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Literacy in VITAL
Tuula Kaija1

VITAL (Vernacular Initiative for Translation And Literacy) is 
a multi-language project based in Alotau, Milne Bay Province, 
which started in 2005. VITAL holds modules three times a 
year - February, June and October - at St. Paul’s Pastoral Centre 
about 17 kilometers from Alotau. With a declining number 
of translation teams coming to PNG, the goal of the project 
is to help language groups from the Province to translate Old 
Testament portions and a complete New Testament in a workshop 
setting that makes the most of our limited resources. We provide 
mentors, consultants, translation and literacy expertise and 
equipment, while the participants provide expertise in their 
languages so that “together we can” accomplish this goal.

The literacy component has been part of the project since the 
beginning. The first modules were dedicated to alphabet design, 
starting a dictionary and doing the very first stories and Big 
Books in the vernacular for the seven language groups that were 
involved. Over the last four years, the project has grown to 
include twelve language groups, four of which have completed 
a New Testament translation and are now working on the Old 
Testament.

At first only those groups that had not had a traditional SIL 
translation project in their area participated in literacy, but by 
October 2009 even those groups that had done a traditional 
programme started to bring a literacy worker to modules. Though 
they have had a solid literacy programme in place for some time, 
it is a great benefit for them to develop new materials for their 
programmes.
1Tuula, originally a teacher in Finland, came for 1.5 years initially and then returned 
long term to work with Karla Sligh in Milne Bay. She trains people in literacy at the 
VITAL course and facilitates literacy in the Maiadomu language. Karla has  been 
working with Miiadomu language since 
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At the moment, one module a year focuses on New Testament 
translation and two modules on Old Testament translation. During 
the VITAL courses, all of the participants - both translators 
and literacy workers - take part in sessions where grammar and 
translation principles are taught in order to help them understand 
how their language works and to help them become better authors 
and translators.  

Most of the literacy people in VITAL are not teachers themselves, 
but they have an interest in promoting literacy in their area and in 
helping the schools by developing materials in the vernacular. 

What has been done in literacy so far?
The very first VITAL module focused on alphabet design and 
story-writing, while the second focused on teaching basic typing 
skills and starting a dictionary for each language. After that, 
literacy materials were developed “on the side” - stories and 
reading books were done only as the mentors had time during the 
first modules. 

In 2006, the VITAL Coordinator, Karla Sligh, decided that 
literacy needed to be more than a letter in the VITAL acronym, 
so she recruited a literacy technician and consultant to assist 
VITAL in formalising the literacy component of the project and 
encouraged each language team involved in VITAL to select a 
literacy worker. Since then, there has been a literacy workshop 
running concurrently with each translation module. 

Our emphasis has been to support the established schools with 
materials in the vernacular and to support the two communities 
that needed to start schools in their areas - Anuki and Maiadomu. 
To date we have produced enough Big Books to nearly cover 
the first school year. We have also done a few other helps for 
the schools like puzzles, different types of language games and 
alphabet and syllable charts.
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At the request of our language teams, we have also been working 
on books to address major public health concerns like HIV-AIDS 
and marijuana/drug abuse. We have had very good feedback on 
these books and hope to tackle a book on alcohol abuse next. 
Information on different health issues is definitely needed in these 
areas, and we hope that the materials developed in our workshops 
will help to address the “quality of village life” issues and 
increase awareness about these social problems. 

We have also developed some materials for Sunday Schools 
and church groups like a Bible study on the Gospel of Mark 
targeting youth and adults. Mark is the first Gospel published in 
these languages and was dedicated in the Maiadomu, Taupota 
and Kakabai language areas in 2009. These groups are so eager 
for Scriptures in the vernacular that the first printing sold out on 
dedication day in two areas and 93% of the copies sold in the 
third area. Dedications for Anuki, Ghayavi, Topura and Wedau 
are scheduled for 2010.

Those involved in the literacy workshops have not been 
involved in the translation process so they are good candidates 
for answering questions in advisor checks to test the quality, 
accuracy and naturalness of the translation, They can also 
help in producing vernacular-to-English translations, called 
backtranslations. When the literacy personnel are working with 
mentors to produce a backtranslation, the translators become 
literacy workers for a time. Just as the literacy worker assists in 
advisor checks of translated Scriptures, the translators check the 
work that the literacy person has been doing during a module. 
We have found that the best scenario is for the whole team to 
be involved in checking literacy materials, since it is a good 
opportunity for the teams to discuss possible orthography or 
spelling problems, as well as language issues, such as old words 
that need to be replaced with more modern equivalents. 
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The literacy workshop has been developing as the work has 
progressed, and we have discovered what works for us and what 
does not work. One thing that we have learned is that it is good 
to make a front translation for more difficult books. A front 
translation is an easy English translation which already addresses 
some language issues like the order of reason and result clauses in 
Milne Bay languages. 

