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Promoting Vernacular Reading Fluency
 and Scripture Use

Through Reading Contests

Bill Martin

Abstract
Papua New Guineans who are already somewhat literate in Tok Pisin or
English often find it challenging to read their own vernacular language. They
need some way to get over the hurdle of vernacular reading fluency. The
same hurdle is significant when it comes to the actual use of the vernacular
Scriptures. The Nyindrou language program of Manus Province has found an
exciting way to promote both through vernacular reading contests.
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0. Introduction
This report describes our experience of conducting reading contests among the

Nyindrou people of Manus Island, Papua New Guinea (PNG). We describe here two
types of contests. The first reading contest we held was a preliminary one, a trial
contest, involving about 30 contestants, held in a single village in January 1998.
Subsequent reading contests were held in November 2000 in six different villages, and
involved a total of about 160 contestants. Contestants ranged in age from nine years
old through about 60 years old. The Nyindrou reading contests have proved so
successful in promoting vernacular reading fluency and Scripture use, that the team
has plans to periodically conduct reading contests in the future.

1. Background

1.1 The Nyindrou language group in the Manus context
The Nyindrou language is spoken by about 4,000 people who live on the western

end of Manus Island in Papua New Guinea. There are also many people (perhaps over
2,000) among neighbouring villages and language groups who speak Nyindrou as a
second language.

The overall level of education on Manus is relatively high, compared with the
average for PNG. A survey conducted in the Nyindrou area in 19841  showed that over
85% of the people aged 19 to 30 are literate in Tok Pisin and more than 75% of the same
age group are literate to at least some extent in English. The Nyindrou group is perhaps
average in this respect among the 29 language groups in the Province.

Perhaps more important than mere literacy rates, is the fact that Manus people have
placed a very high value on education during the past 50 years. They make great
sacrifices to send as many of their children to school as possible, with the result that
there is hardly a family that does not have at least one well-educated member in it (94%
of all households according to the survey). Many families have several children working
in other parts of PNG with good paying jobs. The value placed on education is closely
associated with the way Manus people view their socioeconomic situation2  and the
monetary remittances that Manus people working outside the Province send back to
their families is a significant source of income for the rural economy. This situation
results in considerable competition between families in the Manus socioeconomic
context. They compete for jobs in the PNG job market. In order to do that, they compete

1 For more details see the Lindrou Literacy and Demographic Survey Report by Bill Martin,
SIL, May 27, 1986. On file at the Ukarumpa SIL Technical Studies Department.

2 See Education and Society in a Manus Village , by James G. Carrier, UPNG: Educational
Research Unit, ERU Report No. 47 (May 1984). This is very worthwhile reading for any
expatriate working in Manus. It is in the Ukarumpa Library JN 370 ED.
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for the limited places in the school classroom, especially in the higher levels of the
educational system. Anything that enhances their prospects (including any perceived
benefits of vernacular literacy), is looked on highly.

At any given time 28.8 % of Nyindrou families are absent from the Nyindrou area.3

Most of these families are employed and helping to support their extended families
back in the village. Those who work outside the province are really migrant workers,
most of whom eventually settle back in their home villages on Manus. As time goes
on, there is an increasing number of highly literate Manus people who are resettling
back in their home villages, with the desire that their children integrate well back into
the village, and for the whole family to be able to refresh their language abilities.

Although the Nyindrou people have experienced and continue to experience a
great deal of culture and language change since World War II, they maintain a high
regard for their own language and culture and often express the desire to see these
things preserved and utilised by future generations.

Those who are literate in Tok Pisin and/or English have become comfortable and
relatively fluent in that mode. Learning to read and write well in their own language,
however, takes a fair amount of practice to become comfortable and fluent in this new
sphere. Until they are able to acquire such fluency and comfort, they sometimes feel
embarrassed when trying to read vernacular materials, especially in front of others.
This may result in a paradoxical  (and frustrating) situation where many of the educated
people and Church leaders verbally support the concept of vernacular Bible Translation
and literacy, but personally are not comfortable using any of the prepared materials
themselves.

