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Adult Reading Classes
with the Namia People

by Becky Feldpausch

Introduction
In this article I will share some things we have learned over the years about

holding adult literacy classes, and what has worked well for us. While we have
trained local people to teach adults to read, so far that has not been on-going for
cultural reasons. And so Tom and I continue to hold classes periodically, each
time targeting different groups such as women, men, or young Christian men.
We have used the same materials and methods for several classes. This repetition
means that holding a class is less work for us. The two of us share the load of
preparations and teaching, and frequently the venue is our large front porch. We
make only minor modifications based on the time available or the participants’
level of education.

We use a variety of reading methods, teaching with a focus both on the whole
and on the parts. The Namia language does not lend itself well to teaching only
syllables (it has both open and closed syllables, and many consonant clusters and
vowel glides). Phonics works to some extent, but the knowledge of syllables is
also needed to read fluently. And reading the whole section or story is necessary
for meaning. This method has little emphasis on writing because we have found
that writing is difficult for many adults who have not been in school for a long
time.

We have used this method for Namia adults who are already literate in the
trade language, (Tok Pisin), but the class can be taught at a slower pace for
people with less skill in literacy.

I will tell how we made choices in several practical areas in the hope that this
will help others who wrestle with the myriad choices available when offering
reading classes.

Becky and her husband Tom are translating in the Namia language,
Sandaun Province of Papua New Guinea and have been working there
since 1985. Becky is also a Senior Literacy Consultant for the PNG
Branch.
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Choices we made:

1) How long should the class run?

The churches in our area frequently run one-week classes for Sunday School
teachers, to learn to play the guitar, etc. We have taught whole-day classes, and
also tried having a class each Sunday afternoon for a number of weeks. But the
one-week class has been the most popular. The course we teach can cover 2-3
hours each of 6 mornings in a row, or can be done in one hour each of 6 mornings
so that people can then go work the rest of the day. We ask around ahead of time
as to what the preferences of that group may be, and sometimes attempt to get
signups of people who intend to come. We have found that, if the speed of
presentation must be slowed down for some reason, the participants usually are
willing to come a day or two the next week to “finish” the book. We have tailored
the length of the story to fit the length of the class.

2) Should we use a native-authored story?

We had previously tried using very short local stories (5 sentences on one
page) as texts for literacy classes. One story we used was about hunting a pig,
and one was about a mother taking a sick child to the health clinic. When we
knew very little of the language, using short local stories worked well. The
participants could do a lot of the talking rather than us, and they enjoyed telling
us more details about things in the story. Then we gained confidence in the
language and had a group who was ready to learn faster than one sentence in a
sitting. We also wanted more context to compare and contrast words, syllables,
etc. We realized that the local stories we had used the first time were not long
enough. We considered using several short local stories, but that makes it more
difficult to have continuity from day to day. We could choose a longer local
story to use, and may still do this at some point. It is also possible that we would
go back to using a short local story if a group of non-literates expressed an interest
in learning to read, as every aspect would then be slowed down considerably.
There were some-probably more confident about reading-who expressed feelings
that a story they were very familiar with was not worth reading over and over in
a reading class.

3) Would it be good to use a translated Bible story?

We have found that most of the people who want to learn to read their language
attend these classes because they want to ultimately read Scripture. So we have
been using the Zaccheus story, translated from Luke 19:1-10. It is a short story
with a bit of action and dialogue and can be broken into 5 or 6 sections for a 5-6
day class. The content leads naturally to discussions about repentance, salvation,
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and restitution. We have taught some Bible culture by explaining why tax
collectors were so hated in that time, and taught some maths when we discussed
how much Zaccheus promised to return to those he may have wrongly taken
from. One caution about this story is that it contains several theological terms
(Lord, salvation, Son of Man) that are not easy to translate. An option would be
to use a story format that is not a strict translation. Check with the local Christians
you work with, first, who may have an opinion about this, especially if the Gospel
of Luke is already in print. We are currently looking for another appropriate
translated Bible story to use, in case some of the participants who have already
attended a Zaccheus reading class want to attend another class.

4) When should we give out books/papers?

