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How are the Elementary Schools Doing?

By Hanna Marie Hoel

The elementary schools are part of the formal school system in Papua New
Guinea known as Elementary Reform. The teachers are trained by Papua New
Guineans and they are on a pay roll like the teachers in the community schools
and primary schools. The elementary schools have nothing to do with SIL, but
we have one thing in common - we both promote that it is best for children to
learn to read and write in their own language first, and to have the instruction in
the local language. If we have elementary schools in the area where we are
working, these schools should theoretically produce many good readers who
will be able to read the vernacular New Testaments that we are working on.

I am sure that those who read this have different experiences with the
elementary schools. In some places they work well and the children learn to
read, in other places the teachers struggle and the children do not learn very
much. In the language area where I am working, I have visited all the elementary
schools to see what they were doing, and I noticed several things, but the most
obvious was lack of materials. Some of the teachers had been prep-school teachers
before ( nonformal education), and I let them have the Big Books that they had
used in the prep-schools, but the other teachers had hardly anything. I also noticed
that the previous prep-school teachers did not use their Big Books efficiently in
the new school system. That shows that they probably did not quite understand
how all the things in this new system fit together.

Why Bother?
In my case the elementary teachers asked me to help them, but why should I

use my time and energy helping them? Well, I was thinking what might happen
if I did not help them. I could imagine that if the teachers did not get any help and
continued to struggle, they would just give up and quit. It could very easily affect
people’s view of using the vernacular in school, and we would certainly not get
many good readers of the Mende language! Therefore I decided to try to help
them.

[Hanna Marie Hoel is a literacy consultant working with the Mende people.
She also assists other language groups with literacy workshops in Sandaun
Province.]
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First, I did not know much about how the elementary schools were supposed
to work, so I felt helpless. Therefore I have tried to find out more about the
content of the elementary schools. I contacted the district elementary teacher
trainer and I received permission to be present in parts of their training courses.
So far I have been there three weeks in two different courses. In those courses
not much time was allocated for material production. The trainees were shown
how to make a Big Book, but then they were expected to produce most of the
books at home in the village. I have not seen that happen in our area, so the best
way I could help the teachers was with materials production and also to show
them how to use the materials. The trainer has said she appreciated that help. I do
not think it is wise if we start doing a lot of things for the elementary schools if
we have not run it through the trainer, because it is the trainer who is in charge,
not we or SIL.

What do we Produce in the Workshops?
It is most helpful if we can make materials that fit the themes the teachers use

in their curriculum. I have helped the teachers standardise their cultural calendars
and the 40 themes for their one year curriculum. Then we have agreed on which
letter to teach for the various themes in Elementary Prep (EP). It is good if they
can find a picturable word for each letter and make alphabet charts to display in
the classrooms. When this is done, the teachers start writing stories that fit the
themes and contain the letter they are going to teach from that story. It is not
efficient if each teacher writes stories for all the themes. However, if the teachers
divide the themes among themselves and exchange the stories afterwards, they
will have many stories in a short time. I have eventually typed the stories, printed
them out and given them to all the schools. In that way all the schools have all the
stories.

It takes a lot of time to draw the pictures for a Big Book. We have tried a
system that will take less time and get many pictures drawn. One teacher draws
the pictures for one book, another teacher for another book and so forth. Then
they trace the pictures on to stencils and we have silkscreened them so all the
schools get all the pictures. The teachers write the texts into as many Big Books
and story charts as possible during the workshop. I usually use A3 cover stock
for Big Books and story charts. A story chart has the same function as a Big
Book, but it does not take as long to make and it uses less paper. A story chart on
A3 sized paper usually has two to three different pictures and a short text for
each picture. Usually a story for a theme on a story chart takes two A3 sized
papers.
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It is important to take time to show the teachers how to use the books or story
charts for teaching a letter. I cannot go into too many details in this article, but
briefly say that after having read the story several times in the way Big Books are
used, I take a sentence out of the story that I will use to teach the particular letter
for that book. Then I pick out a “key word” that I break down until the particular
letter is left. But that is not enough. There must be different exercises to
reemphasise the sound and the shape of the letter, and then it is important to
know how to build up words using the sounds.

Other materials that have been produced during these workshops are lotto
games (words matched with pictures), alphabet posters for the English alphabet
for E2 (Grade 2 in the Elementary Reform System) and Shell books for the
classroom library.

It is good if a materials production workshop lasts for at least two weeks.
Personally, I prefer to do it with only one language group at a time and have it in
the area where the language is spoken. The teachers are responsible for the food
and accommodation for themselves and me, and also for finding a suitable venue
for the workshop. I am only responsible for bringing the course materials and
doing the teaching. This kind of course does not have to be very expensive. I
prefer the low cost workshops where I just charge each school for the course
materials and possibly my transport, and we do everything as simply as possible.
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