1.2 The Nyindrou translation and literacy program
In 1980 SIL (Summer Institute of Linguistics) conducted a comprehensive

sociolinguistic survey of Manus Province. The following year Bill & Lenore Martin
allocated within the Nyindrou group with the desire to train and facilitate the Nyindrou
people to conduct their own translation and literacy program.

Over the years the Martins have trained numerous Nyindrou people in translation
and literacy. Three national translators worked on the translation of the Nyindrou New
Testament over the years and it was completed and typeset in March 2001. Dedication
of the New Testament is scheduled for July 2002.

3 Lindrou Literacy and Demographic Survey Report  by Bill Martin, SIL, May 27, 1986. On
file at the Ukarumpa SIL Technical Studies Department. Chart on MARRIAGE,
ABSENTEEISM & EMPLOYMENT.

4 The transition from voluntary based prep-schools to government sponsored elementary
schools was not effected without some confusion and other problems. But, that is not the
subject of this paper.
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Various writers’ workshops and other literacy efforts were undertaken over the
years aimed at adult literacy. However, due to the relatively high literacy rates in Tok
Pisin and English, adult literacy has never been a high priority in the Nyindrou program.
The most significant literacy efforts to impact the Nyindrou people have actually
come about through a successful prep-school program. The first vernacular prep-
school established in Manus Province was started within the Nyindrou language area
in 1992. Although the Nyindrou person who started the first prep-school had received
training in literacy at a National Literacy Course and a Literacy Materials Workshop
held at Ukarumpa in the early 1980s, his training incubated for almost a decade before
he took the initiative to start a grass roots prep-school movement without significant
advisory help. He ran his prep school for seven years on a voluntary basis until both
he (now as a compensated teacher) and the prep school were incorporated into the
reformed elementary system4  in the late 1990s.

In the past nine years the Nyindrou prep schools have generated a lot of excitement
among Nyindrou people, especially parents. They have seen how their children who
have had the foundation of vernacular prep school to build on, have excelled in their
educational objectives. While the younger generation has been acquiring fluency in
the vernacular elementary grades, we have observed that adults who are already
literate in Tok Pisin or English have until now lacked the motivation to gain a high
degree of fluency in their own vernacular language. Although it is possible that the
Nyindrou team could plan formal literacy activities in the future geared toward adult
fluency, the reading contests as described in this report have proved the most effective
way discovered so far to help adults get motivated to get over the hump of vernacular
reading fluency. At the same time, since the reading contests use the vernacular
Scriptures, the preparation for and participation in the reading contests have also
gone a long way toward the promotion of vernacular Scripture use.

2. Planning and Organisation
2.1 Contest Team
This section describes the makeup of the team which organised and conducted the

contests.

2.1.1 The Trial Contest
The contest team for the trial contest consisted of the following Nyindrou people:

• Charles Kowak – Nyindrou national translator and former community
school teacher. Charles functioned as one of the three judges for the trial
contest.

• Timothy Kundrake – Former Nyindrou national translator. Timothy
functioned as one of the three judges for the trial contest. He also
explained the evaluation criteria to the contestants and served as secretary
and announcer for the judges.
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• Gideon Kasou – Former community school teacher. Gideon functioned as
one of the three judges for the trial contest.

Contest Advisor – Bill Martin functioned as advisor to the contest team.

2.1.2 The Regular Contests
The contest team for the regular contests consisted of the following Nyindrou

people:
• Charles Kowak – Nyindrou national translator and former community

school teacher. Charles was the general organiser of the contests. He
negotiated with village people concerning the date and timing of each
contest. He also gave instructions to each contestant as they sat to read
the selected passage before the judges.

• Timothy Kundrake – Former Nyindrou national translator. Timothy
functioned as one of the two permanent judges. He also explained the
evaluation criteria to the contestants and served as secretary and
announcer for the judges.

• Joe Bwisikalei – Older respected grass-roots village person (no formal
education but able to read). Joe functioned as one of the two permanent
judges during the contests.

