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Reading Through Writing:
Report of a Case Study

April 1999-December 2001

by Christiane Weber

The situation
After establishing Prep-Schools in the Bim-Weng (this is what the Bimin

people call their vernacular) speaking Bimin language group, the need for starting
some kind of adult literacy classes became more and more evident. It is not just
that we, as outsiders, think it would be a good thing for the adults to be able to
read but the Bimin people themselves also see the need.The request for adult
literacy classes was brought to us by friends, pastors, deacons, women’s group
leaders, parents and others.

I was home schooling three Primary school children at the time as well as
trying to keep a toddler busy, and my husband, Thomas, was translating full time
with a very eager team of Bimin translators. There just was no time left to do
anything with adult literacy. We were nearing the end of our second 5-year term
in PNG and ready to go on furlough. About six weeks before leaving for
Switzerland and Germany, we decided to focus on literacy. This meant mainly
doing inservices with the BVPS (Bimin Vernacular Prep School) teachers, which
included training four young men from the southern dialect to be teachers, getting
their materials ready and training two of the more experienced ones for the role
of supervisor, etc. During this time, Thomas would take over the home schooling
part of our work to free me for the literacy aspect.

The first Sunday in church we circulated a letter written to a former MAF
pilot in the region, for the Bimin people to write notes and sign the letter. The
group of women I sat with consisted mainly of pastor’s and deacons’ wives.
When the letter reached us, I encouraged them to sign as well, knowing Johan
would appreciate this “we have not forgotten you” message from the Bimin people.
The ladies’ response was, “But Christiane, we can’t write!”

Thomas and Christiane Weber are translators with the Bimin People in
Sandaun Province of Papua New Guinea. They began their translation
and literacy work in 1990.
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I could not believe it. These women sat there in church every Sunday, with
their Tok Pisin bibles, opening up the passage for the sermon, following it during
the preaching. I knew they could not read very well, but enough to follow. But
for me, reading and writing go together. We always talk about  “Reading and
Writing” as a connected idea.

Right there, in the middle of church, I knew that I couldn’t start a big literacy
campaign in just 5 weeks, and then leave for a year! But I could at least teach
them to write their names.

So I started asking around right away and found there was a lot of interest
and enthusiasm. Within a few days, we started.

Every morning, about 30 women met for 2-2 ½ hours in the church building.
They came from seven different hamlets in the main valley of the Bimin language
group. Their ages ranged from 15 to 60. Some had never been to any school, not
even any Kisim Save course* or similar things that had been tried and abandoned
in the past. Some had finished some schooling, up to Grade 6. Some had married
into the language group from non-related languages and learned Bim Weng.

We met almost every morning for five weeks and it was great to see the
eagerness of these women, who, after school, had to catch up with their gardens
and other work. There were very few who could not write their name at the close
of this course, and many had even learnt a lot more than just writing their names!

The idea
As I mentioned before, we normally talk about “reading and writing” – in

this order. And for many, reading seems to be the more important skill. But I
think we have to re-think our approach.

While testing Bimin prep-school children after Term 1 and Term 3 for their
one-year course, we found that the children are excellent at memorising. This
gives instant results and the children have the impression that they can read.  It
might be encouraging to them at first, but our testing revealed that they had not
learned the skill of reading. They were completely helpless when presented with
an unknown text of their level.

We had the children “read” a part of one of the 16 Big Book stories they read
during first term. If we started with the first page, the child would read through
the whole book. But if we started somewhere in the middle, the child would be
lost and just tell stories about the picture. The same often happened in the testing
after Term 3. Some children still had not figured out what reading was by the
time the year was over – but they knew all the stories by heart.
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The question arose: Do we send these kids on to Grade 1, Community School?
Together with the BVPS teachers we decided, no, they have not mastered the
skill of reading yet, they should do another year of prep-school.

In the following years we changed some aspects in the teacher training and
tried to put more emphasis on writing. But it is hard to change a way of teaching,
even if it has only been used for one or two years.

