
WHY ARE LARGE NUMBERS OF ILLITERATE ADULT MEMBERS OF THE 

LUTHULI RURAL COMMUNITY NOT ATTENDING ABET CLASSES? AN 

INVESTIGATION OF THEIR NEEDS AND ASPIRATIONS REGARDING ADULT 

BASIC EDUCATION AND TRAINING 

by 

BLESSING BONGANI CHILI 

A minor dissertation submitted in partial fulfilment of 

the requirements for the degree of 

Master of Education 

SCHOOL OF ADULT AND HIGHER EDUCATION 

UNIVERSITY OF KWAZULU-NATAL 

2007 



Declaration: 

This work has not been previously submitted in whole, or in part, for the award of 

any degree. It is my own work. Each significant contribution to, and quotation in 

this dissertation from the work or works, of other people has been attributed, and 

has been cited and referenced. 

SIGNATURE DATE 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

First and foremost my gratitude goes to the Lord God for having given me 

courage to pursue my thesis. 

I also want to extend my thanks to all people who participated in my study. 

Without their willingness to take part I would not have completed my research 

study. 

My heartfelt thanks also go to my supervisor, Sandra Land and co-supervisor, 

Peter Rule for their unrelenting and selfless support and guidance. 

To my wife, Gugulethu, whose right to have my attention for most of her time was 

compromised in a certain way. 



DEDICATION 

This book is dedicated to my family, my colleagues at school, all those that are 

involved in adult education and community development and all my benefactors. 



ABSTRACT 

It is suprising that many people, especially in rural areas, remain illiterate despite 

efforts by the government to have all people of South Africa literate. This study 

examines factors that make it impractical or unattractive for people who live in 

rural areas to attend public adult literacy classes. These conditions relate to their 

cultural and socio-economic background, and have a direct effect on their 

apathetic attitude towards adult schooling. The study further looks at illiterate 

people's perceptions, motivations and expectations in relation to adult education. 

This is very important since once their needs and aspirations regarding provision 

of adult education have been optimally addressed, they could be interested to 

attend adult classes. Thus, the high rate of illiterate rural people could be 

reduced. The researcher, who is also a member of the Luthuli rural community, 

has a very good understanding of the cultural background of the people of 

KwaLuthuli. This made it possible for him to comprehend each and every piece 

of information that was presented during interviews. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

1.1 FOCUS OF STUDY 
There is a strong correlation between literacy and development (Rogers, 2001). 

Most people believe that literacy has tremendous power to bring about positive 

change (Lyster, 1992:17). For development to take place, either at personal or 

community level, it helps if a large number of people in a community are literate. 

If people are not literate it is not easy for them to engage in development 

initiatives. Literacy serves as an eye-opener. Having access to information such 

as that in books and newspapers illuminates people's minds, and, if they read, 

they might begin to think deeply about how they can effect positive changes for 

their wellbeing and the enhancement of their communities. In terms of economic 

improvement it is true that people need to know how to count and calculate so 

that they are able to calculate appropriate selling prices in order to make profits 

on their products. Also, Lauglo (2002) claims that literacy or adult education 

removes some barriers to entrepreneurship and can improve livelihoods. Barriers 

to entrepreneurship include lack of basic accounting skills and business 

language, and communication skills. This implies that adult basic education 

should play an important role in the alleviation of poverty. Van Der Veen and 

Preece (2005) suggest that one of the most important things adult education can 

do is to help people find a source of income in some market niche. 

The focus of my study is illiterate rural people's reasons for not fully utilizing the 

opportunity to attend ABET classes and their needs and aspirations regarding 

the provision of adult learning. The study was conducted in one section of the 

Luthuli rural community. This Luthuli rural community comprises Bhidakhona and 

Faya people. My study was specifically based on the people of Bhidakhona since 

this is the section in which I reside. There is one PALC in each of the two 

sections of the Luthuli community. I explored the reasons why so many of those 

who are illiterate are not attending the PALC. I also explored the needs, 

aspirations and perceptions of these illiterate adults with regards to the provision 
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of literacy programs. According to Openjuru, (2004) a literacy programme only 

succeeds if it is adapted to people's needs and requirements. In his interview 

with an illiterate person, Kasule, Openjuru found that, given the nature of work he 

was doing, that person did not need literacy. "He preferred to learn motor 

mechanics, and / or driving, which would allow him to earn a better income" 

(Openjuru, 2004: 9). This is an example of where learning needs to be oriented 

to the needs and aspirations of the learner. This will encourage them to attend. 

Generally people engage in things that have immediate benefits to their lives. 

Poor people in particular, are most interested in activities that will enable them to 

put food on the table. 

The exploration of the reasons for not attending the PALCs as well as the 

people's needs and aspirations will have some implications for the PALCs, and, 

at a higher level, people's different reasons for not attending could, when taken 

into consideration, help inform the ABET curriculum and policy. 

1.2 RATIONALE 

In 2000, the Department of Education launched the South African National 

Literacy Initiative (SANLI) as a literacy campaign targeting 500000 learners in the 

first year of its implementation (Baatjes and Mathe, 2004). According to the 2001 

Census, 38.8 percent of South African people aged 20 and older were 

functionally illiterate. 21, 9% of these had no schooling at all. Aitchison and 

Harley (2004) present an appalling 17.9 % increase in South African illiteracy 

rates among people aged 20 and older between 1991 and 2001. In an update of 

literacy in South Africa (Shindler, 2003) the literacy statistics reveal that 27 

percent of the population is illiterate. In KwaZulu Natal province alone 31 percent 

of the people are illiterate (Shindler, 2003). This is a surprisingly high number 

when one considers the literacy campaigns that have been undertaken by the 

province over the past years. Other literacy campaigns include the National Skills 
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Development Strategy (NSDS) and the "Masifunde Sonke" project. The literacy 

statistics for the Luthuli Community, which comprises Bhidakhona, Faya and 

KwaQwabe people show that out of 3576 people 2365 are illiterate (Statistics 

South Africa, 2001). This means that 66% of the community is illiterate. Out of 

these 2365 people who are illiterate only 120 are attending PALCs. As a member 

of the Luthuli community I want to establish what are the people's needs and 

aspirations regarding literacy. 

My community is rather big with a population of about 3000. This community rates 

among the poorest South African communities. There is no electricity, poor 

transport, no health centres, no clean drinking water, and no flushing toilets. This 

lack of sanitation is a health hazard, especially for children who may suffer from 

gastro-enteritis as a result. A practical example of this is the case where an 

alarming number of Luthuli community people contracted cholera in the year 

2004. The cholera victims were on the brink of death and could have died if 

temporary emergency clinics were not established. 

