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Translation Award: Meeting the SDGs: creating innovative infrastructures and
policy solutions to support sustainable development in Global South
communities. The University of East Anglia’s (UEA) Global Research Translation
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environment issues in developing countries. The GRTA has been funded as part
of the UK government’s Global Challenges Research Fund (GCRF) Innovation
and Commercialisation Programme, developed to fast-track promising research
findings into real-world solutions. The overarching project comprises four
interconnected sub-projects addressing child malnutrition, sustainable food
systems, family literacy and microplastic pollution. These projects work across
disciplines and scales, supporting the strengthening of capacities at multiple
levels – from communities to implementers, researchers, universities, media
agencies, industry and policy makers, with a view to long-term sustainability.
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poorest communities of the world. Through investigating how or why adult
literacy might facilitate or respond to processes of social transformation,
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A NOTE ON
AUTHORSHIP
This report was written by members of
the Family Literacy team of the UEA
UNESCO Chair in Adult Literacy and
Learning for Social Transformation
and is the result of a rich process of
research and reflection within our
wider communities too. The synthesis
report brings together the findings
and analysis from the in-depth
country
research
reports
and
literature review papers, all of which
can be accessed on our website. In
particular, the first section draws on
the literature review led by Dr. Chris
Millora and Hélène Binesse, with
contributions by Dr. Ulrike Hanemann,
Dr. Sheila Aikman and Professor Anna
Robinson-Pant.
The
comparative
analysis section of this report was
written by Dr. Sheila Aikman and
Professor Anna Robinson-Pant, in
collaboration with the whole team. Dr.
Catherine Jere and Dr. Ulrike
Hanemann commented on the report
as critical friends, particularly from a
policy perspective.

The country-specific sections of this
report were developed by the following:
Malawi (University of Malawi)
Lead author: Dr Ahmmardouh Mjaya
Field research team (in addition to
author): Dr Symon Chiziwa, Dr Jean
Chavula and Alick Bwanali
Critical friend: Dr. Catherine Jere
Philippines (University of Santo Tomas)
Lead authors: Dr Gina Lontoc, Professor
Camilla Vizconde, Professor Belinda de
Castro
Field research team (in addition to
authors): Fr. Romeo De Castro, SDB,
Monette Bobila, Via Allyson Del Rosario
Critical friend: Dr. Chris Millora
Nepal (Research Centre for Educational
Innovation and Development, Tribhuvan
University)
Lead authors: Professor Sushan Acharya
and Dr Kamal Raj Devkota
Field research team (in addition to
authors): Dr. Surendra Giri, Dr. Binod
Luitel, Mr. Deepak Khanal and Professor
Anna Robinson-Pant
Ethiopia (Bahir Dar University)
Lead authors: Abiy Menkir Gizaw,
Turuwark Zalalam Warkineh, Tizita Lemma
Melka, Yeraswork Megerssa Bedada,
Ermiyas Tsehay Birhanu
Critical friends: Dr. Sheila Aikman and
Professor Anna Robinson-Pant
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1 OVERVIEW
Family literacy has been promoted as a way to encourage parents to support their
children’s education, for instance, through reading together or learning to complete
baby record books. Recognising that this approach to family literacy and learning often
overlooks the reality and the wealth of learning and literacies of the poorest families’
lives, this project – ‘Family literacy, indigenous learning and sustainable development:
Proof of concept pilot’ – set out to address these limitations through investigating
people’s everyday learning and literacy practices. Our starting point is the diverse ways
in which people of different generations learn, engage with and construct knowledge in
their everyday lives and livelihoods. We understand family literacy and learning as
transformative and innovative, as a process embedded in and emerging from shared
values, meaningful social relationships and multiple forms of communication. We take a
‘bottom-up’ approach that recognises family literacy and learning as intergenerational,
contextualised and diverse. It is cross-sectoral and defies discrete educational labelling
of formal, non-formal and informal learning or categories such as early childhood,
schooling, youth or adult education.
This approach guided the overarching research question – What kind of
(inter)generational literacy and learning practices are families engaged in? – and
provided the starting point for research conducted in four countries: Ethiopia, Malawi,
Nepal and the Philippines. The aim was to collect evidence that could help inform a
more ‘bottom-up’ approach to family literacy, embedded in people’s existing cultural,
social, religious and livelihood activities yet also recognising their aspirations to engage
with new ‘Western’ knowledge, literacies and languages. The purpose of the comparative
analysis in this report is to draw out the issues and perspectives on literacy and
indigenous learning from these four studies that could inform international and national
policy, as well as research in other contexts. The studies looked at literacy, numeracy
and indigenous learning across a variety of sectors including agriculture, health, forestry
and economic livelihood developments and the findings have relevance not only for
educational policy, but also for taking forward the wider Sustainable Development 2030
policy agenda.
To pilot such an approach, ethnographic fieldwork was conducted in communities that
self-define as ‘local’ and/or ‘indigenous’ in Ethiopia, Malawi, Nepal and the Philippines.
All the studies were guided by the overarching research question: ‘What kind of
(inter)generational literacy and learning practices are families engaged in?’ Responding
to differences in contexts, the country teams developed their own sub-research
questions suited to their national and local conditions. The project aim was to collect
evidence on indigenous and intergenerational learning and literacy practices within and
among families, which could contribute to the development of family learning and
literacy programmes that build on current ongoing learning and literacy practices. In
this way, the project explicitly aimed to counter the strong policy tendency to ‘copy and
transplant’ family literacy approaches from the Global North to countries in the Global
South.
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The teams are currently drawing on their research findings to pilot family learning and
literacy initiatives and discuss their relevance to various contexts, through a series of
stakeholder workshops at local, regional, national and international levels. National policy
briefs are being prepared to highlight specific recommendations from the research, as well
as multilingual learning materials, training guides, posters and videos to disseminate the
results to a wider audience.
This project brings together research teams who have already been working together as
partners of the UNESCO Chair in Adult Literacy and Learning for Social Transformation,
hosted by the University of East Anglia (UK).
These institutions include Bahir Dar University (BDU) in Ethiopia, Tribhuvan University
Centre for Educational Innovation and Development (TU CERID) in Nepal, University of
Malawi Chancellor’s College (UoM) in Malawi and the University of Santo Tomas (UST) in the
Philippines. The project builds directly on a UEA UNESCO Chair International Workshop
programme held in Ethiopia (Bahir Dar, May 2019), where researchers and practitioners
identified the neglect of adult literacy within development policy at national and
international level as a major issue that affected poorer women in particular. An alternative
conceptualisation of family literacy emerged from the team discussions, exploring the
connections between indigenous learning, knowledge and literacy. This led to the
development of the current ‘proof of concept’ pilot project.
This project is part of a larger research programme called the Global Research Translation
Award. UEA's Global Research Translation Award (GRTA) is a £1.36 million project to help
tackle health, nutrition, education and environment issues in developing countries. The
GRTA has been funded as part of the UK government’s Global Challenges Research Fund
(GCRF) Innovation and Commercialisation Programme, developed to fast-track promising
research findings into real-world solutions. These include practical tools and commercial
opportunities for products and services that can be used by local communities to help make
their lives and environments healthier, safer and more sustainable.
The UEA’s GRTA project title is: Meeting the SDGs: creating innovative infrastructures and
policy solutions to support sustainable development in Global South communities. The overarching project comprises four interconnected sub-projects addressing child malnutrition,
sustainable food systems, family literacy and microplastic pollution. These projects work
across disciplines and scales, supporting the strengthening of capacities at multiple levels –
from communities to implementers, researchers, universities, media agencies, industry and
policy makers, with a view to long-term sustainability. Collectively, they will generate
valuable case studies for UKRI researchers to evaluate the impact of GCRF projects,
involving a range of stakeholders in geographically and culturally diverse contexts, which
seek to benefit people living in Overseas Development Assistance (ODA) recipient nations.
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Our Family Literacy project’s strategic aim is to demonstrate how a community-based
intergenerational approach to literacy and learning can contribute to the achievement of of
selected Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) when built on local and/or indigenous
knowledge and practices – particularly SDG4 (quality education), SDG5 (gender equality),
SDG3 (good health and well-being) and SDG2 (zero hunger).
This report is a synthesis of the research findings from the four country studies, including
literature-based reviews and ethnographic research data presented in the country reports,
as well as the executive summary reports for Ethiopia, Malawi, Nepal and the Philippines.
The research reports for each country are published separately in full and offer a more indepth account of the research findings, literature review and methodology (see reference
section). This synthesis report starts with an examination of dominant conceptualisations of
family literacy and policy current today and goes on to describe the research methodology
and methods employed by the four country research teams. It then offers a comparative
analysis of the empirical research findings and is followed by an analysis of the policy
contexts. It concludes with a discussion of the significance and contribution of this research
and its innovative approach to learning and literacy at local, national and international levels.

Ms.
| 3Asiyatu and her son, Ukoto gathering mushrooms (Malawi)
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WHAT IS FAMILY LITERACY
AND LEARNING?
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Exploring the limitations of
dominant conceptualisations of
family literacy
Research and policies predominantly frame
family literacy as a way for families to
contribute
to
enhancing
children’s
participation in school. Within this framing,
the focus has often been on children’s
learning in preparation for schools, rather
than the learning of adults. Parents are seen
as key ‘educators’ of children, sometimes
eclipsing the contributions and roles of other
family members – cousins, grandparents,
siblings – and more so, of the wider
community. The school is usually the priority
and main point of reference: family literacy is
promoted because of its contribution towards
improving children’s reading ability, cognition,
behaviour and participation in school. To a
certain extent, learning within the family is
overlooked within such policy, while only
schooling and schooled literacy is valued.
In the US and UK contexts, family literacy is
most commonly defined as “encompassing a
wide variety of programmes that promote the
involvement of both parents and their
children in literacy enhancing practices and
activities” (Ponzetti and Bodine, 1993, p.106,
cited in Gadsden 2008, p. 164). The
programmes are often framed to help parents
better support their children’s learning “to
improve
the
literacy
educationally
disadvantaged parents and children, based on
the assumption that parents are their child’s
first and most influential teachers” (ibid).
Family literacy programmes and policies, for
instance, are often based on what immediate
and long-term benefits they can offer to
families and their contributions towards a
perceived need or deficit (Brooks et al., 2008;
Carpentieri et al., 2011; Goodall and Vorhaus,
2011; European Commission, 2012; NIACE,
2013). They are also a viewed as a costeffective way of creating richer literate
| 5

environments (Carpentieri et al., 2011). The
argument regarding high rates of return on
investment in the early years (Heckman and
Masterov, 2007) has also been used to
advocate for family literacy initiatives.
Anderson et al. (2010) argue that family
literacy policy makers and programme
providers see parents’ role as ‘instrumental’
and the development of ‘parenting skills’ as
central in related policies and strategies. This
may reflect approaches that are oriented
towards
‘intervention’
rather
than
‘empowerment’, of ‘domestication’ rather
than ‘liberation’ or of ‘colonisation’ rather
than ‘decolonisation’ (see for example
Anderson et al., 2010; Freire, 1970 and 1976;
Auerbach, 1989 and 1995, Reyes and Torres,
2007).
Gadsden (2008:103), meanwhile, notes that
“a tension that has persisted in the field [of
family literacy] centres on disjunctures
between research that emphasizes multiple
literacies, sociocultural contexts, and social
change in understanding families’ learning and
the policy push for instructional programming
for parents and children that assumes
universality of interests, needs, and
background of learners”. The latter – often
coming from or based on Global North
contexts – carries assumptions about what
constitutes a family, what literacy means and
who gets to define the agenda of these
programmes.
Family literacy can reflect a ‘literacy first’
approach – where the assumption is that
‘literacy’ of family members (often children)
must be secured before they can reap the
benefits. ‘Disadvantaged’ families with a
problematic home environment become the
subjects that family literacy programmes can
‘fix’ as if these “families had no literacy
practices and were living in a vacuum” (Reyes
and Torres, 2007:74).

Family literacy efforts have been described as
promoting white, middle-class visions of
literacy (e.g., shared book reading, storybook
reading, engaging in school-like literacy tasks,
particular types of language games), while the
literacy practices of diverse families such as
storytelling or reading from religious texts,
have been neglected, (Auerbach, 1989, 1995;
Compton-Lilly, Rogers and Lewis, 2012). The
dominance of these practices as the ‘best
ways’ of doing family literacy may be related
to what Reyes and Torres (2007) describe as
the ‘colonisation’ of traditionally nonmainstream families by ‘fixing’ them and
measuring them against European-American
middle-class family literacy practices (Ada and
Zubizarreta, 2001; Panofsky, 2000).

Beyond an instrumental approach
to family literacy
Gadsden (2008) calls for “a more in-depth
analysis” that would highlight the “rich
practices and traditions” within homes that
deal with oral and written texts. Rather than
using a dominant – and often Westerninfluenced – lens as a diagnostic tool to assess
(and later ‘fix’) family practices, she suggests
starting with the examination of existing
practices.
The focus of much research on family literacy
has been on the household as the main space
for learning. However, Heath’s seminal study
in 1982 in the American South—a middle-class
town (Maintown), a working-class white
community (Roadville) and a working-class
black community (Trackton), demonstrated
the complex relationships within these homeschool-community contexts, based on a
(dis)continuity of literacy practices and
(bi)directionality of learning. Heath’s (1983)
work highlighted the linguistically rich lives of
children from communities historically
underserved by mainstream education. Her

ethnographic approach uncovered a diversity
of communicative practices and interactive
spaces and allowed the voices, values and
social practices of family members
themselves to be heard. The focus was not on
linking household learning to, and for the
benefit of, school learning but of
understanding and taking into account the
role of wider communities – i.e. not only
within but also between families and diverse
spaces and places where learning and literacy
flourished.
Other research has questioned gendered and
functional approaches to family literacy
programmes which are “defined by a
pervasive male/female power dynamic, crosscut by differing constructions of masculinity
and femininity” and prepare women for
traditional occupations and roles (Rockhill
1993, p. 166). Anderson et al. (2010) argue
that family literacy “is becoming women’s
literacy”, that these programmes “unfairly
place responsibility for children’s literacy
development on women” and tend to “ignore
the literacy needs and desires of women”
(ibid.:46-49). In an ethnographic study of a
library in Canada, Rizk (2019) found that
expectations of parental support in the
education of their children in certain kinds of
family literacy programmes often create an
invisible workload for the mothers.
Many policy interventions and statements
reflect a narrow focus on family literacy and
learning to mean early childhood
development (to promote children’s learning
and healthy development) and a limited focus
on literacy (early reading skills). A dominant
conceptualisation in these policies and
programmes is that family literacy is a tool to
improve the academic achievement of
children (improved literacy, numeracy &
language skills) and adults (improved
employability & workplace skills) (c.f.
Anderson et al., 2010). This emphasis on
literacy as a skill rather than a practice is
particularly visible in government-funded
6 |

interventions and in countries that have
participated in cross-country literacy surveys
such as PISA¹ which emphasise issues of
quality and learning outcomes. Most visible in
the Global South and in NGO initiatives, is the
use of family literacy programmes to engage
people in learning and transformative action
and as one component of a broader strategy
to support community development in
deprived areas (UNESCO LitBase, n.d.).
What emerges from this review is the
diversity of meanings the notion of family
literacy has and the consequent variable
nature of programmes.
Despite the emphasis on ‘schooled’ literacy in
the majority of family literacy policies and
programmes, family literacy and learning have
still not been prioritised by many
governments and donor agencies. Overall,
there is limited recognition of non-dominant
non-schooled literacy practices and a lack of
awareness or a marginalisation of ‘other’
literacy practices, languages and knowledges.
Our family literacy and learning project sets
out to address this gap, using ethnographic
methods to research what people are already
doing, what they value and how they are
responding to social change.
Our review highlights key research studies
that confirm the value of an in-depth
examination of what is already happening in
family learning contexts, asks about learning
in diverse spaces and places, and investigates
the gendered nature of literacy and learning.

¹ Program for International Student Assessment
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3

CONCEPTUAL STARTING
POINTS
The four country studies have looked at family literacy through
different lenses – particularly in terms of the sectors they chose
to focus on. Whereas Malawi and the Philippines researched
primarily agriculture and rural livelihoods, Ethiopia and Nepal
focused on religious literacies, health, crafts and livelihood
activities. However, they cohere around a conceptual
framework that is based on an understanding of literacy as a
social practice (Street 1984, 1993, 2001), of communicative
practices as dynamic and multi-modal, and is rooted in
principles of social justice.
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A social practice view of literacy
The social practice model of literacy (also
known as a ‘situated literacies’ approach) is
based on several key understandings of
literacy, including that: “different literacies
(are) associated with different domains of life”
and “literacy practices are patterned by social
institutions and power relationships and some
literacies are more dominant, visible and
influential than others” (Barton and Hamilton,
2000: 8). The situated or social practice
model of literacy has informed many research
studies of how people use and learn literacy in
everyday life, including in rural and
agricultural communities. The starting point is
the view that “literacy is not practised in a
vacuum: it is always embedded within some
socio-cultural set of activities, and it is these
activities, not the literacy itself, which provide
the material for the analysis of literacy
practices” (Rogers and Street, 2012, p. 17).
Such research has investigated how
apparently ‘illiterate’ people engage with
multiple literacy practices and literacies in
their lives and has analysed the meanings
associated with different domains of literacy
practice.
A social practice model of literacy leads to an
emphasis on building on the everyday literacy
practices of adults and children, rather than
learning (and being tested on) the discrete
skills of reading and writing in a classroom.
The assumption is that adults and children
already engage in literacy and numeracy
practices, deal with written and digital texts as
part of their normal lives and may use literacy
mediators for additional support (sometimes
such mediators are from their own families
but also from the wider community or
external agencies). This alternative approach
to family literacy recognises the importance
of informal learning (and the ‘funds of
knowledge’ (Moll et al., 1992) that families
already have). A social practice approach also
challenges the reification of ‘literacy’ by
| 9

looking more broadly at communication and
ways in which literacies are embedded in
communicative practices that may comprise
diverse mixes of oral interaction and nonverbal signs as well as written texts.