The same is true for our children. Being a mother of ESL (English as a Second
Language) children, we decided to teach them to write and read their own mother
tongue (German), before they entered the English school system in Ukarumpa.
This was our own decision, the school did not require this at the time, so we had
to find our own materials. We looked at different approaches and decided on an
unconventional one called “Lesen durch Schreiben”  LdS (Reading through
Writing). It was developed in Switzerland and is based on scientific research
about development and skill acquisition in children.

This course simply teaches the children to write. They can write everything
with the help of a Phonics Table, sounding out words, learning the letters as they
go, and eventually starting to read, when they are ready. There is no emphasis
whatsoever on reading, no pushing, no practising, nothing. The teacher, of course,
reads to the children, but they don’t follow along, don’t repeat after him, or
anything. This of course only works in languages where phonics is fairly
straightforward, like Spanish, Finnish and German. Sad to say, but not for
English… Eventually there are some rules for orthography the children have to
learn, but that comes later.

Needless to say, this works great for many languages in Papua New Guinea,
because they are orthographically and phonologically uncomplicated (with some
exceptions of languages like Kuni in Western Province, sorry!)

We used this method with our three older children when we taught them to
write their mother tongue and will use it again next year with David, our youngest.
Since I wanted to teach these  Bimin ladies to write their name, I decided to apply
the principles I had learned from LdS.

The course
The goal of this course was to teach the ladies to write their names. We talked

about reasons why this would be a good thing for them to know. Sometimes they
have to sign papers or they would like to send a greeting to a relative working in
Tabubil. Since I was soon leaving for a year away from PNG, I told them I would
really like to get a letter from them sometime, with just their name to let me
know they hadn’t forgotten me!
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We started out with singing songs from the Bimin Song Book. Of course they
didn’t really need the songbook, because they all knew the songs, but I distributed
them anyway and some of the ladies who could read followed along.

I then read a story from Genesis, which is published in Bim Weng. I picked
stories like Adam and Eve, Noah, Abraham etc.

We then proceeded with writing all the names of the ladies present onto the
blackboard. Some of them I had never heard before, because Bimin women are
known by reference to their oldest child. We looked at all the names and tried to
identify the ones starting with the same letter. We talked about the reason for
doing the course again and I explained how we would proceed in the days and
weeks to come. I tried to find out what educational background the ladies had
and what their motivation for doing the course was. I was specifically interested
in knowing why young women who had had a Grade 6 education wanted to
attend. Well, for them it was very clear,  “We want to be able to write our own
language!”

My homework after the first day was to put the names into the order in which
I wanted to introduce the sounds and letters. I decided to proceed in the same
way we had done for the BVPS alphabet book and primer: by frequency. The
names starting with the most frequent letters in Bim Weng were going to be
introduced first, the others would follow according to the need for certain sounds
and letters used in building short words.

Every day had roughly the same program. We started with singing and a
story read to them from Genesis. This was followed by a roll call, which helped
me to get used to their unfamiliar names and made them aware of the goal: write
your own name!

Almost every day we had pre-reading activities. All the letters of the Bim
Weng alphabet were written on cards- one set of big cards (A4) and several sets
of smaller cards (A5), both capitals and small letters. The small cards were
distributed so that every lady had at least 2 cards. Meanwhile I laid out the big
cards on the floor of the church (12 meters by 25 meters, no benches – ideal!).
The ladies then had to match the letters and lay the smaller cards onto the
corresponding big ones. The first time we played this there was a lot of confusion,
but eventually almost everybody was able to match the cards without mixing up
‘n‘ and ‘u‘ and similar letters.

I put the names with the letter for the day on the blackboard and we looked
for the letter on the  Bim Weng alphabet chart. At this stage it was very important
not to give names to the letters, but to sound them out. Before writing anything,
we all rose, stretched and “wrote” the letter into the air, as big as possible. It was
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important to emphasize that a “fian A” (capital a) can be written big and small,
and that the same goes for a “fong a” (small a).