Many people in the community cannot read and write. Only about 30% of adult 

people are literate (Statistics South Africa, 2001). Their counting skills too are 

traditional, and thus not good enough for current economic world. For example, 

money is counted according to shapes and colours of coins and notes. The low 

levels of literacy among adults have an impact on the school going children since 

they do not get educational support from their parents. This then leads to many 

learners dropping out of school, thus adding to the host of illiterate people. I have 

observed that many of these who have dropped out of school have increased 

chances of becoming vagrants, drunkards, and tsotsis. Because of the scarcity of 

jobs in our area many men have migrated to urban areas in search for jobs and 

better living conditions. Most of the families are female headed. Those women 

who have husbands look to their husbands for food, clothing and education of the 

children. Very few of these women engage in self- help programmes like learning 

to sew or getting involved in gardening project. One of the schools in the 
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community, Njubanjuba Secondary School, hosts an ABET (Adult Basic 

Education and Training) centre. However, very few people attend. Very few men 

attend classes. Though some of the women who do not attend would love to 

attend and gain literacy skills, their husbands would not allow them to attend. A 

small number of women are employed in Zibambele project of the Department of 

Transport, which is aimed at women's empowerment. Many people in the area 

survive on social pensions. 

Even if people realise that things are not going the way they should in our 

community in terms of service delivery, they are silent. People do not know their 

rights. The local councillors are just doing things without regard for people's 

interests and without any fear of getting challenged. For instance our councillors 

initiate big development projects without involving the local community. In 

community meetings a platform is created for people to raise their views and 

concerns, however, very few actually keep the meeting going through their 

contributions. The people who do contribute tend to be the literate people of the 

community. Some women are so traditional that they will never stand up and 

speak in the presence of men. They just keep quiet and agree to all that their 

husbands have to say. This makes them more vulnerable when it comes to the 

violation of women's rights. 

Because of a low standard of education in my rural community mothers are: 

• not able to sufficiently care for their children. 

• not knowledgeable about health, hygiene and nutrition. 

• not open to new ideas about childcare. 

• not aware of the importance of boiling water in preparation of the baby's 

food. 

• not aware of the importance of observing dates for vaccination of 

children. 

• not aware of the importance of family planning. 
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All these factors give rise to increased infant mortality. 

However there is now important improvement on the way in which people used to 

see things. Our community people are beginning to realise that true development 

is from within. They are taking much more interest in community development 

meetings, sewing projects run by one influential woman in the community, 

gardening projects and others. In this regard it is interesting to note what Julius 

Nyerere had to say about development. (1988): 

But man can only liberate himself or develop himself. He cannot be 

liberated or developed by another. For man makes himself. It is his 

ability to act deliberately for a self-determined purpose, which 

distinguishes him from the other animals. The expansion of his own 

consciousness, and therefore of his power over himself, his 

environment, and his society, must therefore ultimately be what we 

mean by development (Nyerere, 1988:7). 

This is in line with the Government's Reconstruction and Development 

Programme where people were encouraged to be active participants in their own 

development. Various non-government organisations have been formed to cater 

for different aspects of development. People are getting more empowered to take 

control of their lives, for example, it is interesting to know how women in our 

community become employed under Zibambele projects of the Department of 

road transport. People stood up and challenged the local councillor about why in 

our community the projects are non-existent. The Councillor was forced to 

quickly take the matter up and the Government (provincial) responded. More 

women are now employed under this project. 

Unlike in the past where the councillor used to come up with the government 

plans for development, people now demand the councillor take up their own 

development plans. This is in line with the government's Integrated Development 
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Plan whereby wishes and aspirations of the people are taken into consideration. 

This also indicates a shift from top down approach of government to bottom-up 

approach. 

While the mechanisms for development are there in my community there is a 

great need for people to get educated. It is true, as Nyerere (1988) states, 

education is of fundamental importance as a means of development. This means 

that education and development are inseparably intertwined. 

Attempts to have more people joining adult education classes in my community 

have failed. People are asking one question, "After I have learned to read and 

write what next? Will that put food on my table?" These questions challenge the 

adult education programme to take another shape. It should be geared to the 

adult learners' specific needs. It should be based on the context of the 

community. Since my community is a traditional one, the kind of adult education 

that is offered to them should take that into consideration. So, as Nyerere 

maintained, if adult education is to contribute to development, it must be a part of 

life, integrated with life and inseparable from it (Nyerere, 1988). 

This community, which is under Ndwedwe municipality, can be seen as a 

representative sample of the rural Communities in KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) because 

it shares similar problems of illiteracy and unemployment with other KZN rural 

communities. To demonstrate this, figures from Census 2001 show that out of 

152 482 Ndwedwe population, 36 731 people are illiterate (24%) and 11 343 

(7%) unemployed, 26 028 out of 158 586 people of KwaDukuza, another 

community not far from Durban, (16%) are illiterate and 22 599 (14%) 

unemployed, 19 012 out of 128 672 ie.15% of Ndondakusuka population are 

illiterate and 20 274 (16%) are unemployed; and Maphumulo municipality has 32 

286 out of 120 637 illiterate people (27%) and 13258 (11%) unemployed. 

Maphumulo municipality lies in the east of Kwadukuza and the Ndondakusuka 

municipality lies in the north of KwaDukuza. 

6 



There is also a general lack of research on adult learners' needs and aspirations 

in rural areas. Also, most research on adult literacy is done by people with no 

profound knowledge of the rural communities. As a person who grew up in a rural 

area I am better able to understand the way of life of the rural communities. 

Furthermore, more research is conducted on ABET learners than on non-

learners. In view of the fact that only 3% of illiterate people are in ABET classes 

(Statistics South Africa, census 2001), it is important that research on ABET is 

focussed on those illiterate people who are not attending the PALCs. 

My own interest in doing this research is because I am part of the Luthuli 

Community. I was born and bred there. I share with the people of this community 

problems and hardships that affect the community. I was very fortunate to have 

risen above all odds and succeeded in life. I honestly want to contribute in the 

development of my own people. Of much importance is the fact that I am the 

principal at one of the secondary schools in the area and have a strong interest 

in educational opportunities available to people. In 1998 I opened a Public Adult 

Learning Centre at my school in an effort to combat illiteracy among our people. 

A dedicated teacher ran the centre from the neighbouring Bhidakhona School 

and it proved to be a giant leap towards the development of our people. I have a 

strong belief that literacy has a role in the alleviation of poverty. Generally, 

illiterate people are poor people who live in rural areas in third world countries 

(Lyster, 1992), and the Luthuli community is an example of this. The Luthuli rural 

community suffers from a huge unemployment rate. As a result most people in 

this community live in dire poverty. Poverty also encourages the escalation of 

many diseases such as TB, Kwashiorkor, and others, which result from poor 

nutrition. 

This study could also raise awareness among adult basic education policy 

nnakers and planners of the need to consider the plight of the rural communities. 
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1.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Main question: Why are large numbers of illiterate adult members of the Luthuli 

community not attending ABET classes? 

Sub questions: 

(i) Why were these large numbers of illiterate people deprived of formal 

schooling? 

(ii) What are the needs and aspirations of the illiterate adults in relation to 

literacy? 

(iii) What are the Luthuli people's perceptions about literate or educated people? 

(iv) What are the implications for the PALCS? 

I shall employ qualitative research methods to gather information that could help 

answer these research questions. 

1.4 DEFINITION OF TERMS AND CONCEPTS 

For the purposes of this study, I am using the following definitions of terms and 

concepts. 

