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Applying Cultural Observations
to Teaching Methods in the Aitape West

Translation Project
by Mandy Pehrson

In working with the literacy students of the Aitape West Translation
Project, I gained valuable teaching tools by observing my students and our
surrounding communities while they worked.  Because I view literacy as a
creative and relational process, I hoped to create an environment where
my students felt comfortable.  The following observations come from the
first two literacy workshops (Writer’s and Writer’s/Typing) in Arop,
Sandaun Province.

Are people more comfortable working individually or in
groups?

Observation:
In Arop, while performing the

daily chores of village life,
virtually all people have observers
looking on.  The person doing the
task does not verbalize the steps
involved, and the person
observing may occasionally say
something, to give advice when
needed.

In our project, people tend to
prefer to do things in groups of at
least two or more.  When doing our literacy surveys with the translators,
we noticed that one person was the spokesman.  However, he frequently
received input from his counterpart through nonverbal communication.
Sometimes we noticed someone lifting their eyebrows, indicating “I agree,”
or pursing his lips, eyebrows going down, saying that he didn’t agree.

A young man paints a canoe paddle
while his older friend gives advice.
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Teaching Method:
From day one in our Writer’s Workshops, individual students were

reticent to give verbal feedback in front of their classmates in a group.  On
the other hand, they eagerly took turns writing on a chalkboard with their
friends gathered close by in order to create a class list of a story sequence.
They similarly enjoyed working together to fix a “Morning Message” (letter)
written by the teacher, which contained many spelling, punctuation and
grammatical errors.

When doing assessment, we often do it as a group, asking each regional
group to meet together and gather the information needed.  Observation is
another important assessment tool.

How are decisions made in the community?
Observation:
Where we live, decisions are

made by consensus.  If someone
has a problem, he brings it to the
“big man” (or leader).  This person
holds a meeting with community.
Men and women have the
opportunity to give speeches,
sometimes threatening others with
emotional words to show how
serious they are about the issue.
The “big man” makes the decision
based upon what he hears
everyone saying.  When a person
feels that he has been wronged, he often appoints an advocate who speaks
on his behalf.  Many times, compensation has to be made to the offended
party.  When the process works like it is supposed to, everyone leaves
satisfied, with a resolution in place.

Planning/Teaching Methods:
• When planning a workshop, we rely on our Papua New Guinean

advisors to give insight into cultural things that we did not pick up
on.  We make our decisions by consensus, usually deferring to our
colleagues for the final say.

• Group activities, like creating a “kinds of stories” web together, yielded
very interesting and creative responses.  In each group, one man

During group tasks, often a leader
emerges, while the other students give
feed back and suggestions.
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naturally stepped up as the “leader,” writing down ideas the other
group members gave him.

• Spokesmen for regional groups (the maus man, or the “mouth man”
literally) came to us with their concerns at appointed meetings, which
provided information that we would not have had otherwise.  For
instance, if someone is being unkind to the other students by keeping
his light on past a reasonable hour, his regional group members will
tell their representative, who will report to us at the meeting.  Our
Papua New Guinean colleagues then gently remind him to be
considerate to the other men.

• When proofreading a story, students easily find “wantoks” (people
who speak their language) to check over their work.  We have never
seen anyone get angry or upset when someone checks their work.
Rather, they are happy to put themselves under someone else’s
scrutiny.  Going home without corrections made would be a shameful
experience for that individual and for his team members (who are
expected to help him).

How do parents teach their children to do jobs?
Observation:
Often the child will stand by and observe the parent.  After a lot of

observing, the child attempts the job.  They learn by doing.  Occasionally
the parent  gives some input but usually the child keeps trying until she
gets it right.

Teaching Method:
• We demonstrate the activity

that we want our students to
participate in. When teaching
typing, I drew myself a
keyboard and asked my
students to do exactly what I
was doing.  (i.e. a a a a, a ; a ;
a;)  They continually looked
at me for direction as we typed
together.

• We give as many
opportunities as possible for students to try out what they have
learned.  There is very little “lecture” time; rather, after something has
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Demonstrations allow students the
opportunity to first observe and ask
questions about the task they are learning.
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been demonstrated the first time, the students are responsible for
teaching it to others.  In order to make this possible, we try to use very
simple methods and steps in our presentations.  This was particularly
important when we had seven new literacy students. The students
who had previously attended our workshop became their teachers.
They had an amazing ability to remember and teach the material we
had covered so many months before.

How do they emphasise important things in their
culture?

Observation:
In Arop culture, if you say something once, it’s not important.  Saying

something several times, on the other hand, means that it is very important.
In our initial Writer’s Workshop, I gave my students very simple

directions without elaborating much.  I wanted to give them creative freedom
as well.  I quickly learned that they were frustrated and desired more
instruction from me.  I began to see that there were other avenues for
creativity, but not when I was giving them an activity to do.

The light came on when I had invited a local church group to come and
do morning devotions for the workshop.  My friend came to me and said,
“You want us to come do your devotions, right?”  I agreed, “Yes, please
come tomorrow at the second bell.”  She replied, “I’ll come tomorrow at the
second bell.”  I answered, “Yes, please come at the second bell.”  She asked
again, “Now, you want me to come at the second bell?”  Then she went to
Ben and went through the whole process again.  I wondered if this was a
typical aspect of an oral culture, where you work hard to put something in
your long term memory, in order to be where you need to be.  Or, perhaps it
is a way to prolong the interaction with your friend, thus strengthening the
relationship.

