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The papers in this booklet were first pubished in 2001 as the 

second in a series which explored issues related to vernacular 

literacy from a PNG perspective. The opinions expressed in this 

publication do not necessarily reflect the official policy of the 

Papua New Guinea Branch of the Summer Institute of 

Linguistics, Inc. or of The PNG Bible Translation Association.  
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This publication is a collection of papers 

written by Rambai Keruwa between 

1999 and  2000. They represent some of 

his reflections on literacy learning and 

teaching in Papua New Guinea at that 

time. 
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Personal  Writing  and Reading Inventory 
Rambai Keruwa 

 

Writing Inventory 
 

How would you describe yourself as a writer? 

I would describe myself as a good writer in Kaugel, my own 

language, I also write in Tok Pisin and English. When I write in 

Tok Pisin, I write better than when I write in English. When I 

write in English I need to think very carefully about the words 

and phrases needed to write well. Sometimes this is very difficult 

and I end up missing some important ideas and points that I 

wanted to include in the writing. So I feel that I am not a good 

writer in English.  

  

What kinds of materials would you normally write each day?  

Each week? Each year? 

Daily: I keep notes about new changes that are taking place in the 

village, province and the country. At work I write reports, lists, e-

mails and business letters. 

 

Weekly: When I am in the village my writing practices include 

writing about: 

� local land disputes and land boundaries, 

� discussions made by the local land court;  

� leadership changes at the community, provincial and the 

national levels; and  

� traditional clan initiation and cultural practices that we hand 

down to the next generation. 

 

Yearly: I write and fill in forms about government elections as 

well as local, provincial and national changes in order to explain 

these things to others. I write about changes in the communities 

and the changes that are introduced from outside in the areas of 

education, economic and business health, and religions, all of 
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which impact the lives of the people. I keep records of major 

local events in the Kaugel area, national events in the South 

Pacific and event in other regions of the world. I ask questions 

and record in my daily diary important answers and information 

that I collect. I record local history by talking to and asking 

questions of the old people as they pass on legends and traditions, 

information about land boundaries, recent events and past history 

as well as accurate information that may be useful for people in 

the local area in the future. I also keep records on traditional 

culture and local legends that have significance for aspects of 

community life. 

 

As the coordinator of the Kaugel Non-Formal Education 

Association, I write quarterly reports, funding proposals, 

acquittals, training workshop schedules, lesson plans, and assist 

teachers in writing materials. I also write newsletters to personal 

financial supporters three times a year. As a member of the 

National Literacy Awareness Council I write regional reports. 

 

Personal writing includes my own biographical stories in order to 

preserve information about the past and the present for my family 

members. 

 

Which people would you share your experience or response 

to writing such materials with? 

I share my personal writing - biographical stories, family news 

letters, personal letters and Kaugel literacy quarterly updates –

primarily with my family . 

 

I share my writing about clan legends, land disputes, payments of 

bride price etc. with the village people, community leaders, local 

church pastors and educated local people. (Because the bride 

price payments are a clan activity, sharing information about 

them goes beyond just close family members.) 
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In my professional life, writing is shared with my work 

colleagues or members of the associations that I belong to. 

 

What aspect of the material would you typically share? 

Spiritual and health materials, new information concerning 

changes that are taking place in the area, information on matters 

affecting the education of the community and people in the 

village are shared with other community members. Other 

materials that I share are information and materials for new 

literacy classes and adult learning centers, and written materials 

about local, provincial and national events.  

 

Why do you write/share such materials? 

Most of what I write and share with others is information about 

things most likely to affect their lives and the quality of 

community life. But I am also sharing things about broader PNG 

issues that they need to know; such things as logging, mining, 

law reform, education reform, higher school fee costs etc., to 

ensure that their existing knowledge is correct and precise, and to 

broaden their general knowledge and information base. 

 

What is your earliest memory or reported experience (what 

others say you did) with writing? 

My earliest memory of writing was writing personal letters. Most 

of my early schooling happened away from my home village. I 

attended grades 3 to 6 in primary schools which were three days 

walking distance from the village and I had to board at the school 

for the entire school year. I wrote letters in Kaugel (local 

language) to my village pastor who read them to my parents, and 

he wrote what information my parents wanted to send me 

whenever someone from the village came my way. 

 

Attending secondary school meant being away from home for 

two years before we returned to our village for school holidays. 

At the time there were no road links in the area so it took a long 
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time for letters to reach our parents. I also corresponded 

occasionally with other primary school friends who attended 

other secondary schools. I had several overseas pen friends and 

we wrote to each other regularly and I wrote regularly to my 

former missionary school teacher. While in secondary school I 

entered two competitions and received awards in both. One was a 

national poetry writing competition and the other was a Bible 

competition on the topic of stewardship.    

 

What materials/people/settings were part of this experience? 

The two prize winning writing competitions that I participated in 

took place while I was at secondary school when I was 21 years 

of age. Both papers appeared in the national newspaper. It was 

exciting for me to have some students, and others who were able 

to get a copy of the newspaper, read and talk about it. 

 

Was this memory or experience typical of your subsequent 

early experiences with the activity of writing?  

Although the competition writing only happened twice, it 

encouraged me to write more. My letter writing experiences 

taught me two things. They helped me to improve my language 

skills and I learned that writing is for communication as I 

experienced the excitement and enjoyment of receiving 

correspondence from other writers.  

 

How did you learn to write? 

I recall learning to write at school. Our teachers taught us to write 

short stories and articles in the written composition sessions at 

both primary and secondary school. 

 

What people were significant in the process by which you 

learned to write? 

School teachers in primary school and Language/English 

teachers in High School. 
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How do you think your teachers would have rated you  as  a 

writer? 

In your first year at school?  Not very good 

By middle primary school?  Average 

At the start of secondary school? Not very good 

By the end of  secondary school? Average 

During teacher’s college? In my written assignments for 

English I was rated very good but in my writing for other 

subjects such as science I was just average. 
 

During your primary school years, what materials did you 

write most of? 

At school: I wrote in English about: 

� visiting friends and neighbours 

�  animals and plants 

� events and experiences 

Outside school: I wrote stories about the following; some in 

English and some in Kaugel. 

� local legends 

� land ownership 

� problem solving 

� gardening and hunting 

� feasts and parties, ceremonies, initiations 

� marriages and bride price payments 

� Trading, buying and exchanging 
 

What other materials do you recall writing during these 

years? 

� school examinations 

� scripture verses and Bible stories 

� letters to friends 

 

During your secondary school years, what materials did you 

write most of? 

At school: I wrote stories about: 

� visits and holidays 
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� christmas and parties 

� animals and plants 

� people and places 

 

Outside school: I didn’t write anything much other than letters. 

 

During your teachers college studies, what materials did you 

write most of ? 

Related to studies: 

• college assignments 

• study papers 

• forms and applications 

• lesson plans 

Outside studies: I don’t recall writing much outside of college. 

 

What other materials do you recall writing during these 

years? 

After I left college my writing was fairly limited to tasks 

connected with my teaching or applications for transfers, other 

kinds of forms etc. Later on I wrote some short local stories for 

the Kaugel literacy program as supplementary readers for the  

pre-school classes. 

 

What did your experiences at primary, secondary, and 

tertiary levels of the education system teach you about 

writing and your progress and achievement as a writer? 

The system taught me that you can read to write but did not teach 

me that you write for others to read, except for the teacher.  

 

When I think of writing in primary school, I think of creative 

writing; writing about my experiences and activities. An 

excellent job in writing resulted in other children being allowed 

to read it or it was displayed in class. Otherwise it was just for 

you and the teacher to read. 
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In secondary school and teacher’s college, I was creative enough 

but the system only provided ways for readers to write materials 

for the teacher or lecturer. Most of my writing was done to get a 

tick, complete an assignment successfully or complete the course. 