Literacy 

The most common understanding of the meaning of literacy is that any person 

who can read and write is literate. However, there are many debates and 

questions around this commonly accepted definition of literacy. The definition of 

literacy by UNESCO, in Hutton (1992), which neatly captures the essence behind 

literacy, indicates that, 
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A person is literate when he has acquired the essential knowledge and 

skills which enables him to engage in all those activities in which literacy 

is required for effective functioning in his group and community and 

whose attainments in reading, writing and arithmetic make it possible for 

him to continue to use these skills towards his own and the community's 

development (UNESCO in Hutton, 1992:10). 

Functional Literacy 

Functional literacy is an achievement of a level in reading, writing and numeracy 

adequate for effective participation in the life of one's community. It can also be 

defined in terms of skills or abilities required to use print to function in everyday 

life. It can also be called, pragmatic or conventional literacy. 

Adult Education 

Adult education is operationally defined as the institutionalized 

processes of teaching and learning that exist for those individuals who 

are regarded as adults, irrespective of the sector of society in which it 

occurs. Such a broad and imprecise definition suggests that the 

boundaries of the concept are blurred, which reflects the social reality. 

Indeed, as societies have become more complex through the growth in 

technological knowledge, the division of labour, and the subsequent 

creation of pluralism, so, the education of adults has expanded to 

perform educative functions in each of different social institutions (Jarvis 

1995: 158) 

Non-formal Education of adults 

Non-formal education for adults occurs outside of the formal educational 

institution and may be discovered in a variety of different forms, such as adult 
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literacy, study circles, personal development training, health education, 

community development, and even social action campaigns. 

Informal education 

Informal education is individualistic, noninstitutionalized, and experiential kind of 

education. 

Development 

Development can be defined as the general improvement in economic, 

social and political conditions of the whole society in terms of reduction 

or elimination of poverty, inequality, injustice, insecurity, ecological 

imbalance, and unemployment within the context of a growing economy 

(Openjuru, 2004:11). 

Adult learner 

In the context of this study, I use the term "An adult learner" to refer to any adult 

who is attending Public Adult Learning Centre (PALC). 

Empowerment 

Empowerment is a process to change distribution of power; both in interpersonal 

relations and in institutions throughout society (Stromquist, 1995) According to 

Stromquist, there are four main dimensions of empowerment, e.g. cognitive 

empowerment, psychological empowerment, economic empowerment and 

political empowerment. 

> Cognitive empowerment involves understanding of the subordinate 

conditions and their causes at both micro and the macro level of life. 
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> Psychological empowerment is concerned with people's feelings and the 

belief that they can change their situations themselves. 

> Economic empowerment involves the ability for people to engage in 

income generating activities that will enable them to have access to 

independent income. 

> Political empowerment entails the ability to analyze situations and to 

mobilize for social change (Stromquist, in Manthoto 1995:5) 

Literacy mediation 

Literacy mediation is where literacy tasks are jointly achieved within peer groups 

or social networks, thereby making the use of written communication not fully or 

always dependent on individual ability to read and write in a particular format. 

Instrumentalist ABE 

In the heart of instrumentalist ABE is an argument that education systems should 

concentrate on developing people's competencies, their skills, knowledge and 

values to enable them to move across jobs from one sector to another and even 

from one country to another. 

Emancipatory ABE 

Emancipatory ethic is a collective educational activity, which has as its goal 

social and political transformation. 
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1.5 ABBREVIATIONS USED 

ABET: Adult Basic Education and Training 

ABE: Adult Basic Education 

GEAR: Growth, Employment, And Redistribution 

ASGISA: Accelerated Shared Growth Initiative of South Africa 

RDP: Reconstruction and Development Programme 

PALC: Public Adult Learning Centre 

SANLI: South African National Literacy Initiative 

NSDS: National Skills Development Strategy 

1.6 OUTLINE OF CHAPTERS 

CHAPTER 2: Literature review 

CHAPTER 3: Research methodology 

CHAPTER 4: Findings 

CHAPTER 5: Discussion of findings 

CHAPTER 6: Conclusions 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 CONTEXT OF LITERACY IN THE APARTHEID ERA 

With regards to economy, African people living in the traditional communities did 

not rely on money. They had ample land to cultivate and grow crops. They also 

had more than enough cattle to provide milk, meat, manure for fertilizing their 

farms, dung (for polishing their floors) and hides for clothing. As can be seen 

from this people were self-sufficient. In terms of communication people did not 

have to write letters or phone to communicate with other people. A system of 

messengers (izigijimi) was effectively used to get messages across over long 

distances. In other words people's communicative worlds were not based on 

literacy but on orality (Lyster, 1992). As time went on the people's farms did not 

yield as well as they used to probably because of the fact that their lands became 

barren as years went by or because they did not rotate their crops. Terrible cow 

diseases such as Rinderpest and East coast fever killed vast numbers of cattle. 

This brought about the growing need for people to look for jobs. The time was 

ripe for the white colonialists and industrialists to usher in the literate culture. 

Lyster (1992) offers an interesting view in this regard. She says, 

A new colonial and industrial order imposed literacy on people, but they 

were not given access to literacy on any effective scale. Sometimes they 

were actively discouraged from becoming literate. Sometimes they 

resisted literacy, seeing it as alien practice and as a further indication of 

their conquest (Lyster, 1992 :). 

This picture reveals that literacy was tailor-made by the white government to 

facilitate their dominion over Black South Africans. 

In the modern context, the problem has been worsened by policies like the 

creation of a restrictive education system (in the form of Bantu education), which 
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deliberately limited the participation of black people in the modern, industrial and 

literate world (Lyster, 1992). 

Bantu education was exactly the kind of education that Freire (1970) alluded to 

when he was talking about education for domestication. Freire was a Brazilian, 

coming from an oppressive system in Brazil where the peasants were exploited. 

Freire believed that education would emancipate these peasants from the 

ravages of oppression, ignorance and dependency. Nyerere (1988) affirms that 

the purpose of education is the liberation of man from the restraints and limitation 

of ignorance and dependency. 

The first South African democratic elections in 1994 marked the beginning of the 

new era in the history of the hitherto discriminated and under-privileged groups. 

The new Government of National Unity promised a better life for all. In the heart 

of all the strategies for the improvement of people's lives was the reduction of 

illiteracy rates among South Africans. 

2.2 CONTEXT OF LITERACY IN THE POST APARTHEID ERA 

Despite various literacy campaigns, which gained momentum from 1994, quite 

an alarming number of South African people are still illiterate. According to the 

literacy statistics (Statistics South Africa, 2001) 4 567 497 South African people 

have no schooling, the majority of whom are Blacks. The KwaZulu-Natal ranks as 

the province with the highest illiteracy rate i.e. Out of a total of 5 028 538, 1 100 

291 people of over 20 years of age have no schooling. 

It is disturbing to note that the number of illiterate people continues to rise in 

South Africa. For instance, in 1996 the total number of people with no schooling 

was 4 066 185 (Shindler, 2003). However, this number rose to 4 567 497 in 2001 

(Satisfies South Africa 2001). This clearly shows that, if the South African 

government is really fighting against illiteracy, it is fighting a losing battle and this 
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is cause for concern. Nevertheless, this may be ascribed to a number of factors, 

political, social and economic. 