Informal learning
Educational research is often framed in terms
of the modes of learning: formal, non-formal
and informal, with formal learning dominating
educational research, policy and practice.
However, our project research goes beyond
these distinctions and investigates multiple
forms of learning in informal contexts where
multi-generational learners draw on their
prior learning, skills and knowledge, acquired
through diverse modalities of learning.
Rogers (2013) discusses some of the many
different types of informal learning:
incidental, task-conscious, self-directed
and/or unintentional. He distinguishes
between the intentions of the learners and
providers – for instance, in the case of a
health campaign, using posters, where the
learning is ‘intentional’ on the part of the
provider but may be ‘incidental’ for the
learner. Rogers (ibid, p. 18) goes on to map
various explanations of how adults learn
informally, including: ‘natural, like breathing’,
a process of osmosis or assimilation, situated
learning, task-oriented learning (e.g. learning
to use a new camera), social learning (through
informal scaffolding by peers) and individual
learning. An example of the latter is Kolb’s
(1984) learning cycle, consisting of active
experience, critical reflection, abstract
conceptualisation and active experimentation.
This notion of transformation and change
informs much adult learning theory. Mezirow
(1991) discusses how our frames of reference
can be transformed by learning – that “new
experience causes a disjuncture with prior
learning” (in Rogers, 2013, p. 18).

Within this research on intergenerational and
family/ community learning, our focus is on
what kind of learning strategies, approaches
and practices are used in specific contexts –
particularly in relation to different kinds of
informal learning processes.

Indigenous or local?
Consistent with our ethnographic approach
and focus on understanding and examining
what people do and say, we agreed that each
team would take an understanding of ‘local’
and ‘indigenous’ that would recognise the
terms, labels and identities that participants
themselves use. In this way, the learning and
literacy practices we would investigate would
be ‘local’ to the participants, integral to their
ways of life and identities and linked to their
social, religious, economic and physical
environments. Where the term and concept
‘indigenous’ is part of people’s selfidentification, we use it. However, we are
aware that the term has diverse connotations,
not only across the four country contexts but
within countries. We have therefore taken a
broad, flexible approach to these terms,
listening to how they are used in wide ranging
contexts to self-identify and be recognised
(see Aikman and Robinson-Pant (2019) for a
deeper exploration of the controversies
around the term ‘indigenous’).
The term ‘indigenous’ has itself gained wide
recognition and utilisation over the past 40
years with the rise of rights agendas - not
least with indigenous peoples’ contributions to
the process of development of the 2007 UN
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples – influencing contemporary
decolonisation debates and initiatives. While it
is now embedded in national, institutional and
organisational policies and practices, its
interpretations are diverse and politically
sensitive.

A little boy busy counting the sticks that his
father is preparing in Ghale Gaun, Nepal
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So, we find that in this research, people,
peoples, governments and organisations use
and understand the term differently. Some
participants self-identify as indigenous and are
widely recognised as such, for example the
Aeta community in the Philippines, whose
links to the land, their history and their
cultural and social practices distinguish them
from ‘farming communities’ such as Nueva
Ecija. In African contexts, the term indigenous
has different historical and contemporary
meanings. The Ethiopian research team
applies ‘indigenous’ more widely to
encompass ‘traditional’ knowledge and
practices, while in Malawi, the team found
meaning in researching what might be
considered as ‘local’ learning and literacy
practices.
In Nepal, Acharya, Jere and Robinson-Pant
(2019) consider the changing meanings of the
term. They suggest that, although at one level
there is a consensus among indigenous people
(known as Adivasi or janajati) and movements
regarding the term and its definition,
“questions arise around whether the term can
still hold if an individual becomes more
economically, educationally, socially and
geographically mobile” (ibid, p. 281).
So, we are alert to the diversity and
complexity of the terms ‘local’ and
‘indigenous’, who uses them, how and why.
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4 OVERARCHING METHODOLOGY
The project methodology is interpretative and the methods were designed to provide indepth qualitative data about family learning and literacy practices in their everyday lives.
All the teams drew on policy analysis and a review of previous research as a source of data,
as well as Government and NGO policy strategies, programmes and progress in family
literacy and adult literacy in their contexts. This helped to situate the research within
wider policy debates in the respective countries and informed the empirical research. The
literature review also helped in the development of new lenses for researching literacy
practices and raised critical questions that influenced how investigations in-country were
framed. The conceptual and practical considerations for the research were discussed
during a series of meetings in Manila in November 2019, prior to the project launch, at an
international conference organised by the University of Santo Tomas, Manila.
Each team conducted ethnographic fieldwork in selected communities. The locations of
the fieldwork varied across countries, according to contextual differences. For example,
the Malawi team embedded themselves in rural communities in order to focus on
understanding communities’ sources of livelihoods in relation to natural resources. In
Ethiopia, tensions around travel in the country influenced the inclusion of a semi-urban
site (Awi Zone), rather than working as originally intended with the Karrayyu pastoral
community. The Nepal team focused on contrasting rural contexts in terms of ethnicity,
religion and language, while the Philippines team chose an agricultural community with
close ties to their university and ongoing engagement with government welfare
programmes. In all sites, current health and safety conditions influenced the choice of
location and fieldwork possibilities, particularly with regard to the evolving COVID-19
pandemic.
The methods used for data collection included the following:
Participant observation in households, communities and public spaces to develop thick
descriptions of learning and interactions in everyday activities (for example, through
accompanying groups of women on mushroom collecting trips).
Informal discussions and conversations with families and individuals about how they
teach, learn and practise new and indigenous skills (such as siblings teaching each
other Arabic texts through reading the Quran, and youth showing older people how to
use mobile phones).
Visual methods were used to facilitate discussion across different groups and
generations, and to involve children too. For instance, the Philippine team conducted
participatory workshops with women farmers as part of their data collection.
Focus group discussions and semi-structured interviews with NGO and extension
workers, village development committees, adult literacy facilitators, local government
officials and community members about current adult learning
programmes/initiatives.
Each country team produced a report and executive summary that were shared across the
project. This helped in the cross-fertilisation of ideas, identifying emerging similarities and
differences between data sets and has fed directly into this comparative report.
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5

COUNTRY STUDIES
This section provides an insight into the findings
and analysis from each country study. Adopting an
ethnographic and participatory approach meant
that the teams adapted methods of data collection
and analysis to take account of their specific
context and policy frameworks. While key findings
for each country study are included in summary
here, more detailed analysis of research data and
process is to be found in the full country reports
(see the UEA UNESCO Chair website).
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MALAWI
Lead author:
Dr. Ahmmardouh Mjaya
Field research team (in addition
to author):
Dr. Symon Chiziwa, Dr. Jean
Chavula and Alick Bwanali
Critical friend: Dr. Catherine Jere

Introduction
The Family Literacy project was conducted in phases
in two districts in Malawi, namely Machinga and
Salima. In Machinga, the field work was done from
20th January to 20th February 2020 while in Salima it
was done from 23rd March to 5th April 2020 and
from 22nd September to 7th October 2020. The
purpose of the study was to explore literacy and local
learning practices that are useful in enhancing a
bottom-up approach to family and literacy initiatives.
The main focus of the study was to understand how
experienced members of the communities pass on
their knowledge and skills, including literacy and
numeracy, to less experienced ones. Thus, the
overarching question was: What kind of
(inter)generational literacy and learning practices are
families engaged in?
Specifically, the study sought to address the following
questions:
In what domains are families engaged in literacy
and learning practices?
How do family members participate in literacy and
learning practices in different domains?
What kind of knowledge and skills are involved in
the literacy and learning practices that the
families are engaged in?
How do families value the literacy and learning
practices they are engaged in?
14 |

Background and Context
In Malawi, literacy rates are low and a notable
gender gap exists. The adult literacy rate for
men is estimated at 72%, while that of women
at 66% (National Statistics Office, 2019).
These low literacy rates have been
exacerbated by high school dropout rates,
with many young people leaving school before
acquiring basic literacy skills (see Government
of Malawi, 2011). Results from the Southern
and East African Consortium for Monitoring
Education Quality (SACMEQ) learning
assessment survey show that 63.6% of
Malawian grade six pupils were not able to
read for meaning (Milner et al., 2011).
Key policy and related documents such as the
Malawi Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper
(2012) and the Malawi Growth and
Development Strategy II (2012) acknowledge
the significance of literacy in fostering
development in Malawi (International
Monetary Fund, 2012). Consequently, the
Malawi government has been designing and
offering National Adult Literacy Programmes
(NALP) for adults purported to be nonliterate, since the country gained
independence in 1964. To guide adult literacy
planners and policy makers in setting up
programmes that meet the priorities of the
country, the Ministry of Women and Child
Development through the National Centre
for Literacy and Adult Education, drafted a
national adult literacy policy in 2007 which
was approved in 2020.
Apart from the NALP, the Malawi
Government has been involved in other
programmes aimed at enhancing literacy skills
such as the National Reading Strategy, which
“provides a framework for developing and
implementing a cohesive, sustainable, reading
programme that can be implemented
nationally with fidelity” (Linan-Thompson,
2014, p. 3) and the Complementary Basic
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Education Programme, providing education
opportunities to out-of-school children
between the ages of 9 and 17 years
(Government of the Republic of Malawi,
2019).
When we looked at the family literacy
practices promoted in Malawi, we noted that
they are largely based on Western literacy
practices in which parents are framed as ‘the
first teachers’ and are expected to provide
literacy support to their children (see Link
Community Development, n.d.). The National
Reading Strategy which is motivated by the
same assumptions, promotes the same
literacy practices (see Koch et al., 2019). What
this means is that indigenous learning
practices that are key to the transfer of
knowledge and skills in local communities, are
ignored. This study sought to explore literacy
and local learning practices that may be useful
in enhancing family literacy initiatives like the
ones cited above, but by implementing a
bottom-up approach.

Research Sites and Methods
This study focused on the sustainable use of
natural resources, especially those that have a
direct bearing on communities’ livelihoods
such as forestry and fisheries. About “90% of
Malawi’s population use wood for fuel and
charcoal production, accounting for about
88.5% of the country’s energy requirements”
(Gamula et al 2013, p. 45). This situation puts
Malawi’s forests under tremendous pressure;
hence the need to understand how rural
communities sustainably or otherwise, utilise
these resources to support their livelihoods.
Thus, Machinga was selected because
recently, Liwonde Forest Reserve has been
experiencing massive deforestation.

Similarly, “Malawi lakes are under considerable
stress due to high population growth and
increasing levels of poverty which have led to
overexploitation of fishery resources,” (Jamu
et al., 2011, p. 3). Fish supply 60% of the
animal protein (ibid) in Malawi and the
fisheries sector directly employs 60,000 and
450,000 indirectly in fish processing,
distribution and associated trades (ibid).
Salima especially T/A Makanjira’s area was
selected because we were made to
understand that traditional leaders were
enforcing regulations meant to conserve fish
around Mbenji island on Lake Malawi.
The study employed an ethnographic
approach to explore the issues that it sought
to understand and participant observation was
the major data collection technique, as shown
in Figure 3 in the next page.

MAP OF MALAWI SHOWING SITES

Site two:
Salima

Data were also gathered through individual
interviews, focus group discussions and
photography. These methods were used to
explore community members’ activities such
as farming, mushroom collection and selling,
curio and mat making and fishing.

Site one:
Machinga

Figure 1: Deforestation in Liwonde Forest Reserve
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Figure 2: Fisherfolks getting ready for fishing on Lake Malawi

Figure 3: Dr Symon Chiziwa taking part in transplanting rice
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Figure 4: Mrs. A is helping her
children in school literacy

Key findings
In general, the study established that families
were engaged in varied (inter)generational
learning practices. Specifically, the study
established the following:
Family members were rarely involved
routinely in any recognisable literacy learning
practices. A few community members such as
Ms Anubi tried to get themselves in the family
literacy model, which is promoted by the
National Reading Strategy, by helping their
children in literacy learning. However, Ms
Anubi emphasised that:
When I have time, I teach them. I
cannot cheat you that I do it every
day but when I am happy and I have
time I do it. You know, this is a village
setting and we have a lot of work to
do. So, finding time to help children
with schoolwork is difficult.
Others such as Ms Asiyatu, told us that they
were not able to help their children directly in
literacy learning because they too were not
literate. However, they considered the
support they provided to their children to
attend school comfortably as one way of
contributing to literacy learning.
Family members were involved in various
learning practices in mushroom gathering and
selling, curio and mat making, rice and potato
farming and in fishing. The study established
that most of the activities cannot be confined
to a specific domain such as home or work
because they cut across domains.

Consequently, the learning practices also
permeate these boundaries. Mili’s fishing
activity for example, started from home
where he prepared his net before going to the
lake and then came back home again where
the net was mended. Hence, to understand
how Mili’s family took part, as well as the kind
of knowledge and skills involved in this
activity, it was imperative to look at the full
cycle.
The family members’ involvement in learning
practices was voluntary and spontaneous as
opposed to being fixed and programmed. In
most cases, inexperienced family members
joined the experienced ones and the former
either observed or performed supporting
roles to the latter. In other cases, the
inexperienced family members learnt the
activities under the supervision of the
experienced ones.
Some community members were involved in
what we describe as co-learning. This was the
case in situations where each member knew
something about the activity which the other
one did not know.
To enhance their expertise in the activity, the
members exchanged ideas, thereby improving
each other’s knowledge and skills.
Learning was rarely given fixed timeframes
within which the inexperienced members
were required to be fully conversant with the
activities. Thus, completion was not defined
by the time taken to learn but rather, by the
individual’s own mastery of the knowledge
and skills required in the activity concerned.
This contrasts sharply with the rigid formal
western schooling system.
Family members learnt different kinds of
knowledge and skills relevant to the activities
they were involved in.
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For example, mushroom gathering involved
more than just the knowledge of which
mushrooms were poisonous or not or the
knowledge of where and when specific types
of mushrooms grew. It also involved the
knowledge and skills of differentiating their
textures including how to harvest them
cleanly and maintain their freshness.
Numeracy practices were critical in mat and
fishing net making. Ms Ajibu emphasised the
use of odd numbers when deciding the
number of laces the mat ribbon should have,
which in turn determined the size of the mat.
Family members used locally understood
measuring techniques in their activities. Both
mat makers and fisherfolks used their hands
to determine the length of their mats and
nets respectively. Mat makers used mkwamba
as a unit of measure. Mkwamba was
understood to be the length of one’s fully
stretched arms from the tip of the middle
right finger to the tip of middle left finger.
Family members valued the learning practices
they were engaged in because they
underpinned their sources of livelihoods. Also,
some of the knowledge and skills they gained
helped them in ensuring that the supply of
vital foods was not disrupted. Such knowledge
and skills were stored and passed on orally and
(inter)generationally.
Indigenous
(inter)generational
learning
involved not just members of the same family
but the wider community. Just as Thomson did
not learn curio making from his immediate
family members, Mboma learned net making
from someone who lived in his area. In the
same vein, Mboma was transferring the
knowledge and skills he had learned to other
community members who were not his family
members.
Ms. Mwenye holding mushrooms
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Culture and gender stereotyping influenced
the participation of men and women in some
activities. For example, some tasks in rice
farming were stereotyped in terms of gender.
The community generally believed that
slashing, ploughing and breaking the soil
lumps were supposed to be done by men. The
women were associated with transplanting the
rice, which the community regarded as being
easy. Notwithstanding this, our experience
showed that some women did the tasks
associated with men. It also showed that
transplanting rice was not as easy as it was
portrayed to be.
In fishing, the primary activities taking place
on the lake were done by men only. It was
claimed that the activities were both tedious
and dangerous for women. For example, the
major fishing ground in this area is Mbenji
island. While men are allowed to go to this
island, women are not. Two reasons were
given for this. First, we were told that to avoid
getting entangled with the nets during fishing,
fisherfolks put on just their underwear and it
would be a taboo to have both women and
men fishing dressed in this manner. Second,
the presence of women on the island would
disrupt the assumed peace prevailing on the
island, owing to the love relationships that
may arise between the two sexes.
Consequently, women were denied the
opportunity to learn the knowledge and skills
necessary for catching fish.

²Dried vegetables reserved to be consumed over
long periods of time.

Figure 5: Young girls learning mat weaving
under the supervision of their grandmother

Figure 6: Ms. Samson harvesting mushrooms
cleanly with a knife. The leaves in the bucket
are meant to keep the mushrooms fresh.

Figure 7: Dr. Chavula helping Ms. Swaleyi in
processing vegetables commonly known as
‘mfutso²'
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Implications and Conclusion

A number of key issues emerge from the
findings of this study.
Community members learnt knowledge and
skills through observing and doing and not
simply by listening and observing. This finding
shows that family members’ learning practices
were action oriented. They were involved in
the activities and learnt the knowledge and
skills for immediate use. This finding has
significant implications for literacy curriculum
designers, especially for adults.
Most of learning was self-directed and
therefore, different individuals mastered the
knowledge and skills over different periods of
time. For programmed literacy initiatives, this
finding implies a re-think in the planning,
implementation and assessment of learners in
such activities. It suggests a learner- centred
approach in which mastery of knowledge and
skills is central in determining when a literacy
cycle ends. In other words, learners are
assessed based on the competencies they
display in the knowledge and skills they are
supposed to learn and not because the time
allocated for them to learn the planned
content has expired.
Indigenous (inter)generational learning is not
confined to the immediate family. People
learned certain skills and knowledge from
members of the wider community to enable
them participate in their sources of
livelihoods. This implies that in situations
where most of the parents regard themselves
as non-literate, the understanding of family
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literacy needs to be widened to include the
support children may get from members of
the wider community.
Owing to some cultural restrictions, there is a
gender disparity in the learning of knowledge
and skills required for participating in some
sources of livelihoods, such as fishing. This
implies that for any literacy learning
programme there is need to understand the
cultural context so that proper strategies may
be devised that would help to address such
disparities, without undermining the people’s
cultural values.
Community members keep and share the
knowledge and skills that help them in their
daily lives. This implies that for them, learning
is not an end in itself but rather, a means to an
end. They learn for a purpose. For
programmed literacy initiatives, this finding
hinges on the need to critically think about
the relevance of such initiatives, not so much
from the perspectives of the providers but
rather from those purported to be the
beneficiaries, i.e. the learners.
Family members have a great deal of
knowledge and skills on matters that have a
bearing on their daily lives. They use their own
measuring and navigation techniques. They
use their own tools for measuring, such as
hands and units of measurements such as
‘mkwamba.’ This knowledge and skills can
form a solid foundation for new learning, if
properly harnessed.