 

In college when we had access to books, they were only on topics 

related to our studies. We would go to the library, read them and 

take notes. We read and then we wrote about it. There was no 

opportunity for me to write for others to read, neither creatively 

nor to share and explore ideas. 

 

What, if anything, would you have changed in your 

experience of learning to write, from birth to the present 

time? 

In thinking about this question I compare myself to my grand 

daughter Stacy, who is 3 years old and very interested in reading, 

writing and other things. Today, we have reading books available 

in the home when the children are young, so they see the text and 

they want to write it or copy it or write something similar. Seeing 

written materials, particularly picture books, stimulates their 

interest and encourages them to try to write too.  

 

Writing was a part of our culture before books were introduced. 

Part of storytelling or telling about one’s travels included 

‘writing’ in the sand, on the ground or on the freshly cut sides of 

ditches – places where there was a smooth surface to write. The 

‘writing’ would be used to explain different parts of the story – 

drawing the travel route, or describing parts of animals that were 

distributed to certain people to eat etc. If people were telling the 

story at night in the rainy season in their house, they would use 

flat wood and charcoal from the fire to illustrate their points. But 

there were no letters in the ‘writing’. Now that young children 

are seeing the written text along with the pictures in books this 

encourages them to try writing. 
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Stacy is getting much more exposure than we did to writing, 

reading and other things. She picks up a book or magazine and 

imitates reading aloud using her own language and her 

enjoyment can be seen as it’s expressed in her actions and on her 

face. Similarly, with writing, she picks up a pencil and begins 

writing something across the pages. Another example of her 

imitating what she’s observed others doing is after church 

services on Sundays when she picks up something, holds it close 

to her mouth and starts singing any tune as if she’s leading a 

singing group in the church using a microphone. 

 

For me, most of my father’s activities took place in the house. 

His workshop was in the house in the early morning hours before 

they left the house to do something else out doors and in the 

evenings. As a child I was there watching what he was doing so I 

could learn. As he was working he would carefully demonstrate 

what steps I as a young child needed to know in order to make 

the same thing, and he would share information about the origin 

of the materials, their quality, how they are used and about the 

tools he used to make them. The next day I would go with my 

friends into the bush and collect similar materials then we would 

try to make the same thing we had observed my father making. 

So for my generation, and also for Stacy, learning by imitation is 

a very strong part of our culture. 

 

If I had the opportunity as a young child to observe and imitate 

someone writing and reading I would have had a better chance of 

imitating and practicing good writing and would have become a 

better writer. 

 

What would you identify as the most influential factor in 

your writing development: 

As a child 

There was a combination of fear and excitement that I 

experienced in my early years when I began to learn to write  
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things. I wanted someone to look at what I wrote and 

complement me on it and I wanted to receive a reward for 

constructing a story in writing. My interest in learning caused me 

to leave my village and live away from my parents and my 

people in order to attend formal schooling. At that time nobody 

in my village knew anything about reading or anything to do with 

writing.   

 

As an adolescent 

My focus at this time of life was that I wanted to share and 

contribute to help others go to school to learn to read and write. 

Many job opportunities were opened to us at the time but as more 

and more schools began to open up in the country I wanted to 

attend teacher’s college and learn to teach others. 

 

As an adult 

As an adult I am still determined to keep learning because of my 

experiences in my younger years. In my early school life I was 

very determined to learn as much as I could, so much so that I 

persevered with my schooling. There were many of us who 

began classes together, but a large number dropped out and quit. 

In my peer group there were only four of us, including me, who 

had had some schooling outside the language area. All four of us 

had a similar focus. We all became teachers to teach others in the 

community. When I’d completed Grade 6 the mission wanted me 

to go to teachers college but I wanted to go to High School which 

I did, then went on to teacher’s college after that.  

 

I have developed as a writer more in my adult years than during 

my school days. My writing skills and experiences drive me back 

to the people of my community – to share with them, to show 

them that these skills of writing (and reading) have a place in the 

community. It’s a matter of learning a new skill and wanting to 

be able to pass it on to others. 
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Reading Inventory 
 

How would you describe yourself as a reader? 

Reading anything in my own language, Kaugel, or in an 

Imboungu related language, I feel confident and read fluently. 

This is also the case when I read in Tok Pisin. However, when 

reading any work-related or any technical reading materials in 

English, I would not describe myself as a good reader and my 

fluency in what I read is not good. I read very slowly but try very 

hard to understand each sentence to gain meaning as I read. 

Melpa, Meyiemu and Enga are languages that I can hear and 

understand but I cannot read them. 
 

What kinds of materials would you normally read each day?

Each week? Each year? 

Daily: the materials I normally read are daily newspapers, 

magazines, Bible stories, Bible study materials and work-related 

materials such as minutes of meetings, instructional materials,  

e-mails and information lists. 

 

Weekly: these materials would include personal letters, reports, 

quotations, applications, price lists, advertisements, etc. 

 

Yearly: At certain times during the year I would also read novels, 

biographies, quarterly reports of organizations that I belong to, 

awareness materials printed by PNG government agencies, 

World Bank, WHO, UN, UNESMO, etc. 

 

Which people would you share your experience or response 

to reading such materials? 

I come from a semi-remote rural community near Mt Hagen, a 

major town in PNG. Less then 13% of the 20,000 people in the 

valley in which I live are literate. I would be one of a few in my 

generation who have had significant education and exposure to 

the outside world. Therefore, whenever, I am among the people  
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in my community I share whatever information I read with 

members of my immediate family, people in the village, 

Christians, comrades, children, and teachers in the workplace. 

This happens particularly after church on Sundays when people 

gather and ask me or others to share what is happening in other 

parts of the country. 

 

What aspects of the materials would you typically share? 

Local, national and global news events; Bible stories and 

teaching; personal letters. I share what I read about current events 

in the provinces, national events and what changes are taking 

place in other countries that also have an affect on our way of 

life. People also need to know spiritual news from the Bible  to 

meet their spiritual needs. 

 

Why do you read/share such materials? 

In the community context, for those who are illiterate it is passing 

on information to them. For others it’s because they don’t have 

access to the newspapers or other sources of written information. 

In my society, it is common practice for the community to get 

together regularly and discuss things that are taking place or the 

news from elsewhere, to talk about how these things could 

impact us and to find solutions for dealing with them. 

 

In my immediate family I share what I read mainly for 

encouragement: encouraging the children to read for their 

personal education, and encouraging family members in their 

spiritual growth. I believe what I read should be shared to 

encourage good living - using one’s education and reading 

abilities to live well in the community: in harmonious 

relationships, and helping others live well in their future lives –

rather than focusing on earning money.  
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What is your earliest memory or reported experience (what 

others say you did) with reading? 

I was taught to read in Kaugel at the age of 12 at the local 

mission Tok Ples (Vernacular) school. We did one year at this 

school before going to the government primary school, where 

English was the medium of instruction. I can remember learning 

the syllables of Kaugel and I was the first person in my class to 

stand up and read the first two sentences of a story that was 

written on the board. I read aloud in Kaugel. Several years later 

my missionary teacher from that class asked me, “Are you still 

top of the class in reading?”  Two years after that, my grade five 

teacher commented I was the best reader in the class. 

 

What materials /people/ settings were part of this experience? 

In the first instance it was a beginning reading class in the 

classroom setting. The materials were vernacular primer-type 

stories, read from the black board. There were no other reading 

materials available for us to choose from so the teacher wrote 

stories on the board and we read from there. We also read words 

or sentences from wall charts and reading cards. 