2.3 SOCIO-ECONOMIC FACTORS 

Amongst other things the RDP sought to achieve the following; 

* Meeting immediate needs of the people for: jobs, land, housing, water, 

electricity, telecommunications, transport, a clean and healthy environment, 

nutrition, health care and social welfare. 

* Development would come through the active involvement of the people. In 

other words RDP was a people centred programme. 

* The Programme took seriously the view that education and training should be 

available to all from cradle to grave, in all areas of our society- homes, 

workplaces, public works programmes, youth programmes and in rural areas. 

* Building the economy: The programme proposed to reconstruct the economy, 

which was concentrated in the hands of the white minority, to ensure that it 

benefited all our people. Baatjes (2003) clearly summarises the aims and 

objectives of the RDP thus, 

The RDP as a socio-economic policy was clearly promising to break the 

reproduction of illiteracy amongst the black population and to incorporate 

the marginalized into mainstream society. This policy provided impetus 

to the declaration of basic education as a human right as set in the 

South African constitution (Baatjes, 2003: 186). 

It is, however, disturbing to note that out of these promises very little has 

changed possibly due to redirection of government finances. People are still 

marginalized, poor and illiterate. This may be ascribed to the fact that insufficient 

funds were allocated to the RDP. One practical example of the scarcity of funds 

in the RDP is that it failed to inject R18 billion into the Department of Education, 

which would have effectively made ABE programs fully operational to reach three 
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million illiterate and underprivileged adults. This means that the political rhetoric 

of the politicians was not backed up financially. 

2.4 POLITICAL FACTORS 

The government soon realised that the most important vehicle to effectively carry 

out the plan was Adult Basic Education. With this plan the government hoped to 

overcome many socio-economic problems, including unemployment. Baatjes 

(2003) affirms that, 

For radical adult education in South Africa, the RDP was a redistributive 

socio-economic policy that fostered the development of a meaningful 

and perhaps ideal foundation for the incorporation of the marginalized 

adult population into meaningful roles in a society characterised by such 

great inequalities (Baatjes, 2003:188). 

However, the RDP was displaced by GEAR (Growth, Employment, And 

Redistribution) in 1998. GEAR was described by government as a tool that 

sought to enhance and strengthen the aims and objectives of the RDP, which 

entailed creation of employment opportunities and empowering the illiterate and 

unskilled people so that they benefit from the country's economy. Nevertheless, 

GEAR has missed most of its targets. Statistics indicate job losses and 

thus an increase in the unemployment rate from 33% in 1997 to 37% in 

2000. The most common problems linked to GEAR are: an increase in 

job losses; a decrease in public services, including health and other 

basic services; privatisation and outsourcing; an increase in structural 

poverty; and a growing gap between rich and poor. This economic 

restructuring has also resulted (as in many peripheral capitalist 

countries) in a number of other problems that are reinforcing the 
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marginalisation and exclusion of millions of illiterates and unskilled in the 

South African population (Baatjes, 2003: 190). 

In all respects GEAR has failed to better the aims and objectives of the RDP and 

this has necessitated the introduction of the ASGISA (Accelerated Shared 

Growth Initiative of South Africa), which is more or less the same as the GEAR 

(Ndwandwe 2006). This means that a fully functional ABE system is far from 

being implemented. The Department of Education is currently encouraging all 

public schools to cater for Adult Basic Education. However, this has to be 

strongly supported by our country's economic policy if is to be a success. 

2.5 MEANING OF LITERACY 

The most common understanding of the meaning of literacy is that any person 

who can read and write is literate. However, there are many debates and 

questions around this commonly accepted definition of literacy. The definition of 

literacy by UNESCO, in Hutton (1992), which neatly captures the essence behind 

literacy, indicates that, 

A person is literate when he has acquired the essential knowledge and 

skills which enables him to engage in all those activities in which literacy 

is required for effective functioning in his group and community and 

whose attainments in reading, writing and arithmetic make it possible for 

him to continue to use these skills towards his own and the community's 

development (UNESCO in Hutton, B. 1992:10) 

In other words, being able to read and write is not enough. What matters most is 

what you do with literacy and in which contexts. Scribner and Cole (1981) affirm 

that literacy is not simply knowing how to read and write a particular script but 

applying this knowledge for specific purposes in specific contexts. It is important 
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to note that a person may be literate in one context and illiterate in another. For 

instance, a schoolteacher is beyond doubt literate; however, if that teacher 

cannot use a computer, he is said to be computer illiterate. Another aspect to 

note is that literacy is not geared to personal development alone (Hutton, 1992). 

It is for the good of one's community as well. Through the process of 

conscientization, which Freire saw as integral to literacy, people interact 

vigorously with the environment in order to effect some changes (Lyster, 1992). 

Given the aforesaid statement, literacy is a vehicle for empowering individuals to 

be change agents. This also brings to the fore the understanding that literacy 

serves as an eye opener which enables people to re-assess their own lives and 

their responsibilities in relation to their environments. Literacy skills, if used 

purposefully, can thus provoke people's minds so that they start thinking about 

their self empowerment in terms of acquiring reading skills which are essential for 

the acquisition of knowledge, participation in community development projects, 

and, to some extent, participation in the political affairs of the country. Pertinent 

to this idea, the declaration by the International Symposium for Literacy (Bataille, 

in Hutton, 1992) says, 

Literacy is not just the process of learning the skills of reading, writing 

and arithmetic, but a contribution to the liberation of man and to his full 

development. Thus conceived, literacy creates the conditions for the 

acquisition of a critical consciousness of the contradictions of society in 

which man lives and of its aims; it also stimulates initiative and his 

participation in the creation of projects capable of acting upon the world, 

of transforming it, and of defining the aims of an authentic human 

development. It should open the way to a mastery of techniques and 

human relations. Literacy is not an end in itself. It is a fundamental 

human right (Bataille, in Hutton (Ed) 1992:11). 

The foregoing definition of literacy relates to the highest level of literacy, which 

comprises more than the ability to read and write. However, different countries 
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differ on what they regard as the essence of literacy. According to Lyster (1992) 

definitions of literacy and standards also vary from country to country according 

to the literacy demands of that country. This means that in one country you may 

be regarded as illiterate whilst in the other pass as highly literate. For instance, in 

a highly technologically advanced country where most things are done on 

computer, people without computer knowledge may be regarded as illiterate. In 

our country, South Africa, if you are unable to read and write in English you are 

often regarded as an illiterate person, notwithstanding your competence in 

reading and writing your own language. 

As can be seen in the foregoing paragraphs it transpires that literacy is a 

complex concept and can mean different things in different contexts. This makes 

it impossible to draw a definite line between literate and non-literate people. So, 

being literate or non-literate is relative to the context in which a person is 

situated. 