In previous classes that we taught, at the beginning of the first class we handed
out books or papers with the story and said, “We will teach you how to read
this.” They could hold it during class and take it home and perhaps practise
reading it later in the day. We stopped doing this for two reasons. The most
important reason was that anything they held in their hands distracted them from
what we were teaching up front. When we wanted them to read together, it was
difficult to get their attention when they were turning pages or trying to find the
right place on the page they were holding. Another, but less important reason for
not handing out books at the beginning of the class is the way we saw that the
books were therefore distributed. When we prepared 20 books, 20 people came
the first day and all the books were distributed. But on the second day, some of
them returned but forgot their books, some did not return, and new people came.
So the books didn’t always go to the ones who persevered. Having participants
return their books at the end of each class would solve some problems. However,
the problem of materials distracting from the teaching would still need to be
resolved.

As a result, we have decided not to hand anything out during class time, and
to discourage them from looking on individual copies if they have copies from a
previous class. We only hand out short, daily worksheets at the end of each day’s
session, and entire books on the last day of the course.

5) Should we charge for books/paper/pencils?

We have not made a final decision on this matter. Normally we do not charge,
but instead we limit what is handed out (such as giving one piece of paper rather
than a whole exercise book); and we control the distribution of the supplies to
those who persevere. Sometimes we offer options such as using and returning a
stub of a pencil, or buying a new one. But the more options there are, the more
time will be spent in distributing, collecting and selling.
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6) How do we make the best use of large blackboards?

In previous classes we would handwrite each day’s section of the story on a
wall blackboard. This was a lot of work to do each day, it prevented us from
having a copy of the previous day’s work to review, and it gave us no place to
write the words or syllables we wanted to teach. Now we have the large blackboard
nearby, but only use it for writing words, parts of words, etc.

7) What size print should we use?

Knowing that a number of adults are beginning to find small print hard to
read, we have always used large print during classes. The wall chart is in very
large handwriting (1” tall letters), and the Shell books and other materials are
printed with a large font (usually size 18). We don’t want the size of type to be a
stumbling block for people who are trying to gain confidence in reading their
own language. The size print needed also depends on how far away the participants
are when looking at the chart or Big Book. When we used the church building as
a classroom, some participants were 15-20 feet away from the front.

8) How do I find the tokples  (vernacular) phrases needed to
teach?

We elicited some useful phrases before teaching, and also kept track of ones
used/needed every time we had a class. Useful phrases are ones such as “close
the book”, “pass those back”, “everyone look at this”, “read it together”.

Materials we use now
The supplies we usually use are:

large wall chart and easel or Big Book
large blackboard and chalk
pencils
word cards
syllable cards
modified Shell Books

One wall chart:  We wrote the story on six large (2 foot by 4 foot) pieces of
paper. The letters were handwritten with a dark marker. Each page had the
section of the story for one day. We taped all six sheets of large paper to a
large piece of cardboard in such a way that each page could be flipped forward
or backward to review the previous days’ material, or when reading the entire
story. The cardboard gives the papers the stiffness needed to stand upright on
a homemade easel or to rest on a large blackboard. An A3 or A4 size Big
Book printed with a large font can also be used.
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A6 Shell books: We printed a number of A6 Shell books, modified from the
original. The text is in size 18 font, and we split the text into what would fill
one of those small pages (17-30 words each page). That means we had to add
a page or two so that no single page was too crowded. We also added four
pages in the back for fill-in-the blank questions about the story (the questions
are printed at the end of this article).

Daily Worksheets: We printed a half A4 sheet of paper for each participant
each day. (This was not much printing because most of our classes have less
than 10 participants.) On that half-sheet was a copy of the section of the story
for that day, and a written activity (see examples at the end of this article).

Word/Syllable cards:  We made words cards (about 2” x 6”) of about 5 words
for each day, and also syllable cards of common syllables found in the story.
We also made word cards for 2 sentences for each day which were bundled
separately from the other cards.

Class Procedure

1) Introduction:  Time for discussion of class procedures, roll call, selling
pencils, singing songs, having devotions, learning a memory verse together,
etc. After the first day, we always go over the worksheet given out the previous
day, doing it together as a class.

2) Reading of the whole:  We discuss the story to clue people in on the context.
Then one of us reads the entire story aloud twice, to give them a chance to
hear the whole story. After that we read the first day’s section aloud several
times, tracking the words on the wall chart with a pointer. Frequently they
begin saying the words with us at this point, but we also ask them to read
along with us. We do that several times until we can hear that most are saying
the words with us. When their confidence is built up in this way, we break the
participants into smaller groups to read it again.

