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Foreword

Ursula Howard

Literacy and numeracy for a better world

| am delighted that NRDC is publishing this report. It is a timely intervention in a critically
important issue of our times. Ours is a small world; we are all no more than a day away from
any country, yet we are still worlds apart:

Within the shared aims of the Millennium Development Goals - to eradicate extreme poverty
by 2015 - there is recognition of how interlinked poverty is with so many other factors. High
on the list of these is low literacy and numeracy. The goal is that every child in every country
should have access to primary education by 2015, and that long before then, girls should have
the same opportunity as boys. The challenge is massive. But, in their ‘Rough Guide to a Better
World, DfID estimates that through development work over the past 30 years adult illiteracy
in the developing world has been cut nearly in half, from 47 per cent to 25 per cent. This is
good news, but also reveals the scale of the challenge, especially for women. Put another
way, one in five of the population cannot read or write well; the vast majority are in developing
countries and an estimated two-thirds are women.

As is now well known, the developed world also has major literacy and numeracy problems
and all the United Kingdom (UK] countries have developed major strategies to address them.
In Europe, the Lisbon goals? were set in 2000 to ensure that everyone in European Union
countries should have the 'key competences’ to survive and flourish in the economy and
society of the future.

With so much activity and a real commitment to supporting men, women and children in
communities across the world, it is a good time to think how we can best address problems -
together. This report makes a strong case for much closer working links between the UK and
countries in the developing world. Often, it is expected that the knowledge and skills of the
developed world can help other countries - we offer expertise and others learn. This report
suggests we can also benefit as much from others” expertise as they can from us. Family
learning is just one example where there is a long record of good initiatives in developing
countries from which we can learn. There are many others explored in this report.

The need for dialogue and mutual learning was immediately apparent at the NRDC meeting
held in December 2003 from which this report arises. Supported by DfID and held at the
Lancaster Literacy Research centre, the symposium brought together researchers,
practitioners and development professionals from across the world.

The spirit of the event was one of sharing values and principles and thinking hard about
practices and their applicability to vastly different contexts. Participants came from across the

1 Wroe, M & Doney, M (2004), The rough guide to a better world (Rough Guides).

2 In March 2000, EU heads of state and government agreed on an ambitious goal: making the EU the most competitive and
dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world, capable of sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and
greater social cohesion.
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developing world: India, Nepal, Jamaica, Namibia and Uganda. There were also people
working with ethnic minority communities in the ‘developed’ world, such as Canada. In
addition, there were people working on literacy and numeracy with developing countries,
including World Education in the United States (US) and the UK and literacy and numeracy
professionals in the UK with long experience of working in developing countries across five
continents. This report demonstrates the diversity and vitality of basic education throughout
the world - notwithstanding the urgent need for better resources and support.

| hope this report is enjoyable, thought provoking and stimulates debate and action to support
the momentum we now have to work towards a fairer world by shared approaches to policy as
well as supporting and learning literacy and numeracy initiatives across the world.
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Introduction

David Barton and Uta Papen

This report draws on the wealth of experience of adult literacy and numeracy work in
developing countries?, bringing together projects from different parts of the world to see what
links can be made with literacy work in the UK. The purpose of the report is to present and
discuss these experiences and to examine their relevance for policy and practice in adult
basic skills in the UK. The broader aim is to promote international exchange in the field of
adult literacy and to contribute to the development of practice in Britain.

The report makes recommendations for policy and practice in adult literacy and numeracy
worldwide, with special recommendations for work in the UK.

Since the 1950s there have been waves of interest in adult literacy work in developing
countries. Given the relative lack of success of the high profile United Nations Educational
Scientific and Cultural Organization ([UNESCO) programmes of the 1960s and 1970s, there
was less interest and political support for adult literacy in the 1980s and early 90s from
governments and international donors. However, the past decade has seen a reversal of this
trend with the emergence of a range of new initiatives and programmes. The World Bank has
renewed its commitment to adult literacy, commissioning a number of studies aimed at
assessing the state of the sector and examining the prospects for new programmes. The UK
Department for International Development (DfID) has been particularly active in developing
and supporting new approaches to adult literacy. Amongst others, DfID has developed new
initiatives that relate literacy to livelihoods and has supported the development of new
approaches to work in the area of post-literacy and continuing education, focusing on the
production of learner-generated materials and ‘real’ materials. International charities have
continued supporting this area with new initiatives. Notably, ActionAid, a UK-based non-
governmental organisation (NGOJ, has developed a new approach to the reading and writing of
adults known as Regenerated Freirean Literacy Through Empowering Community Techniques
(Reflect], which is now used in more than 50 countries in the developing world. Similarly, in
the US the NGO World Education is supporting projects in Africa and Asia, developing an
integrated approach to literacy and numeracy development.

