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FREFACE

These Work Papers are being produced in two series by the Summer
Instifute of Linguistics, Australian Aborigines Branch, Inc. in
order fo make results of SIL research in Australia more widely
available. Series A includes fechnical papers on linguistic or
anthropological analysis and description, or on literacy research.
Series B contains material suitable for a broader audience, includ-
ing the lay audience for which it is often designed, such as lan-
guage learning lessons and dictionaries.

Both series include both reports on current research and on past
research projects., Some papers by other than SIL members are
included, afthough most are by SIL field workers. The majority of
material concerns linguistic matters, although related fields such
as anthropology and education are also included.

Because of the preliminary nature of most of the material to appear
in The Work Papers, these volumes are being circulated on a [imited

basis. |t is hoped that their contenfs will prove of inferest to
those concerned with linguistics in Australia, and that comment on
their contents will he forthcoming from the readers. Papers should

not be reproduced without the authors' consent, nor cifed without
due reference to their preliminary status.

Views expressed by the authors are not necessarily those of SIL,

The publication of this volume, and the research reported herein,
were partially funded by grants from the Department of Aboriginal
Affairs and the Research Fund of the Austfralian Aborigines Branch
of the Summer Institute of Linguistics. .

To order individual volumes of fthe Work Papers, or fo place a
standing order for either series, write:

SIL

PO Berrimah
Darwin NT 5788
Australia

5. K, Hargrave
Series Editor






INTRODUCTION TO
SERIES B VOLUME 6

Literacy in an Aboriginal context is @ complex concern. As the
first four papers in this volume indicate, factors thatl need fo be
considered are psychological, sociolinguistic and anthropological
as well as more directly educational,

The fifth paper is of a different mode but it foo presents a factor
for the |iferacy worker to consider — the growing importance of
Kriol as an Aboriginal language. Whether one considers it a
simplifying or complicating factor, it cannot be ignored.

All of the contributors are SiL field workers who Themselves face
the chal lenge of literacy in an Aboriginal context.
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VERNACULAR LITERACY FOR WARLPIRI ADULTS

Beverly Swartz

0. INTRODUCTION

My interest in adult literacy has come about as my husband and |
have lived for the past two years on the Aboriginal settlement of
lLajamanu. Lajamanu is located in the Northern Territory about 700
kitometers southwest of Darwin, on the edge of the Tanami Desert.
Most of the Aborigines |iving there are Warlpiris. [In all, there
are approximately 3,000 Warlpiri speakers living on settlements in
the Northern Territory. At Yuendumu, the largest Waripiri settle-
ment, there has been a bilingual education programme for five years
in the school. For Warlpiri children, this involves oniy reading in
their own language with The rest of their education being conducted
in English.

Most of the Warlpiris at Lajamanu over forty years of age are
illiterate. Those under forty have had the opportunity of a partial
European-type education, many of them receiving their schooling at
Yuendumu. All The education has been in English and most can read
Enalish to some degree. Yet comprehension remains very limifed, for
English is still a second language for them.

This paper outlines, firstly, my reasons for believing that adult

| iteracy in the vernacular would be beneficial for the Warlpiris.
Second ly, the paper briefly outlines Aboriginal-European cultural
differences that affect fteaching methods and also differences in
teaching methods for adults and children, with particular reference
to the Warlpiris. finally, there is a discussion of a few teaching
methods that may be useful in an adult vernacular literacy programme.
Although the paper is written with a specific group - Warlpiri

adults -~ in mind, the ideas presented may have application To other
Aboriginal or minority groups.
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1. BENEFITS OF VERNACULAR LITERACY FOR WARLPIRI ADULTS

The primary reasons that | feel adult vernacular liferacy would be of
value to the Warlpiri community are 1) preservation of Warlpiri
culture
2) interest in children's
education
3) understanding of Christian
teaching and Scriptures
4) political awareness and
5) transference from the vernac-
ular o English.
| will go into these points each in detail.

bt PRESERVATION OF CULTURE

The process of change in which European culfure is being pushed onto
the people from all sides oftfen means their own culfure is pushed info
the background., Kath Walker, the well-known Aboriginal writer, says
that as they throw away their own culture and way of life they become
'black replicas of a white race ... All that this has succeeded in
doing is Fo swell The ranks of the Aboriginal fringe-dwellers who are
fearning about the European's way of |ife from fthe rejects of that
society! (Walker 1969:104). Vernacular books on folklore, living and
hunting customs and other areas of Warlipiri culture would help to give
the same prestige To their language as English. English could never
communicate these things as clearly as can the Warlpiri to a Warlpiri
speaker.