NEPAL
Lead authors: Professor Sushan
Acharya and Dr. Kamal Raj
Devkota
Field research team (in addition
to authors): Dr. Surendra Giri, Dr.
Binod Luitel, Mr. Deepak Khanal
and Professor Anna RobinsonPant

Introduction
In Nepal, adult literacy and learning has been
acknowledged as an important measure in the
successful implementation of sustainable development
policies and plans. Adult literacy is therefore an
essential component in sectoral programmes in health,
agriculture, forestry and biodiversity, as a way to
inform and empower their respective target groups.
Communities have been engaging in intergenerational
teaching and learning for centuries, as revealed by
studies in Nepal focused on livelihoods, religion and
culture-related knowledge and skills (Chaudhary, et al.,
2017; Gurung, 2009; Diwasa et. al., 2007; Koirala and
Khaniya, 2003). However, government policies rarely
pay attention to these organic systems. Modern school
education through its use of Nepali, its curriculum,
pedagogy and assessment system, has gradually
detached children from the indigenous and
intergenerational learning that takes place in their
homes and communities. As a result, indigenous
knowledge and skills as foundations of learning, have
been weakened. This study uses family literacy and
learning as a transformative and innovative approach
that can be applied effectively across generations,
between institutions and through interdisciplinary
collaboration.
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The study is framed around a theoretical
understanding of literacy as a social practice
embedded in everyday activities and
connected with relationships of power and
inequalities. The following research questions
shaped the research design:
In what domains are families engaged in
literacy and learning practices and how do
they participate?
What kind of knowledge, skills and values
are involved in the literacy and learning
practices that families engage in?
What value do families place on the
literacy and learning practices they
engage in?

Country context and
Policy/practice review
Over the past two decades, efforts made
through a range of programmes have
increased Nepal’s adult literacy rate from
48.6% (Male: 62.7% and Female: 34.9%) in
2001 (Manandhar and Shrestha, 2004) to
65.9% (Male: 75.1% and Female 57.4%) in 2011
(Central Bureau of Statistics, 2012). In 2008,
a three- year campaign was launched (Nepal
Literacy Campaign) with the objective of
meeting the EFA goal # 4 of 50%
improvement in adult literacy by 2015. In
2012, a second three-year campaign was
launched (Literate Nepal Mission) with the
same objective. The second campaign gave
more freedom to non-governmental partners
with regards to the production of more
localised materials and the use of local
languages. However, although the Ministry of
Education
data
showed
significant
improvements in the literacy rate, including a
closing of the gender gap, this data has been
contested and other sources show that these
campaigns have failed to have a significant
impact on literacy rates (UNESCO, 2017).
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In 2015, a continuing education programme
was launched to fulfil the global commitment
to lifelong learning, followed by a third
literacy campaign (Literate Nepal Year 2019),
on hold since early 2020 due to the
pandemic. Although the objective of this
campaign is lifelong learning for all, only adult
non literates are being targeted. The School
Sector Development Plan 2016-2023 also has
a lifelong learning objective, aiming to
improve functional literacy and cultivate
learning habits among youth and adults,
through expanding community libraries and
establishing additional community learning
centres.
A review of Nepal’s major policy documents,
from its non-formal education policy and
strategy in 2007 to the recent literacy policy
in 2019 and its Education Policy 2019, reveals
that little attention is given to family literacy
and intergenerational learning in government
literacy programmes. One exception is the
family literacy programme piloted by the
Non-Formal Education Centre/Ministry of
Education, in collaboration with UNESCO-UIL
(2013-2015). It involves mothers and children
developing a partnership in learning, based
around formal learning activities. The idea was
for young schooled people to teach older
people how to read and write (an each-one,
teach-one approach), in other words, a oneway approach to intergenerational learning.
Within the education sector, the focus of
adult literacy and education has tended to
involve imparting western knowledge and
skills related to livelihoods, health and human
rights. One exception is in relation to climate
change where indigenous knowledge is
encouraged in the school curriculum, paying
attention to farmers' traditional knowledge
about conserving, preserving and developing
agro- biodiversity. Climate change-related
policy also recognizes the importance of
promoting and expanding traditional

knowledge, skills and practices alongside
modern technology, in terms of climatefriendly farming systems.
The health sector recognises the importance
of indigenous knowledge (for example, local
healers) to some extent and of local languages
for communication, but written texts
produced for health education are very
formalised and influenced by Western
knowledge (Acharya and Robinson-Pant,
2019). Studies of traditional healers (Aryal, et
al., 2016; Puri, 2008 and Koirala and Khaniya,
2003) reveal limitations in terms of who
learns, who is considered fit to transfer
knowledge and skills and how, due to concerns
about secrecy and trust. However, the
breaking of gender barriers in the traditionally
male domain of healing has led to an increase
of faith at community level in women's
knowledge and skills (Kandel, 2018 and de
Sales, 2015).
Research shows that those who continue
speaking their local language or mother
tongue have more chances of transferring
their knowledge and skill to other generations
(see for example, Diwasa et. al., 2007). Yet
our literature review reveals that practices of
family literacy, learning and indigenous
knowledge transfer in Nepal have been
gradually declining, due mainly to formal
education (including the decrease in the use
of local mother tongues) as well as increased
out migration, where indigenous livelihoods
and languages are seen as having little market
value, despite an increased interest from
outsiders in documenting indigenous
knowledge and languages. Chaudhary et al.
(2017) argue that the transfer of indigenous
knowledge and skills depends on their
perceived economic value: skills that do not
yield cash, rapidly disappear.

Modern school-based education appears not
to have engaged with these issues and has
marginalised adult education, family literacy
and learning and the transfer of indigenous
knowledge and skills, which all could be
embraced by non-formal education. This
disconnect has contributed to the neglect of
indigenous intergenerational learning, the
starting point for this project.

Research Activities
Nepal is divided into 7 provinces and 77
districts. For the purpose of this study, we
selected Khotang, Kapilvastu, Lamjung and
Surkhet districts and focused on four groups,
contrasting in terms of language, religion and
cultural practices:
The Brahmin-Kshatriya, a so-called high
caste community in Surkhet district
located in Karnali Province, with a distinct
cultural heritage and who use Nepali as
their first language.
The Chamling Rai community in Khotang,
in Eastern Hill district, located in Province
1, an ethnic group with a distinct cultural
heritage and language, Rai.
The Gurung community in Ghale Gaun in
Lamjung, in Mid-Hill district located in
Gandaki Province, an ethnic group with a
distinct cultural heritage and their own
language, Gurung.
The Muslim community in Kapilvastu
district located in Lumbini Province, with a
distinct cultural, religious and literacy
heritage, who use both Arabic and Urdu.

24 |

Based on an ethnographic research design,
data was collected through qualitative
research interviews, participant observation
and document analysis. In order to select the
research participants, we considered social
background, gender, religion and family
structure. The families included those
engaged in traditional healing, religious
literacy, different forms of traditional
occupations and family learning, and had at
least two generations living in the same
household. In each of the communities, the
researchers first spent time with a few
families comprising at least two generations.
Rosa teaching her siblings in her evening

Overview and Key findings
The role of language and literacy in
learning religious and cultural knowledge
and practices
Communities engage in religious and cultural
practices using reading, writing and oral
practices. This is perceived as important in
terms of maintaining their faith and traditions,
thereby preserving their identities. Reading
and writing are used to preserve but more
importantly, to transfer indigenous religious
and cultural knowledge and practices. For
example, the Kapilvastu Muslim community
emphasise teaching Urdu and Arabic to their
children because these languages enable
children to practise Muslim religious and
cultural practices. These languages are taught
in the formal setting of a Madarsa or through
private tutoring informally at home or
informally in the home. In the picture, Rosa, a
14-year-old, is teaching Urdu and Arabic to
her younger siblings, an everyday practice at
her house which is not limited to her family:
children from the neighbourhood also join
these lessons.
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Example of translanguaging. Text beneath Raj
Ghale, the astrologer’s hand is in Gurung and
the rest is in Nepali

Families and communities engage in both oral
and written literacies to transfer their
intangible heritage. We observed prayers
inscribed on walls of houses in this community
and frames with religious prayers or texts in
Urdu and Arabic.

An elderly man reading Swasthani to an illiterate elderly woman on the yard of a
public building.
While recitation of the Quran and devotional
songs aloud are an important part of life in
this Muslim community, these texts on walls
indicate that both oral tradition and written
literacies are used to transfer intangible
heritage. Young women gain greater mobility
and status in the community through
becoming proficient in religious literacies. For
example, Rosa was asked to accompany her
parents to India to recite prayers at a
relative’s memorial service.
Likewise, in Surkhet district, in a
Brahmin/Kshatriya (Hindu) community,
elderly women and men gathered in a
community building to read religious scripts
and sing devotional songs together. Over the
period of a month, straddling January and
February, Swasthani Katha, a religious text, is
recited every evening. One of the members
(irrespective of gender or age) recites and
others listen. Traditionally, this has been a
family event but recently, it has become a
community event because few younger
members of the family are interested. It has
partly become a pastime and entertainment
for older people who otherwise have no
activities to engage in. The Swasthani Katha
was originally written in Sanskrit but later
translated into Nepali, making it more widely
accessible.

In Khotang too, we found that Nepali was
being used to disseminate important cultural
texts more widely.
We met people reading a book about Rai
genealogy and customs that the community
has written and produced using Nepali script,
despite Rai having its own script. The purpose
of using Nepali is to sustain their indigenous
knowledge and practices by making it
accessible to younger generations, most of
whom are not able to speak or read Rai.

Genealogy of Chamling Rai ethnic group from
Dipring
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Gurungs from Ghale Gaun also sustain
religious and ritual knowledge and practices
through literacy and learning. However, we
saw little evidence of intergenerational
learning of such knowledge within the family.
Since many of the young people, including
young children, are out of the village for work
or study purposes, we did not observe the
kind of knowledge transfer activities
observed in other sites. Instead, books
containing religious mantras, customs and
rituals, written in Gurung language in
Devanagari script, are computerised and then
printed off for those members of the younger
generation
who
are
interested.
Translanguaging is also in practice in all
communities. For example, a book about
Gurung rites uses both Gurung and Nepali.

Engaging with intangible heritage: The role
of intergenerational learning and literacy
We observed some interesting changes in the
use of literacy. We found that communities
had begun introducing literacy into certain
indigenous oral practices such as writing
genealogies or putting up epitaphs.
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Epitaph of a Gurung woman

Rais traditionally place a stone at the head of
graves. Gradually, through the influence of
Rai men returning after serving in the British
or Hong Kong or Singaporean armies, the
community has started engraving stone. Such
stones or epitaphs are used in other places as
memorials to highlight the contribution made
by the deceased. We found that the younger
generation was interested in reading, while
the older generation was interested in
listening to someone else reading aloud, what
was written.
The book with the genealogy illustrated here
was prepared on the basis of the narratives
provided by members of the older generation
and local healers. In Ghale Gaun as well the
practice of creating epitaphs with text came
from outside, usually put up for the deceased
whose families were living abroad or who had
died abroad.

Literacy and traditional healing practices,
knowledge and skills in families
A key finding both in the Brahmin-Kshatriya
community of Surkhet and in the Chamling
Rai community of Khotang, is that literacy is
commonly used, alongside oral traditions, to
share traditional healing knowledge, skills and
practices with the younger generations. For
example, in Surkhet, whilst the Brahmin healer
continues to transfer orally the knowledge
and skills of traditional healing – Shamanism,
herbal treatments and astrology – he has also
written diaries and notes that family members
of the younger generation of his family can
read. In Khotang, traditional healers have
transferred knowledge, skills and practices
mostly orally, underpinned by the belief that
order to become traditional healers, one must
be blessed by divine power.
The greater emphasis on literacy in the
Brahmin-Kshatriya community is mainly being
driven by the rapid increase in demand for
herbal treatments in the local community and
beyond, and the contribution this makes to
family livelihoods.
The younger generation in both BrahminKshatriya and Chamling Rai communities learn
about herbs and their medicinal uses from the
older members of their families and
traditional healers. These knowledge and skills
are not integrated in the formal school
curriculum.

Indigenous knowledge and skills for
sustaining family livelihoods
In Khotang, older Chamling Rai women teach
younger women the techniques of making
yeast using plant-based ingredients to prepare
homemade wine, while other Rai families
engage in bamboo weaving, using the
knowledge they have learned from the older
generation.

In Kapilavastu, Muslim families engage in
different forms of artisanship such as
tailoring, embroidery, painting and graphic art
which are learnt as a family tradition and
livelihood. In the Gurung community of Ghale
Gaun, the indigenous practice of weaving
carpets and winter garment has been handed
down from the older generation of women to
the younger generation as an important
source of income. This tradition is dying out,
however, because most girls now attend
formal schools and it is a strenuous and time
consuming craft. Literacy and numeracy are
evident in these occupations.
For example, in the Chamling Rai family, the
daughter’s and daughter-in-law’s literacy and
numeracy skills help in keeping records and
trading local wine in the local village market.
Similarly, in a Muslim family engaged in
tailoring, the father has taught his sons how to
measure fabrics and keep records for sewing
different types of clothes. Maheboob, a
Muslim woman, uses literacy to record
measurements for fabric while sewing clothes
for her family.
These indigenous skills and practices make an
important contribution to family livelihoods
and younger generations are learning these
skills from the senior members of their
families. However, some skills such as wine
making and bamboo weaving in the case of
Chamling Rais in Khotang, embroidery,
painting and graphic art in the case of Muslim
women of Kapilvastu and weaving in the case
of Gurung women of Ghale Gaun, are not
always recognised as sources of income by
the community. We also found that these
knowledge and skills do not form any part of
the curricula and pedagogical practices of
formal schooling. Even non-formal skill-based
trainings and I/NGO initiatives rarely give
space to these indigenous knowledge and
skills
in
their
so-called
‘women’s
empowerment’ and skill development
activities.
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Part of Dandapani's diary where he has listed the
plants/herbs to treat high blood pressure

Priest Shree Jung’s wife Maya weaving raadi while he was preparing the morning
meal

Son taking measurement while father observes and instructs & son noting
down the measurements on one corner of the cloth that was brought to be
stitched.
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Policy implications and conclusion
The communities studied are creating a
literate environment for their own
purposes. They use intergenerational
interaction and literacy to document
indigenous knowledge and practices. But
the I/NGO and government policies and
programmes rarely recognise such
practices.
Communities are creative and this
creativity is being passed down from
generation to generation. Yet such
creative practices appear to be ignored by
formal schooling as a potential means to
support students' learning, parents'
engagement in children's schooling and to
facilitate cross-cultural exchange among
students.
Other sectors such as agriculture and
health have recognised the need for
interaction across generations in order to
facilitate
indigenous
knowledge
documentation and utilisation, thereby
providing
meaningful
lifelong
opportunities for both young and old.
Given that the older generation often lack
written literacy, younger generations
could be mobilised to interact with older
generations to facilitate knowledge and
skills transfer. But neither formal nor nonformal education have cultivated this
fertile space. There is also the risk that the
younger generation will gradually detach
themselves from the indigenous
knowledge, languages and practices of
their community which are so vital for
sustainable development.

Children who are familiar with the ways in
which indigenous knowledge and skills are
taught or shared sometimes find formal
school processes very foreign. The
disconnect between the formal education
curriculum and the teaching, learning and
knowledge that is shared in indigenous
communities, needs to be addressed for
sustainable learning.
Often, women's programmes use a topdown and deficit model of empowerment,
viewing women as weak and needing to be
filled with knowledge and skills. The
process of sharing or teaching the
knowledge and skills women do possess, is
itself an empowerment process. However,
this kind of grassroots empowerment is
rarely the starting point for women’s
empowerment activities initiated by
government or I/NGO agencies.
Adult literacy and education programmes
which focus on imparting modern
knowledge and skills are mostly informed
by Western concepts, without making
links to learners' prior knowledge and skills
and practices, including indigenous
literacy, numeracy and language practices.
This study shows that often people are not
only multilingual but have strong
competencies, including in literacy, in
more than one language. We observed
engagement in translanguaging to sustain
indigenous knowledge and practices,
particularly among the Rais but also in the
Gurung and Muslim communities.
Moreover, media, mobility and migration
are intricately connected in preparing
children as well as young parents of any
multilingual community, in contemporary
society.
Therefore,
assuming
monolingualism limits the development of
literacy interventions.
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The current globalisation processes have
also added a new challenge in the use of
script and languages in diverse literacy
domains. Parents' and children's
inclination towards languages of wider
communication and modern knowledge
and skills, further disconnect them from
indigenous knowledge and skills. This has
created a potential threat to the
knowledge and skills that have helped to
sustain people's identity, immediate
environment and sources of livelihood.
Some indigenous skills and practices such
as tailoring, embroidery, handicraft, iron
work, leather work, musical instrument
making, weaving etc. have potential for
modernisation and commercialisation as a
form of livelihood. Neither organisations
working on livelihood skills development
nor industries were promoting these
opportunities in the field research sites.
As a result, people do not see the
economic or social value of their
knowledge, skills and practices.
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As per the Constitution of Nepal, nonformal education and school education fall
under the jurisdiction of local
government, the third tier of the
government in the federal structure. The
Constitution has also made provision for
community communication centres and
libraries.
Although
most
local
governments are focused only on formal
school education, constitutional rights and
provisions provide scope for local
governments to upgrade and strengthen
well-functioning community learning
centres as a learning hub for all
generations and all occupations. However,
the extensive orientation and mobilization
of local government with regard to nonformal education for both older and
younger generations for sustainable
learning, is urgently required. Local
governments also need to be encouraged
to see families and communities as a
strong mechanism for sustaining and
modernising indigenous knowledge and
skills.
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Introduction
Several policy documents have emphasised the
importance of education and literacy to bring about
development in Ethiopia. Although at a national level,
these policy initiatives aspire to a better country and
society through educational transformation, the
existing policy and strategy documents focus only on
specific age and occupation groups. Despite the fact
that the family has been a unit of learning practices for
generations in Ethiopia, the family as a unit of
intervention is rarely a focus within literacy and
education. Furthermore, while there are a handful of
pilot family literacy projects in Ethiopia, they are not
based on existing indigenous knowledge and skills. It is
within this national context that this study was
initiated, focusing on the family unit to see which
indigenous and non-indigenous learning practices,
shared between different generations, could form the
basis of literacy, learning and development
programmes and initiatives in Ethiopia.
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This study addressed the following research
questions:
What
kind
of
indigenous
(inter)generational learning and practices
are families engaged in?
What kind of literacy learning practices
are families engaged in?
How do family members’ learning
practices draw on informal, non-formal
and formal learning?
In what contexts does indigenous
(inter)generational learning take place?

