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Bridging the Gap e-Forum  

7
th

 – 14
th

 November 2015 

 

 

The Bridging the Gap e-Forum was set up to provide organisations and individuals 
with a virtual space where they could  interact, network and exchange ideas around how to 
bridge the gap between policy and research with regard to adult literacy  in the global 
South/developing countries. The group of facilitators was comprised of experts from around 
the world who have long experience in the area of adult learning, literacy and development 
and with differing roles in terms of research, policy and practice. The facilitators were: 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

The forum was hosted on the British Association for International and Comparative 
Education (BAICE) website from 7th to 14th of November. Over seventy (70) participants 
from more than twenty (20) countries joined the online forum. To access the archive of the 
e-Forum, please follow this link http://baice.ac.uk/category/s14-projects/. 
 

Summaries of E-Forum Discussions 
 

The first day e-
forum was facilitated 
by Dr. Rafat Nabi.  
Discussions were 
focused around the 
meaning and scope of 
literacy, its 
importance, and 
challenges it poses to 

educational programs. It was underlined 
that literacy has generally been defined in 

relation to formal education which only 
gives learners the ability to read and 
write, and therefore ignores other forms 
of literacy. Some discussants have 
suggested viewing literacy as of two types: 
basic literacy and literacy for better living 
(environment literacy, health literacy, 
financial literacy, IC-TI literacy and so on). 
This has been extended with views on 
whether accreditation should be part of 
literacy programs or not. While some 
discussants underlined the need of 
accreditation for the purpose of 
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continuing education in formal programs 
and providing a  higher status for women, 
others believe it constitutes a social 
exclusion and exploitation factor. It was 
pointed out that accreditation practice in 
Ethiopia is the main reason to the 
exclusion of many people who have 
acquired literacy out school. This situation 
is  a major challenge faced by literacy 
programs in certain contexts.  

As some have argued, there is 
need to understand what participants 
want from   literacy programs and also the 
nature of their interactions with 
practitioners. This may help to determine 
what to include in literacy programs and 
how to cope with challenges. There is also 
the need for policymakers and those 
implementing policies to consider the 
capabilities (physical, political, and 
financial) of participants. This will help 
establish a balance where interests of 
donors, NGOs and governments match 
with the needs and aspirations of adult 
learners.  

On the second day, the e-forum 
discussions were dedicated to the 
importance of linking literacy programs to 
the livelihood of beneficiaries. Questions 
raised by Ms. Cecilia Soriano include 

understanding 
how literacy 
programs can 
inform policy and 
what type of 
research, as well 
as its 
requirements, can 
bring more light 

about those programs in order to enhance 
benefits for participants. Insights from 
discussants have underlined the need first 
to assess the need of beneficiaries in 
order to bridge the disconnect between 
literary curricula and participants’ 
aspirations. It is strongly believed that 
these programs can inform policy 

development through continuous 
engagement and by involving all the 
stakeholders in the process. This means 
creating collaboration conducive to 
research strategies, such as casework, 
participatory research, process 
documentation and the use of multi-
media, which are more likely to help 
improve learning and the livelihood of the 
participants.  

As indicated by one of the 
discussants, the underlined research 
strategies can capture the complexities 
and passion needed for the 
empowerment of gender-sensitive literacy 
and education programs, even though 
these still remain not of preference to 
policy makers. Nonetheless, this may not 
be realistically achieved until literacy 
educators and NGO officers are provided 
with the appropriate skills to actively 
participate in such research activities. This 
therefore appeals to a need for 
professional development opportunities 
for those involved in providing livelihood 
and literacy activities. Another difficulty 
highlighted by discussants concerns access 
to research on literacy programs. While 
some have asserted the need to create a 
free virtual library, others have identified 
language barriers as the main problem to 
tackle. There is a need to translate 
research findings into other languages 
apart from English and also write reports 
in easy language before dissemination.  