 

Was this memory or experience typical of your subsequent 

early experiences with the activity of reading? 

This was the only experience that I can recall. At that time there 

were no reading materials in the school nor did we have any print 

materials in our homes. 

 

How did you learn to read? 

I learnt to read by following the teacher as he read aloud from the 

board. I noted how and what he read, listening to the words and 

phrases.  We were also instructed to repeat after him as he read 

aloud, pointing to each word or sentence as he read. 
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What people were significant in the process by which you 

learned to read? 

Most of my early teachers, who had had some influence on my 

learning to read, were the missionary teachers who not only led 

me to read educational materials but encouraged me to read more 

spiritual story books and short portions of scripture. One class 

teacher in grade three allowed me to help the grade one teacher 

prepare his lessons for half an hour each afternoon for six 

months. I wrote and arranged spelling word cards and stood 

beside him by the board reading each word, phrase or sentence as 

he wrote them on the board.  I helped write syllables and 

coloured in pictures from the stories. In grade five I was given 

the job of teaching the adult Tok Pisin class using the “Koki na 

Sita” series of materials for two hours a day for approximately 

four months. After grade six I was teaching a children’s pre-

reading class for six weeks. These opportunities challenged me to 

do extra reading, including reading teachers guides, as I sought 

information for helping others read. 

 

How do you think your teachers would have “rated” you as a 

reader?  

In your first year at school?     Very good 

By middle primary secondary school?   Very good 

At the start of secondary school?     Average 

During your undergraduate studies?   Average, in the 

PNG context. 

 

During your primary school years, what materials did you 

read most of ? 

At school:  

� stories of other countries and places 

� adventure stories, animal story, stories of people 

of other places 
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Outside school:   

� Tok Pisin teacher’s guide books 

� English prep school guide books 

 

What other materials do you recall reading during these 

years? 

As far as I can recall there were no other materials available to 

read. 

 

During your secondary school years, what materials did you 

read most of ? 

At school:     

� Novels, adventure stories, school text books 

 

Outside school:        

� Not very much at home, school library books 

 

What other materials do you recall reading during these 

years? 

National Geographic magazines but I only enjoyed looking at the 

pictures and read short texts. 

 

During your undergraduate studies, what materials did you 

recall most of?  

Related to studies: 

At the teacher’s college we did not have any textbooks but we 

were given class notes to read, and had to do research in the 

library to do our assignments. 

 

Outside studies:  

News papers, magazines, etc. 

 

What other materials do you recall reading during these 

years? 

None. 
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What did your experiences at primary, secondary, and 

tertiary levels of the education system teach you about 

reading and your progress and achievement as a reader? 

At primary school there was a social awareness in reading 

because what was read was shared with others. We listened to 

others read items and we interacted with and shared about what 

we read. There were not enough books for individual reading so 

we read in groups and we became well accustomed with the 

books that we did have. I felt I was a good reader and my 

teachers also said the same. 
 

At secondary and tertiary levels reading became an individual 

thing. I was reading to gain information and spent a lot of time 

searching for information for my assignments. Reading was no 

longer a group activity. I wasn’t hearing others read, and we 

didn’t discuss our readings together. At this point in time I did 

not feel confident in my reading, and my knowledge of English 

wasn’t increasing enough to match what was needed in the 

reading required for my course. 
 

What I did learn in all of this was that reading is a way to gain 

information and skills to help others. 
 

What if anything would you have changed in your experience 

of learning to read, from birth to the present time? 

More reading and discussion of what I read in a group setting 

because of the value of group learning. Reading more books 

while in school and having more books to read out of school 

would have provided me a better chance of becoming a good and 

fluent reader. 
 

What would you identify as the most influential factor in 

your reading development as a child, as an adolescent, and as 

an adult? 

There are three major things that influenced my reading 

development. First, the encouragement I received from my initial 

teachers. Then there was an incident where I came across a 
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young PNG man who came to our village and who, along with an 

expatriate missionary, was reading and discussing books he had 

brought with to the village. They were doing this in English and I 

was amazed that he could do that and decided that I wanted to be 

able to do the same. 
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My personal views on Literacy 
Rambai Keruwa 

 

I think many Papua New Guineans have questions about literacy. 

What is literacy? Until quite recently people were saying it’s 

reading and writing. But as we try to answer the question, what is 

literacy, we begin to understand that literacy is not just 

something to do with reading and writing, although that is part of 

it. Literacy also includes what a person does with written texts 

and how they use them to function or cope with a changing 

community and nation. For example, in remote areas such as the  

Angor community in the Sepik, people’s interest would not 

normally be aroused for reading and writing, but with the 

problems caused by timber companies and unsustainable logging 

coming into their area, the people are seeing a very relevant 

application for literacy skills to their community life. So when 

we define what literacy is, it is not, in our point of view, the 

reading and writing that is in focus, but how literacy is useful in 

our everyday life—especially in the light of changes that are 

taking place in our communities.   As people are faced with those 

changes they say, “How can I learn this?” or  “How can I know 

this to help me deal with that problem?” 

 

Papua New Guineans used to feel that reading and writing was a 

magical way to get a paid job and those who went to school, did 

so in order to learn and attain good grades to get those well-

paying jobs in the cities or towns. Education, even the education 

system in the country, did not prepare the people with the kind of 

learning or literacy that would help them develop so that when 

they returned to their villages they could improve their ways of 

living and their quality of life. The mentality was that a person 

goes to school so that they can leave their community to get a job 

in the cities or towns.  
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As a teacher in the education system, I followed what the system 

taught me to pass on to my students; I followed the ways we 

were taught. I was in my well-paid job, doing what I’d been told 

to do, teaching the syllabus and  following their methods. I didn’t 

think about a theory of literacy, or why I was doing what I was 

doing. Nor did I consider what would not work for the good of 

the learners. What I did worked for some students but for others 

it didn’t. I was concerned about the expectation they had about 

going on and getting a job. When only five of my 30 grade six 

students were selected for High School, I felt embarrassed and as 

though I had failed them. But I did not think it was because my 

theory of literacy was wrong,  I began to feel the system was 

wrong because it only prepared a very small percentage of the 

children for the job market, and failed to address the needs of the 

other 85%. 

 

When I was teaching in the primary school system, I had a 

burden for sharing reading and writing skills with my people in 

the village but the opportunity to do so didn’t come because I had 

a job in the education system which meant I was unable to return 

to the village. When Susan and Dennis Malone came to develop a 

literacy program with the Kaugel people, I returned to the village 

and had the opportunity to see if my theory of literacy would 

actually work with my community. I basically took my teaching 

approaches and strategies changing the language from English to 

Kaugel for both  the language of instruction and the language of 

the materials (texts) used. The methodology was very similar to 

what I was used to but the  materials were developed locally and 

reflected ideas that the learners were familiar with and 

experienced in their daily lives. In the formal education system 

children would pick up a book with content that did not relate to 

them or their experience, and they didn’t know the author. It was 

very different in the Kaugel vernacular schools. 
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Even with the current Education Reform, the system is still an 

imposed system. Teachers are not carefully taught or trained to 

think about the underlying literacy theory of the approaches 

adopted in the national system. Teachers are transferred from the 

old system that the government is trying to change, into the new 

system and are told what to do without any discussion about the 

theories behind those changes. They are not encouraged to 

develop an understanding of the theories of literacy nor to 

develop their own personal theory of literacy. They are merely 

instructed how to perform in the system. The systems are 

changing with new names being given to things, but it is just 

another system being imposed on us.  