Policy and practice review
Although family literacy has not been
promoted in Ethiopia’s education system, with
the exception of the Family and Intergenerational Literacy and Learning pilot
project, funded by UNESCO Institute for
Lifelong Learning, and the E-Books Family
Literacy Programme project, funded by the
Canadian Organization for Development
Ethiopia), some policy documents discussed
below have related elements.
The School Improvement Program states that
active parent-school communication and
parental support for students to learn at home
are essential. Moreover, students and formal
education teachers are expected to facilitate
literacy classes in which parents are enrolled
(FDRE MoE, 2011).
The Early Childhood Care and Education
(ECCE) Policy aims to build service delivery
on four pillars: parental education, health and
early
stimulation,
community-based
kindergartens and community-based nonformal school readiness (FDRE MoE, 2010).
All these pillars have a family literacy and
learning aspect. To increase access to ECCE,
in 2011, the Ethiopian Government instituted a
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new modality of delivery known as “Zero
Class” or “O Class”. One of these
programmes is called The Child-to-Child
Approach for School Readiness Program in
which child facilitators receive some training
and act as volunteers. However, studies have
shown that the effectiveness of these childto-child learning programmes is undermined
by the teacher-centred attitude of parents
and scepticism about the role of small
children teaching other small children (Zewdie
and Tefera, 2015).
The National Adult Education Strategy and
IFAL Framework aims to enhance the literacy
and numeracy skills of adults (FDRE MoE,
2008). The Integrated Functional Adult
Literacy curriculum framework states that
participants can use readily accessible
materials at home and in the community. The
Agricultural Extension Programme aims to
achieve food and nutrition security by
delivering extension services (FDRE MoA,
2017) and comprises nine pillars, of which four
involve family literacy as an instrument. It
aims to create “inclusive extension services”
whereby extension is impactful, while
considering “the whole family and
community” rather than only focusing on
family heads.
The Ethiopian Agricultural Transformation
Agency has created a learning platform for
farmers in the country which intends to:
stimulate farmer learning; encourage farmers
to diagnose their problems; solicit local level
solutions using their indigenous knowledge;
and encourage use of new technologies from
research institutes and universities (EATA,
2014). Within this vision, school clubs are
viewed as an important channel for reaching
the community to influence behavioural and
attitudinal changes (EATA, 2014). Club
members can also be used to trigger
discussion related to agricultural extension

and productivity among themselves, the
school communities and their families. In
doing so, they also practise and improve their
communicative skills and other skills within
the family.
These clubs are encouraged to access
information using different methods such as
leaflets, experience sharing visits to relevant
organizations, inviting experts and prominent
professionals to schools to speak on
agriculture and nutrition. The assumption is
that while club members read the leaflets out
loud to their families, they will enhance the
literacy skills of their family in the process of
understanding the leaflets.
The Health Extension Program aims to
improve equitable access to preventive health
intervention through community-based health
services. The health extension service targets
families, particularly women/mothers (FDRE
MoH, 2005).
To conclude, although family literacy has not
been addressed directly in Ethiopian policy
documents, references to family literacy and
family learning can be found not only in the
education sector but also in the health and
agriculture sector policies. These policies tend
to be top-down, however, and do not show
recognition of indigenous knowledge and skills
or indigenous ways of knowing.
At practice level, we noticed a continuity of
religious education practices and projectbased family literacy and learning. The
centuries old traditional Ethiopian orthodox
church and Quranic education, which served
as recognised educational institutions in the
country until the introduction of modern
(western style) education in 1908, have made
a significant contribution to the acquisition
and maintenance of literacy skills.

In the presence of a religious teacher in a
family, children and relatives benefit from
learning within the family. On the other hand,
the project-based interventions are
showcases of western-based models of family
literacy and intergenerational learning.
Although they are meant to serve as
springboards for further intervention by the
government and/or other organisations, such
family and intergenerational literacy and
learning interventions in Ethiopia have yet to
be initiated.

Research methodology
To respond to the research questions, this
study used ethnographic-style research
methodology. Data was collected from Bahir
Dar, Awramba and Awi zone. Bahir Dar city is
located in north-western Ethiopia and is the
capital of the Amhara National Regional State.
Bahir Dar is 28,660 square km. The city’s
population is estimated as being 300,000.
Bahir Dar was selected as representing an
urban context in which many of the policy
interventions
reviewed
have
been
implemented, yet where there is also strong
evidence of indigenous health, agriculture and
religious learning within communities and
families.
Awramba, established in 1980 by Honorable
Dr Zumra Nuru, is located in Fogera District,
South Gondar Zone, 12 km away from Woreta
(the district capital). Awramba is a unique,
newly created modern rural community of
535 members. Awramba was chosen because
it was explicitly created to challenge
inequalities, particularly around gender
hierarchies, and to nurture literacy practices.
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Map 1: Bahir Dar
Awi Zone is one of the administrative zones in
the Amhara National Regional State and
comprises seven districts. It has an estimated
size of 9,148.43 square km, and a population
size of 1,077,144. The Zone’s capital, Injibara
town (the field site in Awi Zone), is around 120
km away from Bahir Dar. The Awi people
speak Awngi, although most of them also
speak Amharic. Awi Zone was selected as a
representative semi-urban and distinct sociocultural context where a different language
(Awngi) is spoken and various indigenous
knowledge and skills are widely practised.
Fourteen families (three from Bahir Dar, four
from Awramba and seven from Awi Zone)
were purposively selected with the following
two criteria: at least two generations; have
children attending at least secondary school.
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From the potential sample families, those who
fulfilled the criteria and who expressed their
willingness to provide information, were
selected. In total, 32 (13 female and 19 male)
people were interviewed.
Interview and observation guides were
prepared by the research team. Next, the
team secured ethical clearance from Bahir
Dar University. The team undertook
observations and built rapport with the
families before data collection. Data was
collected in February and March 2020 and in
Awi Zone in April 2021. The researchers
collected the data in Amharic. While
interviewing, notes were taken and a voice
recorder was used.

Map 2: Awramba

Map 3: Awi Zone
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Key findings
Learning Spaces
The research team identified diverse learning
spaces in which indigenous and/or
(inter)generational learning activities take
place. The first is the coffee ceremony, a
common cultural practice in Ethiopia. One of
the families we visited in Bahir Dar has a daily
rotating coffee ceremony with other
neighbouring families. The ceremony starts
around 4:30 PM and lasts for more than an
hour. For example, we attended one of the
coffee ceremony events at Mr. GebreSillassie’s house, where among many other
topics, the neighbours discussed the
coronavirus, how quickly it is spreading, how
many people had been infected, how to
prevent it and what to do to be protected.
There was talk about consuming particular
herb mixtures to prevent COVID 19.
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Home is another important learning space
identified
for
several
indigenous
intergenerational activities. For example,
weaving in Awramba, bamboo crafting,
cooking, some cases of traditional church
education and digital learning were observed
happening within the homestead.
Families in Awramba also have regular (every
two weeks) informal meetings when they
come together to discuss different issues,
mostly with neighbouring families. The
children learn the valued principles of the
community, and engage in planning their daily
activities (written) as they participate in these
meetings. They too are given the chance to
chair the meetings and are encouraged to
reflect on and evaluate their own, as well as
others’, performances.
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Neighbouring families attending a coffee ceremony at Gebre-Sillassie's house in Bahir Dar

According to participants, the meeting helps
them to set personal goals, develop
confidence, appraise performance, practice
public speaking and develop reflection skills.
Moreover, churches (and monasteries) are
identified as places of learning for traditional
church education. The various phases of
traditional church education are mostly run
within the compounds of churches.
The workplace is the other learning space that
several people in this study identified. Yeshi’s
and Tarfie’s cooking skills, Abayneh’s driving
and GPS utilisation skills, and other skills that
our Awramba respondents have learnt, are
associated with their workplaces. In Awramba,
job rotation is done at community level
whereby people move from one job to
another, which involves learning different
skills. For example, Godana started as a
weaver, then moved to a grinding mill
operator role and is now a driver.

Community Library in Awramba

In Awi Zone, the marketplace (on the side of
the main street to attract passers-by) is an
important learning space for skills such as fly
whisk making and bamboo crafts. Teenage
boys and adult men who are interested in the
work the craftsmen are doing, will approach
them, make their request and then spend time
there learning the skill. Demissie and
Metasebia’s neighbour, for instance, learnt
crafting (flywhisk making and bamboo
crafting respectively) informally in this way.
These learning spaces reveal different
approaches to intergenerational learning and
literacy. While some learning spaces provide
more
structured
opportunities
for
family/community members of different ages
to read and expand their knowledge (e.g., the
library in Awramba), other learning spaces are
more unstructured and informal, where
informal, incidental learning dominates (e.g.,
coffee ceremony).

ICT Centre in Awramba
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Personalised fly whisk with owner’s name written
on the handle

Indigenous/ intergenerational Learning
Analysing different approaches to informal
learning, the team explored how families
engage in indigenous and intergenerational
learning while performing their daily activities.
Indigenous healing practices, cooking,
handicrafts (weaving, horn crafting, bamboo
crafting, fly whisk making) and traditional
church education, were transferred
within/from generation to generation
informally through oral explanation,
observation and imitation, trial and error,
collaborative learning, and in the form of
apprenticeships. Elders, who mostly feel
obligated to transfer their knowledge
whenever possible, are the main sources of
such knowledge but neighbours, parents and
colleagues also do so. Tarfie’s experience of
learning about ‘ankelis’ (measles) and its
indigenous healing ritual from strangers she
met at a hospital, is an example. However,
there are also cases where children are
sources of knowledge. Examples include
children reading information about COVID-19
on social media and telling their parents about
herbal remedies to prevent it at family
gatherings; and Genet’s practice of bringing
new recipes she discovers at parties, to her
mother.
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In the case of traditional church education,
peer learning appears to be very important,
alongside learning from a teacher. The idea of
anyone who is better skilled or more
knowledgeable helping others to learn, is a
common practice. There is also self-directed
learning in the traditional church education, as
in learning to write. As traditional church
education takes place in phases, learners learn
at their own pace, choosing and pursuing the
phase and the teacher (and the place) that
they are interested in, and are then validated
(and get certified) for their mastery by going
to churches/monasteries that are centres of
excellence.
Church educators like Merigeta Sahilu, who
has never attended formal education, are
critical about the quality of formal schooling.
Comparing the two, Merigeta Sahilu argued
strongly that formal schooling is inferior to
church education, justifying his stance as
follows:
The formal schooling is inferior to the
church education. In the formal schools,
children keep taking notes when they
learn something and forget it instantly.
But in our case, once you learn and
master something you will remember it
forever. When you are asked to teach or
to serve in the church, you will not say ‘I
forgot it…let me check it from my
notebook’, you simply read it from your
heart effortlessly. A person, who
specializes in metsihaf bet (literature),
for instance, memorizes the old and new
testaments in the Bible by heart.
The findings indicate that intergenerational
learning practices are collaborative, as is the
task. Parents and children perform tasks
together, as in Genet’s story of learning to
cook ‘doro wot’. She has learned to cut parts
of a chicken properly by watching Yeshi do

one side and then imitating them on the other
side. Godana trained his children to weave
(see photo) by letting them do smaller tasks
while weaving. This kind of collaborative
learning was also observed in the making of
horn crafts, bamboo crafts, fly whisks and in
traditional church education.
In the case of handicrafts, the learning
process is also found to be a step-by-step
process. Dinku’s experience of learning horn
crafts from his father and Godana’s
experience of showing his children the skills of
weaving are examples of intergenerational
learning.
In such experiences, the learners are assigned
the simplest tasks, gradually moving to more
complex ones. Similarly, in religious education,
children start with reading school which is
considered as the basic and simplest and then
pursue the other contents/phases. Some
indigenous knowledge and skills are gendered
as are learning practices. While some health
practices are performed only by men or
women in Bahir Dar, cooking, in most cases, is
found to be a woman-only job. In Awi Zone,
learning and practices of crafts such as horn
and bamboo were found to be dominated by
men.
There is a strong belief that such type of work,
especially horn crafting, is difficult for
women. In addition, we found almost all
participants of the traditional church
education are men. As Merigeta Sahilu
reflected, women are discouraged from
participating in traditional church education
because women are not allowed to become
deacons or priests or serve in the church. On
top of this, it is believed that they cannot
survive the hardships students may face in the
process of studying.

On the other hand, in Awramba, families and
the community have informally unlearned
women-stereotyped beliefs through cooking,
weaving and other livelihood skills and
relearned certain roles as showcases, to
transfer their value and ensure equality and
the empowerment of women in their
community.
Indigenous and intergenerational learning rely
mainly on the oral transfer of knowledge. We
did not find uses of literacy in traditional
healing practices, except in cases of spiritual
healing practices with traces of literacy,
wherein priests read prayer books aloud in
front of a patient.

Family in Awramba engaged in different tasks
of weaving together, showing the collaborative
nature of the task and the learning
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Even though oral transfer and memorizing by
heart characterise traditional church
education, reading is the main pillar but
learners are engaged in writing too. Where a
special writing skill known as ‘yekum tsihuf’
(calligraphy) is taught, religious educators like
Merigeta Sahilu teach how to do that,
including the preparation of writing materials
(the ‘brana’ [paper] is made from goat skin,
the pen from bamboo stick and the ink from
plants).

Learners in traditional church education
learning from one another in their teacher's
living compound, Awi Zone

In addition to this, we found people informally
learning and using literacy and numeracy in
their livelihoods. For example, informal
measurements (i.e. numeracy) are used: Yeshi
uses a cup, ladle or small bucket when cooking
to decide how many buckets of lentil should
go in her stew; while bamboo craftsmen use a
regular measuring tape, traditional fly whisk
makers use ‘sinzir’ (distance from the tip of
the thumb to the tip of the middle finger).
Godana used to use his arm length to measure
cloth but now uses a regular tape measure.
Also, when learning a craft, some people like
Metasebiya, take notes. We also noticed that
all the craftsmen keep records of their sales,
expenses or prices and we observed fly whisk
makers writing names/addresses/dates on
their products to help attract more
customers.
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A picture that shows hut houses surrounding a church where church education is taking place

A salesperson in Awramba craft shop using a calculator (how digital technology is transforming
indigenous practices)

Digital Learning
We noted how people integrate digital
technologies (e.g. mobile phones, TV,
calculator, etc.) in indigenous/traditional
practices in their everyday lives and how this
new digital learning builds on and transforms
indigenous practices. For instance, we found
that digital technology is transforming how
people undertake traditional religious
practices (praying with digital books), despite
resistance to the use of mobile phones while
praying at church. They learn how to use
these devices from their siblings, children,
relatives, friends or colleagues at work, using
observation, trial and error (self-learning), oral
description, demonstration, etc. Interviewed
parents reported that they had learnt how to
use mobile phones and operate the TV mainly
from their children. Mothers like Mrs Zuriash
and Yeshi access many of the functions of
mobile phones through mediators such as
their children, spouses, relatives and
neighbours.

In addition, as digital media has proliferated,
the sources and volume of information
available to people has increased dramatically.
Respondents indicated their awareness of
false information and some said that they
critically engage with such information. For
example, Godana said that due to the
unverified information regularly posted on
Facebook, he doesn’t share all the information
he gets with his family.
For some of our respondents, digital
technology (mainly the mobile phone) has
brought advantages for their livelihood
activities. As depicted in the above picture,
people use it to make their jobs easier. For
example, a salesperson in Awramba craft shop
uses a calculator, which is not the case in
traditional craft markets; Abayneh uses the
mobile phone as a GPS device for driving and
Ayele uses it to set up satellite dishes. While
driving to different places, Godana takes
pictures of different woven cloth designs and
brings them back to the village, to show his
friends in the weaving department so that
they can learn new designs.
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Conclusions and Policy
Implications
This study reveals that, although family
literacy policy is not being promoted in
Ethiopia, elements of family literacy practices
can be found in different education and
development policy documents. Through indepth interviews and observations, we found
that families and communities are actively
using and developing indigenous and local
knowledge and skills in their daily lives and
passing these on across generations, through
a diversity of oral and literate means. These
informal learning practices are dynamic,
changing over time and highly pertinent for
the 21st century lives of Ethiopian families and
communities.
Indigenous and intergenerational learning and
literacy practices are comprehensive, multidirectional and informal. The research
demonstrates a diversity of understandings,
beliefs and approaches to health and
wellbeing. While hospitals and health centres
may be available to many, intimate knowledge
of herbal and spiritual healing is widespread,
sometimes being used hand in hand with
‘modern’ medicine and clinicians. The
continuation of knowledge of herbal and
other forms of healing across generations, is
vital for the health of the ‘modern’ health
system.
The study also shows the collaborative and
intergenerational nature of crafts learning and
traditional church education. This provides
opportunities for young and adult family
members to interact, to learn a variety of
skills, including social skills, that are important
for their lives. Traditional church education,
although unrecognised by the current
government,
provides
many
with
opportunities to learn and practise literacy
and numeracy.
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In the context of high ‘illiteracy’ rates and
inadequate provision of adult literacy,
sustaining such education is crucial.
Women’s knowledge, often expressed
through cooking skills, is mostly passed
informally from mother to daughter or to
another younger woman within the family or
community. This knowledge often goes
unrecognised and is taken-for-granted. The
study found a diversity of uses of literacy
being used alongside oral and social
interactions. Ethiopia’s global reputation for
excellent cuisine has been cultivated and
celebrated over generations. Women’s family
and intergenerational learning and teaching
are necessary for the persistence of this
knowledge, skill and reputation into the
future.
Some of the indigenous and intergenerational
learning practices were found to be highly or
strongly gendered. For instance, females are
discouraged from participating in traditional
church education and in learning crafts. At the
same time, the study also found that, as
observed in Awramba community, deeprooted gender-based stereotypes can be
unlearned informally and men can also learn
and play the roles that have been exclusively
assigned to women (cooking, cleaning, caring
for children, etc.).
Families and communities learn different
kinds of crafts in local market places
informally (intentionally, incidentally and
accidentally). The unique Ethiopian coffee
ceremony, for example, also provides valuable
spaces for the exchange of information,
experiences and life-skills across generations.

