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WHEN THE MOTIVATION AND TIMING ARE
RIGHT

by Hanna Marie Hoel

The Mende NT was dedicated in September 2005.  After the dedication
the interest for reading the Scriptures in the Mende language increased.
Some adult illiterate women came to me and asked, “Who is going to teach
us to read so we can read the Mende New Testament?”  They had had the
opportunity several years earlier when I tried to get some adult literacy
classes going. However, then they did not feel the need, and they did not
come.  So what to do now?  I really felt sorry to leave these illiterate adults
in their illiterate state.

My co-workers and I had just a few weeks left in the village before we
were going to Ukarumpa. I had no written materials for teaching adults
there at that time. But I thought it would be good to find out if there was a
real interest, so I announced that those who were interested in learning to
read, could come to Mambu village where we were living.  Over 100 people
from different villages turned up! That was more than I could handle alone,
so I called for some fluent readers to come and assist me. These assistants
had attended reading fluency classes before, so I knew they were good
readers.

Fortunately I had enough slates (lapboards), blackboards and chalk. I
had some experience in which order to teach the letters in the Mende
language, so I tought the participants the first seven letters during the two
weeks. The assistants had one group each to help practise writing, do
listening exercises and other things with in class. Then I left.

Book made
When I was away I made a book to be used in the class when I got back

to the village.  The book was very simple, based on breaking down a word
to the letter I wanted to teach, and later joining syllables to words.  Even if
a poor reader would want to sit beside an illiterate in order teach him to
read, using this book, he possibly would be able to do it.  That was what I
had in my mind when I made the book.  I do not insist that this way is the
only or the best way of teaching reading, but this grew out of an ‘emergency
case’, and it worked.  The high motivation of the students played an
important role too.
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The first thing I did when I got back to the village was to have a one
week course for the assistants, so they learned how to use the book for
teaching. Then we had two weeks with the students. During that time the
assistants were given the responsibility for teaching parts of the lessons. In
that way they got some experience. These two weeks were not enough for
going through the whole alphabet and teach the students to read at the
same time. But I had other commitments also during that village stay and I
was not able to give the adult class more time.

Assistants working while I was away
We left again. In fact, it was the last time in the village for my two co-

workers.  The assistants promised they would teach a group each in their
own villages.  Some blackboards and slates were provided. I decided I
wanted to come back 2-3 months later to see how they were doing. I did not
like to leave this job half done.

You can imagine I was anxious to see how the teaching was going
when I came back to the village alone.  I hoped the teachers had been able to
use the books and the instructions, and that most of the students had at
least learned all the letters.

Blackboard eaten!
The first message that met me when I arrived, was rather discouraging:

the teachers in Sulupnuku had not been teaching at all and the blackboard
was eaten by white ants!  Then two female teachers who had been teaching
one class together in another village, came, and they were excited and told
that all their students had learned to read! “I will find out!” I thought
doubtfully.  I got various reports from the villages, some had learned to
read and some not, some of the students had not come regularly to class,
and some of the teachers had not come regularly either, so then we know
the results! But all in all, the reports were good. Everywhere some had
learned to read.

Testing of the students
The best way to find out about the results was to test all the students, so

I did. From the village where the blackboard had been eaten up, two young
men came, and I tested them.  They had learned to read! So

I asked them who had taught them to read. They said I had.  But I had
not taught them all the letters. They said they had learned the rest by looking
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in the book I had given them!  What an encouragement!  It is the first time in
PNG I have experienced that anyone has been so curious to find out how
reading works.

The two female teachers I mentioned had done a marvellous job.  I tested
all the students on the alphabet and some words they had seen before. If
they managed to read that, I asked them to read a text which they had not
seen before. It was true, most of them had learned to read. Especially two
young men who hardly knew what a letter was when they started were
able to read now.  One of them had even read in church. They said they
were so thankful to the Lord that He had sent me to them. But I knew it was
not only because of me they had learned to read.  The two women who had
been responsible for that particular class, had been eager to teach and they
had done a very good job, and the two students’ were highly motivated to
be able to read God’s Word by themselves. The ladies had held classes
twice a week . One other positive thing was that they had appointed two
assistants to join them in class to be trained to become teachers. They had
understood that if this was going to continue, they had to do something
themselves.

Another encouragement was a mother of 9 children whose husband
took a second wife a few years back.  The second wife was young, smart
and literate.  You can imagine how the first wife felt about herself!  She
learned to read in the adult class in her village, and she took the courage
and stood up in a ‘meri bung’ (women’s meeting) and read a Bible verse.
What do you think it did to her self-image to be able to read?

Becoming literate does something to the persons involved. Let us not
stop doing literacy!
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