On the third day, Dr Acharya has 
problematised the 
ability of research 
to influence policy 
in favour of non-
formal education 
(NFE). She posed 
questions on how to 
change donors’ and 
INGOs’ position for 

prioritizing continuous learning 
opportunities for women. While the lack 
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of recognition of NFE agendas has been 
widely acknowledged by the forum 
discussants, suggestions seem to be few 
on how to change the situation. Many 
have clearly underlined the negative 
impact of the absence of institutional 
structures for planning and coordinating 
NFE activities. It is believed that this 
affects the effectiveness of NFE programs 
wherever they exist.  

It has also been indicated that 
most of the existing NFE programs lack a 
systematic process of learner needs 
assessment upon entry. This means 
learning is never customized to the needs 
and level of individual learners. The main 
suggestions on this aspect emphasized the 
need of research to provide policy makers 
with insights on what participants are 
saying about their journey. From this type 
of research, decisions can be made about 
what works and what can be done to 
support the efforts of bridging the gap. 
Research can also determine what skills 
teachers and tutors need. Providing NFE 
tutors with professional development 
opportunities is likely to help them extend 
support to learners and develop plans 
based on entry assessments.  

Day four e-forum interactions 
were facilitated by Prof. Anna Robinson-

Pant. She raised 
issues around 

research 
dissemination and 
the use of research 
by NGOs. It has been 
largely admitted that 
NGOs and other 
literacy agencies 

should be involved in conducting 
participatory action research. They should 
use research strategies to monitor, 
evaluate and document the happenings of 
their projects. As such, they will be able to 
identify practical problems and suggest 
context-sensitive solutions.  

As certain discussants underlined, 
NGOs are closer to the beneficiaries of 
literacy programs; they are more likely to 
understand literacy issues when they 
emerge. They are therefore in the position 
to inform the research community and 
convince policy makers for more support. 
However, certain discussants have 
expressed scepticism for NGOs to conduct 
research. They believe NGO officials  lack 
time and skills for undertaking their own 
research. Besides, it is a common 
misconception from NGOs that “research 
is not their turf” but for academics. To 
these issues, many have suggested 
research to be a joint endeavour between 
academics, practitioners/NGOs and 
beneficiaries. This will constitute a real 
partnership through which dissemination 
and use are made more effective. This 
partnership will allow a sustainable feed-
backing process where actual feelings, 
comments, and ideas of people who have 
been involved as both researchers and 
participants are taken into account. It has 
also been suggested to look into the 
possibility of partnership between literacy 
and university programmes in order to 
support MA students to undertake 
research projects in relation with relevant 
NGOs. Other suggestions in terms of 
dissemination concern the use of virtual 
forums and other public spaces such as 
schools, mosques and churches. 

On the fifth day of the forum, 
Dr. Jan Eldred initiated a discussion 
focusing on 
approaches that 
could help 
researchers and 
practitioners to 
work more closely 
together. Such 
approaches include 
the involvement of development partners 
in the preparation of research proposals 
and producing materials, tools, and guides 
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for practitioners during various phases of 
the research. She also proposed the 
inclusion of post-research development 
phases which would involve practitioners. 
Lastly, she put forward that evaluation 
studies should encourage and support 
reflective practice in the field in an 
ongoing manner. 

In relation to issues raised by Jan, 
participants supported the premise that 
development partners should be involved 
from the inception of the research until 
the post-research phase so that a possible 
follow-up activities could be drawn from 
this partnership. Some of them also 
argued that beneficiaries of development 
projects should be involved making the 
collaboration multi-stakeholder.  Some of 
the issues raised by the end of the 
discussion were the availability of the 
research not only to donors but also to 
other planners, the binding force that 
makes the collaboration sustainable and 
sociocultural constraints such as one’s 
role in the community and a sense of 
belonging. 

The interrelation between literacy 
learning and the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development was the focus of 
discussions on the sixth day of the forum 
which was facilitated by Ms. Mari 
Yasunaga. Within 
this frame, she 
invited the 
participants to 
reflect on how to 
boost more 
integrated and 
coordinated efforts 
of researchers, 
practitioners, policy-makers and others 
who are involved in adult literacy. She 
highlighted three key areas. First, she 
invited viewpoints on the perceived 
strengths and weaknesses of the existing 
evidence base with regard to benefits of 
literacy for sustainable development. 