We then used slates and chalk to practise writing. I wrote in large letters on
the blackboard and the ladies practised on the slates. I encouraged them to help
each other. I walked around, looking at their work while they were doing it,
giving advice and praising. As the course progressed it became clear which ladies
had no trouble following and who needed more practice. I tried to use some of
the more skilled women to sit down beside a weaker student and help – but it was
hard to explain that “helping” doesn’t mean wiping out the chalk marks of the
other one and doing it herself so it looks nice! I tried to stress that every lady
should be able to write her own name…

Every morning also brought revision of what was learned the day before –
finding the letter on the chart, finding the names that started with it, sounding it
out, eventually finding it within the names, not just initially.

We tried to compare the shape of the letter representing the sound to something
familiar, like a mountain peak, an egg, walking up and down (very relevant in
the Bimin mountains!), etc. This seemed to help them to picture the form of the
letters.

Eventually I encouraged them to find other words that started with the same
sound that we worked on, or that had this sound in the first syllable (easy to
find). We wrote them down and practised. When we had introduced enough
sounds and letters to be able to make short words and eventually short sentences
out of those words, I wrote them on loose exercise book pages and the ladies
took them home to practise. I collected the homework every morning and corrected
it, in order to return it to them the next morning.

Towards the end of the course, some ladies started writing short stories using
the words we had practised. I also gave each of them small booklets (Shell books)
with a variety of stories i.e. Bible stories, children‘s stories, health booklets. I
asked the ladies to find a certain letter on a certain page and walked around
checking them.

They took the booklets home to practise writing – some copied just one
sentence, others a whole page, and a few the whole booklet. The next day they
swapped books and practised again. Each of them was able to buy copies of the
booklets for just a few toea at the end of the course. The Bible stories went first,
then the health booklets and last the “cultural” stories.

Any homework was handed in the next morning and I corrected it by the next
day. It was great to see the progress each of the ladies made from one day to the
next.
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Reading through writing?
At the end of these five weeks we had a meal together. We took group pictures

and congratulated each other on the completion of the course. Everybody had at
least one Shell book to take home, as well as paper, a pencil, an eraser and a
sharpener. Almost everybody had learned to write her name, except for the most
faithful attendants, five to eight elderly ladies, who had eagerly practised, never
missed a day and handed in every assignment-some in the nicest handwriting,
written by their grandchildren! But when I asked one of them if she had bought
the Shell book for her grand daughter, she answered,  “No, it is for me!”

The younger ladies who had been through some form of literacy lessons before
(either community school or Kisim Save course*) did of course read the Shell
books as well as copy them for writing practice. But never during the course did
I encourage any kind of reading. I really wanted to see if “reading through writing”
was going to work.

Fomdo, about 38 years of age, mother of seven children, a good friend and
our neighbour in the village, had never been to any kind of school. She had never
sat in church with an open Bible in her lap. While attending this course, she tried
hard to get her hands, which are used to hard work in the garden holding a bush
knife or a spade, to hold a piece of chalk and later a pencil. She practised the
letters, often pausing to give her hands a rest. “My hands are heavy,” she would
say. Towards the end of the five weeks, Fomdo wrote little stories about her
every-day life. And one day she picked up a Shell book she had not seen before
and started sounding out the words by joining the sounds to form words. She
read one sentence, then a page, and eventually the whole book. She had never
heard the story before and nobody had read it to her. She read it with understanding
and enjoyed the story – and her success.

It works!

What now?
When we came back a year later,  it became apparent that the ladies wanted

to go on with “their school”. Because of the home schooling need of our children,
I obviously couldn’t do it in the same format as I had before. So we started to
meet one day a week – my day off from home schooling, when my husband
takes over.

We met for about  three hours in the morning. I invited ladies who had been
to the course before, and who appeared eager to continue. Though it would have
been nice to have had the same size group again, we had to downsize because we
no longer met in the church but in our translation office which is smaller. We
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ended up having just about 10-12, who met regularly. Again, the literacy exposure
level was very different from one lady to the next.

We started out with a similar program, but of course this time we could write
more than just the name. So each of the ladies was invited to share an everyday
experience and one of the more confident writers wrote it on a slate so that each
of them could copy it onto notebook paper. For homework they were asked to do
the same every day, if they wanted, or just once a week.