• Village person – At each village where the contests were conducted the
permanent members of the contest team chose a respected person from
that village to serve as “temporary” judge, i.e., for that particular contest
day in that village.

Contest Advisor – Bill Martin functioned as advisor to the contest team. The
contest team currently has enough experience that Bill would not need to be present
during future reading contests.

2.2 Planning the Contests
2.2.1 The Trial Contest
The first reading contest, held in January 1997, was basically a spontaneous affair,

held in a single village with about 30 people participating. Before the trial contest we
were not sure how interested the village people would be in participating in reading
contests. The program advisor had acquired six hand axes some months earlier in Lae
when they were on sale, and donated these prizes as the only prizes awarded at the
trial contest (first and only prize for six different groups). Two days before the contest,
it was announced that a reading contest would be held in the village for anyone who
was interested in participating. A couple of people from the village who were excellent
readers agreed to function as judges. We decided to use Genesis chapter 24 as the
basis of the reading contest. The day before the contest we gathered names of people
interested in participating. Since we had six  identical prizes, we decided to divide the
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contestants into six groups (young men, middle aged men, old men, young women,
middle aged women, and old women).

2.2.2 The Regular Contests
Although the first reading contest was judged a success, the language team agreed

that future contests should be planned more carefully and the village people given
more opportunity to prepare and practice. Hence, for reporting purposes, contests
held subsequently to the trial contest will be referred to as the “Regular Contests.”
Regarding the regular contests, the possibility of holding such reading contests was
announced many months in advance, both through a “Tok Save” (announcement) on
the provincial radio station, and via word-of-mouth. Then, about four months before
the November 2000 contests, the Nyindrou language team went to each village and
distributed copies of the Nyindrou Gospel of John which had recently been printed.
The local village leaders called a village meeting and the Nyindrou language team
announced that reading contests would be held in four months time. The reading
contests would be based on reading selections from the Gospel of John. No one
would know ahead of time what passage they would be assigned to read, so they were
told that they would need to “spend the next four months practicing reading the
Gospel of John from cover-to-cover.” The team then showed the villagers samples of
the reading prizes that would be awarded and explained that people would be competing
in approximate peer groups. The team then made the Nyindrou Gospel of John available
for sale (at two Kina per copy). The language team was gratified to see the copies of
the Gospel of John “go like hotcakes.” All 200 copies were sold out by the time the
team had visited the first six Nyindrou villages. [Note: There are four other Nyindrou
villages located on the remote south coast of Manus Island. They speak a fairly close
dialect of Nyindrou called Babon. The language team plans to conduct reading
contests in those villages in the future, perhaps using the Nyindrou New Testament.]

2.3 Grouping of Contestants
2.3.1 The Trial Contest
In order to give people of different ages and different educational levels a fair

chance to participate and win a prize, we thought it would be good to group contestants
into groups (with no more than ten participants in a group). In the trial contest, since
we had six prizes, we decided to have people compete in the following six groups:

• Older men
• Older women
• Middle-aged men
• Middle-aged women.
• Young men
• Young women
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Of the 30 contestants who participated in the trial contest, most were in the young
and middle-aged men groups. Although there were only two to three participants in
some of the other groups, it gave people in those groups, notably women, a more
realistic chance to win a prize.

2.3.2 The Regular Contests
The exact determination of contest groupings was made the morning of each contest,

as the contest team compiled the list of contestants in consultation with the village
leaders. Most villages had at least four groupings. Larger villages had more than one
young men and young women’s groups. The villages where community schools were
located had more groups, up to six additional groups in one village.