Literacy events 

According to Street (1993) a literacy event can mean any event in which reading 

and / writing is involved. This means that being part of a workshop, training or 

discussion is part of engagement with literacy even if you are not able to read 

and write. Kell's (1996) research on the literacy practices in an informal 

settlement in the Cape Peninsula in South Africa clearly highlights this issue. In 

her interview with a community worker in the Cape Peninsula it transpired that 

although she, the interviewee, could not read and write, she could run community 

meetings, attend first aid courses, run different committees and many other 

development programmes. Writers such as Street may see this woman as 

literate because of her involvement in literacy events. However, I strongly believe 

that without any knowledge of reading and writing a person is illiterate. Another 

important thing is that people cannot afford to depend on others for a long time. 

At a certain point we all want to be independent. This actually means that people 
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need that confidence of knowing that they can read and write on their own 

without any mediators. In our African culture youngsters are not supposed to 

know about their parents' affairs. However, in some cases illiterate parents are 

forced to let their children read and write their letters. Some parents in my 

community attend literacy classes for the purpose of acquiring reading and 

writing skills so that they don't engage their children in their affairs. This means 

that acquiring literacy skills for their own private use is much more important to 

them than engagement in public literacy events as an individual, to the extent to 

which one needs or wishes to engage. 

According to Nyerere (1988) the purpose of literacy or education is the liberation 

of man from the restraints and limitations of ignorance and dependency. This 

emphasizes the need for an individual, to become literate. This need for an 

individual to be literate can never be over emphasized because of a number of 

factors. Some individuals cope well in their development and in developing 

others without literacy skills. For instance, there are competent community 

leaders who stand out in terms of service delivery but who lack advanced literacy 

skills. A practical example, which I have observed, is the work of the late Inkosi 

Magwaza Gumede of Qwabe who was illiterate but who managed to put his tribe 

on the map by introducing a number of development projects in his area of 

jurisdiction. One of such projects, which are running up to now is sugar cane 

farming. This area was among the first in Maphumulo circuit to be considered for 

electrification. This was due to his relentless and zealous interest and 

participation in his community development. 

Like Inkosi Magwaza Gumede, many people are able to perform various 

activities that involve literacy whilst they are not literate, that is, they cannot read 

and write. Baynham (1995) contends that, 

We need to unstick the literacy variable from the progress and 

development variable. Literacy is necessary, but not sufficient to explain 
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key developments in the organisation of social transformations 

(Baynham, 1995). 

Scribner's (1988), three metaphors relating to literacy takes the complexity of the 

meaning of literacy even further. The three metaphors in which literacy can be 

defined are as follows: literacy as adaptation, literacy as power and literacy as a 

state of grace. 

2.6 THREE METAPHORS OF LITERACY 

2.6.1 LITERACY AS ADAPTATION 

Closely related to literacy as adaptation is the concept of functional literacy. 

According to Scribner (1988) functional literacy is seen broadly as the level of 

proficiency necessary for effective performance in a range of settings and 

customary activities. Brookfield (1989) affirms that, 

The value of being able to read and write lies not in itself, but in other 

skills and knowledge to which it opens the way. Where the latter are not 

perceived to be of utility or interest, there is no incentive to become 

literate, or if one has a certain level of literacy, no incentive to maintain it. 

This, as well as the economic and organizational difficulties of mounting 

mass educational campaigns, is a major reason why illiteracy remains a 

significant problem throughout the world (Brookfield, 1989) 

Literacy as adaptation brings to the fore the idea that literacy should not be 

divorced from everyday life activities such as handling meetings, applying for a 

job, filling in forms, shopping, farming or gardening, reading, travelling and many 

others. If literacy teaching is adapted to daily life activities and the culture of the 

people this could serve as motivation for the illiterate people to participate in 
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literacy programs. This then means that literacy programs should vary according 

to different cultures, environments and backgrounds. 

Literacy is or should be part of our lives. Wray et.al (1989) provide interesting 

examples of how our everyday lives revolve around literacy. 

We wake in the morning, brush our teeth using toothpaste from tubes 

covered in print. We eat our breakfasts, using food from packets and 

cartons similarly covered with print. We catch up on the daily news using 

print; we may cook using a recipe involving print. We catch buses and 

trains to go to work and use print to guide us to correct places. If we 

drive we use the print on traffic signs to direct us, and to learn to drive in 

the first place we had to be expert print users to fill in the license 

application form (Wray et. al. 1989: 1). 

These and many other examples point to the difficulty of living without literacy. 

According to Brookfield (1989) the aim of literacy now is functional literacy, the 

achievement of a level of reading, writing, and numeracy adequate for effective 

participation in the life of one's community. 

2.6.2 LITERACY AS POWER 

While functional literacy stresses the importance of literacy to the adaptation 

of the individual, the literacy-as-power metaphor emphasizes a relationship 

between literacy and group or community advancement (Scribner 1988). 

Literacy is here regarded as a source of power for individuals to participate in 

the economic, social and political spheres. Being illiterate is implicitly regarded 

as sign of servitude and victimization. Literacy is the power to break the 

shackles of poverty, marginalization and ignorance. Paulo Freire's (1970) 
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theories hold true in this regard. Freire, looking at the state of powerlessness 

of the peasants, set about creating a method of education that would free 

people from their state of powerlessness, bring about radical change in the lives 

of the oppressed (i.e. education for liberation) and raise awareness of the nature 

of oppression and of possibilities for acting against it. Mezirow has many things 

in common with Freire especially with regards to the purpose of education. He 

views education (adult education) as education for liberation. According to Jarvis 

(1995) Mezirow takes seriously the role of adult education in radically 

transforming the society adult education or adult literacy aims at transforming our 

societies such that these who live under oppression do not live under oppression 

any more. 

In the South African context literacy has played and still plays a vital role in the 

liberation struggle. Through literacy people could effectively take part in the 

reconstruction and development program that took on after 1994. 

The central objective of our RDP was to improve the quality of life of all 

South Africans, and in particular the most poor and marginalized 

sections of our communities. This objective would be realised through a 

process of empowerment, which gave the poor control over their lives 

and increased their ability to mobilize sufficient development resources, 

including from the democratic government where necessary 

(Chudnovsky, D. 1998.30) 

This simply means that illiterate people would have to be literate before they 

could benefit from the RDP program. It is worthwhile to note here that the 

government did not take cognisance of the fact that people for whom RDP was 

intended were not yet ready to fully benefit from it. Also, the insufficiency of funds 

to carry out RDP projects clearly spells the government's lack of commitment 

towards the fulfilment of its promises. 
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2.6.3 LITERACY AS A STATE OF GRACE 

Literacy as a state of grace has strong religious undertones. Most religious 

organisations require of the converts the ability to read and understand the 

written word as a source of knowledge and inspiration. For instance, when the 

first Christian missionaries arrived they opened literacy classes and the so-called 

missionary schools came about. Land (2001) interestingly adds that, 

The missionaries left their homelands, often travelling to where none 

of their countrymen had ventured before, and lived among people 

whose cultures were thoroughly dissimilar to those in which they had 

grown up. Their contribution to the expansion of literacy in countries 

where it was very rare was enormous. They learned the languages of 

the people among whom they lived and, using the Western alphabet 

as a base, invented writing systems for many of them. This done, they 

translated the Bible into these languages. Some simultaneously 

developed simplified Bible readings as beginner texts, and used these 

to give their converts a toehold on the way of reading the Bible itself 

(Land, 2001:9) 

In the current context of the church it is required of every convert to undergo a 

catechism class, whereby they are introduced to the ethics and principles of holy 

living. Besides this they learn to read the Bible. Those who cannot read are 

helped until they are able to read on their own. In my community the majority of 

people who could not attend formal schooling, but who can read and write are 

Christians. This is because of the induction classes that they attended after their 

conversion. 