Second, she solicited ideas on how 
evidence base could be enhanced in 
relation to how progress in different areas 
of sustainable development influences 
people's motivation and readiness for 
literacy skills acquisition and learning and 
its outcomes. In relation to her third 
point, she asked the participants to 
identify the possible kinds of partnership 
required to strengthen the evidence base 
on the interrelation between literacy and 
sustainable development and to ensure 
that such evidence base is effectively used 
by policy-makers, practitioners and other 
actors.  
In addressing the issues on the link 
between literacy and Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), participants 
pointed out that research findings and 
reports were usually within the confines 
of academic sector and are seldom used 
by other sectors such as agriculture, 
health, environment, etc. Others argued 
for the kind of evidence that would 
capture important findings in connection 
to the attainment of SDGs such as those 
from participatory and action research. In 
this respect, some participants 
underscored the gap between macro-level 
and micro-level policy debates. 

Dr. Ehsanur Rahman raised two 
issues during the 
7th day of the 
forum. The first 
issue relates to the 
roles of higher 
education 
institutions in the 
professional 
development of 
literacy/ adult learning educators and in 
the widening the vision of adult literacy 
learning. Ehsanur suggested that there 
was a narrow perception on the design 
and scope of content of adult literacy 
programmes. This reflected the lack or 
absence of diverse and context specific 
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adult literacy programmes supported by 
wider educational goals. His second point 
pertains to the convincing evidence that 
academic researchers and practitioners 
provide in terms of the effectiveness of 
adult literacy and learning. He tried to 
connect this element with the demand 
from the field for the increased roles of 
donors to promote adult literacy learning.  

These issues raised by Ehsanur 
brought up some crucial matters worth 
considering. One of these was the notion 
of “community” in adult literacy learning 
and how it should be considered as an 
essential component in determining the 
content of the adult literacy curriculum. 
Another important point was the 
emphasis needed in designing literacy 
courses anchored to the goals of adult 
literacy programmes and  relevance to 
community needs. Lastly, the discussions 
resulted in a proposed tripartite 
collaboration which could lead to a 
conceptual framework on macro-debate 
policies based on micro-level research 
findings wherein macro-level dividends 
would be utilised for micro-level planning. 

The last day 
of the e-Forum was 
facilitated by Ms. 
Malini Ghose. She 
focused on an area 
which has not been 
fully explored in the 
field of adult literacy 
learning, that is the 
use of ICT in literacy programmes. Malini 
encouraged the participants to take into 
account the complexities that 
incorporation of ICT with adult literacy 
programmes brings. These involve  
debates around whether ICT is a tool for 
the creation of a transformative learning 
experience or a conduit through which 
unequal socio-economic and political 
relations flow. Another compelling issue 
relates to ICT intervention and the efforts 

in ensuring that voices of adult learners 
are heard on social media platforms. 
Lastly, in the midst of these complexities, 
participants were encouraged to figure 
out the kinds of research agenda and 
collaborative partnerships that could 
address the strengthening of literacy 
programmes through ICT. 

In dealing with the role of ICT in 
adult literacy programmes, a major issue 
that surfaced in the discussion was the 
perceived “divides” or boundaries 
between the classroom and the learners’ 
realities, between the teacher and the 
learner and the nature of teaching and 
learning, between the use of traditional 
media and new media and between the 
private and private domains where 
literacies are enacted. Another main 
concern was the issue of sustainability 
arising from challenges of sustaining ICT 
infrastructures and the literacy 
programmes and how collaborative action 
research could address these challenges. 
The final point that participants raised 
was the promotion of social justice. 
Empowerment within this premise, as 
most of the participants suggested, entails 
making the voices of adult learners heard 
in the process of integration of ICT in the 
delivery of adult literacy programmes. 