Whilst much of this work has strong links with the UK, the US and other industrialised
countries, few attempts have yet been made to draw upon the 50 years of experience in
developing countries when considering adult literacy and numeracy issues in countries such
as the UK. However, some productive links have been made. For instance, the Reflect
approach has been tried out in Canada and is being piloted in work with refugees and in
urban regeneration programmes in the UK. World Education is applying some of its lessons to
literacy work in the US. Another area of particular relevance to the British context is where
there has been cooperation between language and literacy work in the Caribbean and Afro-
Caribbean projects in the UK. There have also been strong indigenous organisations, such as
Nirantar in India, described below, which have not originated with international agencies.

This report is based on a research symposium that brought together these innovative

3. We are using the general term ‘developing countries’ rather than ‘less economically developed countries’ (LEDCs). We also
use the terms ‘South” and ‘North’ to refer to developing and developed countries respectively.
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developments to engage in a dialogue between countries. 40 invited participants spent three
days working together at the Literacy Research Centre at Lancaster University in December
2003. The participants are listed in the appendix. Discussion focused round a small number of
case studies complemented by some overview papers. This report is based upon the
presentations and the discussions.

Peer review

This report was read and critically peer reviewed by Mary Rhind, Highland Council; Nitya Rao,
University of East Anglia; Linda Sidorowicz, Leicester Adult Education College and Wendy
Altinors, Leeds Metropolitan University.

The structure of the report

Section 1 presents a summary, a deeper analysis of themes, conclusions and
recommendations. The main body of the report starts with a paper in which Alan Rogers
draws together DfID’s experience in literacy, going back to projects in the 1980s and including
an overview of DfID’s current involvement. Then Roshan Chitrakar describes the Community
Literacy Project Nepal, a DfID funded project which consciously applied new views of literacy
to an adult literacy programme. This is followed by Lindsay Howard, a DfID Education and
Training Adviser based in Malawi, who reflects on the effectiveness of DfID’s approach in
practice and the role which changes in policy have had on practice on the ground.

Turning to ActionAid’s Reflect approach, David Archer outlines what it can offer English for
Speakers of other Languages (ESOL) work in the UK. Then, Desiree Lopez presents a case
study where Reflect has been used in ESOL classrooms in Canada. Juliet Millican provides a
short commentary on her experiences of Reflect in practice.

The next section contains a set of case studies from a range of countries. Simon Kisira
describes the work of Literacy and Adult Basic Education (LABE) - a national organisation in
Uganda. Malini Ghose describes how literacy work is built into the activities of Nirantar, a
resource centre in Delhi concerned with gender and education. His paper includes a
description of LABE's family literacy project. Beans Ngatjizeko describes the National Literacy
Programme in Namibia, raising issues about language. Elaine Ferguson provides details of
the Jamaican High School Equivalency programme for young adults who did not complete
secondary education. Liz Millman makes the link with Jamaican student in the UK, outlining
how they can be supported in the context of the Skills for Life strategy.

Then Jane Mace provides a short reflection on how to resolve the tensions between
community development and educational empowerment. Phyllis Thompson of the
Development Education Association gives a short reflection on how practitioners from
different parts of the world can learn from each other. Anna Robinson-Pant raises issues
about the whole questions of transfer between contexts, identifying what was significant in an
example of successful transfer. Finally, Cristine Smith draws on her extensive experience with
the US-based NGO World Education to suggest ways of translating experience from literacy
programmes in Asia and Africa to the US context.
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Summary of main themes

This section summarises the main themes and issues that emerge from the papers and
discussions during the symposium. We have grouped these under four broad headings. Each
heading covers questions and issues from different contexts that were dealt with at various
points during the symposium.