Having explored metaphors of literacy it is also helpful to understand models in 

which literacy can function. 
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2.7 MODELS OF LITERACY 

Brookfield (1989) provides two models of literacy i.e. autonomous model of 

literacy as well as the cultural model of literacy. The autonomous model of 

literacy emphasizes the cognitive consequences of literacy acquisition, the 

implications of literacy for social and economic development, and, in reference to 

teaching and learning, focuses on individual problems in acquiring the written 

code. The cultural model of literacy is a more socially oriented view of literacy 

and, in reference to teaching and learning, focuses on an associated shift in 

teaching methods from "basics" towards more student-centred and culturally 

sensitive methods. 

2.8 CAUSES OF ILLITERACY 

2.8.1 CHARACTERISTICS OF ILLITERACY 

Lyster (1992) confirms that the overwhelming majority of illiterate adults 

throughout the world are those who are most excluded from power, information 

and wealth, In addition Gillette (1983) points out that, 

the illiterate (sic) is not usually only unable to read and write but he -

or more usually she - is poor, hungry, vulnerable to illness, and 

uncertain that even his or her present miserable circumstances will not 

decline to the point where life itself becomes an issue (Gillette, in 

Lyster, 1992:15). 

While the afore-mentioned characteristics of an illiterate person are to some 

extent true it is however more true to point out that some illiterate people are 

quite happy, healthy and coping well with life. 
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2.8.2 CULTURAL ATTITUDES TO GENDER 

Literacy statistics (Statistics South Africa,2001) show that out of 4 567 497 South 

African people with no schooling at all, 2 737 244 i.e. 60%, are women and 1 830 

254 i.e. 40%, are men. This indicates a 20% difference between men and women 

in terms of illiteracy rates. It looks as if this is a common phenomenon among the 

countries of the world. For instance, in Uganda the illiteracy rate is 55.1% among 

women compared with 36.5% among men (Institute For Agricultural 

Development). With regards to poor literacy rates among women in China 

Chakrabarti (2006) noted that the primary cause of women's illiteracy is the 

continuation of traditiona! and outdated ideas. Further to this she (2006) states 

that women have been treated like slaves in China for centuries and their 

position still remains low in the minds of people in rural areas. 

Generally, illiteracy rates are high among those that areimarginalized^especially, -

women.jThis is because of the way we are socialized from childhood. We grow in 

societies that accord higher status to males than females. It has been a practice \y 

among black South Africans living in rural areas not to let the girls carry on with 

schooling beyond grade 7. Boys could go as far as the parents could afford 

school fees. 

During the apartheid era South African black woman in particular suffered double 

discrimination since they were discriminated against, both on the basis of colour 

and gender. Women were generally confined to the kitchen, or if they were 

absorbed in the labour market they were given jobs of an inferior character. Black 

African women, in particular, had no say in political and social matters. They 

always had to accept the leadership of men. They lived a life that was solely 

dependent on men. In other words women were oppressed. According to 

Goldenberg, (as cited in Hardiman et.al. 1982): 
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Oppression is, above anything else, a condition of being, a particular 

stance one is forced to assume with respect to oneself, the world and 

the exigencies of change. It is a pattern of hopelessness and 

helplessness in which one sees oneself as static, limited and 

expendable...the end product is an individual who is in fact alienated, 

isolated and insulated from the society of which he nominally remains a 

member (Goldenberg, cited in Hardiman et.al.1982). 

This kind of oppression stems from the socialisation cycle. People in my 

community grew up in the environment that said 'a white man is superior to a 

black man and / or a woman is inferior to man'. The inferior groups are, by virtue 

of their status, forced to subordinate themselves to their superiors. Such 

subordination leads to exploitation and it constitutes violence. According to Paulo 

Freire, the Brazilian theorist, oppression is: 

Any state or situation where an individual or group objectifies and 

exploits another, by making decisions for the other, prescribing another's 

consciousness and perception and hindering the pursuit of self 

affirmation as a responsible person... Such a situation is itself 

constitutes violence, even when sweetened by false generosity, because 

it interferes with man's ontological and historical vocation to be more 

fully human (Freire, 1970). 

The new South African constitution (Act 108 of 1996) clearly states no person or 

state may unfairly discriminate directly or indirectly on the basis of race, gender, 

sex, pregnancy, marital status ethnic or social origin, colour, sexual orientation, 

age, disability, religion, conscience, belief, culture, language and birth. However, 

people are still being discriminated against. 
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2.8.3 EFFECTS OF APARTHEID 

People have also been excluded from education merely on the basis of colour. 

Aitchison and Harley (2004) note that 

The proportion of black African adults with no schooling is significantly 

higher than the proportion of Coloured, Indian and White South 

Africans: Expressed as a proportion of each race group, just over one 

in five (22.3%) adult black Africans in this country in 2001 had no 

schooling at all, compared to just over one in one hundred whites 

(1.4%) (Aitchison, J. and Harley, A. 2004). 

Black people of South Africa have not been given access to education facilities 

equal to other races. This has given rise to a high number of illiterates among 

black people. Lyster (1992) is of the opinion that illiteracy is a reflection of 

marginalisation, exploitation and oppression. Therefore, adult basic education is 

important for an education strategy that seeks to be pro-poor and to redress 

social injustice (Lauglo, 2002). Baatjes (2003) affirms that adult basic education 

is an important vehicle in overcoming marginalisation and exclusion, and that 

deliberate efforts are required to incorporate large numbers of individuals into 

active citizenship and the new knowledge-rich society. 

Whilst illiteracy is associated with increased marginalisation, increased poverty, 

increased unemployment of black people, ABE is there to address these 

anomalies. ABE has to bridge the gap between the "literate" and the "illiterate". 

Rogers (2001) tries to explain this gap thus, 

It is a relationship of power: the literate have excluded the illiterate 

from their society and will only include them on condition that the 

'illiterate' acquire the same skills of the same literacy as the so-called 

'literate' possesses - attitudes which many of the non-literate members 
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of society internalised so that they see themselves as deficient and 

excluded (Rogers,2001: 207). 

2.8.4 SOCIAL DISRUPTIONS 

Social disruptions have a negative impact on literacy. These include among 

others: poverty, illnesses, death of parents and divorce, as well as violence. 