While some of these spaces are falling out of
use, other informal intergenerational spaces
are growing and other new spaces are being
created (e.g. community library and ICT
centres). Support for the development and
growth
of
such
collective
and
intergenerational spaces are important for
learning and relationship building for
everyone.
Members of families from all generations are
innovating and incorporating IT skills, such as
the use of mobile phones and the internet,
into important ‘traditional’ livelihood
activities, such as weaving, horn and bamboo
crafting, fly whisk making and running small
businesses. Recognition of these innovative
and dynamic practices can ensure their
continued contribution to the sustainability of
livelihood activities.

A man in Awi Zone showing his horn
crafting skills
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Introduction
This research project, through the UST Research
Center for Social Sciences and Education, takes
forward the 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda,
supporting the government's efforts towards
sustainability through utilising strategies to eradicate
poverty, achieve food security, realise gender equity
and the empowerment of women, promote lifelong
opportunities, reduce inequalities and sustain
development outcomes. Focusing on families, this
study is not limited to parent-child interactions but
also engagements that include all relatives within a
household. Taking on cross-sectoral perspectives, this
study explores the role of local and indigenous
knowledge in promoting family literacy and
intergenerational learning within farming communities
in Pinili San Jose, Nueva Ecija, and the indigenous
community of Aetas in Porac, Pampanga.

The study addresses the following research
question and three sub questions:
What family literacy and
intergenerational learning practices do
indigenous and mainstream farming
communities engage in and are these
also reflected in national policies?
How do family members access, share
and produce information?
What are the beliefs, perceptions and
aspirations of family members of
different generations with regards to
lifelong learning and family literacy?
What can be learned from these family
members (youth and adults) to inform
the development and implementation of
cross-sectoral and interdisciplinary
community-based lifelong learning
programmes?

Country context and policy review
The literacy rate in the Philippines in 2015,
based on Macrotrends’ LLC survey, was
98.18%, an increase from 96.40% in 2013.
The Functional Literacy, Education, and Mass
Media Survey in the same year indicated a
90.3% functional literacy rate. This means
that nine out of every ten Filipinos aged 10
to 64 could read, write, and compute and
are thus able to participate in everyday life
situations.
Despite these high basic literacy and
functional literacy rates, 4 million Filipinos
were categorized as out-of-school youth in
the survey (FLEMMS, 2013). This group is
seen as contributing to high rates of poverty
and educational deficits.

Site one:
Nueva Ecija

Site two: Pampanga

While the 2010 Annual Poverty Indicator
Survey conducted by the Philippine Statistics
Authority identified lack of personal interest
and high cost of education as the main
factors, PISA (2018) attributed the high
rates of out-of-school youth to
socioeconomic
disadvantage,
varying
notions of stakeholders on the educational
landscape and lack of government resources.
Significantly, various governments agencies
such as the Department of Education,
Commission on Higher Education, the
Department of Social Welfare and
Development, the Literacy Coordinating
Council and the Technical Education and
Skills Development Authority, have
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implemented programmes aimed at
eradicating extreme poverty and hunger,
achieving education for all citizens, promoting
gender equality, providing access to improved
livelihoods, reducing child mortality and
improving maternal health care. This includes
the 4Ps or the Pantawid Pamilyang Pilipino
Program which focuses on the education of
children by engaging parents. There have also
been initiatives to strengthen the
implementation of the Indigenous Peoples
Rights Act which recognises and promotes
the rights of indigenous people to their
ancestral domains and includes the right to
own land, develop land and natural resources,
stay in their territories, be resettled in suitable
areas in case of displacement through natural
disasters, regulate entry of migrants, safe and
clean air and water, claim parts of reservations
and resolve land conflicts in accordance with
their customary laws. Aside from these
agencies, non-governmental organisations
(NGOs), civil society organisations, and
People’s Organisations have been actively
working at grassroots level, forging
community development and social
transformation.

Research activities and sampling
decisions
The study employed an ethnographic research
design and used participatory approaches to
collect data. We observed and interacted with
participants in their real-life environment,
visiting and spending time with them as they
engaged in their daily life activities and
livelihood practices.
A farming community in Pinili San Jose, Nueva
Ecija, and the indigenous community of Aetas
in Porac, Pampanga were chosen as case
studies. Nueva Ecija is considered to be the
“rice granary” of the country, which means
that almost 100% of cultivated land is covered
by rice, although secondary crops such as
onions and other varieties of vegetables are
also grown. Aside from this, they engage in
livestock and poultry production. Our
participants formed an organisation which
they registered with the Department of Labor
and Employment (DOLE). The name of their
organisation is SAKA or Samahan sa
Agrikultura tungo sa Kaunlaran sa tulong ng
Agham (Association in Agriculture toward
Development through Science).
The purpose of this association is to
strengthen their livelihoods through the
collective efforts of its members.It is also
their response to one of the targets of 4Ps
which is to “undertake livelihood related
activities such as family and community
gardening, organization of small business
enterprise and self-help groups on livelihood”
(DSWD Memorandum Circular No. 22 Series
of 2018 p. 5). Their advocacy is to promote
organic farming and social entrepreneurship.
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With regard to the Aetas, they are considered
to be one of the oldest groups of inhabitants
in the country (Molintas, 2004). They used to
live on the slopes of Mt. Pinatubo volcano
until one of the largest eruptions in the
country in 1991 forced them to relocate to the
lowlands. Though most of our Aeta
participants have maintained their traditional
hunter-gatherer way of life, their contact with
lowlanders has introduced them to farming,
trading and other forms of livelihoods. The
age range of participants was 25-60 years old
in Nueva Ecija and 15-70 years old in the Aeta
community. The majority of participants from
both communities are recipients of cash
grants from the government through the
Pantawid Pamilyang Pilipino Program.
Initially, World Café sessions were held to
engage participants in collaborative dialogue
on compelling community issues and
questionnaires
were
administered.
Participatory approaches included community
mapping, seasonal calendar and transect
walks. A mobile app was also introduced to
document their activities. Lastly, central to
data collection were home visits and informal
interviews with the participants wherein we
documented their significant experiences.

Overview and key findings
In both communities, our data collection was
underpinned by an understanding of family
literacy as literacy practices and behaviours
practised within the family, while
intergenerational learning was defined by how
each member of the family relates to each
other in terms of learning. Based on our
observations of intergenerational learning
among family members: 1) school literacy is
very important, thus, all members ensure the
success of anyone enrolled in school; 2)
members have roles to play in learning with
the older members, leading the young ones in
most formal and informal “knowledge and
skills”; however, in terms of technology, the
young lead the adults; 3) livelihood knowledge
and skills are learned from one generation to
the other through conscious or unconscious
behaviours and practices. These findings
reveal on the one hand how family learning
and livelihoods are interwoven, as family and
communities
serve
as
literacy-rich
environments; on the other hand, conflicts in
aspirations, learning and knowledge arise.

Weaving family learning and livelihoods
We found that learning within families was
tightly linked with sustaining livelihoods – a
learning process that could be best described
as intergenerational knowledge transfer and
‘modelling’. As most of their forebears are
also farmers, younger people learn from older
family members how to plant and harvest
their crops.

Children doing homework with the oldest
among them acting as tutor

Within and among these farming families,
local knowledge – developed from years of
farming and food preservation – form a core
part of sustaining livelihoods.
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For example, they employ practices such as:
preservation of seeds in unwashed wine
bottles to prevent mould formation; mixing
seeds and corn kernels with ash to keep them
from being infested with insects and pests;
using dried heads of venomous snakes as farm
tools (like a scarecrow) to protect seeds from
rodents and insects; using the length of the
index finger in measuring the depth of soil
when sowing seeds; and protecting crops by
planting in concentric circles. Passing on
these livelihood practices are often
unconscious and unplanned as they are part of
the family’s everyday activities, such as a son
accompanying his mother to the farmlands.
In the Aeta community, many of these
practices were considered ‘indigenous’ by
members we spoke to. During our fieldwork in
Porac, we observed three generations of men
from the indigenous community fishing in a
nearby river, using handmade fishing tools
made of bamboo and goggles for shallow
diving made of wood and recycled plastic.
The way families learn together to improve
their livelihoods has also been influenced by
external development agencies and statesponsored programmes. For example, in the
farming community in Nueva Ecija,
local/indigenous knowledge co-exists with
scientific procedures often promoted by
these agencies, such as mixing crushed
eggshells and vinegar made from fermented
bananas to produce a liquid calcium spray. The
spray is used as organic pesticide, eliminating
or reducing insects in plants. They also
produce a lactic acid bacteria serum made up
of carabao’s milk, banana vinegar and
molasses.
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Lactic acid bacteria serum made up of
carabao’s milk, banana vinegar and
molasses

Lactic acid bacteria serum and lecture
notes of members showing instructions and
ingredients for preparing the concoctions
and poultry bedding

Families and communities as literacy-rich
environments
We found that family members and their
immediate wider community are increasingly
engaging with a diversity of texts as part of
everyday life and livelihoods – creating
literacy-rich environments. These texts
include school-based texts from members of
the family who are still in school; literacy
materials coming from development agencies
such as the Department of Social Welfare and
Development (e.g. leaflets for new farming
methods, health posters); documents
generated by women farmers such as
attendance sheets, agendas, government
forms; and, most significantly, the use of
digital communication tools such as the use of
messaging applications.

Family members use mobile phones and the
internet to get in touch with family members
who are working in other cities and abroad,
while young people utilise mobile technology
for communication, entertainment and school
tasks. We found that unlike learning about
livelihoods, younger members of the family
were the ones teaching their parents and
grandparents how to use mobile tools.
In Aeta communities, mobile phones were also
used to assert their rights and protect
themselves from abuses. Sr. Senen, the NGO
coordinator in the village, narrated to us an
incident in which a local NGO posted naked
photos of Aeta children in order to receive
donations from institutions. According to Sr.
Senen, “They (the Aetas) lost their trust in
outsiders because there was an incident in the
past when an NGO posted the photos of
children and used them to get money”.

A farmer inspecting the poultry several hours after they placed coconut shell
with the serum under each leg of the brooder
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One interesting observation relates to the
role of language in literacy practices. We
observed that when speaking with community
members, adults prefer to use Ilocano, their
mother tongue, while the younger generation
tends to speak in Filipino which, along with
English, is an official language in the country
and is the language primarily spoken in
schools. However, when speaking with
visitors, including the researchers, the
residents would speak Filipino from time to
time, switching to Ilocano for terms that they
could not translate into Tagalog or English.
Surprisingly, we did not find any materials
such as livelihood training leaflets or
brochures in Ilocano.
We found that there were some tensions in
terms of family members’ aspirations – for
instance, between preserving their culture
through passing down traditional practices
and/or ‘modernising’ practices and children
gaining better opportunities through formal
education. We found that despite the
emphasis on learning farming practices, it
came across quite strongly that many farmers
wanted their children to seek other careers.
One unanticipated finding was that most of
the parents in barangay Pinili did not want
their children to become farmers. They
equate formal education to a profession and
hope their children will complete a college
degree.
A common practice in most families is that
the men worked outside of the home and
were the breadwinners in the family.
However, there has been a noteable shift in
gender roles within the family. Though most
women in the study carried out their
nurturing role of taking care of their homes,
they also exercised production roles by
tending the farm and/or participating in the
community programmes of the government.
Migration, both internal and external, is also a
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Literacy materials in Brgy Pinili,
Nueva Ecija
contributory factor in shifting gender roles in
that women often work abroad, leaving the
men to take over childcare responsibilities,
which include cooking and feeding the
children, assisting children with their school
tasks, washing and ironing clothes and putting
children to bed.
The Aeta respondents in this study stated that
learning about their indigenous practices
should co-exist with formal education. In fact,
many of them believed that one goal of
education should be the preservation of
culture. They still practise oral traditions,
produce indigenous arts and crafts, and
document their traditional practices through
photos.

This is their way of transmitting what they
know to the younger members of their
community so that in turn, they may transfer
that to the next generation, to ensure that the
culture of the Aetas will endure. We found
that the Aetas have a unique notion of what
constitutes an educational setting in that they
consider their ancestral domain as their
school and a place not only where the
younger generation can be trained in farm
activities but where they can learn about and
appreciate their indigenous culture. As one of
the Aeta respondents said:
We take them with us to the mountains
to introduce to them our way of living,
our culture which includes our food,
our behaviour, our economic activities
and others.

Men looking after children and grandchildren

The nearby river which has become the source of food and livelihood
of Aetas in Porac, Pampanga
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Policy implications and conclusion
Findings from the study offer profound
insights on adult education, the role of
women in the family and community, and
intergenerational learning and lifelong
learning. Several conclusions can be drawn.
First, adult education is key to developing
intergenerational values, goals and
aspirations. Thus, it has to be integrated into
policies of both formal and non-formal
education. Second, women take pivotal roles
both within families and in the wider
community; thus, they should be given equal
opportunities for training, participation in
decision-making and access to resources.
Their contribution should not only be viewed
as an extension of their reproduction and
nurturing roles at home but should be
recognised within socioeconomic spaces
too. Lastly, lifelong learning opportunities in
communities strengthen and preserve local
and indigenous knowledge, sustain people’s
livelihoods, and create links between the
family and the larger community.
The study offers the following policy
recommendations which are divided into
three categories: family development
programmes, curriculum integration, and
skills development programmes in rural
communities.
Family Development Programs – The
study is strongly linked to the Pantawid
Pamilyang Pilipino Programs (4Ps) of the
Department of Social Welfare and
Development. Apart from providing cash
assistance, 4Ps aims for social
development
through
Family
Development Sessions which aim to
enable beneficiaries to take more active
roles as parents and members of
municipalities and barangays. The study
recommends a shift in the programme
structure
from
parents’
sole
participation to the involvement of
children and youth, where children,
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youth and adults are seen as active
agents in knowledge creation and
knowledge
sharing.
This
also
necessitates the involvement of families
in the design and implementation of the
sessions to ensure that barriers to the
participation of families, such as
language, motivation, interests and
activity types, are addressed.
Curriculum integration in basic and
higher education – The concepts of
family literacy and intergenerational
learning have not been defined clearly
and have not been embedded in formal
education curricula. Local and indigenous
knowledge
systems
and
intergenerational learning practices
need to be integrated into the curricula
of the Department of Education and the
Commission on Higher Education. This
includes the formulation of policies that
support family and intergenerational
initiatives and innovations in formal
institutions.
Skills development programmes in rural
communities – The potentials of
intergenerational learning and family
literacy to pass on and sustain
fundamental skills and knowledge about
society and culture, should be
acknowledged
in
programmes
implemented by the Technical Education
and Skills Development Authority and the
Alternative Learning System of the
Department of Education. This includes
localising and contextualising training
materials and promoting the use of the
mother tongue. Also, there is a need to
address the functional literacy skills of
women to enhance their workforce and
socio-political participation so that they
can further help their families and
communities to take part in community
development activities.

ANALYSIS
6 COMPARATIVE
OF FINDINGS
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This section of the report sets out to identify
and compare findings from the four research
studies conducted in Ethiopia, Nepal, Malawi
and the Philippines. Whilst recognising that
the country studies had significant differences
in relation to methodology and focus (for
instance, in terms of the development sectors
looked at, sub-research questions and the
working definition of ‘indigenous’), it is
possible to compare the insights offered into
adult literacy, intergenerational learning and
indigenous knowledges. These small scale
ethnographic-style research studies provide
rich evidence of the ways in which women,
men and children engage together in learning,
literacy and numeracy practices in their
everyday lives. They also contribute to
understanding how these communities
construct and draw on indigenous and local
learning spaces, values and relationships,
alongside formal schooling, nonformal literacy
and training provided by government and
NGOs.
What emerges strongly from the four country
studies is the diversity of approaches taken by
the research teams, informed by pertinent
questions and the contexts of their countries.
This section draws on some extracts from the
full country reports, indicated by single
quotation marks.

Literacy as only one aspect of
learning and sustainable
development
The research findings from all four countries
present a strong challenge to the long-held
belief that literacy can ‘kick-start’
development and is the necessary foundation
for skill development/training (see UNESCO,
2013).
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In contrast to the dominant ‘literacy first’
assumptions in much development policy, a
picture emerges of a great diversity of
communicative practices and knowledges
involved in interactions and learning within
families, communities, workplaces and
religious institutions. We soon realised the
constraints of having initially designed the
study around ‘literacy domains’ (Barton and
Hamilton, 1998), a concept which became
limited as an analytical tool in some contexts.
This was not only because literacy (reading,
writing, texts) was often not evident in
everyday life, but also because, as the Malawi
team noted, ‘most of the activities cannot be
confined to a specific domain such as home or
work because they cut across domains’. By
focusing on a literacy domain, there was
sometimes a danger of presenting a
fragmented account of a learning process that
was above all holistic and integrated into
people’s livelihoods.
The visibility of literacy practices and written
texts varied greatly between the four country
contexts but had in common that literacy
tended to be associated with development
agencies (particularly in the Philippines study)
and the textual influence of schools (Malawi
and Ethiopia studies). The Nepal team chose
to focus more on religious literacy practices
and intergenerational learning than the other
country studies (and this was reflected in their
decision to conduct the research in groups
with different ethnic and caste identities). This
included looking at indigenous health
practices, literacy and texts. The Nepal study
findings reveal the ways in which schooleducated
younger
generations
are
documenting indigenous herbal remedies
which were previously passed on orally and to
translate historical and literary texts in
indigenous languages into Nepali to reach a
wider younger readership. By contrast, the
Ethiopia study shows that though indigenous
herbal medicine practices are very

widespread, people only share ideas orally and
there was no evidence of written texts or
records. These differences led us to consider
why we could ‘see’ literacy in some contexts
but not in others, and to reflect on what we as
researchers (and policy makers) could be
missing by trying to focus primarily on literacy
in relation to learning and sustainable
development.

