BAAL Annual Conference 2019 

Colloquium Applying Linguistics Fund: Innovation and Impact,

Applying Linguistics Fund: May 2013 – May 2014: Uganda teacher competences in early literacy pedagogy. Award of £ 4,000.
Recipients: Annette Islei (then Secretary of the BAAL Language in Africa SIG and linked to Mountains of the Moon University) and Margaret Baleeta (Bugema University), Uganda. 
Project: Development of materials for teachers of Primary 1 who teach Literacy in the local language in western Uganda.
[I’ve put ** to show where two items in the Project and the ones I found most rewarding are the same]
The Project

In 2007, Uganda introduced a new Thematic Curriculum (TC) for Primary 1-Primary 3 (P1-P3), with use of the local language as medium of instruction (MoI) and English as a subject. Since independence (1962) the Uganda education system had become increasingly oriented to English as MoI from pre-school onwards. In 1997, Uganda began Universal Primary Education (UPE), an ill-planned intervention, greatly increasing pupil numbers with no additional infrastructure. The TC, with its new emphasis on the use of local languages, was a response to the subsequent fall in national results, and largely agreed on to be an improvement for teaching and learning (Baleeta & Islei, 2014). However, by 2011, national reports showed children were still not reading and comprehending well in either language.
From January 2007 to August 2008 I worked as a volunteer lecturer in the School of Education, Mountains of the Moon University (MMU), Kabarole District, western Uganda. I subsequently carried out small-scale research in language and education, building up an understanding of the strengths and limitations of the Curriculum and language-in-education policy (LiEP) at local and national levels. 
From 2012 [I was free (retired in the UK) to undertake a larger project.] discussions with Kabarole District Education Office and the local teacher training college made it clear that they would appreciate investigation into the teaching of Literacy in P1, and MMU was keen to develop materials for their Outreach Programme for in-service teachers. I discussed the idea with Margaret Baleeta of Bugema University and she agreed to partner me in the project. 

(We had two) Our main concern: well-intended interventions very often have little impact as they address only one part of the system while other aspects stay as they are (see UPE, above); two, Uganda is awash with large and small well-intentioned projects, some of which have little awareness of the constraints and opportunities in local contexts, nor of each other’s activities. Hence, understanding and involvement of communities and administration systems is vital (e.g. Northern Uganda Literacy Project, NULP). In order to minimise these issues, we approached the project in 3 stages:
Stage 1, 2012-2013, I carried out more baseline research into Literacy programmes in Uganda, engaged with the District and carried out participant observation of P1 teachers recommended for their skills in Literacy teaching. I used my own means. 
Stage 2, 2013 – 2014, empirical research and materials development: for this we relied on the BAAL Applying Linguistics Fund who awarded us £4000. 

To address our (first) main concern and enable outcomes to circulate through the local education system with a sense of ownership, we decided on action research by the teachers in their classrooms. Ideas had to be workable within the strict curriculum and their school resources. Our key move was to create a core team from the various local levels of education and administration to work together in 4 initial workshops, and develop the guiding concepts. The team comprised 9 teachers from 2 town and 5 rural schools, 2 local Education Office inspectors, 2 in-service tutors from the teacher training college, and 3 lecturers from MMU School of Education. 

Through participant-observation, I had built good relations with the teachers and perceived gaps in phonics and reading and writing whole stories. It was also clear that the TC and its Teacher’s Guide were severely lacking with respect to literacy methodology. **Crucially, in the 1st workshop, participants revealed a traditional syllabic method, highly suited to a Bantu language, which we could adapt to the TC, and they demonstrated rich skills with songs, rhymes and oral story-telling. However, understanding phonic methods was still minimal, and the concept of learning letters, then reading words and sentences, and only then reading and writing continuous texts with comprehension (in P2 or P3) seemed deeply embedded. Story books are hardly there1 (see section Continuations). {This 
Teachers shared their research outcomes at a 5th workshop with the core team. **It was clear that teachers very much appreciated learning from each other, and they established their own networks for further support. 