Teaching method:
When emphasising something important, we say it over and over again.

At this point in our multilanguage project, the translators and literacy
workers are people who know how to read and write in the mother tongue
languages. Before we ended our last literacy workshop, we printed drafts
of the students’ stories, and emphasised over and over that we hoped our
literacy students would meet with the Bible translators and ask for editing
help.  If we had only mentioned this once, they may have not seen the
importance of this task.
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How are stories told? (i.e. what is the discourse style?)
Is it an oral culture?  Does story telling have a major
role in society?

Observation:
When we talked about story sequencing, I asked a man to tell us a story

about the tsunami in 1997.  The first time he told the story, we simply
listened to him.  The second time through, we talked about what happened
first, second, third, etc.  When he told the story, it went like this: “One day
I was working at my house.  When I was working at my house, I heard a
loud noise.  When I heard the loud noise, I began to run on the beach.”

Teaching method:
• When it was time to start writing stories for the first time in their

mother tongues, students told their stories to each other before writing
them down.

• In choosing example books to read, we used ones that followed their
discourse style.  If students needed further help discovering their
discourse styles, they could tape their story and listen to it before
writing it down.

• We often use stories and analogies when teaching.

What makes a good story in their cultural context?
Observation:
Coming up with a class list of “what makes a good story” took about

two and a half hours, because students were afraid of making verbal
mistakes.  However, the end result provided us with a wealth of cultural
information.  We agreed that stories addressing the felt needs of a
community would be appreciated and read.

Teaching principles:
After learning what makes a good story in their context, we encouraged

our students to use those principles while they wrote. The following list is
what literacy students from the Aitape West Translation Team feel is
important to include in a story.

A Good Story…
• Has good pictures.
• Helps us learn new words.

Applying Cultural Observations ... Mandy Pehrson



14 READ Magazine April 2006 Vol. 41:1

• Steers/teaches us how we should act, what is right or wrong.
• Teaches us to follow the customs of our mothers and fathers.
• Gives us ideas of how to do our work well [functional literacy].
• Helps us to combine our thinking and work well together.
• Reminds us of the traditions of our ancestors and strengthens our

family relationships.
• Has characters that have good thinking.
• Gives a big name* to the author. [*credibility, respect]

What other things do your students value, that you take
for granted?

1. They valued materials.
When teaching in a U.S. context, I rarely gave thought to what kinds
of materials my students were blessed with.  Papua New Guineans
generally value material goods and make use of things that I would
normally throw away.
During a translation workshop, students wrote their rough drafts
on previously used paper, turning it upside down, and writing in
between the printed lines.
Students used notebooks for taking notes only, when I had thought
they would use their notebooks for writing rough drafts.  In their
opinions, these notebooks I had given them were much too valuable
to be used in this way.

Teaching Principle
• We use as many locally available materials as possible.
• We try not to waste paper, ink and solar powered electricity.

2. They valued relationships, above the pending task ahead:
If someone dies right before a workshop, we delay the starting session
out of respect for that family.  Many times students have arrived late
to a workshop for this reason.
In a U.S. context, I had every activity and task planned down to the
last minute.  However, when facilitating literacy in a Papua New
Guinean context, I am compelled to be open minded, relaxed and
not as task oriented.  This can be a painful experience at times, but
very good for personal growth.
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3.  They don’t seem to value variety as much as I did:
One of the cultural values that I did not realise I had before arriving
in Papua New Guinea was variety.  Papua New Guineans are so
much more content than I to do the same activities every day, eat the
same food, and do the same routine for weeks on end. They do have
variety when they visit relatives or go to town, but these visits tend
to be rare for most people.
When participating in a workshop, there were times when I felt
nervous watching my students writing, drawing and typing in a
very quiet manner (and in my view, monotonous).   Thus, I planned
for us all to have a break by playing a mixer game.  One of my
students mentioned in his evaluation that he felt this was an
inappropriate activity because we all needed to work hard to finish
our tasks.  I realized from this comment that I had assumed they
were bored because I was, which was not the case!

In Summary
Thoughts from a grassroots literacy worker who has much to
learn…
When teaching overseas, I have had to consider the many different

contexts that my fellow learners come from.  Things that worked “back
home” in the United States did not work in the same way in another cultural
setting.

Before and between each workshop, I began my planning with somewhat
grandiose ideas of what my students and I could accomplish together in
certain amounts of time.  However, I found that the only way we could
work together was for me to have an open mind, face my own cultural
biases, and to facilitate literacy activities for my students within their own
comfort zones.  Many times I did not “get it right,” as my comfort zones
were very different from theirs!  However, each time a “cultural light” went
on for me, I was rewarded with seeing another intriguing aspect of my
colleagues’ rich heritage, allowing us to move on together as a group and
providing many opportunities for the cross fertilisation of ideas.  When we
were able to succeed in creating a comfortable learning environment, I
watched them create, learn and lead each other in amazing ways.
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