Looking beyond written
communication
The country studies provide rich insights into
what is gained by choosing not to make
literacy the centre of attention and by moving
away from the common policy starting point
of enhancing the ‘literate environment’
(Easton, 2006). When we looked within
families and communities to explore how they
were constructing and sharing knowledge, we
found that literacy was just one part of a
wider communicative repertoire which they
drew on. For instance, the Ethiopia study
explores different learning spaces, including
the coffee ceremony where families and
neighbours meet to exchange news and views,
and sometimes those with mobile phones
contribute information from Facebook or
other social media. As the example of Godana
(an older man living in Awramba) showed, he
was careful to check whether such written
information was reliable before he passed it
on: ‘I don’t tell my family all the things I read:
first I try to find out if the information is not a
lie and tell them only if it is credible’. Within
this space, written texts (and digital media)
sometimes influence the discussion but are
not given more importance than other
sources of information.

poisonous, how to pick, carry and store the
mushrooms so that they are fresh for the
market. The research team commented:
‘Tilimanja told us that to identify the
mushrooms they relied mostly on their sense
of sight and smell as well as the knowledge
passed on to them by those who knew the
mushrooms’. The children learn how to check
with their parents if the mushroom is edible:
‘when the mother was not near him, the boy
carefully separated the mushrooms he had
gathered by placing some leaves between the
mushrooms accepted by his mother and the
ones she had not yet accepted’.
The in-depth knowledge gained by the son
around the texture, look and differences
between mushrooms, is central to their
family’s livelihood. The approach to and
meaning of learning in this forest context
seems in stark contrast with the ‘schooled’
literacy that Ms Anubi, a mother living in
Machinga, supported her children with at
home. She explained:

I teach them that is this one is a
capital letter and this one is a small
letter. I also teach them syllables. In
school they are taught syllables, they
call them syllables like when they
combine /m/ and /a/ to make /ma/”
The research points to the importance of
recognising that the deep knowledge
embedded in people’s livelihoods can be as or
more important than school literacy, yet is at
risk of being marginalised or even lost through
formal schooling and environmental
pressures.

The detailed descriptions of how children
learn to pick mushrooms with their elders in
the forests of Machinga (Malawi) give insights
into the sophisticated development of
knowledge around which mushrooms are
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The many examples in the four country
studies of indigenous and local ways of
measuring, counting and weighing similarly
point to the importance of recognising that
mathematical knowledge does not need to be
written down or learned formally. Ms Ajibu in
Salima (Malawi) explained to the researchers
how she wove mats from palm leaves,
involving complex calculation of the number
and size of laces:
We use 21 or 23 and not 20 or 22
because when weaving we take two
laces at a time, one on each side. For
instance, if you are using 21 laces, it
means you will have 10 laces on one
side and 11 laces on the other. In this
case, the eleventh slice is the one you
use to weave and when it reaches the
centre, it means the side that had 10
laces will now have 11… This ensures
that the weaving is done in an orderly
manner without making one side get
smaller.
This detailed counting and calculation does
not involve standard measuring but skills of
estimating relative lengths and widths of the
laces. Significantly, no reading or writing is
involved in learning this mathematical
knowledge and like the fisherman in Salima
who uses a tree like the needle of a compass
to work out where to locate his nets, this
requires great concentration: “So, you pick
two trees on land and see their positions
relative to each other as you paddle. When
you see that one of the trees is hidden behind
the one in front, then you set your nets”. As
the Malawi team conclude, such learning ‘does
not take place by simply listening to someone
explaining it to you in a decontextualised
situation. You learn through involvement’.

These findings reveal the complexity and
depth of knowledge and mathematical
practices that people learn through their work
to support their families. Developed through
interaction with friends, family and
neighbours, this kind of knowledge does not
require written texts or calculation and is
embedded in social practice. The reports give
a strong message that using a literacy lens or
starting point to explore learning in everyday
life, can result in a lack of understanding about
how local and indigenous knowledges are
shared and constructed. This has implications
for what ‘family literacy’ means for this
research – and that it is not enough for
curriculum developers to simply add a few
examples of indigenous measures or
traditional health remedies to a curriculum.
Rather, the research suggests that we need to
understand what learning – and literacy –
means in specific contexts and recognise the
values underpinning such practices. This could
be the starting point for developing ‘bottomup’ family literacy initiatives that build on
deep-rooted intergenerational learning and
livelihood practices.

Mat ribbon sewn into a cylindrical structure
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From uses to meanings of
literacy and numeracy
As the policy review sections of the country
reports indicate, their governments and many
NGOs have tended to promote a functional
approach to adult literacy (see the Integrated
Functional Adult Literacy programme in
Ethiopia, National Functional Adult Literacy
Programme in Malawi). The emphasis has been
on providing literacy skills that can support
new income generating opportunities, or to
convey modern health and agricultural
knowledge. The main approach to adult
literacy teaching has been classroom-based
instruction, aiming to provide the basic
literacy and numeracy skills for enhanced
livelihoods and wellbeing. The findings in the
country studies challenge this starting point
of decontextualised, classroom-based literacy
instruction, by demonstrating the richness of
embedded knowledges and learning in
everyday life. In addition, the dominant
functional literacy policy promoted by many
governments and NGOs has focused
attention on the (potential) uses of literacy
and numeracy, an instrumental approach
which contrasts with the findings around the
meanings of literacy within the communities
who took part in the country studies.
In the Nepal study, research in the religious
domain reveals how meanings of literacy are
constructed
through
the
intricate
relationships between religion, texts, literacy
practices and identity. For instance, in a
Muslim community in Kapilvastu, the teenage
girl Rosa teaches Arabic and Urdu to children
from the neighbouring houses and her own
younger siblings, using religious texts and
workbooks from the madarsa (Islamic religious
school) to practise their writing. This informal
literacy teaching involves not only decoding
the letters and understanding the text (skills

that they learn in Nepali during their daytime
education in local government schools and in
the madarsa in the mornings) but is also about
learning to perform through reading the
prayers in public.
The children learn to cover their heads when
reading and imitated Rosa (or Api, older sister,
as they called her) by rocking back and forth
as they read aloud. Rosa herself is learning to
be an expert in naad (religious poetry) from
the maulana (religious teacher). This was an
important aspect of instruction in the Islamic
schools that were visited too, where lessons
were devoted to public reading and recitation
of religious texts for an upcoming oratory
competition assembly called Anjuman.
Noor, a teacher in a local madarsa, said she
found naad very ‘sweet’ and wished she was as
good as the other girls at this kind of literacy
performance. Rosa’s recognised religious
literacy abilities led to her accompanying her
father to India to lead the prayers at the
funeral for a relative. Rather than resulting
directly in economic opportunities, Islamic
literacy proficiency has shaped Rosa’s identity
and status in this community and has led to
greater mobility and social respect. For young
women like Rosa and Noor, Islamic literacy
learning could be seen as an empowering
process – though this is quite different from
the women’s economic empowerment often
associated with functional literacy and
sustainable development programmes. The
findings give insights into the different
literacies in this community and how the
meaning of literacy goes beyond decoding
letters for functional purposes, to being
valued for aesthetic and spiritual fulfilment.
Observing Ethiopian orthodox church
education in a community in Awi zone, the
researchers found that literacy proficiency is
valued for similar aesthetic and spiritual
reasons.
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As well as teaching the oral performance
element of reading aloud, religious educators
pass on special writing skills known as yekum
tsihuf (calligraphy). Sahilu, a church educator,
explained that he has been teaching younger
students in the church school to prepare
brana [a paper made of goat skin], different
inks from plants, making pens from the
bamboo tree and the skills of writing on brana:
In addition to the first two phases of the
church education, my father taught me
how to write on goat skin and how to
prepare the writing ingredients. In the
past, we [church educators/teachers]
used to develop different teaching
materials (alphabets and reference
books) as there were no typing and
printing machines. Therefore, being
skilled in writing on brana is essential to
be a church educator/teacher. Even if
typing and printing is not an issue at this
time, I passed this skill to my students
because I wish to preserve the skill.
In this context, literacy is valued not only for
interpretation of religious texts, but also
extends to the knowledge of how to prepare
the materials and the development of
calligraphy skills.
The church educator noted that changes in
relation to printing technologies meant that
this skill might die out. Many changes in the
value and meaning of literacy practices were
observed in the other country contexts too. In
Surkhet, Nepal, Hindu families traditionally
read the religious text the Swasthani Katha,
aloud for one month (the ninth Nepali month
in January/February) every year – one person
will recite (a man or woman) and the others
will listen. However, the research team found
that this practice has now moved into the
public space and older people gathered to
listen to the reading outside or in
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a community centre, where they also watch
Hindu mythological films.
Rather than being a site for intergenerational
learning, this literacy practice no longer
seems of interest to younger people, while
older people in the community see it as an
opportunity to socialise with one another.
Govinda, a man in his late fifties, explained
that “since the children are mostly engaged in
doing schoolwork at home, the parents hardly
involve them in reading religious texts like
Swasthani”. Here, the meanings of literacy
are changing rapidly, partly due to the impact
of ‘schooled’ literacy and younger people’s
lack of time and interest in other literacies.
By contrast, in the Rai indigenous group in the
East of Nepal, the research team found that
young people are keen to preserve and
understand indigenous practices and are using
Nepali literacy to write down stories and
songs previously shared orally. In the Western
region in Surkhet, older people recognise that
younger people want to capture traditional
remedies in writing, as the Nepal team noted:
‘Dandapani, an eighty- year- old grandfather
as well as the head of the family, was going
through the diary entries that he had written
about herbal plants when we visited him. He
later said that he wanted to transfer his
indigenous occupational knowledge of
traditional healing within his family only for
future in this way therefore he made diary
entries’. However, Dandapani also explained
how certain texts could carry a special
meaning within shamanism, such as a mantra
being linked with secrecy and having the
power to protect against evil: ‘He claimed
that he is possessed by divine power and knew
diverse forms of mantras to treat different
types of illness. He had written down those
mantras and sketches in his diary which were
not eligible for an ordinary reader. He was not
keen on translating the text which he said was
his mantra used to treat his patients.’ Similar
references to ritual texts were found in the

Rai community in Khotang and the Gurung
community in Lamjung. In the very different
context of Bahir Dar and Orthodox
Christianity in Ethiopia, the research team
found that priests were reading and reciting
religious texts and applying holy water in front
of the patient – in the belief ‘that when a
religious book was read aloud, water would be
changed into holy water and that it has the
power to heal several illnesses’. Reading and
writing are not just seen as about
communicating information, but about having
particular spiritual and healing powers.
These findings give an insight into the
differing meanings of literacy in these
contrasting communities, shaped by religious
and cultural values, identities and practices.
These symbolic understandings of literacy
contrast with the instrumental uses or
purposes of literacy which are the focus of
much international and national development
policy. The same communities are also
engaging with different literacy learning and
languages for their economic needs – whether
this is the tailor teaching his son in his shop
how to measure and keep records for a
customer’s dress in Kapilvastu (Nepal), or the
weaver in Awramba (Ethiopia) shifting from
measuring yarn with his arm to using a tape
measure, or the women in Neuva Ecija
(Philippines) who combine local knowledge
about how to use coconut shells to protect
their chicks, with scientific learning from
lecture notes about lactic acid bacteria serum.
People’s recognition of and active
engagement with multiple literacies suggests
a more dynamic and holistic meaning of
literacy than the singular narrow ‘schooled’
literacy often promoted in literacy
programmes. It points to the importance of
providers exploring what literacy means for
different learners (not only in terms of
functions, but also in relation to identities and
power) in specific contexts, before developing
curricula.

Samir taking measurements while Azad observes
and instructs (Nepal)
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New and changing literacies
The above accounts give an insight into the
ways in which people develop their own ways
of recording knowledge, making records or
using literacy to support their livelihood
activities – such as Mehboob in Kapilvastu
(Nepal) who has invented her own way of
recording measurements for making her
relatives’ clothes, through listing the numbers
in English, from head to toe. However, in all
the country contexts, there were also many
examples of people engaging with what the
Nepal team refer to as ‘imported’ literacy
practices. Their review of health sector policy
drew attention to a manual for community
health volunteers on breastfeeding ‘which
contains step-by-step instructions on breast
feeding babies, seemingly ignoring the fact
that most rural women would learn this
informally from peers and relatives’. In this
case, the ‘imported’ literacy practice of a
health manual - which was also literally
imported as it had been translated by the
Ministry of Health from a manual used in the
US - seemed to be disrupting the
intergenerational learning taking place orally
and spontaneously.
The Philippines study offers strong evidence
of specific literacy practices and texts
introduced by government and NGO
programmes, particularly in relation to
agriculture and economic development.
Describing the ‘literacy rich’ environment
they found in Nueva Ecija, the team explained
how Ate Zoria, a grandmother and elected
officer of a woman’s organisation, always has a
clear folder on her dining table where she
keeps the minutes of the meetings, records
and members, papers of the association and
government forms. She also helps her
grandchildren with their schoolwork (as their
mother was working abroad) so has school
textbooks which she uses daily. All these texts
could be seen as produced by or influenced by
| 61

agencies from outside the community - Ate
Zoria is engaging with bureaucratic and school
literacies which are quite new to her. Eduardo,
a farmer and a member of a cooperative,
similarly explained that the printed texts that
he encounters are brochures and leaflets
sent by the Department of Agriculture and
other local farming producers. Frustrations
were expressed by extension workers that
“even glossy papers are just used by people to
pack fish”. Private institutions had decided
instead to print out the information on a
tarpaulin to ensure that the materials would
last and be useful for successive groups of
learners.

Members of the cooperative navigating their
mobile devices

These examples contrast with the locally
generated, text-rich environments that the
research team found in the Muslim
households in Kapilvastu, Nepal. Rosa’s house,
where she taught children on the porch, was
decorated with posters with religious scripts
and religious verses written up and posted by
Rosa herself. In every house, similar texts and
scripts were to be found, including piles of
religious books.

As an older woman explained to the
researchers, she reads the Koran twice daily:
“Sister, that is the mukti [salvation] for us,
Urdu” – emphasising that salvation comes
through Urdu rather than Nepali or English. In
the Gurung communities in Ghale Gaun, a
priest showed the researchers a printed book
in which part of the Gurung rituals were
written in a book form. Whereas previously,
rituals had been learnt orally, he explained
that his cousin who lives in the UK has
arranged for the elders to recite these so
others can transcribe and then print them.
The team also found that for family members
who had died abroad, an epitaph was erected
– inscribed in Nepali rather than Gurung
language. These communities are actively
engaged in creating their own texts and often
this involves translanguaging (using a mixture
of languages) to connect with relatives abroad
and younger generations who want to learn
more about their cultural, religious and
linguistic heritage.
The findings raise issues around how people
respond to new or ‘imported’ literacy
practices – particularly how far they embrace,
ignore (e.g. using educational leaflets to pack
fish!) or resist government and NGO
providers’ ways of communicating new
knowledge. There is also the question of why
providers are reluctant to adopt oral or other
methods of communication which are
dominant in these communities. There is,
however, much evidence that parents
welcome ‘schooled’ literacy for their children:
in the Philippines study, family members see
education as offering a ‘profession’ and a
possible escape from a life of farming. In
Nepal, Surjit (a respondent in Khotang)
recalled that as a child he had had to drop out
of school once he had learned to weave
bamboo trays: “my father suggested me if I
could weave bamboo materials, I could earn
and survive”.

Though he and his wife are still learning
weaving skills from their elders, they have
made a decision to focus on teaching their
young daughter the English and Nepali
alphabets and have no intention of
introducing her to bamboo weaving or writing
in their mother tongue, Rai. These aspirations
for schooled literacy were not shared by
Muslim families in the study from Kapilvastu,
where some parents saw the Nepali state
schools as disrupting the traditional literacy
learning taking place at home and in the
madarsas.
In all the communities where the research
took place, families were engaging with digital
literacies. Rather than being seen as imposed,
new digital literacies are being rapidly
integrated into family life, both for economic
and social purposes. In Nueva Ecija
(Philippines), information about meetings and
training seminars are now being relayed
through mobile phones. Eduardo, the farmer
mentioned above, explained how his children
help him to communicate with his wife
(working in the Middle East) through YouTube
and Facetime. In Bahir Dar (Ethiopia), people
use prayer and bible apps on their phones –
but also mentioned that the Orthodox Church
prevent them from using these in the
services, from concern that they would not
then pay attention to the priest. However,
attitudes towards digital devices are changing
as Sahilu, an older church educator in Awi
zone explained:

I didn’t have mobile phone for several
years because I hated it; it looked as if I
was talking to the Devil. But then, one of
my students bought me mobile phone
and showed me how to use it.
Unfortunately, I lost it somewhere. I
have a plan to buy one in the future.
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In the Aeta community (in the Philippines),
the team heard how some of the younger
members have taken hold of social media to
raise political awareness about inequalities:
‘Sr. Senen also recalled the comment posted
by a member of the youth council on the
Facebook page of one of their local politicians
to express the plight of indigenous people:
They know their rights. One time, a
youth posted a reaction on the
Facebook account of a politician.
He/she told them, look at us. You took
us for granted. What have you done to
our community?
The potential for mobilisation and social
action through digital literacy could be seen in
relation to gendered digital literacy practices
too. In Kapilvastu (Nepal), a young woman
explained to the team that she would only be
able to own her own individual mobile phone
once she was married. Until then, all the older
women, unmarried women and children in the
house share a communal mobile phone which
functions like a landline in the kitchen,
meaning that private conversations or texting
are not possible.

By contrast, development agencies and
traditional institutions in the field study sites
(such as the church in Ethiopia or the NGOs in
Kapilvastu, Nepal) rely more on conventional
‘schooled’ literacy practices than on digital
literacies to convey information and facilitate
learning.
The findings from all four countries point to
the importance of exploring the dynamics of
the relationship between schooled and
indigenous literacies, as well as between
digital and other literacies – rather than taking
the assumed hierarchies between languages
and literacies as given and fixed. Similarly,
understanding gendered literacy practices is
more complex than simply identifying issues
around access; it involves questions of
ownership, identity and control (as in the
example of the mobile phone for women
being shared within a household rather than
individually owned).