3) Reading of Parts: We move to a focus on smaller parts of the story. The
overall goal is to teach the whole story, then sentences, words, syllables,
letters, then back up to words and the whole story. We do a variety of “reading
of parts” exercises. For instance, sometimes we start reading a sentence of
the story and ask them to finish reading the sentence. Or we read a sentence
and ask one of them to come to the front, point to, and read that same sentence
by himself. We may cover one word on the large chart with a piece of paper,
and ask them to read the sentence supplying the unseen word.
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We may point to individual words and ask individuals to say only that word.
Then we choose several words from the day’s section, write them on the large
blackboard which is hung nearby, and do a variety of activities with those words.
Depending on the words available in that day’s section, we can compare and
contrast words that look similar. For instance, in Namia, peikame  and ikame  are
the same verb with and without the perfective aspect. But loko means ‘he’ and
lokok  means ‘when’. Contrasting similar looking words helps participants to focus
on the smaller parts that make a difference in the meaning. We may hand out
word cards and have participants match that word card with the same word in the
story.

We also do activities to break words into syllables, such as, clapping out the
syllables as a group, or using syllable cards to make words that are in the text, or
other words they can think of. Sometimes we write words on the blackboard one
syllable at a time, having participants read each syllable until they can read the
whole word.

On the letter level, we go over the Namia alphabet and discuss some of the
differences between Tok Pisin, English, and Namia alphabets. Then we teach the
sounds of letters using phonics, by starting with the vowels ‘o’ and ‘i’. We discuss
how the names of the letters and the sounds those letters make are usually different.
We show words with those sounds in them. We may elicit words that start with
that sound and words that end with it. We may have them find all the words in
the story that start with a certain letter, or think of other words (not in the story)
that start with a certain letter. As the week progresses, we may introduce letters
faster than two a day. Namia has 16 sounds and so it is possible to teach them all
briefly in 6 sessions (omitting the vowel glides and consonant clusters).

Once we are finished with the phonics part, we focus on words before reading
the story again.

4) Re-reading the whole: When we go back to reading the whole section of the
story again, we group the participants in different ways until all have had a
chance to read it numerous times. We try to pair slower readers with stronger
readers at first, but later put readers with similar strengths together. Depending
on the time we have and the confidence level of the participants, we will ask
participants to volunteer to read it one at a time. Sometimes we have one
come to the front and be the “teacher” to point and read with the others. It is
good to allow some physical movement at different points during the class.

5) Critical Thinking:  We try to promote some critical thinking about aspects
of the story each day. We put it as an item on the schedule to remind us to do
it! Some of our discussion topics have been: What are rich people like? Why
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did people always crowd around Jesus? Why did Zaccheus want to see Jesus,
was he thinking of confessing? Why did people say that Jesus ate with sinners;
were they perfect people? Why did they accuse Jesus? If Zaccheus gives
back the money, what will people think? Do the math for how much Zaccheus
gave back (what he stole plus three times more). Talk about what kind of
actions show that people have repented.

6)  Ending Game: At the end of each class, we have a game which gives more
practice on a reading skill, but also is fun and usually allows for physical
movement. One game which is very popular is putting together sentences.
We have chosen one or two sentences (or clauses) from each day’s section of
the story. Each word of those sentences is written on a separate card. The
participants are told to break into groups of 3-4 people and each small group
is given one bundle of words. Looking at the story, they are to find which
sentence they have and figure out the right order of the cards to make that
sentence. Then they stand up in a line in front of the whole class and each
person holds one or more word cards and calls those words out in order so
that the whole sentence is read aloud. Even one or two non-readers in the
group enjoy this game. The same set of cards can then be given to another
group to be done again.

We have had participants make words from syllables cards, either as an
individual activity or small group activity. If some participants are comfortable
with writing, one of them can write the answers to some of these activities on the
blackboard.

Another activity is to order verbs. We would write looked, climbed, came,
ran on the blackboard from the section of the story that starts: “And he ran first
and climbed up the fig tree.” They would tell us the correct order they appeared
in the story

At times we have focused on the different people in that part of the story, i.e.,
Who are the people? What did each one do?

The adults we’ve worked with have also enjoyed word finds. We work it out
ahead of time, with a maximum of about 7 letters by 7 letters. We write that on
the blackboard, and list the words they can find in it. Then allow individuals to
look at it until they find the words and come up and circle the letters.