1.2 INTEREST IN CHILPDREN'S EDUCATON

Adult literacy would stir an interest within the community for the
education of their children. Children's attendance in the local
school Is very sporadic. Many children are not encouraged by their
parents fto attend school. [|f the children are told to go to school
it is more To get Tthem into some supervised activity than for the
educational benefits.

This could be because the adults That previocusly attended the English
schoo!| have seen |ittle benefit from the education They received.

W. H. Edwards quotes a UNESCO report that 'Adults will be less inter-
ested in literacy as an end in itself and "will continue o learn
only as he sees that his literacy will further his economic, social,
or cultural improvements"' {(Edwards 1969:284). |f adults see that
literacy will improve their situatlon they may encourage vernacular
literacy, and alsc education In general, for ftheir own children. I+
has been found that fwo to three years of literacy in the vernaculiar

102




aids in switching to the national language, but without the encour-
agement from their parents the children may not be inspired enough
to learn. The Northern Territory Department of Education has a
policy that they will not begin bilingual education in the school

at Lajamanu until the adults show that they are behind the programme.
| don't feel this will happen until the adults themselves are
fiterate in the vernacular,

1.3 UNDERSTANDING OF CHRISTIAN TEACHING AND SCRIPTURES

We are at Lajamanu primarily for Bible translation info Warlpiri;
thus we see a real need for teaching and reading the Bible in fhe
vernacular. W. H. Edwards, who is a pastor in an Aboriginal settle-
ment, feels there has been a real faiiure in establishing strong
Aboriginal churches due fo not using the vernacutar. He has seen
the change when people have vernacular scripfures and hymnbooks:
they have a better understanding of what Christianity is about and
are more confident in sharing their Christian faith with other
groups (Edwards 1969:284).

{ have seen people who cannot read buying Bibles. They figure There
is some magical power in possessing a Bible which will keep them
from harm. They do not realise that the words inside are the source
of their help. A Bible which they could read and understand would
clear up much of this misunderstanding. Also vernacular hymns would
be more meaningful than English hymns which are loaded with many
English idioms that they have no way of understanding. Mission
groups have found vernacular hymnbooks are respected by the pecple
and are not destroyed |ike books that have no meaning for Them.
Bible story books and pamphlets would also aid them in reading
practice for fluency.

1.4 POLITICAL AWARENESS

The Austral ian government is trying to gef the Aborigines interested
in running their own political affairs. At Lajamanu There are many
town meetings held concerning some aspect or ofher of running the
settlement. The old men who are supposed to be the decision makers
sit in the front. The other groups sit according to Their status.
The meetings are held in English. One or fwo of the younger
Warlpiris might lead and participate. These few that participate
and understand the political system make the decisions while most
ofhers go home nof understanding what Is going on. Even if fhey

do understand somewhat, They realise they have no power over the
decision because they do not know how fo make their opinion count
in this Warlpiri-European pollitical system. This has caused &
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breakdown in the culture as far as authority goes. The old men have
tost their say and thus they lose the respect of the younger Warlpiri
group who feel the elders are too ignorant To ever understand polit-
ical matters. The old men stil! have a say in cultural matters, but
European culture is bearing in on the seftlement at such a rate that
the elders are being lefi in the background.

Vernacular |iterature and adult |iferacy would allow pamphlets,
posters and newspaper articles fo be made so that more could under-
stand the issues for which they gather at the fown meetings. With
more understanding, decisions would be more apt to be made which
would benefit the community rather than a few individuals. This
could bring improvements in health, ecoromics and culture retention,

t.5 TRANSFERENCE FROM VERNACULAR TO ENGLISH

The ability fo transfer from Warlpiri |iteracy to English |iteracy
would bring about 2 better understanding of European culfure and
politics., This is important if The Warlpiris are going To fit into
the ways that are being pushed upon them. ' ... the Aborigine needs
more knowledge of the European-Australian way of life and ... he
should be encouraged to walk, if he chooses, in these two worlds!
(Walker 1969:104).