They brought back their stories the next time we met and we took turns, each
reading what had happened to her. Once again, Fomdo was there – and it appeared
that she had not forgotten how to read and write! I suspect she sometimes looked
over her children’s shoulders when they practised writing on a piece of cardboard,
a piece of wood, or in the sand.

At first, we only wrote one or two short stories every time we met. Eventually
the ladies became more fluent writers and could manage more than that. We then
moved on to copying stories out of Shell books again, only this time almost
every one of them copied the whole story.

We also used the skills they had acquired to write  letters to wantoks (relatives)
in Tabubil, just to tell them what was going on in the village.

The next step
As we continued it became apparent that we needed more materials. We had

the laminated illustrations that go with the “Building on Firm Foundations” series
by NTM (New Tribes Missions) in A4 size. By now, Irene Stillings, an SIL
literacy worker, had joined our team in Bimin.

Since the books of Ruth and Genesis had been published in Bim Weng, we
picked out four pictures from the creation story and four from Ruth. We printed
out short manageable portions of text which go with each of the pictures. Normally
they were about three to four verses. For each picture we had an A4 page with
the text and reference on the top. We used fonts large enough to be easily read.
The rest of the page was lined for the ladies to write on. We also had extra lined
pages in case the ladies needed more space for writing.

Another paper with the reference to the whole story or part of the story, that
was to be read every time the ladies met, was also prepared.

Since our time in the village was almost over, we were only able to introduce
the ladies to this kind of study/exercise. We did two weeks worth with them. The
long text of the story was read aloud, if possible, several times by the more
confident readers, but everybody followed. Then the ladies could take the picture,
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talk about it and discuss what they had read. The next step then was to take the
prepared pages, read the verses and copy them on the paper.

We were so hoping that this class would not dissolve, but continue while we
were gone. On our weekly radio conversation with the village Fomdo’s husband
proudly reported, “The ladies are meeting every Tuesday.”

When we returned, they had only missed one or two weeks because of sickness
or special events in the community. All the pages they had completed were waiting
for us in the office, ready for evaluation. The ladies who were unable to attend
some sessions had somebody else bring their papers so they would not miss any
of the studies.

Continuation
In August 2001 a special Scripture in Use course was offered at Ukarumpa.

Stefanie Talan, one of the BVPS teachers, as well as Irene and I, were able to
attend it. Out of this course the idea was born to do more studies on texts that
have been translated into Bim Weng already. Stefanie helped us to translate
questions for the whole book of Ruth. Again, we had to make sure the portions
were manageable for weaker readers, too. Following this, Irene and Stefanie also
worked on study questions for the booklet “Jesus Miracles” with stories out of
Luke.

When we returned to Bimin, we were able to continue the ladies group. This
time, we read half or whole chapters from Ruth and worked on questions about
the text. The answers mainly came straight from the text, with a few deductive
answers as the study progressed. As time went on, we chose a different lady each
week who would read the text aloud the next week. This gave the ladies time to
practise. Also, weaker readers got more practice as well and became more
confident in reading.

The ladies group is now meeting every week, no matter if we are there or not.
They have moved on to the next booklet – and we are running out of material!

We have tried to encourage them to start groups in other villages, but they
still lack confidence. Nevertheless, we will have to “shove them out of the nest”
this year, 2002, because we are confident they can manage without us even when
we are in Bimin. We believe there are more women who should have this
opportunity, – and we are planning to start more groups.✍

*Kisim Save Course: A course to teach adult literacy in Tok Pisin (the trade
language) in local communities in the 1970’s and 1980’s.
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Editor’s note:

In April 2002 a major landslide occurred which necessitated the relocation
of the entire village where Thomas and Christiane work. In that same month,
Irene Stillings returned to the U.S. for health reasons. Irene passed away in
April 2003. Despite these setbacks, Bimin ladies from five villages met with
Christiane a few months ago and asked for more booklets (Bible Studies on
Jonah and Ruth) to be printed and are continuing their reading program on
their own while the Webers are in Ukarumpa.
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