2.8.4.1 Poverty 

Many authors (Lyster, 1992, Oxenham, 2002) agree that poverty is a cause of 

illiteracy. Chili (2005) gives a practical evidence for this in an assignment that 

was part of the requirements for an M.ED module, 

I interviewed one old lady who never went to school at all. I asked her 

why she never went to school. The first thing that she said was that she 

grew up in a very poor family. She bitterly explained how her parents 

toiled to get food on the table, let alone having something to wear. She 

said that all that was important for them was what they were going to eat 

(Chili, 2005) 

This means, in her case, people in her family were illiterate because they were 

poor, they were not poor because they were illiterate. According to the RDP 

paper, 

Poverty is the single greatest burden of South Africa's people, and is the 

direct result of the apartheid system and the grossly skewed nature of 

business and industrial development which accompanied it. Poverty 

affects millions of people, the majority of whom live in the rural areas 

and are women. 

Although the RDP paper was published about ten years back, the above 

quoted comment still holds true in the current situation. Poverty is still rife in 
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rural areas. This can be ascribed to the lack of employment opportunities. 

Research on barriers to basic education and training that was carried out by 

University of KwaZulu-Natal research team (2006) found that hunger and 

lack of income severely impact on children's attendance at school. It is true 

that food provides physical and mental energy. Learners in particular, need 

food which is rich in nutrients to enable them to concentrate and cope well 

with their learning tasks. A Latin saying "Mens sana in corporo sano" (a 

healthy mind in a healthy body) holds true in this regard. The practical case 

is that of my own father who became victim of poverty at an early stage. He 

started working at the age of 13. My grandmother did not approve of it since 

he was supposed to be attending school. He however stressed that he could 

no longer afford to look at the state of poverty in which they were living. He 

argued that there was no point in attending school when he would normally 

go there without food. 

2.8.4.2 Illnesses 

People who grew up sickly could not afford to attend schools on daily basis. In 

the current situation where our society is being ravaged by the HIV/ AIDS 

scourge many young people of school going age are affected. This impacts very 

badly on their school attendance since they have to look after the sick parents 

from dawn to sunset. 

2.8.4.3 Death of parents 

The death of parents is also a main factor that impedes school attendance. 

Parents should provide a safe haven for their children to grow physically, 

mentally socially and emotionally. Many young children normally leave school 

after the death of their parents. Similar to this are cases where parents are 

divorced. This might affect children psychologically so that they lose interest in 

attending school. 
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2.8.4.4 Unemployment 

This is also another factor that has contributed to the high numbers of illiterate 

people in our country. Where parents are unemployed the children are forced to 

look for temporary jobs at nearby suburbs and farms. As a result they miss the 

opportunity of schooling. 

2.8.4.5 Violence 

People who grew up in the midst of violence and faction fights could not access 

basic education. This is because of some emotional and psychological factors. 

For instance, the research study that was undertaken by the UKZN research 

team in Richmond area found that, 

Given the legacy of political violence, it is not surprising that many children 

have been affected by the violence. Firstly, many children now live without 

one or both parents, either because they were killed during the violence, or 

are now in jail as a result of their involvement in the violence. In some 

cases, children live with adults/ caregivers who suffer the physical or 

psychological scars of the violence. Secondly, it is not difficult to imagine 

the psychological trauma experienced by children during the period of 

violence, particularly those who personally experienced it. (Muthukrishna, 

2006) 
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2.9 ABE AND DEVELOPMENT 

Adult basic education and development are closely interlinked. In South Africa, 

ABE is education provision for people aged 15 and over who are not engaged in 

formal schooling or higher education and have an average educational level of 

less than grade 9 (std 7). 

According to Rogers (2001) development is seen as the unquestioned 

improvement in certain key indicators such as health and housing - especially 

economic indicators. Webster's Universal Dictionary defines development as 

referring to the state or process of developing, growth evolution, gradual process, 

expansion. Both these definitions capture the essence of what development is. It 

has to do with the process of moving from one state to another. It is not static but 

it is dynamic. Development entails improvement or growth in various spheres of 

community life, not just a single aspect. 

Adult basic education has a tremendous influence on social, economic, as well 

as political development of a country. In this regard Rule rightly says, 

ABE has a key role to play in building and sustaining South Africa's new 

democracy. This role includes not only voter education but a broader 

focus on participative democracy in order to enhance learners' 

capacities as active citizens and to strengthen local structures of 

governance and delivery (Rule, 2006:129). 

Nyerere (1988) affirms that development has a purpose, and that purpose is the 

liberation of man. Further to this he argues that education has to increase 

people's physical and mental freedom - to increase their control over 

themselves, their own lives, and the environment in which they live (1988). 
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Julius Nyerere was the most influential President of Tanzania, and a staunch 

proponent of social transformation. He strongly believed that if all people could 

achieve literacy his dream of social transformation would be realized. Stites and 

Semali (1991:55) provide a clear picture of how successful Nyerere's 

government literacy campaigns were, 

In 1975 there were 5.1 million illiterates in Tanzania, and 3.8 million took 

the national literacy test with a pass rate of 37 percent. These results 

showed that illiteracy had been reduced nationally from 69 to 39 percent 

for the age group 10 years and above. The results of 1977 revealed that 

illiteracy had been further reduced by 12 percent, from 39 to 27 percent. 

This goes to show how Nyerere was committed to adult literacy in his Country. 

However, for Nyerere, adult literacy was not an end in itself, 

Adult education is not something which can deal with just Agriculture or 

Health, Literacy, or Mechanical skill, etc. All these separate branches of 

education are related to the total life a man in living, and to the man he is 

and will become. Learning how to grow soybeans is of little use to a man 

if it is not combined with learning about nutrition and / or the existence of 

a market for the beans. This means that, for Nyerere, the goal for adult 

education is development of humankind. 

This means that without adult basic education it is not easy for development to 

take place. This serves to emphasize the need for people to engage in adult 

literacy programs. 

There is evidence that literacy has a beneficial effect on the ability of 

people to initiate and develop livelihoods and co-operatives. Such a 

focus should include context-specific skills such as budgeting, costing 
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and pricing; developing a curriculum vitae; banking; applying for 

employment; and keeping records (Rule, 2006). 

According to Rule the interviewees participating in his study explicitly expressed 

the need for literacy in their venture to develop livelihoods and co-operatives. 

It is therefore important that literacy programs are designed in a manner that 

focuses on practical uses of literacy, such as among others, income generation. 

In the case study of the grandmothers from Ntunjambili, Rule (2006) found that 

adult basic education is not a priority for people who are hungry and that an 

approach that integrates adult education with poverty alleviation holds some 

promise. Rule further states that, 

The principle of integration is premised on the recognition that adult 

basic education by itself in the traditional sense, as a discrete set of 

literacy and numeracy practices, does not necessarily meet the needs of 

learners. Literacy and numeracy practices need to be effectively and 

appropriately integrated with aspects such as income generation, 

democratic participation, family health and nutrition, and so on. This 

entails broadening our understanding of adult basic education to 

encompass the demands of adult life in a broader sense (Rule, 

2006:11). 

The International Fund For Agricultural Development (2006) study that was 

undertaken in Uganda found that women viewed functional adult literacy classes 

as playing an important role in reducing their ignorance and poverty. Also, 

functional literacy may indeed be a powerful tool for empowering rural women, 

particularly if they can apply their new learning and skills (IFAD). It is normally 

possible to learn something if it is applicable to your current situation and need. 