As stated before, |iteracy and education which begins in the vernac-
ular is beneficial for learning the national language. Many Aborig-
inal people taught first in English have never caught on to what

reading is about — that it is more than knowing what the words are;
it is knowing what the combination of words mean. When the people
learn to 'read for comprehension in the vernacular they will have a

much easier task in reading for comprehension in English.

There are other areas where adulf |iteracy would be of value but |
will not dwell on fthese fo any extent. These include letter writing
between parents and children away at school or between refatives on
different settlements and also record keeping in the schoo! and
offices.

2. ABORIGINAL-EURCPEAN CULTURAL DIFFERENCES

2.1 LEARNING METHODS

From the time a white child can falk he starts asking questions as
to how things work. The process is explained to him verbally and

he will Try it and continue fTo ask questions to improve his skill.
From this he can adapt easlily to the classroom where the teacher
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explains how fo do scmething and he follows the directions. We
have found that this method is not used by the Warlpiris (nor, we
understand, by other Aboriginal groups). In an attempt to get a
procedural discourse as part of our linguistic research, the only
thing we got was a narrative of what went on while +he fask was
being performed. For instance, we attempted to get a text on how
to make a fire with firesticks. Instead we got a story about going
hunting, the need to burn a clearing, and then about a fire being
starfed with firesticks. An Aboriginal learns fo make a fire by
watching it being done and then trying It. Someone may give him
advice and coaching while he attempts to do the skill, but most of
the learning is through watching and trying until it is achieved
satisfactorily. For this reason lecture-type classes are of |ittle
value To the Warlpiris. More activity-type learning and teaching
techniques would be better.

2.2 CONCEPTS OF TIME

Cur European society is time oriented. We usually have the day
organised info little slots with specific times for each activity
and activifties for each time. Aborigines are not time oriented

in this sense at all. If they are busy doing something they will
centinue to do it until it is finished or they get hungry or tired.
They eat when they are hungry and sleep when they are tired.
Ceremonies and dances often last far into +the night with little
thought given to the tate hour.

For these reasons, rigid class schedules cause many problems such
as sporadic class attendance, fatigue or boredom. |t may be better
to let the students choose the classtime and let each period be
loosely enough structured that it can be ended early or extended

it the students desire.

2.5 FUTURE VERSUS PAST-PRESENT TIME ORIENTATION

For Buropeans, what is done today is often for the benefit of the
future. Schooling is for later financial benefit and we Europeans
are content to wait for the results. The Warlpiris, as with most
Aboriginal groups, are more concerned with the present and past.

They are more ap? to want immediate results from what +hey are doing.
It is not productive to tell them that if such and such is done now,
then the benefits wili be reaped at some later date. A I1teracy
course that promised them reading fluency within the year would
prebably never get off the ground.
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We had an interesting experience in this area at Lajamanu. We tried
to get the Warlpiri feaching assistants to help start a vernacular
reading programme for the school children. We planned to have two to
three meetings a week. During the meetings we would help the assis-
tanis improve on their reading skills and also get materials ready
for starting the programme later in the classroom., After a few
meetings, no ore showed up except a couple of the European teachers.
An explanation for this apparent lack of interest could be that the
Warlpiri teachers were not seeing any resulfs from the planning they
were doing. My husband tried another pregramme later in which he and
the Warlpiri feacher, Paddy Jangala, started teaching the children
from the first day. He had short planning sessions with Paddy before
the class. The teaching method was taught right in the classroom.

My husband would .do it the first time then Paddy would do it next.

By using this method, Paddy improved his teaching style. This has
worked much better and Paddy is so happy with it that he does a |ot
of planning alone after the class is over. He can see the immediate
benefits of what he is doing and thus is motivated to do more.