 

And teachers adopt what they are told to do, because they see it 

simply as a paying job.  Even if there is a desire to do something 

different, this would mean working in isolation and asking for a 

change that nobody else wants to have anything to do with for 

quite a long time. Although they may eventually adopt the 

change. If a person takes on the challenge and does it, they won’t 

experience overnight results and it may take many years for the 

change to be accepted. The system basically works against a 

person developing their own theories and methods as it always 

prescribes what to do and doesn’t expect teachers to think and 

develop their own theories about literacy teaching. 

 

In reflecting on my reading and writing inventories, and through 

the readings I have done, particularly those about emergent 

literacy and those from the Literacy Labyrinth, I am beginning to 

see that through my observations and thoughts about what 

learners do with literacy, I am able to build my own personal 

views and theories about it. Up until now I have just done what 

I’ve been told to do in the classroom. I have observed what 

children do in classrooms and outside of them, but until now I’ve 

not made the connections between what they are doing and the 

related theory. 
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In the traditional Kaugel context in which I grew up, the 

socialisation of children did not include literacy, whereas in the 

contexts McNaugton refers to, literacy was a key part of family 

life. Today, the Kaugel situation is much the same as it was, 

although it is changing gradually. In the Kaugel culture there are 

various settings where children are socialised. These are in the 

garden, in the men’s house (although today, things that 

traditionally occurred in the men’s house are now happening in 

the contexts of the church or the market), in the bush, when 

visiting others, in the family home, in the village, in church, in 

school (from the 60’s onwards), and in conducting trade – with 

trading partners, in markets and towns. Literacy activities are not 

present in many of these settings, although they have become 

part of church, market and family activities to a small degree.  

 

School is often kept separate from these other settings. School is 

like a garden where learners go to and return with many edible 

foods.  These foods may be shared with younger children and 

older people at home. Older children go to school and come 

home. When they come back and share with the young children 

the skills learnt at school they do so without books, papers or 

pencils. They share verbally what they have learned perhaps 

using the sand or ground and sticks to illustrate the learned skills. 

They also share choruses and songs in English including alphabet 

songs and number rhymes, and the younger children quickly 

learn these things. But in the home, very little reading and 

writing takes place because there are no books and papers. Some 

are fortunate to have a Tok Pisin Bible or New Testament, but 

not everyone. There  is however a lot of verbal interaction. In 

fact, when we were selling copies of the Kaugel New Testament, 

one of the middle-aged leaders in our village pushed his way 

through the crowd to the counter and bought a New Testament. 

Then he approached me and said, “You know I can’t read it, but I 

am going to get my children to read to me.” So instead of the 

children learning from ambient literacy activities in the home,  
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adults want to learn about literacy through the children. Children 

learn to read and write at school but they only take things back 

home in their heads and share verbally. The school setting, 

therefore, is quite isolated from the home as far as literacy 

practices are concerned, but the older children and peer groups 

are beginning to build bridges between the two setting with 

regard to literacy. 

 

Although there was no literacy in my family home, I was 

socialised into the ways of learning, knowing and doing that had 

served Kaugel culture well. I was trained to be a learner, and that 

desire to learn has never left me. When I was young, children 

were very active learners and took on a lot of personal 

responsibility for learning. Consequently when I walked into the 

classroom I used all my existing learning strategies to help me 

learn to read and write.  I did this by listening, observing and 

imitating the teacher in their writing and reading. The learning 

was between the teacher and the students in the classroom only, 

as we had no books to take away and read. We often read in 

groups. There would be just one book for the group to share. One 

person would read aloud and then pass the book to the next 

person for him to read. There was no other literate person at 

home to share the literacy skills gained at school. The learning 

and group socialisation around reading and writing activities was 

absent in the home setting. Group literacy practice and the co-

constructive focus occurred in the school setting; in the 

classroom and in the playground, and on the way to and from 

school. In PNG it is common for children to walk long distances 

to community schools. This is when a lot of talking, singing and 

co-construction (McNaughton 1995:3) take place.  

 

From my readings and from my experiences I am beginning to 

see that the following things are important to foster emergent 

literacy. 

� to build on and encourage the desire to learn 
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� for the family or other social groups to work together with the 

learner (providing opportunities for co-constructing) to 

strengthen and help the learner to meet their literacy learning 

goals 

� that sufficient literacy resources or materials need to be 

available —resources that are suitable for the context, and 

enjoyable for  the learner; and 

� that learners need a place and time to learn what they want to 

learn in reading and writing.  

 

For children then, literate family members and schools should 

provide the above things so they can continue their literacy 

learning. And adults, literacy committees, community literacy 

programs and literate family members need to work together to 

create the needed opportunities. 
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Two Kaugel learning episodes 

Rambai Keruwa 

 

Making  Bows  and  Arrows  
 

Late in the evening I often watched my father making a new bow 

and arrows.  He would have his tools beside him: his bush knife, 

some sharp animal bones and some sharp-edged stones.  He also 

had special kotenga leaves (their rough surfaces are like 

sandpaper) for smoothing his job. He would work on this for a 

few days. As I got older, he began to explain what materials were 

needed to make a good bow and arrows.  He told me how the 

wood from the kia or laime mendi trees, that grew on the 

mountainsides,  is chosen for making the bow. He also described 

other tree species that are suitable for the job.    

 

One day Father wanted to make himself a new bow and some 

arrows. He needed to go to the bush to cut down a kia tree. We 

left early in the morning and walked beside a small creek for  

about two hours. Then we climbed along the mountain slope.  

When we arrived at our destination, Father examined the trees for 

some time, then he looked closely at one tree, turned to me and 

said, “This is the tree we have come to cut down.”  

 

He cut off a small branch, pulled off some leaves and told me to 

examine each one of them while he pulled off leaves from other 

trees. Then we compared them all. He then carefully examined 

all the trees and felled one that seemed to be the right size for 

making the bow. He measured off three long steps then cut it at 

that length. Then  took the length of wood home, made a big fire 

and placed the wood over the flames. When it was partly burnt he 

removed the bark. Then he let it cool and placed it in a damp 

place for several days.  During this time he gathered all the tools 

he would need over the next few days to make the bow. First he 

cut off the ends of the wood and measured out the length he 

wanted.  He then whittled the sides, smoothed them gradually 
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then cut and shaped the ends.   

 

On the second day he used the sharp-edged stones and coarse 

leaves to smooth the outer and inner parts of the bow.  He pulled 

the ends of the bow closer together and tested the middle section 

to see if it was strong enough. He continued smoothing it using 

the coarse leaves, then let it dry by placing it in the ceiling above 

the heat of the fire. 

 

On the fourth day we left home quite early and returned to the 

bush.  Father led the climb uphill.  When we had walked for 

about an hour, he stopped and explained that the young bamboo 

growing there was good for splitting to make the bow string.  He 

cut a piece of young bamboo and split it into a number of pieces 

then dried them in the sun. About two hours later we gathered 

them up and returned home. Back at home as I watched while 

Father got out his newly made bow, tied knots at each end of the 

split piece of bamboo and carefully measured the length of the 

bow. He bent the bow down by his right leg knee and attached 

the bamboo string to both ends.  He cut off the unwanted ends of 

the bamboo string from the ends of the bow. The bow was 

finished.   

 

He collected the other pieces of the kia wood left over from 

making the bow and said, “Now I am going to make some arrows 

for the bow.” He carefully split each piece into several parts and 

began working on each one. He used his knife to do the rough 

part of it then used the sharp-edged stones to smooth them.  Then 

he carefully cut these into long sticks about half a meter in 

length.  At this point he allowed me to try making some arrows 

and I made them the same way he had done them when I watched 

him. The final job was to make designs on the arrows and have 

the bow painted with orange clay and charcoal.    

