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A Test Run for Bloom
by Suzanne Hatton

The STEP In-service of April/May 2011 brought together a group of
Papua New Guineans who’ve been serving their communities through
literacy work ever since graduating from STEP. The organisers had asked
what further training they wanted. Besides more training in curriculum
development, they responded that they wanted to learn to use computers
for materials production. As a result, afternoons during the in-service
aimed to help meet that felt need. But, why computers? Why not silk
screens or some other low-tech method? Wouldn’t that be more
appropriate for remote village-based literacy programmes?

The 20-some participants had a wide range of experience using
computers. Some had never used one before while others had received
some one-to-one training in either keyboarding or book layout. None
were proficient, but many of them came with particular goals in mind.
For example, a man named Lukas came with a whole set of beautiful
hand-made books from the pre-school program in his area. His goal was
to create a digital copy of each book. He’d found that in a village
situation the life of a book tends to be short and the process of re-copying
or making a book laborious. He wanted to preserve each of the books
they’d already made and keep them available for future use. Some of the
other participants wanted to do the same thing with their existing books
while others were aiming to make new materials.

We taught them Open Office Draw on small netbooks each afternoon
for most of the month-long in-service. After a few weeks of helping and
seeing the struggles many of the participants had in learning to use
Open Office (more on that below), I was excited to get the chance to
introduce them to Bloom, a new software program designed for  people
just like them. Bloom is being developed by John Hatton in response to
the need to enable less-technical native speakers to take on more of the
tasks involved in language projects. It aims to enable language groups to
do the basic task of producing and publishing literacy books on the
computer without needing expertise in a complicated desktop
publishing software like In-Design, MS Publisher, or Open Office. It
keeps things simple by stripping out everything that isn’t necessary for
the task, leaving you with a set of templates to fill in.

We used the final computer lab session to try out Bloom. I first spent
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about 20 minutes demonstrating how to make a book, with my screen
projected on a large screen for all to see. The participants had translated
the text for an 8 page health shell book the night before, so once they’d
seen the demo, they were ready to go through the process of making a
book themselves. In the next hour or two, each participant easily
completed a book and received a printed draft to take home with them.
The more computer savvy of the bunch even started on their own original
books, using PNG clip art files that were already on their computers.

In contrast, during the previous weeks of computer lab, many of the
participants had struggled to complete even one book. Their illustrations,
whether new or from an existing book, were scanned and placed in a
folder on their computer. Also, the participants had their prepared texts
ready. So, using Open Office, their task was just to layout the book:  make
a cover page, a title page and a verso page, and then make and fill in
pages for the illustrations and text. However, the process proved to be
complex. At each stage they needed to think about many details: what
goes where, how to find pictures and import them, the placement of the
text and/or of the pictures, how to get text and pictures the right size,
setting and staying in the margins, getting the page numbers right, etc.
Anything that required remembering multiple steps posed a challenge.
For example, setting up a new book involved selecting the page
orientation, setting margins, inserting pages, and naming and saving the
file in a way it could be easily identified and reopened. To complicate
matters, they were often presented with more than one way to do a
particular task—whether that was saving their work or resizing an
image. Many of them struggled from page to page to keep the font size
and the placement of pages numbers, text and illustrations consistent.
Keeping track of the details and steps in the process overwhelmed some
of the participants and they needed regular help from one of the
computer mentors. Still, by the end of the month long in-service everyone
had completed and printed at least one book using Open Office Draw. A
few of the participants were even on the way to becoming independent
users of Open Office Draw. But, even with this relatively intensive
amount of training, the question loomed: 3 months from now or
whenever they get a chance to work on more book making on their own,
would they still remember all those steps? Or would they be stuck?
Questions like those are fueling our anticipation for Bloom.

For the majority of the participants, Bloom would eliminate much of
the work that caused problems. By using templates and/or shell books,
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creating a title page and verso page become merely a matter of typing in
the proper information. Things like margins, page orientation, placement
of the illustrations and text, and page numbers are pre-determined by the
template. Also, the user’s work is automatically saved and is easily
located and accessed without the use of a menu or dialogue box…users
are never asked to work with the computer’s file system. Bloom allows a
user to make a simple book easily, without getting lost in the details of
using the software or the computer.

Simplicity does come at a cost. Bloom is not for everyone or every kind
of document. The in-service participants who wanted to make flash
cards, couldn’t have done it in Bloom. It doesn’t give you the flexibility of
a normal desktop publishing application. For example, documents (like
primers) with lots of little text boxes and illustrations all over would
need to be made by a technical person.  And, unless someone makes a
template for them, besides flash cards, you can’t make attendance charts,
Christmas cards or other non-book things you might want for running
literacy or pre-school classes. Finally, Bloom is still in development, and
isn’t expected to be widely available until mid 2012.

So, even though Bloom is still being developed, it is exciting to look
forward to the time when national literacy workers —such as those who
attended the in-service— will have access to a tool that will allow them
to easily make new books or to create digital versions of ones they
already have.  Even with the limited access to computers, printers and
other technology in village-based programs, these resources are
becoming more common and more accessible than hard-to-find silk
screens and stencils. We will soon have easy software, inexpensive
netbook & solar panels. Add access to printing services and soon
motivated PNGns will be creating materials for their local pre-schools
and literacy classes on their own.
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