• Older men
• Older women
• Younger men (typically more than one group in this category)
• Younger women. (typically more than one group in this category)
• Community School boys (one or more groups for each grade represented

in the school)
• Community School girls (one or more groups for each grade represented in

the school)

In the three villages that had community schools, the headmasters (as well as most
of the students) of those schools were keen to have their students compete in the
vernacular reading contests. Hence, a boys group and a girls group was recognised
for each school grade level represented in that village’s community school. Contestants
in each group competed only against the other contestants assigned to their particular
group. Groups were composed of ten or fewer contestants. If more than ten people
wanted to compete and would have been classified such that they belong to the same
group, those in excess of ten participants were placed in their own group. This was
done because we were prepared to award first through tenth place prizes, and wanted
everyone to receive a prize. We tried to have enough prizes available so that we would
be free to organise people into as many groups as needed to give all a fair chance at
winning the higher prizes.

2.4 Motivational Prizes
2.4.1 Trial Contest
In the trial contest there was only one prize, a hand axe, given to the overall winner

of each of the six contest groups.

First place: Hand axe (Tomahawk)

The hand axes were of the type made of Swedish steel. Since these axes are
recognised to be of better quality than those commonly available, and being difficult
to obtain in Manus, they were considered to be much more valuable than the actual
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price they were purchased at. After the trial contest, the language team realised that it
would be better if in future contest we could have some kind of prize for all who
participate, in addition to a highly valued “prize” for first place winners.

2.4.2 The Regular Contests
As mentioned above, the language team felt it would be good if each participant

could receive some kind of motivational prize, if possible. The list of prizes was as
follows:

First place: “Pukpuk” brand bush knife

Second place: Enamel covered metal bowl

Third place: Small paring knife

Fourth place: SIL calendar

Fifth place: Large writing pad (made from SIL print shop off-cuts)

Sixth place: Smaller writing pad (made from SIL print shop off-cuts)

Seventh place: School supply zippered bag

Eighth place: Ball point pen

Ninth place: Bar of soap

Tenth place: Packet of “Navy” biscuits

The “Pukpuk” brand bush knife is considered of higher quality than those
commonly available in the Manus stores. They were purchased in Lae for about K15
each. (Kina is the currency of Papua New Guinea. In 2000 it was approximately
worth .40 of the US dollar.) The second through seventh prizes were purchased for
between one and four Kina. The eighth through tenth place prizes were purchased for
under one Kina. The prizes were on display before and during the contests. Many
came and handled the bush knife and admired its qualities. As people competed, they
often joked about their own performance during the competition, saying “I think I
might have won a biscuit!” or “That was a biscuit performance!”

2.5 Schedule and Activities
This section describes the time frame and events related to the contests.

2.5.1 Trial Contest
In the trial contest we did not really know what the schedule would be like before it

happened. As it turned out, it was somewhat of a marathon session, lasting about 18
hours with only a short break.
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A single reading passage was selected for the trial contest – taken from the Nyindrou
book of Genesis chapter 24. We broke this long chapter up into parts. The first round
of competition was based on reading Genesis 24:1-8 (Chapter 24, verses 1-8). The
second round was based on reading Genesis 24:1-16. The third round was based on
reading Genesis 24:1-27. The fourth round was based on reading Genesis 24:1-41. The
fifth round was based on reading Genesis 24:1-54a. The sixth round was based on
reading Genesis 24:1-67 (the whole chapter). As can be seen, each successive round
started at the beginning of the chapter and read more verses into the chapter until (by
round six) the whole chapter was read. (Genesis chapter 24 itself has quite a bit of
repetition of the story line told from different perspectives). This approach involved a
lot of repetition which we felt was desirable for helping people to develop fluency,
especially since people were not given a long time to practice before the contest date.
Also contestants were allowed to listen to the others competing before them. This
added to the repetition value.

The whole group met together at the beginning of the day for instructions. Then
one group at a time would compete, while members of other groups observed (along
with many additional village people who were observing). Within each group individual
contestants would compete in pairs until the group recognised one person as the
“winner” or “best reader” for that group. After all six groups had determined their
winners, the entire group then met again at the end of the day (almost midnight!) for
the awarding of prizes to the winners.