 

 I saw how Father made his bow and listened to him as he 

explained each detail.  The following day I decided to get some 
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of the other boys in the village to go out with me into the bush 

and collect the same type of tree to make a bow and arrows. We 

started out early in the morning, following the same track that 

Father had led me on. When we finally arrived in the bush, some 

of the boys chose different trees to the type Father had cut down 

for making his bow and arrows. I had to explain to them about 

the correct type of trees they needed to find.  

 

It took us fewer days than Father to make our bows and arrows.  

Some of the bows and arrows the boys made were almost as good 

as Father’s but most of the others were not very good. The first 

ones we made were not strong or good and each time we went 

out shooting they  easily broke. We went to the bush several 

more times to cut down trees so we could make more bows and 

arrows. We did it many times until we were good at it.  

 

Story Telling 

 

In my Kaugel culture, people use storytelling to pass on the most 

important information to future generations. Most story telling 

and discussions hapens in two places. One place is among the 

men and young boys in the community’s men’s house .  The 

other is at night in the family house.  Here, any member of the 

family does the story telling.  Usually the old stories (legends) 

are told at night when everyone is resting in their sleeping places.  

Usually the adults in the house, fathers, mothers or visitors, do 

the story telling, then the children begin to take turns in telling 

stories to others. When visiting with my peers to listen to stories 

in neighbour’s houses at night, I took turns in retelling stories I’d 

heard to others.  

 

Most of the teaching and talking to the men is done in the men’s 

house.  Men and the boys of all ages from three years up to 15 

gather around the big fireplace in the house. The women and the 

girls are not allowed to enter the men’s house at any time. 

Certain men, who had the reputation for being good storytellers,  
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were the storytellers. They related the old legends, personal 

experiences, and stories of past events that had taken place in 

their village or neighbouring villages.  They would also retell 

stories they had heard from someone else that they felt may be 

relevant to their audience. 

 

Sometimes a group of village leaders asked the village men and 

boys to attend meetings in the men’s house and they opened up 

discussions on important issues. After they introduced the topics 

and talked for some time, they allowed for discussion  and input 

by other members of the clan.  At other times, clan leaders told 

their stories to the members of the tribe to encourage them to take 

immediate action or to set up dates and times for certain events to 

take place in the village.  Quite often, stories told and discussed 

at the men’s house related to the well-being of the community.   

 

Most of the story telling and discussions involved planning major 

activities for the clan in the community.  For example, the 

discussion would be about the best time for pig killing (annual 

feast), planting new gardens and trading and exchanging with 

other tribes. These events were planned according to the local 

seasons.  Other discussion centred around when to meet with 

other clan groups to discuss and settle land disputes.    

 

Some discussions in the men’s house required immediate action 

with the men spending hours debating over the issues. In most 

cases the discussions related to unplanned events such as tribal 

fights or revenge killings.  Other issues discussed were about 

bride price payment and marriage break-ups which often led to 

nasty tribal fights.  Other discussion involved the issues which 

were most likely to bring disharmony to the clan and the 

community.  At the conclusion of the discussions, the men would 

allocate responsibilities and choose experienced men to 

demonstrate and teach skills to the young men so they would 

know how to react in the situations they were about to face.  
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During my early years, from the age of five to twelve, I 

accompanied my father to many of the meetings in the men’s 

house.  I spent many hours observing and listening to all the 

village men of my Aika tribe as they debated many clan issues.  

Most of the story telling and discussions were done at night, but 

during the rainy seasons some sessions happened in the daytime 

because there was not much activity going on outside. Sometimes 

daytime meetings were called when representatives from 

neighboring groups came to talk about special issues that 

involved both clans or certain people in the community.  

 

Immediately after the conclusion of the meetings in the men’s 

house, the boys of my age group went out into the nearby bushes 

and acted out what we’d observed in the meetings.  We would 

choose a suitable location, some distance away from the main 

village, make a fire in the centre with the boys seated around it. 

They would act as if they were grown up men participating in the 

meeting about a very serious event about to take place in the 

community.  Someone would stand up and begin the opening 

discussion on a certain topic, then each of us would take turns to 

try to convince the others to listen to what we had to say 

concerning that topic.  The discussions went on for hours and at 

times the group split into several small groups.  Then we would 

pretend to close the meeting. We’d return the following night for 

another mock meeting and more talk. 

 

Some key aspects of these two learning episodes 

 

These two learning episodes illustrate clearly that young Kaugel 

children are keenly involved in learning in real life situations.  

From a young age they are busy watching what parents, 

significant adults and members of their peer groups do.   

I watched and listened very carefully before I tried out what I 

learnt from Father. 

 

But as soon as I learnt something new I wanted to share it with 
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others. I would meet my peers at a location some distance from 

the village to practise my new skills. In our attempts to make our 

own bows and arrows, we had fun as we shared together.  When 

someone finished first they would offer to help the others. We 

had several attempts before we began to do better.  Some took 

several years to develop their skills. When we were in real life 

situations and had access to the necessary resources, we would 

learn the skills we wanted and needed by watching, listening, and 

trial and error, and we always did it with someone else or with a 

group. 

 

As young Kaugel boys we learned a lot in the men’s meetings 

and through our imitating the happenings in the men’s house.  In 

the men’s house we listened and watched how the men talked 

over issues.  In our mock meetings, we imitated them in our 

retelling, taking turns at leading discussions, and asking each 

other questions. These discussions also included planning 

questions and development of strategies. Each boy had to take his 

turn and participate in the discussions.  It was an opportunity to 

share with each other what we’d learnt in the men’s house. 

Through these activities we were learning all the skills we would 

need as men to participate well in the “adult” world of the men’s 

house and in handling village affairs. 

 

Thinking about these experiences helped me see how important it 

is for teachers in Kaugel classrooms to provide similar kinds of 

learning opportunities for the children to help them learning 

effectively. When teaching reading and writing, there should be 

plenty of opportunities for the teacher to model good story 

telling, story reading and story writing. The children should do a 

lot of listening and watching and sometimes join in with the 

teacher.  Then, after the children have listened to the stories, or 

watched the teacher writing a story, an atmosphere should be 

created by the teacher where the children will want to try it 

themselves. To do this, the teacher will need to provide the 

resources needed such as books, paper and pencils. Teachers 
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need to provide the children with opportunities for group  

learning through reading together, writing together, retelling or 

dramatizing parts of the stories with each other.  Those who 

finish their own stories first will help the others.  The children 

should be given the freedom to choose the types of stories they 

want to hear and share, and what types of  writing they want to 

do because they are used to directing their own learning.  There 

should be group discussion and question times and plenty of 

group work such as acting out parts of the stories.  The children 

shouldn’t have to worry about time constraints when working in 

their groups but feel free to stop only when they felt they were 

finished and were quite happy and satisfied with what they’d 

done.  Each time they practised their skills they would gradually 

become more capable.    
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A changing personal theory of literacy teaching and 

learning in the early childhood years 

Rambai Keruwa 
 

There is a Kaugel Proverb that says, 

 

Enjoy this juicy sugar cane under the cool of the mountain tree  

And consider it is the result of your papa’s sweat lost.   

Next time you come around this way  

Follow your grandfather’s foot tracks.  

 

Mountain or uphill climbing represents, in Kaugel thinking,  the 

effort and work that you put in throughout life which leads to 

‘gutpela sindaun’ (a good life). A good life in the community 

results because of the struggle and the effort that you put into it. 

You get to enjoy the juicy sugar cane because of hard work. 

 

In the above proverb, the grandfather is saying, “I’m giving this to 

you. It's yours. It's the result of my efforts and my struggles for 

survival that gives you this sugar cane. But you need to start 

working at your life’s work straight away, by following what I am 

doing and what others are doing.” So this is the way we teach – 

through the giving and exhortation of the grandfather, within an 

experience, but there’s also the stirring up in the learner the 

thoughts that he too needs to take on certain behaviours for his life. 