  
Testimonials for the e-Forum 
 

The Bridging the Gap e-Forum was 
a success in  transforming the way people 
who are working in the field of women’s 
literacy learning could engage with one 
another.  In addition, it has created a 
vibrant online community that 
encouraged members to raise issues, 
share best practices and exchange 
viewpoints on ways to move forward in 
bridging the gaps between academic 
researchers and practitioners in adult 
literacy. 
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The success of this e-Forum in 
paving the way for new forms of 
collaboration and providing a platform for 
the discussion of practical and relevant 

issues was evidenced by the following 
feedback from facilitators and participants 
expressed during and after the forum: 

 
 
“I am very grateful for this online forum because of the opportunity to explore issues which are worth 
exploring both from the views of NGOs and academicians. It is very inspiring to read insightful 
comments from people who are working in both fields: development and academic research. You can 
articulate really well the theoretical and political-based perspectives; at the same time, you 
understand the challenges we, NGOs, are facing when it comes to presenting the results of our 
programs and justifying the grants we receive.”  
 
“I have really found the dialogue engaging, thought provoking and motivational.” 

           
 
“Particular thanks to the BAICE team for facilitating & offering us the platform for interaction.” 
 
“Starting from the first day of e-forum discussion on “bridging the gap”, I have been learning a lot 
and I have begun adjusting my lens through which I look at literacy program.  The facilitators  have 
outstandingly managed the momentum of the discussions. I say thank you.” 
 
“I thank the team for providing us such an interesting   e-forum discussions that have given us 
chances to learn a lot. I hope there will be other chances of participating in the forum. Please, I am 
ready to learn more from you. Thanks a lot. “ 

           
 
“Thank very much. I really appreciate this kind of sharing.”      
 
“I would like to thank you for giving me the chance to participate in this valuable forum. In many 
cases, the voices of females is not heard and I am thankful for giving me the change to contribute 
and to learn from senior professional. Thank you once again!”   
 
 

 

                Report written by 
                Gina Lontoc and Hamissou Ousseini 
                November 2015  
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Appendix:  
Facilitators' discussion issues 
 
Dr. Raft Nabi 

What is our understanding regarding the term “Literacy”? Literacy means what? 
Why do men and women want to be literate?  
Accreditation of Literacy program by the Ministry. Is it necessary? 
Is center based literacy course, only mean to learn literacy skills? 
Whose agenda of literacy is important? (Donor, NGO, Ministry or people who wants to 
learn? 
What should be inlcuded in the literacy curriculum? 
What are the real challenges of sustaining  literacy skills? 

 
 
Ms. Cecilia (Thea) Soriano 

For adults, literacy should go beyond numeracy and literacy. From the rich experiences of 
NGOs working with marginalized communities, relevant adult literacy programs are those 
that facilitate acquisition of literacies that are integrally linked to access to livelihoods, 
decent work, leadership and participation in community affairs. 
In India, the Azad Foundation is helping women develop their literacies such as driving 
skills to enable them to do non-traditional work and importantly provide taxi service for 
women in India. 

 How can such programs inform policy and program development of 
government so that more illiterate women can benefit from such programs? 
 What kind of research can capture the complex aspects of such literacy 
programs where, beyond the curriculum, social mobilization and support 
systems as drivers of effective programs for women will be scrutinized? 
 What are the requirements of such research that hopes to inform education 
reforms through the rich and intense experiences of NGOs that exist outside of 
the public education system? 

 
 
Dr. Sushan Acharya 

Women learners come with different levels of literacy skills to literacy centres.  Due to 
absence of non-formal continuing education opportunities non-literates have no choice 
than to come to the beginners’ class.  Education donors and INGOs do not recognize the 
importance of adult literacy and non-formal education (NFE) for lifelong learning 
opportunities for all.  Women’s literacy and NFE are obviously not the priority of most 
NGOs that are primarily operated through donor support.  Bureaucrats don’t recognize 
the potentiality of NFE beyond basic literacy.  In this situation research can hardly 
influence policy and thereby the system.  Where and how this situation can be effectively 
intervened? 
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Prof. Anna Robinson-Pant 
After starting in literacy work ‘on the ground’ (mostly in Nepal), I have been based at a 
UK university and have engaged in research at a distance for many years now. As my role 
is often synthesising or analysing research studies for policy documents, I have been 
struck by how much powerful research evidence we now have on what literacy and 
literacy learning mean in people’s lives. However, as the comments and postings so far 
show, it is very difficult to see what impact such research is having on the direction of 
Government and INGO policy and programmes. I have also worked in a training capacity 
with NGOs and other institutions to introduce and support action-oriented research 
approaches. Usually this has been part of a short term project – a ‘one-off’ activity – and 
afterwards these organisations have found it difficult to find time, space and resources to 
integrate such research into their programme planning and evaluation. 
 