Theme 1: research can inform policy and practice in adult literacy. More particularly, this
theme is concerned with how theoretical understandings of literacy, notably the social
practices view of literacy (Street 1993, 2001; Barton 1994, Gee 1996, Barton and Hamilton
1998), can inform the design of programmes and materials. The CLPN (see section 2.2) was
designed on the basis of the social model of literacy and it explicitly aimed to develop the
practice implications of this approach. It was set up at a time when the UK Department of
International Development (DfID) was dissatisfied with existing approaches to adult literacy in
development and DfID supported the CLPN. This is a case of research informing practice and,
indirectly, policy. The project’s successful implementation has had an effect on DfID’s policy in
the field of adult literacy and numeracy. It has contributed to a readjustment of DfID’s policy
towards greater recognition of the diversity of literacy practices and the need to develop
literacy programmes on the basis of a thorough understanding of literacy uses in
communities. CLPN and some of the reports and studies that were carried out at the time of
its implementation have also been influential in promoting an ‘embedded’ or ‘contextualised’
form of literacy provision, which is now being promoted by DfID and other multi-lateral
agencies and donors.

Theme 2: integrating skills with economic, solid and political concerns. The second theme
develops from the first. It deals with new approaches to the delivery of literacy and numeracy
programmes that integrate the teaching of skills with the social, political and economic
concerns of communities. Much conventional adult literacy and numeracy provision has been
criticised for not leading to any substantial social and economic benefits for individuals and
communities. While the history of adult literacy policy in developing countries bears witness
to the various attempts that have been made to integrate literacy teaching with work and
income-generating activities, none of these have been very successful. Many have followed a
narrow approach that focused only on economic development and neglected the political and
social conditions of underdevelopment in communities and countries. Reflect was developed
in the 1990s with the explicit aim of teaching literacy and numeracy as part of broader efforts
to stimulate local development and to address the social and political concerns of
communities, replacing centralised, curriculum-led forms of provision. The Reflect approach
has been adapted successfully to a broad variety of contexts, going beyond literacy and
numeracy programmes.

Theme 3: the third theme covers the role of different languages in adult literacy programmes.
This is @ common concern in many developing societies, the majority of which are
multilingual. The main question is what language(s) or dialect(s) to choose for adult literacy,
and how the choice of language relates to issues of power and status and to the significance
of local knowledge and experience for the curriculum. While this is a theme that was
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mentioned by almost all presenters, it was a particular concern in the reports from India,
Jamaica and Namibia.

Theme 4: the fourth and final theme is about the possible transfer of policies, approaches and
tools between contexts, including movements from North to South, South to North, and
between countries of the South and those of the North. Again, this was part of the original
concern of the symposium, which explicitly aimed to promote such exchanges. What emerged
from our discussions is that there are a variety of forms of transfer. Transfer is not only an
issue of funding and support for programmes in the South (as in the case of the National
Literacy Project in Namibia (NLPN] (see section 4.3, or the CLPN, section 2.2, it is also about
transfer of ideas between policy, practice and research within and across countries. Where,
when and how have governments and NGOs taken up the findings from research in other
settings. How often have they commissioned studies to support their work? What is the
relationship between research and practice: how are concepts developed by researchers
communicated so that they can be taken up, developed and transformed into workable
strategies that encourage new ways of learning and teaching?

Discussion of themes 1-4

Theme 1. The role of research in informing policy and practice

The social view of literacy (also referred to as the New Literacy Studies - NLS) started as a
research model. However in recent years, researchers and practitioners have begun to
develop the policy and practice implications of the approach (see for example Prinsloo and
Breier 1996, Rogers et al. 1999, Rogers 1999, Hamilton 1999, Papen forthcoming). A small
number of projects were set up, their main concern being to understand the role of literacy
and numeracy in learners’ lives and to develop curricula and teaching materials that connect
the learning of new skills with people’s existing uses of reading and writing (see CLPN,
British Council 2001, Millican 2004). It is interesting to note that the majority of these
interventions were set up in developing, not — as one might have expected - in industrialised
countries, the home countries of most of the researchers who originally developed the new
approach. This phenomenon provided part of the rationale for the symposium, our aim being
to examine to what extent the experiences from these projects are relevant for the UK
context. The main example we discussed at the symposium is the CLPN, although other
experiences and initiatives were referred to and are included in the papers and reflections
that are published in this report.