2.5.2 The Regular Contests
After the marathon experience of the trial contest, the language team decided to

conduct future reading contests differently (see next section), so that more people
could be involved and contests could be completed in a more reasonable time frame.
The regular contests took just part of a day (3-6 hours) in each village where they were
conducted. The team conducting the contest typically arrived in the designated village
in the early morning and shared the morning meal with people in the village. The host
family was usually the village government member, or related in some way to one of
the members of the contest team. The village member would then make the
announcement to the village asking contestants (and any observers) to gather at the
designated place. When the people had gathered, Charles Kowak and advisor Bill
Martin spoke to the group. They explained how the contest would be conducted and
encouraged the people to have fun.

After the preliminaries, Charles would then call each contestant to come and sit
before the panel of judges and would give him/her a slip of paper with the passage to
read. A specific passage from the Gospel of John (5-10 verses) was selected in advance
to be read by the contestants composing each group (of up to ten people). The
contest team tried to select passages appropriate for each group. Most passages
included dialogue and/or other Nyindrou syntax which would quickly reveal the
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contestant’s skill in reading. Each of the contestants within a given group were asked
to read the same passage. Other groups had different passages to read. The contestants
did not know what specific passage from the Gospel of John they would be given to
read until they sat down before the panel of judges (after all they had had four months
to practice the whole Gospel of John, right?). Village observers were allowed to listen
in, however, the other contestants who had not yet competed and who belonged to
the same group, were asked to remain outside of earshot, so they would not be able to
rehearse the assigned text. After a contestant read the assigned passage the judges
would confer and agree on a score for each of the five judging criteria (see 2.6.2
below). While the judges were conferring, Charles would call the next contestant and
brief him/her on what passage was assigned, locate the passage, and remind the
contestant to not read the verse numbers, but just the text. When the judges were
ready, a signal would be given for the contestant to begin. This arrangement kept the
contest flowing well. After the last contestant in a given group had read, the judges
compiled the results. Prizes were then awarded. As one of the judges (usually Timothy)
announced the names of the contestants and placing, a local leader (usually the
government member) would present the prize to the contestant. In the event of a tie for
a certain placing, i.e., if two people tied for third  place, they would both receive a third
place prize.

2.6 Contest Judging
This section describes how the contestants were judged.

2.6.1 Trial Contest
Before the trial contest, the contest team conferred with their advisor, Bill Martin,

and determined the following criteria by which each contestant’s reading ability was
judged.

• Accuracy – a measure of ability to read accurately from the assigned
passage, without changing or substituting the words in the written text.

• Fluency – a measure of ability to read smoothly without false starts,
pauses in wrong places, etc.

• Overall Intonation – a measure the contestant’s use of proper intonation,
reading with feeling, etc.

These criteria were explained to the contestants before the contest, and were used
as a means of explaining the strengths or weaknesses of each contestant’s performance.

The trial contest was held somewhat like a sporting event, so that, within each of
the six groupings, pairs of contestants competed, the winner then competed with the
winner of another contesting pair, etc, until an ultimate “winner” was recognised for
each competing group.
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2.6.2 The Regular Contests

Before the regular contests were conducted, the contest team decided to utilise
the three criteria used in the trial contest, plus two others, making five criteria by
which each contestant’s reading ability was judged. Also, to help quantify scores
for each participant, charts were made in advance listing five categories on which
the judge secretary could record each contestant’s name and indicate a score by
simply putting up to five tick marks in each category The five criteria were:

• Accuracy – a measure of ability to read accurately from the assigned
passage, without changing or substituting the words in the written text.

• Naturalness – a measure of how natural the contestant sounded while
reading Nyindrou.

• Fluency – a measure of ability to read smoothly without false starts,
pauses in wrong places, etc.

• Confidence – a measure of the contestant’s confidence while reading in
public.

• Overall Intonation – a measure the contestant’s use of proper intonation,
reading with feeling, etc.

Hence, each contestant could receive up to 25 points possible score.

The regular contests, unlike the trial contest, were not held like a sporting event.
People were not competing in pairs and no one was eliminated from competition. All
would receive prizes and all were “winners.” The competition served merely to determine
each winner’s placement within their groups. This also enabled more people to
participate in a shorter length of time.