7) Daily worksheets:  The last thing of the day is to hand out the daily
worksheets. Directions are given, and pencils are handed out if needed. First,
they are to break into pairs and read the part of the story written on the paper
to each other. Then we allow them time to work on the activity. We have
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found that people prefer to do the worksheets before they leave class, even
though we don’t discuss them until the next day.

8) Weekly progression of activities:  The format for each day’s lesson is very
similar. The Namia people like the routine of knowing what comes next, and
it makes it easier for us to teach. Our “teachers’ guide” is a piece of paper
with the order of the activities, and some individual notes indicating which
syllables and letters were taught the previous day. The first day of teaching
goes more slowly because the participants don’t know what comes next. Each
section gets a little longer after the first day because material is reviewed
each day. But the overall time stays about the same because after the first
day, everyone moves through the activities more smoothly and quickly.

By the last day of class, the participants have read the entire story one page at
a time. So we hand out the Shell books and, as a group, read the whole story from
their individual books. Then we allow them time to write the answers to the
questions at the end of the book, and we discuss the answers. This is a good time
to discuss the whole story again, and perhaps how to apply a lesson that the story
teaches.

Before participants leave, we staple together all the daily worksheets we have
given them.

If the participants have come from a distance, they may want to stay longer
than is necessary to go through these reading activities. So we have sometimes
done a writer’s workshop for the remainder of each day.
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Examples of Materials
(Some parts have been left in Namia to better illustrate the activity)

First Day Worksheet

Read the text, then fill in the words on the blanks below:
Jesus arrived in the town of Jericho and was passing through
the middle. A man lived in that place, his name was Zaccheus.
He was the boss of the men who take tax money. He was a
rich man.

Namia Alphabet: a  e  i  j  k  l  m  n  o   p  r  t   u  w  y

Jesus _______________in the town of Jericho, and was passing
through the ___________. A man ____________in that place, his
_________ was Zaccheus. He was the boss of the men who
____________tax money. He was a ____________ man.

Second Day Worksheet

Read the text, then circle the words in the word find.
Loko Jisaslaka irnom alkeinakija, arna loko larakoumta, i lujel
tapakinake lomko lokok eno keinaki napum takrowenae.
______________________________________________

Word find List of words:

 m  o  l  a  n 1-lokok 7-on 3-ne
 n e a e t  2-larkou 8-mo 14-aura

 u i r n o  3-eno  9-ni  15-erom
  l o k o k 4-irno 10-na 16-nu
 m p o p o 5-lu 11-popo
 a  r  u  a  n 6-tea 12-alom
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Third Day Worksheet

Read the text. Then unmix the letters to make words.

And he ran first and climbed up the fig tree. He was thinking
that Jesus would come on that path and he would see him.

When Jesus came close (he) looked up, and said, “Sakius, you
come down quickly. I came today to stay at your house.”

Write these mixed up words on the lines: (he, today, thinking,
quickly, path, house, said) loko, apo, inein, aljelija, napu, wala,
ikame

upan  _____________ kool  _____________

pao  _____________ meaki  ___________

nniie  ____________ aalw  _____________

ljijlaea __________________

Fourth Day Worksheet

Read the text. Then fill in the blanks with the right letters.

I loko alijelija peyaware popo i tarwan tan pnakale, aolok
walaya, lok ran manija. Lujel kelo pakeinakire popo, i
pananeikame,  “Jisas ar wanowi kokleyau lu lokok walaya ple.”

1) p__y__w__re        2) k__kl__ __ au           3) p__ p __

4) ta__ __an             5)  __uj__l                   6) pn__k__ __e

7) pak__ __na__ __re
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Fifth Day Worksheet
This included another word find puzzle.

Sixth Day
No worksheet was given on this day.

Shell Book Questions

These are the questions used at the end of the Shell book. They are part of the
book, written on added pages at the back with lines to write the answers on.

v. 2 What kind of work does Zaccheus do?

v. 3  Why couldn’t he see Jesus?

v. 5  Why did Jesus call out to Zaccheus?

v. 6  A thinking question. What was Zaccheus thinking that made him take Jesus
to his house so happily?

v. 7  Who is the man who was a sinner?

v. 7  Why did the people call Zaccheus a sinner?

v. 8-9  What did Jesus say that Zaccheus’ words showed about him?✍