If, for instance, illiterate women were to learn reading through reading recipes for 

cooking, whereby all the required material is available and they learn by doing, 
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then it would be much easier and motivating to learn reading. The same applies 

to reading instructions for block making, dressmaking, gardening, bricklaying, 

driving etc. However, Ocitti (1990) gives a different idea on ABE and 

development. 

For development to come about, a country needs more than an efficient, 

scientifically based educational system. A conducive political culture 

supported by the majority of the citizens; responsible leadership coupled 

with the political will; a highly motivated population and the availability 

and appropriate utilization of the much-needed financial resources, 

among others, must be taken seriously (Ocitti, 1990:56). 

This stresses the need for the government and the people of South Africa to 

commit themselves to development. The government needs to develop 

measures and processes that facilitate development. Such measures and 

processes should entail equitable access to financial resources. The 

government political slogan 'better life for all' seems to be very far-fetched 

when one considers how many of our people live in poverty. 

2.10 REASONS FOR NON - PARTICIPATION IN LITERACY 

CLASSES 

Despite the South African government's good intentions about prioritizing adult 

literacy, research has shown a general lack of interest among South African 

illiterate adults, which is reflected, in the low numbers of illiterate people 

registered in the PALCs. The current lack of interest with regard to attendance in 

literacy classes has been there for many years. For instance, Lind (1986) tried to 

explain the causes for low attendance in literacy classes thus; 
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The conditions of poverty in rural areas, lack of self confidence, 

disillusion regarding the benefits from literacy learning, discouraging 

teaching methods, and lack of easy and useful reading material are 

factors that explain low attendance and weak "motivation" (Lind, A. 

1986). 

In addition to the afore-mentioned reasons for non-attendance in the literacy 

classes in the 1900s Laubach has some interesting information on the reasons 

for illiterates resistance to study. Frank Laubach worked as a missionary in the 

Philippines in 1930. He used literacy as a critical tool for winning people to 

Christianity. He saw literacy as a primary weapon in the global battle for the 

hearts and minds of the 'sullen' and dispossessed billion illiterates in the world. 

Among other things he regarded the following as the reasons for the illiterates' 

reluctance to attend literacy classes, 

1) Suspicion of a patronizing attitude and an ulterior motive on the part of 

literacy organisers or teachers - "illiterates have been swindled and 

exploited and deceived by educated people so constantly that they are 

afraid of us ....". 

2) Doubt of own ability - "the groundless belief that only children can 

learn and that an adult is too old to learn ". 

3) Fear of tedious teaching - learning process - "in many countries 

education and pain have been synonymous - the more pain, the more 

education" ( Laubach, in Lind, 1986). 

In South Africa, too, there is general trend among illiterate people to regard 

educated people with suspicion. Also, not many adult people want to join 

literacy classes. They consider themselves not quite worthy to learn since 

they are old. With regards to fear of tedious teaching and learning this can 

be ascribed to the manner in which teachers have conducted didactic 
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situations in the past and the manner in which some adult education 

practitioners are treating their adult learners currently. 

These factors can be ascribed to the fact that adult education provision follows a 

top - down approach with little or no sense of what illiterate people really want. 

Despite the fact that more women than men are attending the PALCS, research 

(SA statistics, 2001) shows that there are more illiterate women than men. This is 

clearly outlined in this dissertation under the heading, 'gender and power 

relations' above. 

Girls are expected to do lots of domestic duties in the society. That is why many 

of them could not access school education. When they become adults, they are 

expected to marry, which then links them to wider domestic roles. This hinders 

their participation in literacy events and literacy programs. 

Chakrabarti (2006) affirms that household responsibilities are considered the 

third most significant reason, which keeps women away from attending literacy 

classes and continuing with their studies. However, other factors found to have 

been responsible for poor female literacy rates are gender based inequality, 

social discrimination and economic exploitation, occupation of girl children in 

domestic chores, low enrolment of girls in schools, low retention rate and high 

dropout rate (2006). Besides this, when husbands were themselves illiterate, 

they tended to discourage their women from attending literacy classes (IFAD, 

2006). This is because men are traditionally conceived to be superior and thus 

anything that puts women in a position of power, like being more knowledgeable 

than men, is regarded negatively. 
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2.11 NEEDS ASSESSMENT 

It is important that the needs and aspirations of illiterate adults are thoroughly 

assessed before any provision of adult education programs can be 

contemplated. Fordham, et.al (1995:) affirms that 

Before introducing new literacy skills into the community it is important to 

understand how people have coped, and in what ways reading, writing 

and numeracy might help them. In every society there exist traditional 

practices, which, although they may not involve reading and writing, 

serve to record, assess or communicate information (Fordham, et. al. 

1995). 

This stresses that the needs of the individual community should be thoroughly 

assessed before literacy programs can be offered. Given the fact that illiterate 

people are mostly poor the development of a strategy for the alleviation of 

poverty would be an enormous contribution to illiterate people of the world 

Oxenham, et. al. (2002) are of the idea that enriching a livelihood-led program 

with components in calculating, writing and reading can prove to be very 

successful. As has been noted, for poor rural communities the main concern is 

putting food on the table. In fact, literacy should be provided especially to 

facilitate people's participation in income generation activities and generally in 

the development of their communities. In other words, the aim of literacy classes 

should be not to encourage learning for its own sake but to encourage the use of 

literacy skills (Rogers, 2001). This means that it is of no use to teach people 

reading if there is nothing to read or to teach people how to count money if there 

is no money to count. Put differently, the kind of a literacy program that is offered 

to illiterate people should be relevant to their needs and aspirations. Also, their 

cultural background should be taken into consideration. For instance, when 

women seek literacy it is not uncommon for them to focus on narrow tasks such 

as improving their performance with regard to rearing their own children 

Furthermore, according to Stromquist (1997), 
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Among poor women literacy is not always their first priority. They may 

find it more urgent to improve the quality of the products they sell in 

order to increase their incomes more quickly (Stromquist, 1997). 

This stresses the fact that taking people's activities that they are involved in 

seriously is crucial to the delivery of literacy to them. For instance, literacy 

instruction to cattle farmers should revolve around cattle farming and related 

aspects. Fordham, et. Al (1995) is of the idea that, 

The learning activities that take place in a literacy class will be 

determined partly by the purposes for which literacy will be used. As far 

as possible, learning activities should be based on the practices of 

literacy in real situations. For instance, students who need to learn how 

to keep accounts should be introduced to them as soon as possible. 

Activities can be based on filling in a range of real or invented details on 

account sheets. It is easier to see the relevance of learning numbers 

when they are placed in the context of the learners' lives. 

In addition to that Lauglo says, 

If education is to serve as a means of empowerment for the 

disadvantaged then it is essential that adults be reached with a type of 

education which helps turn subjects into citizens and which equips 

prospective leaders with appropriate skills and network (Lauglo, 2002) 

Fordham, et.al. (1995) suggest some areas of community development where 

literacy might be needed. These are; helping children with schooling, reading 

about rights, signing contracts, recording land rights, keeping records, reading 

doctors' prescriptions, getting a job, getting promotion, filling in bank forms and 

many others.' 
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