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THE KENYA FUNCTIONAL LITERACY PROGRAMME: 
AN EVALUATION 

By 

H.C.A. Somerset 

ABSTRACT 

This paper presents the results of an evaluation of the Kenya 
Functional Literacy Programme, conducted on an experimental basis in six 
divisions (counties) in different parts of the country as part of the 
Special Rural Development Programme. 

The main problem with the literacy programme may be that it is 
too ambitious. Through the same set of texts it attempts to achieve three 
goals: first, the attainment of literacy, second, knowledge of the Swahili 
language, and third, knowledge of practical facts about agriculture, health 
and household management. By not establishing a priority order among these 
objectives, the programme risks failing to attain any of them. 

Little advantage is taken of the fact that Swahili, unlike English, 
is a phonetic language in which sounds are connected to written symbols in 
a rational and consistent manner. Students are not systematically taught 
the sound-values for each symbol, so they acquire only slowly the knowledge 
and skill needed to tackle the reading of new words for themselves. Instead, 
throughout the course each new word is learned first as a whole, by rote-
memorisation. The period in which students remain intellectually dependent 
on their teachers is thus prolonged. 

An alternative teaching method based on the rapid breaking down 
of a few well-known and meaningful generative words into their simplest 
components is suggested. 

Virtually no account is taken of the fact that for most learners 
Swahili is a little-known second language. The order in which new words are 
introduced bears little relationship to their linguistic or phonetic difficulty. 
Forgetting of new words thus tends to be rapid. 

The information and advice given in the booklets about farming is 
sometimes inconsistent with existing knowledge, and often fails to take into 
account the constraints under which low-income families in Kenya live. If 
the new information to which learners are exposed is not both accurate and 
relevant, very little of what is taught will lead to permanent behaviour 
changes. 
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THE KENYA FUNCTIONAL LITERACY PROGRAMME: 
AN EVALUATION 

This report is divided into three sections. In the first section, 
we shall discuss the teaching methods used in the Kenya Functional Literacy 
Programme. Then we shall turn our attention to the content of the literacy 
lessons. Finally, we shall discuss the administration of the Programme. 

TEACHING METHODS 

How best to teach reading is a topic which has generated a great 
deal of controversy over many years. Methods which have been used can 
be arranged along a continuum, according to the emphasis which they place 
on building up from small units towards larger ones ('synthetic' methods) 
or downwards from large units to smaller ones ('analytic' or 'global' methods). 

Small Primary Units ^ Large 

I r r 1 1 1 
Letters Sounds Syllables Words Sentences Stories 
(Alphabetic) (Phonic) 

'synthetic' methods 'analytic' or 'global' methods 

At one extreme of the continuum is the formalistic and now super-
ceded 'alphabetic' method. Pupils were first drilled in the names of the 
letters of the alphabet (ay bee see), and then taught their sounds. When 
these had been mastered, the sounds were built up into words (b - a - g), 
and these words combined into sentences. Because of the phonetic constraints, 
these sentences were often virtually meaningless ("The cat sat on the mat in a 
hat"). At the other extreme are methods in which a phrase, a sentence, or even 
a whole story is taken as the primary unit of meaning. When the pupils have 
grasped the meaning of the whole unit, they analyse it into its component 
parts; first the words, then the syllables, and finally, perhaps, the individual 
sounds and their alphabetic names. 

Most practical reading methods fall somewhere along the continuum 
between these extremes. During the 1950s analytic methods, based on the whole 
word or on larger units of meaning, had a tremendous vogue. The pupil was 
taught to regard each word essentially as a picture; he looked at its contours 
and then said its meaning, without analysing it into sounds or syllables. An 
important advantage of this method is that by focussing on the meaning of whole 
words and groups of words, it arouses the learner's interest in the content of 
what he is reading and thus maintains his incentive to go on learning. But its 
more extreme proponents tended to forget that the letters and syllables from 
which words are made up a re not arbitrary; they also convey meaning, although, 
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of course, of a lower order of generality. Without access to this meaning, 
the learner is handicapped. Even with a non-phonetic language such as English 
the constituent parts of a word usually convey some information as to how the 
word should be sounded, The information may be incomplete or faulty, but at 
least the range of alternatives from which the learner must choose is greatly 
reduced. With a fully phonetic and strongly syllabised language such as Swahili 
there is a great deal to be gained from teaching the sound-values of letters 
and syllables very early in the learning process. 