The discussion of the CLPN and the social view of literacy more broadly brought up a number
of issues, each of which we will briefly present here. The first of these refers to what a social
practices approach means in terms of the curriculum and content of a literacy programme. In
the case of the CLPN, two principles guided the choice of topics and areas learners worked
on. First, it was decided that literacy and numeracy should not be taught through separate
classes, but should be ‘embedded’ or ‘contextualised’ in the work of existing community
groups and projects. Second, ethnographic-type research into existing literacy and numeracy
practices preceded the start of the intervention and provided the basis of any decisions
regarding the content of learning. In practice, the ‘'embedded’ approach can lead either to
joint programmes, linking for example literacy with health, agriculture or savings groups (as
in the examples form World Education, see section 5.4) or it can lead to a form of provision
that can be characterised as ‘literacy comes second’ (Rogers et al. 1999). The latter is a
model used by Nirantar in India (see Nirantar 1997) in parts of their literacy work with
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women. The question of what to do first and how to link up educational with non-educational
(i.e. more developmental) interventions may appear to have little relation with the
ethnographic approach supported by the social view of literacy, but programmes such as the
Community Literacy Project in Nepal have shown that this is not the case. The ethnographies
of local literacy practices that were carried out in the early stages of the programme went
beyond identifying and describing existing literacy and numeracy practices. They examined
the role of reading and writing in the local economy and in existing development initiatives.
While the main aim of such an analysis is to identify those practices that are most relevant
and which would be most useful to develop, ethnographies of local literacy practices may also
reveal areas where literacy is not a priority, but where other skills and efforts would best
serve the community’s needs.

The CLPN most clearly reveals how understanding the significance of literacy and numeracy
in people’s lives and the role of specific literacy practices in the economy, in social and
political life can form the basis for the development of local curricula that have direct
bearings on people’s existing activities (for example the work of forest user groups in the
CLPN). However, the approach is not without its limitations and challenges and some of the
issues the CLPN faces turned out to be of much broader interest and were shared by many of
those who attended the symposium. Two of the issues discussed at the symposium are of
particular relevance for current debates in the UK: the question of measurement of outcomes
and of training of facilitators and local organisers.

Assessment

A social practices approach to literacy education has implications for how we measure the
outcomes of any literacy or numeracy initiative. Assessment is an ongoing topic of debate in
the UK, in particular in England where the implementation of the Skills for Life strategy has
brought with it a drive towards quality enhancement, greater efficiency and greater visibility of
outcomes, made transparent through national standards, a core curriculum and nationally set
tests (see Lavender et al. 2004). However, if the aim of a literacy or numeracy programme is
to support and expand learners’ existing uses of literacy, the impact of such a programme
should be measured on the basis of how, where and how successfully learners use reading
and writing in their everyday lives, not only on the basis of autonomous skills, measured
through tests. In other words, what is important is not only how learners perform in
assessment tasks, but how they fare when dealing with the literacy and language related
tasks of their everyday lives. To speak about tasks here may still risk missing the point, as a
social practices view of literacy would certainly want to include literacy-related activities that
are not task-oriented or functional (such as coping with money). Instead it would also want to
know about how learners use literacy (and any new literacy practices they may have acquired)
to serve their own individual purposes, whether or not these are work related.

A related topic of debate is whether and how tests - such as those used in the Skills for Life
structure - can cover changes such as increased self-esteem. If they cannot, what is being
lost by narrowly focusing measurement on skills changes? What is likely to be ignored are
those changes that are of great significance to learners. These may be less important for
funders. Lopez (section 3.2) suggests that learners may value changes which funders would
not accept as viable outcomes. But even in such a case, one is inclined to ask whether such
changes should not be looked at more carefully and given greater prominence in the
publication of programme outcomes. League tables and statistical evidence are the core way
of how many governments (not only the English but also for example the Namibian) present
the efficiency of their policies, but these can only capture any changes that are measurable

1
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and countable. This links in with discussions in Britain about the wider benefits of learning
(Feinstein et al. 2003) and the need to develop ways to accredit non-curriculum outcomes.