In all four country studies, it is clear that
younger generations are often taking the lead
in teaching their parents and elders how to
use digital media, particularly to communicate
with relatives abroad but also to help facilitate
local community activities and activism.
Whilst there are concerns about the internet –
including examples of exploitation and abuse
as well as misrepresentation of information –
individuals appear to welcome these new
modes of communication.
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Rachel using a smart phone in Ethiopia

Intergenerational and
indigenous learning
Learning with respected others through
doing
The detailed ethnographic descriptions that
the teams have produced offer insights into
ways of learning. All the studies highlight the
importance of context and active
engagement with the learning activity but also
of learning as an ongoing practice. On the
shores of Lake Malawi, Mili was learning to fish
and become a fisherman under the guidance
of his uncle. The older man was ‘scaffolding’
the younger man’s learning so that Mili was
learning at a pace that reflects his abilities and
supports his contribution to an activity that
has immediate importance for both of them –
contributing directly to the family’s economy
by bringing in fish. Mili was learning
incrementally over time, through working in
partnership with his uncle, through watching,
listening, taking instructions and assuming
responsibilities. Learning, then, is active,
supported and collaborative. Other examples
such as mushroom harvesting, reinforce the
importance of learning through action,
alongside someone who is recognised as
having mastery of the key knowledge and
skills. The learning is immediate but mastery is
built up over time and through experience,
and is lifelong. Learning to fish does not have
a finite end; rather, the accumulation of
knowledge and understanding continues
through life.
The research findings demonstrate learning as
ongoing, context-based and diverse. The case
of fishing illustrates the multidimensionality of
learning and the diverse range of contexts,
skills and knowledges required to become an
‘accomplished fisherperson’ (Malawi). An
accomplished fisherperson is someone who is
recognised as having intimate knowledge of
diverse locations and environments, of
navigation, weather, fish habits and habitats
and much more.

Becoming an accomplished person is an
ongoing process based on relationships of
respect and trust between learner and
teacher, rather than institutionalised and
formal hierarchies. It is a status achieved
through external recognition of the value and
nature of the knowledge and skills acquired,
the uses to which they are put and who
benefits from them. The teacher has to have
trust and faith in the learner’s motivation
before he/she agrees to impart his/her
knowledge and wisdom.
Intergenerational learning is shown to be
collaborative also in the sense of sharing
knowledge and skills to contribute to social as
well as economic activities.
Weaving and mat making bring together
women (in the Malawi research sites) and men
(Ethiopia) of different generations, with
different skills and specialisms, including the
young children who have tasks to perform and
contribute, as do the older experienced
women. The production of mats involves a
complementarity of roles and a collaboration
which is affirming and interactive. The activity
and the learning/teaching-through-doing are
integrated and are dimensions of social events
that reaffirm familial and community
relationships and solidarity.

Ismael showing how to make citanga
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These activities and learning are purposeful –
in terms of producing mats, weavings, fish –
but they can be thought of as more than
‘learning contexts’, as they create and
recreate social ties and collective bonds. In
this sense, they are not only purposeful but
meaningful. They embed learners and
teachers in relationships with their social and
physical environment and develop their
cultural ecological knowledge and wisdom.
Learning to collect mushrooms to sell is
important for a family’s economy and
subsistence, but part of this is learning to
ensure environmental wellbeing and the
sustainability of the crop.

There are examples of a multiplicity of
spaces/places where people interact, share,
exchange and learn in dynamic and diverse
ways. For the Aeta community of Porac,
Philippines, the space for cross generational
teaching and learning is their territory, their
ancestral domain. Learning is not something
confined to a building or place such as the
school.

The teams note in different ways how
informal learning and the passing on of
livelihood practices down generations can
seem ‘unplanned’ and/or involve unconscious
or tacit knowledge exchange. They contrast
this with dominant non-formal education and
training and schooling practices which often
denigrate or disregard the knowledges and
practices of indigenous and local peoples. The
research demonstrates the richness of family
and local learning practices and also the
extent to which indigenous and local
knowledges and the bearers of these, go
unrecognised. This disregard is likely to be a
consequence of the hierarchies of pedagogies
and knowledges from the formal sector and
underlines the urgent need for engaged
ethnographic and qualitative research.

In the different setting of the agricultural
community of Nueva Ecija, the Philippines, in
three community-based training centres,
NGOs, the Department of Agriculture and the
Department of Social Welfare and
Development, facilitate programmes of nonformal education and Family Development
sessions. Participation is according to a range
of conditionalities related to attendance and
school participation. Individuals are not,
however, isolated from their local knowledge
which they incorporate into their agricultural
and subsistence activities.

Spaces for intergenerational
communication and learning
While the examples above speak to learning as
being dynamic, processual and multilocational,
moving across and through many different
places and ‘domains’, they also highlight the
diversity of learning ‘spaces’.
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Rather, the mountains, forests and rivers form
the broad canvas where children learn skills
and knowledge about their people, their
relationship with the territory, their history
and their philosophy.

Events such as local festivals are important
opportunities for intergenerational learning.
The Ethiopian coffee ceremonies are a vibrant
part of Ethiopian life today, incorporating new
forms of communication and sharing across
generations. Through listening to stories from
adults and family members, children learn
about family and community values such as
friendship, support and the importance of
hard work. The Orthodox Church in Ethiopia
provides a more structured yet flexible form
of learning consisting of six phases, which is
not provided in one location but may require
the learners to move from place to place.
New spaces are also being created to
stimulate and promote intergenerational
interaction.

The recently established community of
Awramba (Ethiopia) has constructed a
community centre with a library and ICT
facilities designed to encourage the
interaction of young literate and ICT skilled
youth with older members of the community.
In these diverse spaces, the generations
interact; they are not sealed off from each
other. Individuals bring different bodies of
knowledge and sets of skills and technologies.
And with increased use of mobile phones and
online devices, particularly among the
younger generations, the flow of
knowledge/skills is multidirectional, not
confined to one-way vertical transmission. As
the research findings from the four different
contexts and countries demonstrate, learning
spaces are varied. For the Aeta, for example,
it is the space and place itself which provides
and inspires knowledge construction and skills
transfer. By contrast, in other contexts (such
as the training programme for women farmers
in Nueva Ecija), spaces are constructed in
order to bring together multigenerational
actors for social, economic, political
exchange. These spaces, whatever their
configuration, are important for the sociality
they promote and the sense of community,
identity and motivation they generate.

Gendered knowledges and learning
The detailed ethnographic descriptions
demonstrate that knowledge and skills can
also be gendered. While it is important to be
alert to issues of gender stereotyping and
gendered inequalities, the evidence also
recognises the complementarity that often
characterises the men’s and women’s
knowledge and skills. Complementary
activities and tasks are embedded in societal
and cultural practices and rituals (for example,
the gendered division of labour around fishing
in Malawi, in fly whisk making in Ethiopia and
in the painting and craft work in Nepal).
Women selling mushrooms collected in the forest
66 |

In Nepal, women were occasionally found to
be taking up traditionally male roles, including
faith healing. By contrast, in the Ethiopian
communities studied, some of the indigenous
and intergenerational learning practices were
found to be highly gendered and no examples
were found of, for instance, women being able
to participate in the full traditional church
education. As Merigeta Sahilu, a church
educator explained:
They [women] are discouraged to
participate as they are not allowed to
give most of religious services (to
become a deacon, a priest, merigeta or
other), learning the church education is
a complete waste of time for them. Even
if they want to learn, they couldn’t
stand the hardship of moving from place
to place and begging food items.
Moreover, if they participate in church
education, it is assumed that the male
students will get distracted. Due to these
reasons, almost in all cases, females do
not participate in the indigenous church
education. Some may attend the reading
and writing phase and only few learn up
to ‘kine/poetry’ level.
Migration is noted as a major dynamic in all
countries, all be it with different emphases. In
the Philippines, where young women migrate
abroad for work and send back remittances,
the team documented changing gendered
roles within the family. Knowledge and skills
which have hitherto been seen as a woman’s,
such as cooking and childcare, are acquired by
fathers, while grandparental generations take
on more direct responsibilities for children’s
learning. Gendered knowledge is shown to be
fluid not static, changing as societies change
(as the next section discusses).
Father taking care of his child in the Philippines
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Social change
Societies are changing – and always have.
What senior generations know is passed down
to younger generations and transformed, as
young people themselves transform and
contribute to societal change. Conversely,
older generations learn from younger and are
also transformed and transforming. This is
clearly evidenced by the examples from the
Philippines of older people using Facetime to
communicate with distant relatives. In Malawi,
an older man explained how he had learned to
make wooden curios from younger men who
were selling these to make a living. In the Rai
community in Khotang, Nepal, grandparents
have found new ways to share their customs
and rituals (which were originally oral, then
written in their mother tongue in Srijanga
script) through publishing these in a book in
Nepali and Devanagari script (the language
and script used in state schools). Kanti Kalaa
Rai, a seventy-year-old non-literate woman,
explained how Puja, her fourteen-year-old
granddaughter, now reads these stories to
her. Puja describes the book as “a precious
object” for her family, culture and religion,
and she now shares it with her friends. The
findings from all four country studies similarly
give insights into this dynamic ongoing
process of change and transformation.
Indigenous knowledge and skills for sustaining
livelihoods (such as ensuring an ongoing
supply of mushrooms or fish) and artisan skills
such as tailoring or embroidery (Kapilvastu in
Nepal) have hitherto largely been transferred
down the generations through oral
communication and experiential learning. The
research shows increasing use of schooled
literacies and numeracy and creative ways in
which people are incorporating these for their
own learning purposes and their own ends.
For instance, in Awi Zone in Ethiopia, fly whisk
makers mentioned that being able to write has
helped them to earn more.

They explained that nowadays offering
customized fly whisks as a gift for Christmas
or epiphany is becoming common. So their
customers ask them to integrate names,
birthdates or years in the ornamented design
of the fly whisk handle. They say the fact that
they can read and write has helped them to do
this and earn more, as the customized fly
whisks are more expensive than the regular
ones.
In Rupabesi, Nepal, a young woman who
owned a pub also emphasised the importance
of literacy skills to her trade. She has taught
her young daughter all the prices of the
different brands of alcohol and showed a copy
book to the researchers which she and her
daughter use for keeping records of the sales:
‘She expressed time and time again that her
secondary level education and literacy skills
had prevented her from being “cheated by
customers in business”’. Similarly, Samir in
Kapilvastu, uses his literacy skills (from Grade
7 before he dropped out of school), to note
down the measurements when training ‘onthe-job’ in his father’s tailoring shop. His
father Azad delegates the measuring and
writing tasks to his son, whereas he does ‘the
critical task of cutting the cloth’. Aside from
economic livelihood activities, there were
instances where literacy was being used to
capture and pass on indigenous knowledge
and practices. Dandapani, a traditional healer
in Surkhet, keeps a diary with details of the
medicinal herbs used to treat various
conditions – with the intention of helping his
sons to learn this knowledge.
From the findings, it emerged that skills are
not evenly spread across or between
generations. However, there was not the
sense that everyone learns or expects to learn
everything to the same level (as with formal
schooling), nor that the interest to learn
something new was necessarily driven by
(external) agencies. The collective nature of
many of the intergenerational activities
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demonstrates the ways in which different
individuals contribute different knowledges,
different kinds of skills – with young adults
contributing their literacy/ IT skills/ abilities in
another language and older generations
contributing knowledge and skills learned
through experience, such as recognising
edible mushrooms, herbs with medicinal
qualities or weaving mats.
Formal and non-formal education can bring
new knowledge and skills but research shows
how new knowledge, skills and creativity can
also be acquired through informal means,
including the use of new technologies.
The research findings from Ethiopia
demonstrate the ingenuity and selfmotivation of young people to learn new
techniques and skills from the internet. Ayele
is a young man who has taught himself to fix
satellite dishes, repair electric appliances and
household goods, among other skills. He says
he has picked up ideas and understanding
about how to make shelves from searching for
and watching tutorials on Youtube channels
and is keen to transfer his skills to his younger
brothers who watch him at work. In this way,
Ayele and other young men and women are
using mobile phones to access training
manuals, demonstrations, photos and
discussion chats. They bring these learning
strategies into play, together with skills of
observation, experimentation and literacy, in
order to master new knowledge and skills.
For the Aeta community in the Philippines,
experiential learning is not only a means for
the younger generation to learn livelihood
skills but also about learning indigenous
cultural values and practices, as an elder
explained:
We take them with us to the mountains
to introduce them to our way of living,
our culture which includes our food,
our behaviour, our economic activities
and others.
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The research findings remind us that societies
change in different ways and at different
speeds. They warn us that dichotomous
categories of ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ are
too simplistic and deny the complexity, the
interconnectedness and the creativity of all
generations. The detailed descriptions provide
insights
into
ongoing
challenges,
contradictions and frictions that change
engenders. In Ethiopia today, knowledge of
herbal and ritual health practices appears to
clash with modern allopathic medical
practices, but that does not mean that they
are not valued, used and learned across much
of society. They co-exist - sometimes more
comfortably than others - but the research
shows clearly how one does not negate other
and both have very important roles to fulfil.
Evidence shows that often younger
generations embrace indigenous knowledge
and practices and this goes hand-in-hand with
changing gendered roles and relations. In
Nepal, some women are moving into faith
healing or shamanism, originally only
considered a man’s job. Women have started
to transform traditionally male religious
institutions, such as organising women’s
mushaira (where Nepali Muslim poets recited
Sayari). The research teams found that
indigenous practices and values are being
challenged in more subtle and complex ways.
For instance, in Kapilvastu, young women
learn arts and embroidery at home and in the
madarsa, which they are expected to take to
their future husband’s family. A madarsa
teacher explained:
They make a box full of these things and
take those to their in-laws house at the
time of marriage.

Such skills are now being seen as a source of
possible income, with women setting up small
sewing businesses or training courses at
home. As mentioned earlier, women’s
proficiency in reading and teaching religious
literacy can also lead to opportunities for
employment in madarsas and enhanced
mobility.
These examples of gradual informal change in
gendered practices contrast with the findings
from Awramba in Ethiopia, a community
which (as the team explain) ‘set out to
intentionally unlearn deep-rooted genderbased stereotypes and roles’.

Chauhan mother-daughter embroidering net to
make fan
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Language
All four country studies report on changing
literacy practices and language usage. What
they also note are different attitudes to
indigenous and local languages, different
rationales for using particular languages of
communication, and diverse relationships with
dominant, national and international
languages.
The research highlights the intimate
relationship between indigenous and local
languages and cultural (and economic)
practices and knowledges. It offers rich
examples of the way in which indigenous and
local knowledges and skills are embedded in
and given meaning through language, history
and social relations which are not amenable to
translation into other languages as a simple
technical task. In Nepal, there are concerns
that a decrease in intergenerational transfer
of mother tongue and/or local language is not
limited to language issues but to the transfer
of traditional/indigenous knowledge as well.
The indigenous language is part of indigenous
identity, culture, values, and knowledge
systems. In the Hindu community of Surkhet,
religious texts, once recited in Sanskrit, are
today recited in Nepali in the hope of
sustaining and maintaining indigenous
knowledge in younger generations for whom
Sanskrit has never been dominant in their
linguistic repertoires. This raises the question
of which aspects of culture, values,
knowledges and identity are also changed
through this translation. Nevertheless, in the
community of Kapilvastu, teaching and
learning Urdu and Arabic script within the
family and community through informal
classes is sustaining important dimensions of
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cultural and religious values down the
generations. It is notable, however, that the
local government school teaches only Nepali
and English literacies.
A generational shift in linguistic repertoires is
documented in all the research sites. As with
societies, language use is fluid and changing.
Salient factors in these changes include
younger generations’ exposure to national and
international languages through formal
education, mass media and the internet.
Ethiopia is a highly multilingual country and
individuals are plurilingual. Moving between
languages is part of daily life as individuals
draw on their repertoires of different
languages, of ways of speaking (such as
dialects), of literacy skills and aural abilities,
and their fluencies in registers and genres
(such as religious and cultural practices). For
example, the coffee ceremonies that bring
generations together in Bahir Dar (Ethiopia)
are collective shared spaces (as noted above)
where different participants use their diverse
language resources to interact and
communicate, teach and learn. The
composition of an individual’s repertoire may
vary according to gender and also according
to generation.
So younger generations may contribute to the
coffee ceremony and interaction from their
internet-connected smart phone, learning
about and drawing on aspects of national
or/and international languages.

Ghale Gurung’s Veda that has been computerized and printed

The Ethiopian research documents multiple
examples of the mixing of oral knowledge and
interactions in a local language with use of
written manuals and online training courses in
other languages, such as the example of
learning to cook and including new recipes.
Merigeta Sahilu, an older church educator in
Awi Zone, told the researchers that he has a
watch which he is not able to read (as it is
written in Arabic numbers) so his students
read it for him. “Had it been Ge’ez/Ethiopic
number, I could have read it. When I give tasks
to my students, I would allocate time for each
of them. I needed the watch for that
purpose”.
The Philippines research similarly illustrates
the ways in which younger generations can
feel more comfortable and fluent in languages
of wider communication than older
generations. Many of the families in the
community of Nueva Ecija (Philippines) are
from neighbouring provinces and use Tagalog
(Filipino) as a lingua franca. But although most
adults speak and to some extent write
Tagalog, they feel most comfortable using
Ilocano amongst themselves, while younger
generations are more likely to communicate
in Tagalog.

In this community, there is a strong presence
of NGOs and their trainings take place in
English and Tagalog – official languages of the
Philippines. While there is a recent university
initiative to translate teaching materials into
Ilocano, NGO economic training in chicken
rearing and capacity building can implicitly
imbue an economic importance to the use of
prestige languages and contribute to a gradual
marginalisation of Ilocano and other ‘local’
languages.
However, where the national or international
language is seen to be associated with greater
economic opportunities or to bring greater
prestige, parents voice their desire for their
children to be taught in and through these
languages at school. It is not only the local
languages, dialects and genres that can
become side-lined by dominant languages of
communication but as documented in
Kapilvastu (Nepal), indigenous skilled crafts
and arts such as tailoring, embroidery,
handicraft, iron work, leather work and
musical instrument making, can become
devalued not only externally but by
practitioners themselves.