3. Costs

3.1 The Trial Contest
Since the trial contest was held in only one village and was conducted without a lot

of advanced planning or preparation, the costs were minimal. The only actual cost was
for the six  hand axes that were awarded as first prizes. These prizes were purchased for
a sum of about 72 Kina.

3.2 The Regular Contests
More planning and preparation went into the regular contests. Four months before

the contests were to take place, the language team made a special trip to each village
to announce the forthcoming reading contests and to sell copies of the Gospel of John
which were being made available for general use as well as for the reading contests.
The cost for these village visits (mainly fuel for outboard motor) was only partially
recovered in sales of the Gospel of John. The final cost for this trip was about 150
Kina.
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The major expense for the regular contests was for the purchase of prizes. About
900 Kina was spent on prizes for the November 2000 contests (about half was spent on
the bush knife first prizes). The language team had actually submitted a proposal to
the Manus Provincial Churches Council in early 2000 for a grant to help fund the
purchase of prizes. While the proposal was accepted by the council, a shortfall in
funds resulted in them not being able to grant any funds for the later part of 2000.
Hence, the prizes ended up being purchased by a grant from the Nyindrou program
advisor. In the future, prizes may be funded through a grant from either the Churches
Council or the Local Level Community Government.

In some areas of PNG, reading contests could possibly be held successfully without
the purchase of commercially made prizes. In the Manus-Nyindrou context, however,
it is not likely that many people would have had sufficient motivation to participate,
had there not been the possibility of winning a highly desirable prize, especially a prize
not readily available locally.

4. Evaluation
Both types of reading contest have their strengths and weaknesses, and each type

is perhaps appropriate depending on the ultimate purpose for the contests.

4.1 The Trial Contest
The trial contest was designed to encourage participants to build their reading

fluency through a concentrated reading exercise afforded by the contest itself. The
procedures followed in the trial contest purposely had each participant repeating and
building on the same material. Each round in the competition began by reading Genesis
chapter 24 verse 1, and exercised the contestants through the reading of successively
longer passages. In addition, each participant observed and tracked along while others
read, thus reinforcing their reading skills through the contest experience.

Although the contest ran only for a single day (albeit 18 hours), it was observed
that many participants’ reading ability/fluency increased significantly during the day’s
activities.

After the trial contest was over, the judges suggested that, in future reading contests,
people be encouraged to get their reading practice in before the contest, so that the
contest itself would function merely to evaluate a contestant’s already acquired reading
ability rather than be a venue for exercising or developing that ability. They also
suggested that it would be good to award prizes for second place, third place, etc., in
future contests.

4.2 The Regular Contests
The regular contests presumed that the contestants had practiced their reading for

at least the previous four months. Indeed many people were observed sitting under
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trees reading their Gospel of John in the weeks preceding the contest. Hence these
regular contests were designed to evaluate the contestant’s current reading ability,
rather than affording the opportunity for a concentrated time of fluency building.
Handling the contests in this manner meant the contest team and the participants
could complete a contest in just a part of a day, without getting quite so worn out as
they did during the trial contest.

Although it cost more, everyone participating in the regular reading contests
received a prize, and that prospect definitely encouraged more people to participate.

In both types of contests, the program advisor ended up financing the purchase of
prizes. While such outside funding is not likely to continue for future contests, the
team feels that by now, enough Nyindrou people have participated and experienced
the benefits, that they would likely participate with enthusiasm in future contests
even without someone supplying outside store goods for motivational prizes. If the
language team desires to keep giving prizes, it may be possible to have participants
bring sea shells, smoked fish, sago or other garden produce as an “entry fee” and
using those locally contributed things as prizes.

In conclusion, both types of contests had merits, depending on what a language
team’s goals are. For Nyindrou people at least they have proved to be an enjoyable
way to get over the hump of vernacular reading fluency. They also have encouraged
people to read their vernacular Scriptures with greater fluency and enjoyment. ✍