A further question is how to measure both individual as well as social/community-based
changes. How could we for example capture improvements in the way a local forest users
group manages its internal discussions and divisions or how a savings groups deals with the
numeracy practices of planning its finances? In his contribution to this report, Roshan
Chitrakar (section 2.2] describes some of these challenges for the CLPN.

Training of facilitators

Another key question for the social practices approach is teacher training and local capacity
building. Since the social view of literacy invites a different approach to learning and teaching
than ‘conventional’ curriculum-based strategies, teachers need to be made aware of the new
approach and its underlying philosophy. More importantly, they need to share its basic
premises. However, teacher training is an issue that cuts across the four main themes of the
symposium. The lack of appropriate training structures for facilitators and local programme
developers was mentioned by several presenters. While this is likely to be a problem for any
kind of programme, it is particularly salient for innovative approaches such as the CLPN or
Reflect (see below theme 2) which heavily rely on models and perspectives developed by
outsiders and that may be alien to the practices of teaching and learning facilitators and
learners are likely to be familiar with. The question of teaching materials is often directly
linked to teacher training. Locally produced or ‘tailor-made’ materials are frequently
suggested; however, in practice part of the reason why some projects revert to the use of
primers and externally produced textbook may very well be teachers’ inexperience and
rejection of such materials (see Millican 2004, Papen 2005). This may include rejecting the
use of locally produced or ‘found’ or ‘real’ materials (Rogers et al. 1999). Other approaches,
however, seem to have found a way around the problem of materials and teacher training.
Part of the reason for the success of the Reflect approach may be its focus on training and its
use of materials that do not rely on technical or linguistic expertise, but which are easy to
prepare and partly produced together with the learners.

Chitrakar’s paper also addresses the related point of how to develop alternatives to the
heavily time-consuming approach of conventional ethnography and how to avoid too much
reliance on external consultants to do this. If facilitators and learners themselves are to be
involved in this kind of research, they need to be briefed and be encouraged to use the
ethnographic approach in a way that suits their own context and interests. The CLPN met with
criticism by local stakeholders, who were concerned with the time spent on what were
regarded as preliminary investigations, but not the ‘real’ intervention. Such concerns are
shared by many, including policy-makers and planners in the UK who, confronted with an
issue of scale, tend towards standardisation. The recent drive towards a national curriculum
and national standards in England may in part have been fuelled by such concerns. A more
general issue for the social practices view of literacy is to what extent its ethnographic
approach can be used on a large scale and what it’s role can be in teacher training.

Theme 2. The need to integrate teaching of skills with social, political and economic
concerns of communities

Literacy programmes in developing countries have often been criticised for teaching reading
and writing as ‘autonomous’ skills, failing to take account of the social and political contexts
of learners and for their inability to produce significant results in terms of social and
economic development (Abadzi 1996, Street 1999). There is a history of failure associated with
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functional literacy programmes. The limited success of such programmes (as exemplified by
the World Experimental Literacy Programme in the 1970s, see Rassool 1999) has been openly
acknowledged by donors, providing agencies, educators and researchers and has provided the
impetus to develop new forms of intervention. The ‘autonomous’ model of literacy (Street
1993) has informed most large-scale literacy programmes. This not only led to a common
focus on work and income-related concerns or economic development, it is also responsible
for the lack of awareness or willingness among providers to tackle the social, cultural and
political realities of learners’ lives. In the 1980s, with the influence of Paulo Freire, a more
political concept of literacy (one that in some ways moves closer to Street’s ideological model)
became influential and shaped the policies of several large-scale national literacy campaigns.