So he would be thinking, “All right. I have to do things to survive. 

If I cut down the bush and make gardens, then I and my family will 

have the food we need.” 

 

This saying is used in many different contexts and so the meanings 

are built up over time — for as Gee says, ‘meaning is a complex 

phenomenon that continually crisscrosses the boundary between 

mind and society' (Gee 1996:6). However, today if I just wrote this 

parable on a sheet of paper, literates would miss all the meanings 

behind the words. But if I talked about it with illiterates as we sat 

with the elders in the haus man (men's house), after hearing these 
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words they would immediately understand the multiple meanings 

that go along with this saying. The haus man is not being used as 

much today and education is taking place in another setting (formal 

schooling), so literates are away from the community and they are 

not being exposed to the use of these sayings in the variety of 

contexts in which they used to occur. So the old sayings are missing 

the flavours and richness of meanings that they used to have. 

 

Learning in the formal contexts, such as school and teachers’ 

college, had some similarities for me to the Kaugel learning 

contexts. The systems used were different but what they taught the 

learner was almost the same.  Both want the learner to learn the 

skills that would help him live a good life and be able to help 

others. 

 

But there were significant differences between the two systems. The 

school and college systems were not surrounded by the richness of 

the Kaugel system. In the college I  passively sat and learned what I 

was told.  The steps were laid out before me to learn to follow and 

there was no time for developing my own theory about the reading 

and writing processes or how I could teach children to become 

successful readers and writers.  I wasn’t confident enough during 

that two to three year time period to develop my own theory 

because I did not know enough and there wasn’t enough time to 

grapple with the issues. In the Kaugel system however, there was no 

time pressure.  I had already had 10 or 15 years in that context to 

build up my knowledge through personal observation and practice.  

I had lots of hands-on experiences in the community and was 

actively involved in the processes. My learning was incremental.  I 

learnt a bit and practiced. And then I observed and learnt the next 

bit and practiced.  In this way my confidence was built up and I 

gradually developed my own theories for doing things such as a 

good way to build a house, how to make a good garden, or how to 

make a good arrow. My learning was an ongoing process, with no 

time limits because, following on from my grandfather, there were 

others to show, to encourage and exhort me when and if needed.   
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So as a primary school teacher I did not develop a personal 

theory of literacy or how children learn. This was due to a 

number of factors. At college I did as I was told in order to pass 

on to others the skills of reading and writing. I was taught to use 

a curriculum that was not relevant to the learners and they found 

it difficult to make immediate connections between the content 

and their experiences. The reading and writing skills they were 

learning were not relevant to their daily life. There was a set 

timetable that I had to follow, and I had to teach what I was told 

to teach within that given time.  So my experience during my 

teaching years was that I could not find or try any other possible 

way of delivering the required ‘skills’ to the learners. I had to 

follow the steps that I was given. 

 

Now this correspondence subject asks me, what is my personal 

theory of literacy teaching and learning?  And I ask myself do I 

have one? Do I need one? And if I do, how do I develop it?   

 

I can see that I have begun to develop my own theories through 

reflection on  my own practice, through my studies and through 

the readings I have been doing.  One of the things that worried 

me as a classroom teacher was how could I help those students 

that were ‘failing’? When the learners were stopped from 

continuing at the end of their sixth year, I realized that there was 

a problem. So I decided to develop a vernacular literacy program 

to help school-aged children master their reading and writing 

skills in Kaugel.   

 

While I was working on my Instructional Design correspondence 

subject, I became aware for the first time that behind all that we 

do there is a theory. This means that behind the kind of training 

we deliver at the STEP program there is a theory and behind the 

teaching of reading and writing there is a theory. As I completed 

the readings and assignments for this subject, and applied them to 

the contexts I work in, I began to develop my own personal 

theory about emergent literacy. 
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Looking at how people become literate has led me to consider 

several issues – effective learning, the reading process and the 

writing process. But I cannot consider these issues without placing 

them in the social context in which they occur, because in Papua 

New Guinea cultures, everything that happens involves others in a 

social context.   
 

Kaugel systems of learning and development 
 

McNaughton’s Socialisation model of emergent literacy 

(McNaughton, 1995) and his discussion of it has given me a clearer 

understanding of how the Kaugel learning process involves the 

socialisation of the learner.  McNaughton says children learn in the 

family setting by being involved in ambient, joint and personal 

activities. Ambient activities are activities that surround the child. 

The child observes and later uses the knowledge built from those 

observations in a similar activity —on their own (personal) or with 

someone else (joint). occurred in the village context alone, but today 

there are other settings where a learner can participate in learning 

opportunities.  Traditionally Kaugel learning activities occurred  

Kaugel systems of learning and development 
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only in the village context, but today there are other settings 

where a Kaugel learner can participate in learning opportunities. 

The diagram on the previous page shows these settings. 

 

Traditionally Kaugel families arranged time and provided 

resources to socialise children into learning what they needed to 

know for village life. These included such things as:  

• making things for defence and survival—such as bows and 

arrows, and spears 

• knowing how to defend/attack when necessary 

• making new gardens, gardening, fence making, cash cropping 

• house building 

• making daily life artefacts such as string bags, food gathering 

bags 

• knowing about community living, relationships, moral 

conduct, peace making 

• becoming good story tellers, orators 

 

All of this occurred in the village setting which included the 

extended family, the haus man (mens' house), the village meeting 

place, and Penge tapu group (agemate or peer group).  Village 

life is full of social interactions and does not have the isolation 

and separation of western life.  

 

Today learning contexts are changing and increasing. But in 

general, literacy socialisation occurs in locations other than the 

village such as the school, church, in Sunday School, the store 

and the market. These sites are however providing bridges for 

literacy to cross into village and home life. 

 

The element of co-construction  or collaborative participation is 

very strong in the village context, although in some instances it 

occurs in more ‘controlled’ ways than in others (for example, 

when children are learning to use sharp implements and knives). 

In contrast, in the church and school setting, the control of the 

learning process is very much with the ‘expert’. 
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Kaugel tutorial systems 
Social features of  

the event 

Patterns involved in the  

learning event 

Who is controlling the 

learning 

Community 

storytelling, 

discussion, debates 

in the  

• meeting house 

• village meeting 

place  

• homes 

examples:  

• ‘moka’ trades 

• bride price 

payments 

• compensation 

payments 

• tribal fighting/

peacemaking 

+story shared about similar events 

from before, applications drawn 

• observation of discussions/debates 

in community and in the home re 

responsibilities and timing of 

event 

• accompany adult involved in 

negotiation visit or visits 

• from age 8-14 and up, ‘learners’ 

participate in helping provide the 

resources needed 

• personally involved in the 

exchange or event 

• involvement increases as become 

older 

collaborative 

participation 

but control is constantly 

shifting from Big Men, to 

clan spokesmen, to father-

son and up the chain again 

Family storytelling 

• around the fire 

• from sleeping 

platforms  

example: sharing 

legends & tales of 

moral value 

• the storyteller begins 

• children interrupt with questions 

throughout 

• discussion at the end in which 

children raise further questions 

collaborative 

participation 

stories are constructed 

jointly, through interaction 

and discussion, morals are 

left for the listener to 

extract 

Confidential talk 

• men’s house 

• ceremonial 

ground 

 

example: when 

dealing with things 

that require care so 

that issues don’t get 

out of hand or 

disputes erupt and 

become inflamed 

quickly such as cases 

of suspected sorcery, 

issues over land 

boundaries 

• discussion at the clan’s men’s 

house (male clan members only) 

re a situation of concern that has 

arisen  

• discussion moves to the singsing 

(ceremonial) ground, different 

clans congregate and discuss. It's a 

more public place but only 

spokesmen speak 

• men return to the men’s house to 

analyse the presentations, people’s 

responses and develop clan’s 

opinion/response. At this time 

additional spokesmen may be 

identified. 

