The LETTER PROJECT

Learning for Empowerment Through Training in Ethnographic Research.  
The Letter Project provides an example of a programme that  aims to contribute to the development of adult literacy by enhancing the skills and approaches of adult literacy trainers as well as their learners. It has been successfully implemented in two countries, India and Ethiopia, and in each case a publication has resulted (Nirantar 2005;  Gebre et al 2009). The 2010 GMR aims to provide a ‘slightly deeper examination of youth and adult literacy’ and it is this to which the Letter Project contributes. The programme provides evidence in particular of attention to: 

Underlying conceptualisation and measurement of youth and adult literacy,

And

Curriculum and pedagogy, literacy instructors and quality,
It is suggested that the lessons learned from these two examples can be carried forward into other contexts and contribute to the overall aim of  Goal 4, providing evidence that can counter the concern expressed that adult literacy is often neglected in the EFA agenda. In both country contexts, the programme engaged with groups of people who were often not reached by traditional literacy programmes, such as dalit women in India and rural traders in Ethiopia.

LETTER started from a problem faced by Nirantar (a Delhi-based NGO working on education for empowerment for women) and by extension most adult literacy programmes – i.e. ‘how can trainers find out about the existing knowledges, beliefs, and practices of those they seek to teach in order to build on these a relevant curriculum and pedagogy for the development of their literacy and numeracy?’. The answer was to use ethnographic-style approaches in training the trainers and in turn for the trainers to use these approaches to help teachers to understand where their learners were coming from and how they could build on what the learners already knew in developing new skills, especially of literacy and numeracy.

The overall format of the LETTER programme has been established by these two implementations. Following an initial practical workshop on the use of ethnographic perspectives in adult literacy and numeracy training, the participants went back to their homes and conducted (with e-mail support) a number of small-scale research projects looking at literacy and/or numeracy in their local communities and writing these up.  A second workshop revised these studies and started a process of building a curriculum on the basis of the findings. This acts as a bridge into a third workshop which helps to consolidate this development, building guidelines for curriculum development and pedagogy so that the participants can plan their own future curriculum and teaching developments to be used in their home environments.

The first programme was held in India. Workshop 1 consisted of a six-day training programme in Delhi in January 2006. The participants were drawn from both Nirantar trainers and others from South Asia (India, Nepal, Afghanistan, Pakistan and Bangladesh) who were supported by funds from ASPBAE  and their own organisations.  These participants returned to their home countries to conduct local ethnographic-style research which they then brought to workshop 2. Since then Nirantar has built on the findings to develop a new curriculum using local literacy and numeracy practices which the literacy learners help to identify. 
The second programme was held in Ethiopia under the auspices of ANFEAE supported by PACT Ethiopia and USAID. In this case participants were drawn from different parts of the country and represented a number of the many languages common in Ethiopia. As in the India case, the participants returned to their home environments to develop curriculum and pedagogy built upon ethnographic perspectives on their local literacies and numeracies.
In both cases, evaluation is ongoing and can be found in the published accounts and in reports provided by the various agencies involved (see below). Publication of the research findings forms an integral part of the project. One outcome of the two sets of workshops has been the development of guidelines that can be applied in other contexts, building on the already considerable experience of many participants in this field.  One of the aims of the project is that with the assistance of the tutors, the trainers and participants have written up their research into literacy and numeracy in their regions into a series of case studies which can be used in training literacy and numeracy facilitators. This has been done for both the Indian and the Ethiopian programmes. The teams have also developed ethnographically-derived guidelines for curricula and teaching-learning materials for numeracy and literacy learning. And they are in the process of developing and piloting training activities for staff from other agencies using these materials – a capacity-building dimension that has implications more broadly for numeracy and literacy programmes internationally.  In the planned extension to Uganda, for instance, the Department of Community Education and Extra-Mural Studies of Makerere University intends to build upon previous successful projects focussed on those able to read and write (funded by DfID etc) to target specifically those community members whose participation in development projects at the local level is still limited because of their inability to read and write standard texts, although they may already have local literacy skills on which new literacies could be built. Participation in community poverty eradication, the Department argues, will be greatly enhanced if all members of the community are able to access and record information for themselves. 
The next round of Letter Workshops is being planned in countries such as Uganda, Mexico, Pakistan and Sierra Leone. External monitoring and evaluation will be built into these programmes, as is already the case with the activities described above for Uganda. Staffing will be needed are in the following areas

· Literacy as Social Practice

· Numeracy as Social Practice

· Ethnographic approaches to the teaching of numeracy and literacy 

· And curriculum/material development for adult literacy/numeracy programmes 

Letter, then, represents an ongoing attempt to move beyond the narrow definitions of  Goal 4, both in drawing attention to the youth and adult dimension of literacy and numeracy beyond just UPE, and also in defining literacy from a social practice perspective. This approach aims to enable a more sophisticated pedagogy that builds upon learners’ own knowledge and experience. The 2010 GMR Reaching and teaching the most marginalised is precisely concerned with such issues, and the Letter approach offers new insights into two areas of particular concern for the literacy and numeracy dimension,  regarding conceptualisation and measurement of youth and adult literacy, and issues of curriculum and pedagogy, especially as they concern literacy instructors and the quality of learning. 
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