Reflect owes part of its philosophy to the legacy of the Brazilian educationalist Paulo Freire
(1921-1977). Its explicit aim is to integrate the teaching of literacy, numeracy and language
skills with deliberate efforts to not only discuss learners’ social, political and economic
conditions, but to develop initiatives to transform these. Reflect was developed partly in
reaction to the failures of curriculum-based literacy programmes that presented learners
with irrelevant content and remained isolated from any development efforts that were going
on in their immediate environment. At the same time, Reflect can be seen as a
countermovement to a different type of ‘integrated’ literacy initiatives that became prominent
in the late 1990s. By and large, such projects (see for example Lauglo 2001, Oxenham 2001,
World Bank 2001) showed more similarities with the work-oriented and functional
programmes of the 1970s than with the more political character of Freirean-inspired literacy
programmes. Increasingly, in the 1990s, literacy interventions were shaped by the policies of
neo-liberalism, by the goals of human resource development and economic productivity. The
idea of combining literacy with livelihoods stemmed from this agenda and presented a
deliberate attempt to overcome the limitations of ‘isolated’ (i.e. education only or general)
literacy programmes. However, the understanding of ‘embedded’ or ‘contextualised’ literacy,
in these livelihoods initiative foregrounds economic activities and related vocational skills
(Papen 2002). Reflect, which from the outside might fit the label of ‘embedded” models,
rejects the narrow economic focus of many livelihood programmes. Embedded here does not
only mean embedded in economic initiatives, but connected to the range of social, cultural,
political concerns of communities, thereby avoiding treating literacy, or skills, as mere
technical issues, but addressing the political aspects of development. While Reflect circles (as
the learning groups are called) are often the springboard for new local initiatives, these by no
means have to be income-generating projects. This is relevant for current discussions in
Britain, where embedding is central to provision and can mean the embedding of reading and
writing skills in vocational training or in community-based or leisure-oriented courses.

One of the main means through which Reflect achieves its purpose is by organising the
teaching and learning process in ways that are strikingly different from conventional
educational practice. First of all, as already mentioned, there is no pre-designed curriculum
and the facilitator does not approach the group of learners with a set of ready made
materials. David Archer’s paper [section 3.1) briefly describes the Reflect methodology. As he
explains, the starting point for any learning is the analysis of learners’ lives in a broad sense
and the visualisation of these through the use of diagrams, matrixes, flow charts and other
techniques. These visual materials provide the basis for any teaching of reading and writing
skills that will follow. The facilitator’s role is to identify the main terms and concepts used in
the discussion of the diagrams and charts and to transfer these onto cards and sheets which
can then be used for the more focused coding and decoding work. This way of working does
not require the use of any materials brought in from the outside (e.g. primers or textbooks),
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but it could include the use of ‘real’ (authentic) texts (section 3.2).

Power is a central concern in the Reflect methodology and this is perhaps most visible in the
relationship between facilitators and learners and between an individual circle and the larger
programme or initiative it is associated with. What will be the content of each circle’s work is
decided by learners and teachers. There is a high degree of diversity and flexibility. Reflect’s
ability to adapt to local circumstances and to be responsive to individual groups” concern is
widely regarded as one of the strengths of the approach. It presents a powerful alternative to
curriculum-led literacy programmes and their more stable and uniform agendas. Whether, to
what extent and how a curriculum can actually be used as an effective tool for literacy and
numeracy programmes was a matter of much debate at the symposium. It was evident from the
experiences discussed and the views of those present that there is currently a strong tendency
among literacy workers in developing countries to abandon uniform curricula and to try to
develop materials at regional or best local level, if possible with and by learners. The work done
by Nirantar in India (see section 4.2}, is another example that illustrates the strength of locally
developed curricula and materials.

The National Literacy Programme in Namibia could be cited as the counter example to the
critique of curriculum-based interventions. It is a large-scale, government-run adult basic
education programme that has undoubtedly been successful in improving the literacy,
numeracy and language skills of many Namibians. However, as Ngajitzeko points out, there are
ongoing discussions in the ministry responsible for the NLPN about the need to decentralise the
programme structure and to increase regional and district-level involvement in the production
of teaching materials. From the onset of the programme, there have been complaints about the
cultural inappropriateness of some of the textbooks and the linguistic errors made when
translating text originally written in English into the local languages (see Brown et al. 1999).

Desiree Lopez’ report (section 3.2) on the use of Reflect in a Canadian ESOL programme further
highlights the strengths of the bottom-up process of curriculum development that characterises
the approach. She describes an ESOL initiative in Calgary, which aimed to provide a place for
those women who, due to various personal and social barriers, did not access or had been
expelled from state-run ESOL courses. The Reflect approach was used as a means to develop
participatory and learner-led classroom practic