An example of multilingual literacy above the gate of a Gurung temple. The upper stanza (in red)
written in Khema Script (script used in Gurung language) means that if the sacred text that
teaches rituals, culture and customs are lost, humankind will disappear. The lower three lines
(blue) written in Devanagari script literally mean: “If Veda disappears, Sastra (sacred writings)
will disappear; if sastra disappears, history will disappear; if history disappears, humankind will
disappear”. Here, Veda indicates the Gurung rituals, customs and culture that teach people to
live a disciplined and cohesive life.

72 |

Family or community learning?
We began this research with ‘family’ as the
main unit for sampling and analysis. However,
as with the concept of ‘literacy domains’, we
realised that the meaning of ‘family’ learning
was much wider than the immediate family
unit in all these country contexts. The findings
are not just about learning within a household
but within and across a broader community –
whether girls teaching Arabic literacy to
neighbours’ children, young men learning fly
whisk making from non-relatives in a market
or young people learning mushroom
identification from elders. Much of the
learning described in the reports is not
‘intergenerational’ either but may consist of
peer learning and discussion – such as Ms
Mweye and Ms Samson in Machinga (Malawi)
arguing about where to hunt for mushrooms.
Ms Samson said “You cannot find mushrooms
there. Mushrooms do not grow where there is
tall grass. They grow where you have short
and small grass under trees. They need
manure and dry leaves from trees provide
manure”. The Malawi team refer to this as an
“internship model of training”.

The Philippines report highlights how
indigenous practices and concepts of the
family are being challenged now by
individualistic values. The Filipino parent and
child dynamics are said to be constructed
through the indigenous values of kapwa
(helping), hiya (shyness) and utong na loob
(paying back). However, these values are
increasingly in conflict with the educational
system which puts more emphasis on
‘individual effort and individual rewards
system’. The Pantawid Pamilyang Pilipino
Program (4Ps) is the flagship poverty
alleviation programme of the Philippines and
focuses on the development of the family
through cash credit transfers, training and
health support. It is clear that the family is an
important
focus
for
development
interventions in the Philippines, yet here and
in the other country contexts, this can lead to
overlooking how communal action and
identities are formed in other ways too. This
finding has particular relevance to the
implementation of a family literacy approach
and challenges the assumption that the family
– rather than a broader community – is
central to learning and needs to be the only
focus of related programmes.

Three generations of men arrive in the Aeta community after a whole afternoon of fishing.
During these activities, younger generations learn indigenous fishing techniques and tools
from older members of the family.
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Family literacy and indigenous
learning: comparing national
policy perspectives
Understanding historical influences on
literacy
The four country research studies begin with a
review of secondary literature – including
adult literacy and sustainable development
policy, both now and in past decades/eras. The
historical accounts give an insight into the
diversity of approaches and institutions
influencing literacy learning which predate
and, in some cases, co-exist alongside
‘Western’ school education. The Nepal report
describes six different ways used to teach
literacy in Vedic times (1500 – 500 BCE),
including home schooling, at a teacher’s house
- ‘learning not only through his texts but
through his acharan (habits)’, story-telling,
public debates/discourse and teaching in
public open spaces. Some of these different
teaching approaches within Hinduism
continue today, such as the religious story
telling over one week, which the team
observed in Surkhet.
In the Philippines, the earliest primary schools
were established by Spanish religious
missionaries in the 16th century and were
strongly associated with colonisation: “the
whole educational project of the Spaniards
was to make subservient Filipinos as good
Roman Catholics and colonial subjects of the
crown as there was a union between the State
and the Church”. The strong historical
influence of religion on literacy is noted in
Ethiopia too, with the opening of traditional
church education (through the introduction
of Christianity in the 4th century) and
Quranic schools. Today the dominant peer
learning approach continues in such schools –
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“where senior students support their junior
friends” – and is believed to “nurture
cooperation rather than competition” and “in
the process of the mentor-mentee
relationship, both of them learn to respect
one another”. What comes through strongly
in the Ethiopia report is the different values
informing literacy learning practices in the
traditional church education, as compared to
Western government schooling or NFE.
Unlike in school, the learner is not required to
learn every content and pass through every
phase/step. The time needed to complete
each phase varies and every student learns at
his own pace. Someone who finishes all six
phases of the church education, which
sometimes takes up to 40 years, is known as
‘Arat ayna’ [literally, the one with four eyes’],
meaning that they have excellent knowledge
and skill in music (zema), poetry (gine), church
dancing (aguaguam) and literature (betsihaf
bet). Merigeta Sahilu insisted that formal
schooling was considered inferior to
traditional church education: “in the formal
schools, children keep taking notes when they
learn something and forget it instantly. But in
our case, once you learn and master
something, you will remember it forever.
When you are asked to teach or serve in the
church, you will not say “I forgot it, let me
check from my notebook”. You simply read it
from your heart effortlessly. A person who
specialises in metsihaf bet (literature), for
instance, memorises the old and new
testaments in the Bible by heart”.
Some awareness of these historical influences
on current literacy learning would help
literacy providers to consider how to build on
specific indigenous institutions or practices in
present day policy. More significantly, the
historical accounts also offer insights into the
meanings and values associated with literacy
in specific communities – particularly the
distinction between ‘Western’ literacy
(associated with colonisation and schooling)
and indigenous literacies.

As the Nepal report explains, inequalities in
access to literacy grew out of the historic
practices described above: “in the post-Vedic
era, caste gradually became a fixed rank based
on one’s occupation. With this, literacy
became an occupation of a certain caste,
whereas for others their ancestral vocations
became their occupations”.
An interesting difference between the four
country contexts is how far literacy and texts
have been integral to ways of learning and
passing on knowledge. The Malawi report
highlights how an NGO has taken an
indigenous concept, Tsimba, which refers to
an initiation camp, to create a literacy
intervention for children. Though the Tsimba
is described as “a local conceptualisation of a
space to characterise an activity whose major
activity is to transfer knowledge”, literacy was
not traditionally part of that learning and the
team observe that the NGO’s “literacy boost
represents a western model of literacy
promotion”. Rather than embedding literacy
teaching in the actual traditional initiation
camps (Tsimba), they organise ‘reading
initiatives’ which children attend outside
school. A shared concern across these
country contexts is how far development
providers recognise or are even aware that
they are transforming indigenous practices
and values - particularly when they choose to
build on concepts such as the Tsimba in
Malawi, or work with traditional healers in
Nepal through the health sector.

Adult literacy and lifelong learning policy:
the family dimension
Influenced by the international policy
direction of the 2030 Sustainable
Development Agenda, there has been a shift
towards lifelong learning as a dominant
educational policy discourse in these four
country contexts. In previous decades, given
the low literacy rates, the governments in
Nepal, Ethiopia and Malawi initiated several
national adult literacy campaigns. In Ethiopia,
the report describes how the various literacy
campaigns over five decades have been built
on the assumption that illiteracy is one of the
‘ills’ of society: “Considered as one ‘enemy’ of
the country, terms related to ‘illiteracy’ have
also been militarised in the Ethiopian context,
especially during the Dergue (military)
Regime (1974-1991). Words like ‘enemy’, ‘fight
against..’, ‘literacy army’, ‘campaign’ were
introduced to the education sector”.
The approach adopted in these countries has
focused on functional literacy. In Malawi, the
National
Functional
Adult
Literacy
Programme (NALP) was launched in 1986,
under the Ministry of Gender and Community
Services and run by the National Centre for
Literacy and Adult Education. Like the
functional literacy programmes in Ethiopia
and Nepal too, the NALP curriculum covers
reading, writing, numeracy and functional
knowledge and attracts more women than
men. The Integrated Functional Adult Literacy
(IFAL) curriculum in Ethiopia includes family
issues as well as reading, writing and
numeracy, and assumes that knowledge will be
shared with others in the family. In the
Philippines, the Adult Education Programme
promotes “personal development skills, social
inclusion, active citizenship and employability’
and rejects the idea “that the acquisition of
knowledge is confined only to formal school
and where the application of knowledge is
expected only in the workplace” (Velasquez,
2019).
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It should be noted that it was beyond the
scope of our project to investigate how policy
was implemented in practice. However,
certainly in terms of policy discourses, all four
countries promote a similar approach to adult
literacy - intending literacy skills to be
connected with vocational, personal and
community development activities.
Very few family literacy projects have been
implemented in these four countries – with
the only examples consisting of small scale
initiatives or pilot projects by NGOs and
UNESCO (in the case of Nepal and Ethiopia).
For this reason, the teams also looked at how
family literacy and intergenerational learning
has been recognised and/or promoted within
lifelong learning and adult literacy policy more
generally, including the concept of parental
involvement in schooling. In Nepal, the report
notes that individual students and government
employees are encouraged to teach a nonliterate family member and “make her/him
functionally literate” (the ‘each-one-teachone’ approach). They note the limited
approach to intergenerational literacy
learning here: “they [the government] have
regarded intergenerational learning only as a
means to an end (of fulfilling the aims of the
literacy campaign to reach 100% literacy
rates) and that only young people will be
teaching their elders literacy (rather than
two-way learning of skills and knowledge)”. In
Ethiopia,
the
School
Improvement
Programme (SIP) similarly advocates that
children in mainstream education should
facilitate literacy classes in which their parents
are enrolled. One of the standards for
measuring students’ empowerment is noted as
“the number of students volunteering to
teach/mentor adults in adult literacy classes
organised by the school or with community
organisations”. There is also an emphasis on
parental involvement in children’s education,
through attending school events and
providing support for them to learn at home.
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Setting such policy expectations in the
context of their findings, the Malawi team
highlight that the “Western type of literacy
support which is modelled as an obligation was
rare” (where parents helped their children
learn to read and write) due to time
constraints and because women “considered
themselves non-literate”. However, they
found that parents pointed out that they
supported learning in practical ways, ensuring
the child was not absent and ‘they made sure
that their children were fed before going to
school, arguing that a child who is hungry
cannot learn’.
The research findings suggest the value of
taking a more holistic approach to ‘parental
participation’ as proving physical and
emotional support for children to attend
school. The stand-alone family literacy
initiatives reviewed in the country reports
appear to take a deficit starting point on
families, literacy and learning. As the Malawi
team note, this could be described as
Auerbach’s (1995) “intervention prevention”
model of family literacy, informed by the
perception that assumed literacy problems
“are rooted in the undereducated parents’
inability to promote positive attitudes and
interactions in the home’ (ibid: 644). They
refer to an NGO programme which noted
that children lived “in a literacy-poor
environment, with many parents and
community members being illiterate and with
very little access to reading materials” (Link
Community Development, n.d.: 7). This
project provided literacy classes for mothers
and established reading clubs for children. In
Nepal, a similar ‘school like’ approach was
noted in relation to a family literacy
programme piloted by the Ministry of
Education as part of UNESCO’s Capacity
Development for Education for All (CapEFA)
programme. This was based on classes for
mothers and their children – where children
were taught how to teach their mothers
literacy and “mothers shared knowledge
about local traditions, rituals and festivals”.

Several family literacy projects have been
based around establishment of community
libraries. An NGO, READ Nepal, ran a project
where selected elders shared historical
information and cultural practices with
children so that they could write down the
stories and share these in community libraries.
In Ethiopia, the E-Books Family Literacy
programme, piloted by UNESCO, involves
parents with basic literacy skills in one local
language and a child of pre-school age. This
small-scale project brings together parents
and children in the activities of a community
library. In the Philippines, a family literacy
project has gone a step further by
incorporating indigenous games and using
indigenous languages.
Comparing adult literacy and education policy
across the four contexts, there are similarities
in the functional literacy approach being
adopted, particularly in literacy campaigns,
and the starting assumption that literacy is
learned best in a classroom and the skills then
used in everyday life (a ‘literacy first’ rather
than ‘literacy second’ approach, Rogers
2000). As the Nepal team observe, literacy
has tended to be ‘supply-driven’, with no
recognition of indigenous or local knowledge
integrated into the curriculum. The research
findings point to parents’ broader view of
their role in relation to a child’s academic
achievement and above all, It was also striking
that ‘intergenerational learning’ was more
likely to be promoted in terms of children
teaching elders (rather than vice versa) –
because of the focus on literacy and the
written word. Ironically, this approach to
family literacy, as noted in the country
studies, seems to be supported by the idea of
parents as the child’s ‘first teacher’ – in that
the parent should be equipped with the
literacy skills to support their child’s reading
progress. The research findings point to
parents’ broader view of their role in relation
to a child’s academic achievement and above
all, the importance of beliefs, livelihood skills
and health practices that they teach their
children through everyday life.

Family literacy and learning within
sustainable development policy
Through an analysis of policy documentation
from agriculture, environment, health,
poverty alleviation and women’s development,
the country teams compared how far sectors
outside education recognised indigenous and
intergenerational learning and adult literacy.
The Malawi team report that the significance
of literacy is highlighted in poverty reduction,
gender policy, HIV/Aids policy, agricultural
extension and the national youth policy. Adult
literacy is seen as key to achieving these
diverse sustainable development goals,
through programmes delivered by the
education sector – though as indicated above,
these are often based on Western literacy
practices and rarely recognise indigenous
knowledge.
By contrast, review of policy in other sectors
suggest that there is some attempt to draw on
indigenous knowledge and institutions, as well
as intergenerational learning. The Ethiopian
Agricultural Transformation Agency has
created a learning platform for farmers in the
country where all family members learn
together in the field with an agricultural
extension worker as a facilitator.
This initiative has promoted multidirectional
intergenerational learning: “even formal
school students who are working on the farm
part-time to support their families are
expected to take part… to learn indigenous
knowledge from their parents and to share
what they learn from formal schooling with
their parents and other families”. Similarly, the
Nepal report notes a strong recognition of
farmers’ traditional knowledge and the 2019
National Climate Change policy states a
commitment to “document, promote and
expand traditional knowledge, skill and
practices and modern technology related to
the climate-friendly farming system”.
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The research findings from the Philippines
suggest that local/indigenous knowledge coexist with scientific procedures often
promoted by these agencies, such as Lactic
Acid Bacteria (LAB) serum made from
carabao’s milk, banana vinegar and molasses.
In all these examples from the agriculture and
environment sector, indigenous knowledge is
being recognised as valuable and not seen as
necessarily in conflict with Western scientific
technology.
In the health sector, there has been a stated
attempt in policy documents to draw on
indigenous health actors and institutions –
such as traditional birth attendants and faith
healers – but less attention is given to their
very different knowledges, beliefs and
practices. Rather, such indigenous institutions
are regarded as a more effective means of
conveying Western health knowledge. The
research findings in Nepal suggest that the
ways of teaching and sharing indigenous
health knowledge are shaped by values that
might not fit easily with Western medicine –
based on secrecy, trust and oral
communication. This tension comes out
strongly in the Ethiopia study too in relation
to younger people learning about herbal
remedies from their elders – yet these ideas
are strongly challenged and disregarded by
health professionals. Looking at the policy
intentions, although indigenous structures are
relied upon in some cases for health delivery,
intergenerational learning appears to be
deliberately disrupted as unhelpful and
conflicting with scientific knowledge.

Farmer making vinegar from bananas

Banana vinegar
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This analysis across the four country contexts
of the Philippines, Ethiopia, Nepal and Malawi
has revealed some significant similarities –
particularly in terms of literacy provision and
dominant approaches to family learning –
despite their markedly different histories and
diverse livelihood and religious practices.
These factors all shape understandings and
meanings of literacy in each context, yet adult
and family literacy programmes are
characterised by an attention to schooled
literacy and the need to create a more literate
environment. By contrast, the rich
ethnographic data in each report gives an
insight into the varied ways in which literacy
and numeracy is embedded in people’s
everyday lives – whether this is religious
literacy learning, weaving mats, preserving
seeds or working out how to cast a fishing net.
Exploring how people engage with such
practices involves more than simply
identifying the skills developed. It is also about
understanding the shared values and
relationships integral to the learning process.
This includes religious and spiritual beliefs
(such as mantras passed between generations)
and also knowledge built up over time through
scientific observation and comparing ideas
(such as how to recognise edible mushrooms).
Taking these findings into a policy context
could present a greater challenge for the
education sector than for other sectors. The
review of national policy suggests, for
instance, that the agriculture sector goes
further than adult literacy policy in
recognising and building on indigenous and
intergenerational learning and moving
learning outside the classroom to the fields
and forests. The country studies reveal that
literacy and numeracy learning is not central
to how people learn livelihood skills or engage
with each other in sharing ideas, beliefs and
ways of doing – literacy is just one part of a
wider communicative repertoire. However,
educational providers have tended to put
literacy at the centre of the agenda and reify
schooled literacy.
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Developing a more embedded and bottom-up
approach to family literacy will involve moving
away from concepts such as enhancing the
‘literate environment’ (where texts are made
more visible) or the formal approaches to
teaching and learning promoted by schools
and adult literacy programmes. An alternative
strategy could be to strengthen and extend
existing literacy practices and indigenous
learning spaces, rather than introducing new
literacy practices, such as using a manual to
teach breastfeeding. The analysis has also
given insights into teaching and learning
relationships based on trust and respect, and
the diversity of learning spaces where such
learning takes place. It could be argued that
the term literacy in ‘family literacy’ obscures
or diverts attention from what is really more
about multi-modal forms of communication
and learning and diverse knowledges (where
literacy is just one part of a wider
communicative repertoire).
Above all, there is a recognition that
indigenous knowledge is not static nor in
opposition to ‘modern’ or Western
knowledge, and a sense of the changing
values, literacies and languages that people
engage with. This contrasts with policy
assumptions around ‘preserving’ a body of
indigenous knowledge or language. Similarly,
the dynamism and multi-directionality of
intergenerational learning emerges from all
the reports – where people (whether young
or old) exchange ideas, skills and values
spontaneously through informal interaction.
Again, this contrasts with the ‘fixed’
positioning of older or younger generations as
teachers or learners within educational policy
and points to the importance of policy
interventions building on and recognising the
fluidity of languages, literacies, knowledges
and learning.
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