This same idea applies to a literacy class. The Warlpiri students
want to use the reading skills immediately. It is therefore impor-
tant that as soon as possible reading be a meaningful activity.
Because of this, a sentence method of teaching might be more helpful.
Plenty of graded reading material woutd also be needed to go along
with the lessons so that the students would be abie fto read compre-
hensible material from the start instead of just word lists and non-
5ense sentences.

2.4 OTHER DIFFERENCES

There are other differences which could affect a literacy course.
Whereas Europeans are competitive, Warlpiris do not appreciate one
person trying to outdo the rest. Europeans have a definite idea of
what is work and what is play, but there does not seem to be a real
distinction between the two for Warlpiris. In fact, they do not
have a word fo distinguish work from play in their language. This
could affect motives for learning and the methods of teaching.
Another European-Aboriginal differenc.: becomes apparent in classroom
or lecture-type situations, Europeans in such a situation consider
it rude to the speaker to talk or engage in other activities. But
Aborigines feel free to move around and talk, and they seem quite
capable of absorbing at the same time what the speaker or teacher is
saying. While o European observers ~hey appear to be rude and pay-
ing |iitle attention, they are actually behaving in a culturaliy
acceptable manner.

D. Williams states that 'if Aboriginal education is fo be successful,
we must have an Aboriginal-centred curriculum based on the needs of
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Abcrigines. |f we attempt merely to fit the Aboriginal child

[or adult] to traditional European syllabuses, | think we are doomed
to failure' (Williams 1969:26). We Europeans must censider these
differences and respect them as we attempt to teach the Warlpiris or
any Aboriginat group. Once the people see that we respect them as
people and respect their culture they will be more willing fo give us
as teachers an opportunity to help them read their own language.

3, DIFFERENCES BETWEEN TEACHING CHILDREN AND ADULTS

Children at Lajamanu go to school because of peer pressure, parental
enforcement and/or enjoyment. Adults are going fo go only if they
feel the class is teaching them something and if they enjoy the
teaching. |f it becomes boring or they are offended with teaching
techniques, most of the adults probably will not return. [na short,
'Adults are more capable of making value judgments' (Edgington 1976:
38).

Edgington (1976) also brings out the idea that adults are more subject
to prejudices and misconceived ideas about teaching and tfeachers.
Part of the learning process will be the re-evaluation of such pre-
judiced ideas. The literacy teacher will have fo do his best to
give the adults the education they want without offending them or
futfilling negative expectations they already have. 'A feacher's
superiority in skills and feaching ability must not extend fo
superiority in other qualities. He should recognise in many areas
he may be inferior to his students and could learn from Them!
(Stephens 1971:13), Some European teachers have the idea that
Aborigines are simple minded and treat them as children. They do
not give +them the respect and consideration that shouid franspire
between adults. |f this happens, any atfempt at a literacy course
wili fail. A good teacher of adults will possess sensitivity,
humility, integrity, sincerity and enthusiasm.

Another point that will be important for teachers to remember is

that although adults are intellectually as capable as children, their
sensory skills may be worse. Many Warlpiri adults have poor evesight
due to trachoma. They have difficuities in keeping a pair of eye
glasses for any period of time so most just learn fo live with fuzzy
vision. This could cause real problems in reading off fhe chalkboard
or from fine-print books. It would be imporfant fo have a clean
chalkboard and the writing printed distinctly in large letters.
Primers and reading books should also be done on clear paper with
large dark print to avoid eye strain.
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4. TEACHING METHODS
4,1 SENTENCE METHCD

This method has a synthetic approach. |1 starts with a sentence

which is later broken down into words and syllables. The advantage
of the sentence method is that it begins with a comprehensible unit.
As | stated before it is important for adults to feel the immediate

value of what they are learning. If they feel that they are actually
reading something from the beginning it encourages them o keep cn
reading. In Read magazine (no author given) there is a short article

on the sentence method which includes the statement, 'Thus by the
Time one has "built-up" along a line, the all-over thought to be
absorbed has been forgotten...especially with adult learners! As
far as | can ascertain, the Sentence Method (beginning with the
sentence before breakdown) is the only one which truly encourages
pecple to Think in terms of wholes and ideas from the outset of
their reading experience' {'The Genuine Sentence Method' 1976:81).

