helping” the teachers to solve problems
during Bible School lessons.  The teachers discovered that they had good
ways to solve problems, such as discipline and supplies. For
encouragement and further training we met with them after class, but
never in front of the students.

More help needed

Then I prayed again.  Ron and I needed help with typing - doing both
literacy and Bible Translation at the same time, and I was not getting the
Bible School Units ready fast enough to correspond with when we would
finish the New Testament.  We needed reading primers.  The song charts
on rice bags were good for transferring the Tok Pisin orthography into
Agarabi reading.  But we still needed primers and more help with
developing our other areas of Agarabi literacy that the Lord had shown
to me.

Teaching at the Agarabi
Bible School
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Enter the X generation.  Tiffany Burbridge (now Palmer) typed, she
taught and she helped in our family. And, after showing her what we
needed, she wrote reading primers for eight of the 12 Bible School Units,
progressing from beginning recognition of letter sounds, to printing
letters, to reading and writing whole stories. In addition to putting
together the primers, Tiffany wrote a beautiful teachers’ guide to
accompany the primers, taking the guesswork out of what to say and do.

Therefore, what is the Agarabi literacy programme?

In Agarabi thinking, God’s Word cannot be separated from hands-on,
concrete/physical care and improvement in health, education for the
people, and also in respect and dignity, as
people created in God’s image.

In Agarabi literacy, working together with
the Agarabi people, I organised some ways to
meet felt needs. I tried to keep everything
small scale so that literacy material could fit
into a bilum,  a rice bag or a plastic laundry
bucket with a tight-fitting lid.  In this way,
literacy work may be done by many people,
helping their people when they are able.  As
gardeners, Agarabi people need flexibility built into their plans.  A
literacy seminar may be done in the evening after the garden work is
done.  It may be done on a rainy day.  Smaller scale literacy is also less
intimidating.  Some training in primary school, the desire to serve, and
familiarity with the literacy materials are all that are needed to get started
in helping others to learn to read.  In this way, village problems need not
shut down ongoing literacy work.  The literacy programme may continue
if the people want to continue.

Does it work to do literacy in this ‘hands-on’ way?

Yes, we have seen it continue to work.  Agarabi people have
continued to use the First Aid KITs and the Bible School materials when
Ron and I have gone on furloughs.  Right now, the main literacy co-
workers are finishing the audio-recording of the entire Agarabi New
Testament.  They are not working on this small-scale, hands-on, literacy
effort.  But the audio recordings are important for Scripture Use for those
who will never learn to read, and can also help with teaching reading.

Primer Chart
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Later, some of these main literacy co-workers plan to do more in their
villages with these literacy materials and with encouraging and training
Agarabi people who want to do the small scale literacy work.

Without workers to keep pushing the Agarabi toward more and better
literacy, even these small scale efforts will dwindle out.  The workers can
come from within Agarabi villages.  But they still need strong
encouragement, direction, and ways to fit the literacy work into their
social structures and daily living.

Endnotes
1  Literally ‘good sitting’, shalom
2  Small amount of money, not pay.
3  Papua New Guineans don’t keep their roles in a neat
     box to wear them like a hat that can be easily changed.
   Their roles are more blended.
4  Compiled by The Swiss Mission of Peru. Available

                     from lr-su@sil.org.pg.
5  People who speak the same language, friends
6  We call these “KITS” and not “kits” simply because that is how
we began to write it.
7 A CD of the Bible timeline and lessons that Darcy Munoz
developed,
Forget Not, non-Western Bible Bush Crafts and Games, is available
from lr-su@sil.org.pg.

Michelle and her husband Ron worked in the Agarabi language area from
1995 to 2011, when they dedicated the NT. They have left PNG but continue to
be involved with the people. The literacy-community development continues.

(Editor - I have edited this article extensively and if you would like to read the full
account of what happened, please contact lr-literacy@sil.org.pg )

A CD with all the past volumes of READ Magazine is
available from

lr-READ@sil.org.pg