But purely synthetic methods also have their disadvantages. As 
we have already noted, if the attention of the learner is focussed too strongly 
on the smallest building-units, the sounds and the syllables, he may well lose 
sight of the message the writer is attempting to convey. Learning tends to get 
bogged down in a tedious morass of drilling and repetition. 

Recent attempts to devise reading schemes have for the most part 
avoided dogmatic adherence to either synthetic or analytic methods, but have 
tried instead to combine the best features of both in an eclectic approach. 
The balance between the two methods will depend mainly on the characteristics 
of the language in which the learners are to become literate. In languages 
such as English where the links between the written symbols and the spoken 
sounds are weak and irregular, the analytic or global method will play a large 
part. But only with those languages where the elements of the written word give 
no clue as to how it is spoken (Chinese is the obvious example) will a purely 
global approach be appropriate. 

The fact that Swahili (together with most other East African 
languages) is both phonetic and strongly syllabic gives it an enormous 
advantage over English as a vehicle for a literacy programme. It means that 
pupils can learn to read Swahili words quickly and easily, even if their knowl-
edge of the language is only fragmentary.^ Swahili uses only five vowels and 
25 consonants, and these 30 sounds are invariably represented by the same 
written symbols. Once he has mastered these basic symbols, together with their 
common syllabic combinations, the learner's main literacy problem as been 
solved. He can then concentrate on learning the language, which is likely to 
be a much more difficult task. 

1. Karen Blixen, an early settler in Kenya, recounts in her autobiography 
Out of Africa, (London, Putnam, 1937 , paperback edition, London, Cape t 1964 s pp. 
132-133) how she could read her employees' Swahili le^tg^SLXP1? - them soon after 
arriving in the colony, and before she could hold the simplest Swahili conver-
sation. Her employees could speak the language but not read its whereas she 
could read the language but not speak it! 
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The Kenya Functional Literacy Programme follows a mixed analytic-
synthetic method which has now been tried in a number of countries. The basis 
of the approach is a list of key words, (sometimes called the "generative" 
words) which are chosen so as to cover all the sounds used in the language. 
The pupils learn to recognise the key words one at a time, or in small batches, 
first in con junction with relevant pictures, and then on their own. As soon as 
a new key word has been mastered, the pupils are encouraged to break it down into 
syllables, and then to recombine the syllables so as to generate new words. 
During the first two or three lessons the possibilities for recombination are 
of course rather limited, but as each new generative word is learned the alter-
natives multiply rapidly. 

The next stage in most programmes is to analyse the syllables into 
their component sounds. This may be started right from the first lesson, or it 
may be delayed until the learners have built up a stock of known syllables. 
Once they have mastered this step, the range of words which learners can 
construct from their own resources is, of course, enormously extended. 

The first two key words introduced in the Kenya Functional Literacy 
Programme are udongo (soil) and tofauti (different). They were presumably 
chosen because of their relevance to the content of the course: the first book 
deals with types of soil, the use of fertilisers and soil erosion. The teacher 
introduces them during the first lesson, using flash cards. He then shows the 
pupils how to break the words up into syllables: u-do-ngo and to-fa-u-ti. When 
they have mastered this, the teacher encourages them to recombine the syllables 
to form different words. Some suggested new words are given in the text for 
each lesson: those for the first lesson are ufa (crack), ungo (joint) and uto 
(a kind of oil). 

But there is a major difficulty here. In other countries where 
literacy programmes have been mounted, most learners have had a sophisticated, 
adult knowledge of the spoken language. They have lacked only the ability to 
read and write it. Thus once the recruits have learned the first few generative 
words, and have grasped the principles of analysing and resynthesising them, they 
can begin forming and reading new words for themselves, without help from the 
teacher. From the very first lesson they can become active participants in the 
learning process, and can discover as much from their own efforts as from what 
the teacher tells them. If the language is fully phonetic most of them should 
have mastered all the skills needed to read any text written within the vocabu-
lary of the average adult within a few months. 
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But in Kenya the problem is more complex. Standard Swahili, the 
language of instruction for the Functional Literacy Programme, has an elegant 
grammar and a rich vocabulary, but it is spoken as a first language by only 
a minority of Kenyans, most of whom live along the narrow coastal strip. In 
up-country districts Swahili is used widely as a lingua franca, but the gram-
mar is usually simplified and the vocabulary restricted. The typical 
recruit to a functional literacy class is unlikely to have a working vocabulary 
of more than a few hundred words. In some districts and among some groups 
(for example, those without experience of working in a formal job) the 
typical vocabulary of known words may be a good deal smaller. Most new 
recruits to literacy classes probably know the word udongo, and a smaller number 
probably know tofauti, but very few indeed are likely to have ever heard ufa, 
ungo or uto. 