Obstacles Along the Way
One of the biggest challenges in VITAL literacy is keeping track 
of each group and their progress, since each of them is working 
on different materials at a different pace - unlike in translation 
where groups translate the same Scriptures at the same pace. 
Also, groups sometimes miss a module and then need to try to 
catch up during the next course plus do the work planned for that 
course.

Delivery of the materials has also been a challenge at times for 
the participants. In one area, for example, the distance between 
the schools is too great for the literacy person alone to deliver 
the materials. Other members of the team help with distribution, 
delivering materials along the way as they travel back to their 
villages. It is also imperative that we have good communication 
with the teachers and church leaders through letters, visits and, 
of course, through our participants, to ensure that we are meeting 
felt needs and producing literacy materials that they are motivated 
to use. 

Project VITAL is still a young project. We plan to finish and 
publish a “mini-Bible” - Old Testament portions along with 
Mark and Acts - in the next five years, but the entire translation 
might not be finished until 2020 or later. We hope that the literacy 
component of VITAL will contine going strongly for the life of 
the project, meeting the needs of these language communities. 
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Delights in VITAL Literacy
While it is a great challenge trying to help so many different 
groups with different backgrounds at the same time, it is very 
rewarding. I work with groups that cover the whole spectrum - 
from those that have had schools where the children have been 
learning to read and write for years to those like Maiadomu and 
Anuki where schools have only just started. 

One rather interesting dynamic is that having so many languages 
in our workshops makes for an authentic learning environment. 
For example, when we are testing the language games, it is 
difficult for the participants because they do not know the 
languages of other participants, just as it is difficult for students in 
the schools who are learning to read in the vernacular for the first 
time. 

Watching the literacy workers learn to teach a basic lesson on 
reading and writing and then seeing them take that lesson to 
the next level has been a highlight of the modules for me. It has 
also been exciting to see their confidence grow and to see them 
grow in the Lord as we have worked together. In one module we 
read a children’s book or a part of one, every morning to learn to 
enjoy literature and to get ideas for the kind of books that they 
might like to produce. Afterwards we discussed what they liked 
or did not like about the book, and in the end we voted for our 
favourites. I was 
touched by what 
they shared about 
why they liked a 
certain book the best. 
Though you might 
think that it would be 
difficult for a Papua 
New Guinean to 
enjoy books with a 
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Western mindset, that is not true. They enjoyed a variety of books 
and shared very deep insights they gained from them. They also 
found humour where I could not see it! 

I learn from our participants all the time, too. For example, I have 
really appreciated their fearless attitude towards computers even 
though they have not had access to them before. 

Visits to these language areas have been a joy. Having face-to-
face contact with the people for whom you have been working is 
always a highlight, and they go out of their way to make us feel 
welcome in each village. 
Their appreciation 
for our work provides 
encouragement to all 
of us to continue in the 
task, and feedback from 
community leaders helps 
us develop our course.

Developing new 
materials for each course 
is one of my favourite 
activities and also one of my greatest challenges. Finding 
relevant materials, writing the text in the appropriate register 
for the intended audience and finding appropriate illustrations is 
difficult. We are trying to create books to cover topics that the 
groups have requested like alcohol and drug abuse and to develop 
books on topics that we see as highly important like protecting 
coral reefs. Also, the participants have created new Big Books 
using traditional stories or writing about traditional skills like 
how to make a kundu drum. Sometimes the books we make are a 
success; sometimes they could use improvement. 

It has been special to see how God has put together the literacy 
component of VITAL with the help of our co-workers, colleagues, 
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friends and even a few random recycled materials like plastic 
straps from shipping containers that have been made into pieces 
for language games like Scrabble. Working together and sharing 
ideas are key issues. As a teacher in Finland I noticed that most 
teachers were willing to share their ideas. What works in one area 
in PNG might not work in another area, but good ideas need to be 
shared. Thank you so much to all of those who have contributed 
ideas and materials for the work in VITAL for the people of 
Milne Bay and Oro Provinces! You know who you are–you are a 
blessing!