• return to the ceremonial ground  

• general discussion in homes  

• Recycle through the above 

activities until resolution achieved 

Clan and community 

leaders control the event. 

Youth learn good oratory 

skills and importance of 

representing clan well in 

debate through 

observation and 

participation. Confidential 

talk is sometimes so vague 

the novice has difficulty 

picking up the intended 

meanings. When a person 

is older and is able to 

debate well  in the men’s 

house they will be drawn 

into the more public event, 

assisting the clan 

spokesmen in debate. 
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Social features of 

the event 

Patterns involved in the 

learning event 

Who is controlling the 

learning 

Expert – directed 

teaching 

Father, Mother or 

significant other 

decides it is time a 

person learned a skill 

or how to do a small 

project 

example: arrow-

making with father 

• there have already been many 

opportunities for observation of the 

skill being done (ambient 

activities) 

• demonstration with explanation 

(joint activity/activities) 

• usually deals with the whole, 

sometimes there is a bit of 

segmentation -drawing the 

learner’s attention to certain parts 

 

Expert  

Instructional  

intervention within 

a peer group or 

partner 

Learning a skill 

together but usually 

someone in the 

group is a semi-

expert   

example: arrow 

making with friends 

 

 

 

• event often follows ambient 

observations and expert directed 

demonstration 

• each member of the group is 

working at performing the skill; 

the semi-expert observes learner’s 

progress and sees a need to 

intervene, stops his work 

• encourages good progress, but... 

• directs attention to need for 

improvement, leads into 

segmentation, demonstration, 

description on learner’s artefact 

• then both continue working on 

their own artefact 

• tutorial system will cycle through 

this routine until task completed 

• learner assesses product in his own 

mind, compares to others. He may 

determine to do it better next time 

following what someone else did 

rather than his own steps – e.g. use 

longer wood like Johnny or a 

different type of wood. A personal 

decision he will keep to himself. 

 

collaborative 

participation 

the control shifts from 

time to time but is still 

largely with the  

semi-expert 
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Play within a peer 

group  

examples: story 

telling and oratory in 

the Men’s house 

 

 

 

 

 

• observe in the social setting the 

skill displayed 

• retreat to a private area with the 

peer group 

• act out the skill, improvising 

the social setting of the real 

activity 

• through trial and error, with 

peer assessment of abilities, 

and peer modeling of more 

correct behaviour skills will be 

developed 

collaborative 

participation 

Learners in total 

control 

Personal system 

examples:  

• Amu karo (small 

‘cars’ children 

make out of local 

materials to push 

around) 

• bilum making 

with grasses 

• follows ambient observations 

• observes instructional or 

tutorial system of another 

person on one or several 

occasions 

• goes away to find the resources 

needed and does it themselves 

Learner takes total 

control 

Apprenticeship 

typical in a longer 

project 

example: house 

building 

• follows many ambient 

observations 

• apprenticed to others working 

jointly on one aspect of the 

project for the other, displaying 

developing abilities 

• observation of other parts of 

the project not involved with 

• try it out for themselves on 

their own project, with 

feedback from others 

• independently able and 

eventually apprentice others 

collaborative 

participation  

Beginning as expert-

directed, with 

instructional routines 

but becoming more 

learner-directed with 

increasing maturity and 

ability 

Social features of 

the event 

Patterns involved in the 

learning event 

Who is controlling 

the learning 
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Within the Kaugel socialisation process, different tutorial 

patterns (McNaughton, 1995) are used. I have identified some of 

these patterns in the table on the previous pages. I have described 

the Kaugel tutorial systems in terms of what is happening 

socially when they take place, what patterns are involved in the 

learning event, and how much the learner is in control of their 

learning. 
 

Dimensions of my personal theory of literacy learning and 

teaching 
 

My theory of literacy learning and teaching, as it is developing, 

consists of various dimensions allowing me to look at it in 

different ways. It has been significantly shaped by my growing 

understanding of Kaugel learning processes, for my personal 

theories must fit the language and context of the learners I am 

involved with. Therefore a key dimension to my theory of 

literacy is its social nature. A person's learning is shaped by the 

people around him, where a learner is able to take in or give out 

in practice (Heath 1983, Langshear 1996, Luke et al. 1996:31-2). 

Learning is not influenced by one person or method, but it is 

everybody taking part and helping each other. In this 

socialization, the learner's confidence is built up. It is not that he 

learns a little bit here and then goes away, picks up a bit of a skill 

here and there, although sometimes that happens, but what he 

learns he practices along with others. In that way he contributes 

to help others become better and that helps him build his own 

confidence in the particular skill that he is learning. The 

interaction, the conversation, the practice, the observation is all 

happening simultaneously. There is no one teacher or instructor. 

An individual knows something and contributes that by sharing, 

practicing and demonstrating. 

 

Reading and writing are also social activities because the text 

itself is a communication between the reader and the writer. The 

learner shapes the interpretation of the text by their cultural 

understanding, knowledge of the language and the context. This 
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can be seen in Gee's example showing differences in 

interpretations of a passage between Anglo-Americans and 

African-Americans (Gee 1996:6-7). Meanings are mediated by 

what readers bring from their own world to the text. 

 

Another dimension of my personal  literacy theory is its 

constructive nature. Some authors refer to interactive theories of 

literacy, as distinct from top-down or bottom-up theories. I have 

chosen not to use the term “interactive” in this instance because 

to PNG ESL speakers it could be confused with the interaction 

talked about in the social dimension. In the process of reading 

(and writing)  texts, readers are actively constructing the 

meanings of the text using many different strategies such as— 
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recognising words, using picture clues, predicting what comes next 

from what has already been read, asking questions of the text in 

their minds, sounding out words, using knowledge of letters, re-

reading parts of sentences to check meanings and sounds, and so 

forth.  This is illustrated by the reading tree on the previous page. 

The reader uses whatever knowledge and strategies he finds 

helpful, in no predefined or hierarchical order, to build the 

meanings of the texts. The literacy tree diagram shows the three 

cueing systems that work together to help readers and writers 

produce "fruit" when they are involved in the literacy task. 

 

My literacy theory also sees the learning of literacy processes as 

the developing of inner control (Clay, 1991). Socialisation around 

reading and writing, and around texts, provides opportunities for 

learners to develop their personal control of the reading and 

writing processes.  I believe the learner controls his learning by 

choosing what he attends to and by his intentions as he participates 

in the activities in which he is involved. The teacher becomes a 

facilitator in the process by interacting, modeling, demonstrating 

with segmentation, guiding, providing the resources, time and 

space needed (McNaughton 1995, Holdaway 1979). However, 

there still needs to be a focus on learning ‘bottom up’ strategies 

such as knowledge of the sounds and the letters, grammatical 

features, text types and such things. (McCracken and McCracken 

1990, Waters 1998).  At such times the teacher takes more control 

of the learning situation but only for a short time and using a more 

collaborative approach.  

 

Underlying the above mentioned dimensions is the reality 

dimension.  That is, learners should always be involved in doing 

real work for real purposes and not abstract exercises (Goodman 

1986:8).  For example, the learner needs opportunities to 

experience real reading with the teacher/expert in control 

(modeling reading/shared reading), as well as opportunities to be 

in control of their own reading  (personal reading or reading 

activities in peer groups). 
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Therefore, when the children come to the classroom, they bring 

with them their social group and their traditional ways of learning 

and knowing. These resources must be used and built on by the 

teacher (McNaughton 1995:118). This can be done by  providing 

the needed resources and allowing the students time to socialise 

around the texts. The teacher must also demonstrate to children 

how to interact with texts, how to decode and use texts, and 

encourage students to learn through observation, practise, and 

helping each other. 
 