Margaret and I created generic lesson plans (templates) for reading and writing with class, group and individual activities. We formed an editorial team from the participants. Through At a 6th and final workshop, these lesson guides and a formal report were disseminated to senior stakeholders from the local Education Offices, Teacher Training College and University, as well as the National Curriculum Development Council (NCDC).
In addition to the workshops, the Fund enabled us to invite a teacher-writer of stories as role model, buy Literacy and research textbooks for the MMU School of Education library, sets of readers in the local language and a camcorder for recording and uploading workshops. 
Stage 3, local impact: MMU School of Education was now well-equipped to continue the work through their various programmes, and Inspectors and in-service support Tutors were equally aware for their work with teachers.
The most rewarding experiences: **Foremost, was the way in which our procedure encouraged the core team to produce so many of the ideas and activities themselves. Secondly, the teachers chose their own research projects and showed great interest in the results. They were truly creative. 4 schools worked with the syllabic method, 1 produced her own reading book and 2 had meetings together to develop group work and a diagnostic assessment tool. **I was delighted at the way teachers continued to communicate with one another for advice. Clearly, when it comes to innovation, they listen to and trust one another most of all. 
Continuations: The project enabled me to build on my existing network and knowledge, bringing it to some fruition. One classroom observation inspired me to write a story Morris Mouse Wants to Go to School which Ugandan children enjoy. The theme is very relevant –getting to school is still a struggle for many – and the pictures show the children’s own environment. Uganda still relies on imported books through which young children are absorbing images of alien cultures as ‘the norm’. 
Through the BAAL Language in Africa SIG we have developed an informal Reading to Learn Research Network across African countries focussed on (. The current focus is on studying) the development of reading comprehension in 2 languages from the home to Primary 4, funded by the British Academy.
Advice in applying for the Applying Linguistics Fund:
The application procedure is straight forward. Probably the most important matter is prior knowledge and experience of those people and systems who you are engaging with so that you can achieve some lasting effect.  In international contexts, it is very important to have enough time to develop relationships on the ground, understand people’s values and attitudes (economic, social, moral, spiritual: e.g. Ugandan workshops begin with an opening prayer), and learn how the system functions. In other words, develop a true respect for the local context and people’s knowledge. One vital means is to work together with an in-country researcher. That person in her/himself, provides another level of dissemination, as well as being a source of ideas, guidance and communication. 

In research, ‘capacity building’ seems to be a catch-all justification for asking for funding, and the term needs to be deconstructed. Employing local research assistants may do little more for them than putting bread on the table. Broadly, what is most needed by academics in Africa is first-hand access to research (the UK denials of visas for conferences etc. is now a scandal) and owning practical materials such as a laptop, which we take for granted. Researchers need some independence. 

It is also important to deconstruct issues in the country that on first appearance may amaze. Scrutiny of one’s own country can be useful. Most issues in education in an African country are also there in a ‘western’ country, perhaps with a particular cultural or political twist. But the main difference is severe lack of resources. 

Another international catch-word, creating an ‘intervention’, is also problematic in the context of complex systems, deeply embedded in the social structure. On the other hand, a researcher from outside the country may be able to bypass internal politics, provide an alternative view, and act as a catalyst. Our limitations can also have their uses. 
Annette Islei, 6th August 2019.  
1 Reviewing the Teacher’s Guide was beyond our scope. However, RTI/USAID introduced a new Literacy syllabus for the TC with a textbook for each child. It has one story in it for each week. We aligned our terminology with this project and our work helped prepare the teachers.
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I am very sorry not to be able to attend the conference. The 11th Pan-African Literacy For All (PALFA) conference is 20-22nd August in Kampala. I am taking part in a presentation and a poster that are continuations from the project of 2012 - 2014, and I will be staying on in Uganda to continue my children’s stories projects.
As my position as a committee member of the BAAL Language in Africa SIG played an important role in receiving the Fund, and the Colloquium organisers have expressed interest in the international aspect of this project, we hope that a member of the SIG committee can attend the Colloquium as a discussion member in my place.
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