The author of the above article suggests starting with flashcards
with pictures and a sentence fo match on each. He used eight
flashcards. All eight sentences were made up from different combi-
nations of ten words. The next step would be to have the sentences
on flashcards without the pictures. Then the pupils learn the ten
words from flashcards and off the bltackboard. After the student
has been through these steps he goes on to bocks. The first book
is easily read because iT involves only the ten nreviously learned
words and flashcard material. This gets the learner accustomed to
handling a book while dealing with familiar words and sentences.
The next two books are phonic primers and the last two deal with
more difficult combinations in the language. How the primers are
used would be more a matter of preference as far as | can see, but
I think that starting reading with sentences on flashcards could be
valuable in giving a head start before the students begin in primers.,

After several tfries at teaching a group of Warlpiri women to read

we tried the sentence method described here. First they learned to
read the eight sentences from a paper with a picture and the sentence
below. Then they were to read the sentence without the picture,
From this point they started using Breakthrough material. FEach word
from the eight sentences was put into a Breakthrough booklet. The
student then was to make each of the eight sentences by pulling out
the appropriate word and putting it intfc a rack which was provided.
When they finished one sentence the words were then returned +o the
appropriate slot in the bcoklet, The next step was +o make as mary
sentences as they could from the words in the booklet that were
different from the original eight sentences.
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When the women felt confident with this set of words we started on a
new unit of eight pictures. We were also starting a phonics-type
booklet to go along with each unit which would teach syllable sounds
that were in the lesson. This has not been finished at the writing
of This paper. We were sseing good resulfts with this method with
women that had had some previous education, even if it was minimal,
[ discovered, though, that the older women who had never attended
schoot were in need of a lot of pre-reading before they were ready
to start on any reading method.

4.2 'GUDSCHINSKY METHOD!

This method was especially designed by Sarah GSudschinsky for mother
tongue teachers who have |ifttle or no formal teaching education.

It is an easy method to get across and simple teacher's guides can
be produced to go along with the primers. The method is actually
eclectic, drawing from several methods. |1 starts with words and
breaks them down into syllables. These syllables are then used tfo
form words that the students have not seen in print before. This
s done through the process of analogy.

Many people, Though, who have studied Aboriginal culture feel that
Aborigines do not learn by analogy. Pam Karris, who has worked
amongst the Warlpiris at Yuendumu, states: 'Thus it seems to me
that, although one can argue as Gudschinsky did that "everybody
learns by analogy", fthat is, has the innate capacity to learn by
anatogy, still it seems possible that The skill of learning by
analogy could be less developed in the Aboriginal child beginning
school than in children of some other cultures!' (Harris 1977:129).

From the littie we have used this method at Lajamanu, we have seen
its drawbacks. A lot more activity-fype exercises are needed with
this method to aid in understanding and to keep the students'
inferest. Students also seem to do a lot of guessing with This
methad: they get the first part of the word correct but guess for
the later syllables and suffixes.

4.3 PROGRAMMED INSTRUCTICN

Thiagarajan in his book on programmed instruction says, 'The pro-
grammed instruction material is self instructional because it uses
highly structured sequencing, small steps in presenting content,
is self paced by the learner while providing him with knowledge

of results and, therefore, reinforcements as he engages in the
tearning task! (Thiagarajan 1976:8)., This helps semi~|iterates
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take material on any subject and go through it on their own if i+

Is written up in the programmed instruction format. 'This should be
an important consideration for | iteracy workers who seldom work with
adults in class groups for more than four to six months! (Thiagarajan,
p. BY. Below is an example of the 'frames' used in the programmed
instruction format. In the first part of the frame {1A), a question
is asked or instructions are given. On the other side of +he page

or card is the correct answer (1B) so that after completing the box
the person can see whether or not he is correct.

1A. There are three 1B. Check your an-
-leaves on the 3 swer and go onto
week oltd Thakali the next frame.
plant.