Constraints and problems of putting my personal theories 

into practice 
 

In PNG schools, key stakeholders, such as principals, senior 

teachers, and inspectors, who have been in the system for a long 

time, do not wish to see their set curriculum replaced by 

something that has not been practised over a number of years.  

Teachers are expected to follow the set curricula and the methods 

they have traditionally been taught. However, if I was still 

teaching, I think I would continue to teach according to my 

developing beliefs and theories, so that when the inspectors 

observed the outcomes, they would possibly change their 

thinking.  However, as far as I am aware, nobody in PNG has 

ever developed their own personal theory of teaching reading and 

writing and there is a general reluctance to try anything new. 

Teachers are comfortable teaching by the system and staying 

within its guidelines. In addition, the system doesn’t promote an 

atmosphere of innovation, and changes only come from the top 

down. There is the possibility however, with the changes 

introduced through the education reform, that new initiatives 

could possibly be negotiated at any class level, which could give 

permission to trial new ideas for a year.  In order for this to 

happen a teacher would need to provide a convincing argument 

first and prove that the new theory works.  

 

In my involvement in the STEP training program, I am also 

dealing with a system that has been developed by others and, to 



45 

some extent, imposed on staff and students.  Students and staff 

have not been encouraged to develop their own theories but to 

follow what has been set down. While I agree with much of what 

has been developed, because of my current understandings of 

literacy teaching and learning, there are some changes I would 

like to see made in some areas. This would, however, challenge 

the current system and some people may become defensive and 

not want to have input for changes. Any new suggestion for 

change would need time in order to be put into practice and 

people would need to see that it works and is better than the 

current practice. 

 

The two examples above deal with systems that have been 

developed and implemented externally. When learning occurs in 

social settings, however, the focus is on interacting with the 

learner’s problems and developing with them their learning to the 

next level. That is, working in the zone of proximal development 

(Vygotsky 1978, McNaugton 1995:64-5). In this situation, the 

teacher’s preoccupation is not in following a system that has been 

developed and imposed upon them by others, but on ‘learner-

watching’ or ‘kid-watching’ (Anstey and Bull 1996: 138) and 

helping them with the next step in their learning. Therefore, since 

I am working in an imposed system, I need to remind myself to 

focus on ‘learner-watching’ to keep my practice matching my 

theories. 

 

Applying my personal literacy theories to the village situation is 

also a challenge. A village home does not have the things a 

western home has that help children develop control of the 

reading and writing processes. In the classroom they are shown a 

book and how to read it, or given paper and taught to write, but 

there is nothing in the home to help reinforce that classroom 

experience. This is not due to the parents’ ignorance but because 

of the way the culture operates. Culturally we haven’t possessed 

those ‘tools’ from the world of print. Learning things in the print 

world is done in school, where the print and needed resources are 
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found. The parents do all they can to make it possible for their 

children to attend school. They prepare them, encourage them to 

not miss a day, exhort them to behave well and learn as much as 

they can from the teachers. And the parents think ‘I have done 

my job’ believing it is now between the teacher and the child, but 

they keep persistently exhorting their children to do their part. 

The parents attend school meetings and work parades, doing all 

they can to provide the way for success and to show their 

children that they are interested in their progress. However, when 

parents have finances available, they prefer to spend them on 

school fees and school clothing rather than on things that will 

enhance what has been learned in school in the home setting. 

Parents say, ‘School is where learning happens because that is 

where the teacher and the books are.’ If the parents understood 

the importance of children spending time at home on their school 

work, then they would spend some of their extra money on books 

for the children rather than on extra clothing.  

 

Another limiting factor is that some parents feel that certain 

family groups succeed educationally more than others and they 

say it is ‘in the blood’, meaning that success in education is 

inherited and there’s nothing a parent can do about it. 

 

I believe that through awareness building and encouragement, 

more parents would recognise that they can contribute towards 

the education of their children in the home, before their children 

attend school and even during their school years. There is some 

evidence of people becoming more aware. Some of the semi-

literate families in my area have talked about their own missed 

learning opportunities when they were at school and their desire 

to help their children do better than they did. But the question 

they ask is, ‘What can I do? I can’t read.’ And if they were able 

to buy books, there are very few books available.  

 

Teachers need to make it known to parents that there are two 

parts to play in literacy learning–the teachers have their part in 

the school setting and parents have a role to play in the home. 
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Both need to work together. One way of encouraging this could 

be by providing a set of relevant storybooks to a class for 

children to borrow, one at a time on a weekly basis, taking them 

home to share with their families. 

 

School teachers are continually faced with a lack of necessary 

materials. They do not have enough reading books per class, and 

they also lack pencils, chalk, paper and exercise books. Even 

when money for the purchase of materials is raised by a school 

board, it’s not sufficient to provide enough materials for all 

classes in one year, despite the kina for kina matching subsidy 

from the government. So how can this problem be addressed? 

The school library needs to be revived and given more emphasis 

more funding. Many schools don’t have a library. Where there 

are libraries, they are very poorly stocked. One way of providing 

more reading materials is for teachers to initiate writer’s 

programs to develop books (among teachers, students and 

communities) and then use these books in their classrooms. 

 

For children in PNG to be socialised into reading and writing, for 

them to develop the inner control of the reading and writing 

processes and become fully literate, more print materials are 

needed in both the schools and the homes so that children can 

access these materials and interact with them. 
 

Participation in the 21st Century 
 

So far my focus has been on rural and semi-urban situations in 

PNG. However, even amongst the highly educated families who 

live in the towns and cities, there is a general lack of books and 

their own education has not changed their home situations. They 

do not make use of their education to provide opportunities for 

their children’s education to begin at home before they enter the 

classroom. They prefer instead to use their money to send their 

children overseas for education. They don’t trust their own 

education system adequately enough to provide what is needed to 

upgrade it. The outcome of students going overseas to study is 
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that they become ensnared by western culture and its ways. 

When they return to PNG, their home situation hasn’t changed. 

There are large, nice homes but there are no books and print 

material – just that black box that people watch intently. Those 

same students find it very difficult to get jobs. Part of the reason 

being that employers feel they no longer fit into the culture and 

its ways of operating. They don’t fit in the western culture either. 

 

Education must begin at home in the socio-cultural setting of the 

child. Although homes don't have the literacy resources a 

classroom has, it is a place of learning. There is lots of verbal 

interaction, observation and teaching in the home and these 

things encourage learning. Parents have been and are responsible 

to provide this kind of learning at home before the learner is 

eligible to go to the haus man (men’s house), or to the meeting 

place, and before they are expected to watch and practise while 

an expert demonstrates certain skills. So, in the 21st century PNG 

educators need to link learning at school with learning at home 

and help parents develop an atmosphere at home where the child 

is beginning their education about books and print. Then, when 

they enter school, their learning is a continuing process - a 

normal progression - rather than the separated system that exists 

today. Educators also need to change their teaching methods at 

school to match the local ways of learning and interacting with 

new skills and with print (McNaugthon 1995, Heath 1983).  

 

Once literacy practices begin at home, and ways of learning in 

the school become more like village ways of learning, the 

learning systems will work together, students will gain 

confidence and feel more comfortable in their formal learning, 

and they will be more successful. Those who graduate from 

school will fit better in the community, the urban centres, or in 

whatever socio-cultural setting they find themselves, instead of 

being drop-outs and misfits in PNG in the 21st century. 
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