During the visits to literacy centres we made while carrying out the 
evaluation we discussed this problem with a number of the instructors. Most of 
them admitted freely that they themselves had not known any of these words 
before joining the Programme. Nor is it possible to form other, better-known 
words from the syllables of the first two generative words. The instructors 
could not remember any student coming up with a single suggestion. They had 
thus had to show the students how to form the new words, and, furthermore, 
to explain what they meant. The generative words for the second and third 
lessons (aina, za, ni, nini and hizo) were not much more fruitful. Hence, 
far from engendering attitudes of active participation among the learners, 
the opening lessons of the course had quite the opposite effect. The only 
response which a new recruit could make was one of passive acceptance of what 
his teacher told him. Progress towards gaining independent mastery over his 
own learning processes was virtually impossible. 

It is not only the derivative words that cause problems. A high 
proportion of the generative words are also little known. Examples from the 
first reader include: rutuba (fertility), kinyesi (manure), mkondo (flow of 
water) and mtelemko (downward slope). We asked the students in one literacy 
class to explain to us the meanings of five of the more difficult words from 
the second reader which they had just completed. The words were kudumu (to 
last), maradhi (sickness), kupalilia (to pile in heaps), kustahimili (to 
endure), and dhaifu (weak, poor quality). Although they had been introduced to 
all these words within the past few weeks, not a single student could remember1 

even one of them. Clearly it is unrealistic to expect new recruits, preoccupied 
with the task of learning to read and write, to memorise at the same time large 
numbers of uncommon words, well outside the range of their known vocabulary. 
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It may well be that the main problem with the Functional Literacy 
Programme is that it is too ambitious. For the Programme not only attempts 
to teach its recruits practical facts about farming, household management 
and health at the same time as it teaches them to read and write, but it also 
undertakes to teach them the language through which they learn the facts 
and express their new literacy skills. In other words, the Programme has three 
goals: to teach literacy, to teach the Swahili language, and to provide practical 
adult education. Perhaps this triple burden is too heavy for it to bear, and 
more modest goals need to be set up. 

Nevertheless the attempt to combine the three goals in one programme 
is well worth making. There are obviously major savings in time and money 
if they can all be attained successfully. Fortunately there is one important 
factor which makes the task a great deal easier. As we have seen, Swahili is 
a fully phonetic and strongly syllabised language. Unlike English, the 
words are built up from the smallest sound units in an orderly, logical and 
entirely consistent manner. Once the system is understood, learning to read 
becomes a great deal easier. It should therefore be possible for recruits to 
become fully fluent in reading and perhaps writing Swahili within a matter of 
months provided that in initial stages of the programme the attainment of 
literacy is given priority over the other two goals. This means that in 
constructing the first two or three readers the vocabulary used must be confined 
to words which are widely understood in rural Kenya. It also means that in 
these introductory readers it may not be possible to orient the content so 
strongly towards specific, work-oriented topics as has been done in the experi-
mental readers. 

In evaluating a programme conceived and carried out by other people 
it is always easy to point out the shortcomings, but much more difficult to 
suggest alternative approaches which might work better. Very few projects 
indeed ever succeed in achieving fully the ambitious goals with which they 
started, and an evaluation which is nothing but a catalogue of criticisms is of 
limited use in devising future policy. For this reason we shall concentrate in 
the remainder of this section on suggesting some ideas as to the form which the 
first few lessons of a revised Functional Literacy Programme might take. It 
should be stressed that these ideas are tentative and only partially worked out, 
and we have had only limited opportunity to test them in the classroom. A 
great deal more effort and ingenuity would have to be expended on them before 
they could be developed into a usable programme. Further comments on the 
teaching methods used in the existing programme will take the form mainly of 
comparisons with our alternative proposals. 