Circle the three

S )

The principles of programmed instruction are '(1) Learning shoulid
take place in small steps...(2) The learner should learn actively..,
The learner learns best by answering questions rather than reading
and memorising the material...(3) The learner should check his
answers immediately...(4) Learning should be from the simple to the
complex...(5) The learner should learn at his own speed' (Thiagarajan,
p. 18},

I Think this method would be good for further reading practice, as
an aid in comprehension, but |'m not sure it could be used in +each-
ing reading because someone would have to get the learner started

on the reading preccess. :

I would like to try this method with the Warlpiris because it seems

to be quite activity oriented. It would also allow +them to learn
independently and not be bound to the classroom setting {often
unfamiliar and uncomfortable) or to a classroom pace. |f they fel+t

they were falling behind in the classroom they might quit, but with
this method they wouldn't feel that pressure.

4.4 TRANSFER MATERIAL

The use of transfer material from English into Warlpiri might also
be @ good teaching technique. Many of the people at Lajamanu from
tive to forty years of age can read English. Their comprehension
is limited and they do not read fast, but this previous English
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reading experience may help them to read Warlpiri. Richards and
Hudson (1977), in the Walmajarri transfer primers that they made,
used Three volumes. The first book 'is designed as a motivational
volume. {1 includes natural stories, activitfy pages, and many

il lustrations. English and Walmajarri equivalents are given for
all the sentences except those on the activity pages and the final

story of each unit.' Book two 'is The insfructional volume of the
series where the symbols of the Walmajarri alphabet are taught,'
and book three 'provides the reader with a number of illustrated,

short natural stories in Walmajarri only' (Richards and Hudson
1975: preface).

These books are designed to be self teaching, but if help is needed,
a literate person could aid the reader. | feel this type of primer
might be profitable for Warlpiris who can read English. [+ would

be self teaching and would avoid classrocom situations with ftheir
problems of time and speed of tearning. Classroom competition
would be avoided and peopie might be encouraged to help each other
learn,

4.5 USE OF CASSETTES

Cassettes could be used with many of the previously mentioned methods,
aiding in self learning. They would also be a motivational factor
since cassettes are quite popular amongst the Waripiris.

Conrad Hurd writes in his article On Joining the Cassette Set (1976)
that Navajos and Eskimos are independent types which |ike to learn
on their own. This would apply to the Warlpiris foo. Hurd goes on
to say that when differences in rate of learning appeared in the
classroom, the class ceased functioning. To getl around this he
started a cassette learning course. With the course came a cassette,
writing paper, pencils and reading material. All instructions were
given on the cassette so a person could go at his own speed and do

it alone or with the group of his choice.

| see This as a valuable method of learning for the Warlpiris in
terms of providing both activity and motivation. Many of Them
already have cassette players. Since storing material in their
own homes for long periods can often be difficult, The cassettes
and other materials could be kept in one lecation and borrowed as
needed. For the Warlpiri people who attend church, hymns and
scripture verses could be put on the cassettes and fellowed along
in their reading material.
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5. CONCLUSICN

As feachers or frainers of teachers, we must first of all keep in
mind what the students see as valuable. We can try all the methods

in the world but if we never consult the learners as fo what they

see as valuabie, then all of our enthusiasm will never break the
literacy barrier. 'Education attempts many times fail because there
is no correspondence between The foundation education attempts to lay,
and what is really going on in Aboriginal life' (Wilson 1969: 132).

Wilson feels the teacher should help Aboriginal students draw out
their strengths such as pride in their heritage, self esteem, patterns
of mutual help and co-operation, and a strong sense of family and
group identity. 'After this they can define what must be learned

and what methods of learning will be necessary to reach the iden-
tified goats' (Wilson 1969: 135),

For many fluent readers in our society, books are entertaining and a
source of knowledge. Culture breakdown has resulted in boredom and

lethargy for many Waripiri and other Aboriginal people. | would
tike to see Warlpiris sitting in the shade engrossed in books. |
bel ieve books could help fill leisure hours in a beneficial way.

| feel that vernacular literacy in particular would restore a sense
of pride and help the Waripiri realise that their language is Just

as important as English. |t must begin with the adults or it will

not continue with the children.
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