From my perspective as an academic researcher, I would be interested in others’ 
experiences of these issues around dissemination of research findings and building 
research capacity: 
 

 Is it realistic or appropriate to expect that NGOs and other literacy agencies 
conduct their own participatory and action research when they are busy 
implementing programmes? Or should that be only the role of academic 
researchers? 

 How can we make sure that research findings (particularly of qualitative and 
participatory studies) are shared more widely with those who are 
implementing programmes or designing policy? 

 How can we use existing research on adult literacy to advocate for more 
resources to be allocated to adult literacy and lifelong learning? What role 
can social media play? 
 

 
Dr. Jan Eldred 

As a practitioner, researcher and developer of adult literacy/literacies, throughout my 
professional life I have spent many hours reflecting on why others don’t ‘get’ what all our 
Bridging the Gap discussions indicate. This is, that literacy makes a difference to people’s 
lives in so many diverse ways but quintessentially, by empowering them to be fulfilled 
human beings, whether in relation to personal development, family, work, community or 
politics. There is no doubt that literacy development is complex and challenging but so 
are many other areas of learning. 
 
I agree with some contributors who decry the lack of institutions and infrastructures, 
which support continuing education. I recognise the dominance of schooling and formal 
education and equating them with the only form of valuable education as well as the lack 
of vision of learning as a lifelong, life-wide activity for everyone. I agree with those who 
believe that this reflects power and hegemony. I also agree with those who say that adult 
literacy learning is often a campaign or an initiative; both of these suggest that adult 
literacy is a ‘problem’ which can be addressed by throwing money at it for a limited 
period of time. An acceptance of the concept of and commitment to lifelong learning 
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would support and sustain adult literacy as part of that life – long continuum. Literacy 
learning would then be seen as important as any other area of learning and development. 
It seems to me that it is up to us, who firmly believe in the value of learning throughout 
life, for all adults, to pick up the cause and be judged by our actions. 
 
As Anna indicates, there is a lot of research out there, so it’s not necessarily a lack of 
research, which stops adult literacy development. Participants in this forum agree that 
the gap is between research and practice. Much research stays within the research 
community. Yes, it is disseminated, but often, not applied and used. Practitioners are 
busy doing and don’t have time – or often access – to the documents, which might 
inform their development. This gap would be unthinkable in medicine, where huge 
amounts of investment in research lead to changes in practice. (Again, this reflects 
power; the rich get sick, so influential people find funds; few of them need to develop 
their literacies.) I suggest we should have research AND development much more closely 
linked. 
 
Practitioner research, where academics work alongside and in partnership with 
practitioners, has been demonstrated to be effective. Changes happen in practice as well 
as in academic thinking, as a result of such partnerships. 
 

 What if research proposals had to involve development partners? 
 What if research proposals included post-research development phases with 

practitioners, as medicine includes clinical trials? 
 What if such development phases had to produce materials, tools, guides and 

development for practitioners? 
 What if evaluation studies encouraged and supported reflective practice in 

the field, in an on-going way, not just evaluation of an initiative or project? 
 Would such approaches help researchers and practitioners to work more 

closely together, to bridge the gap and improve what we are all trying to do? 
Would such practices help us to demonstrate to those who don’t ‘get it’ the 
impact of lifelong learning and literacy learning in particular? 

 
 
Ms. Mari Yasunaga 

Women’s literacy and sustainable development: bridging the gap for more integrated and 
coordinated efforts within the education sector and beyond   
 
Today’s e-Forum discussion is framed by the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
which was adopted at the United Nations Sustainable Development Summit (New York, 
25-27 September 2015) to stimulate and step up the efforts of the international 
community over the next 15 years. Among the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
set, education is addressed as Goal 4 “Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education 
and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all” with youth and adult literacy being 
focused as a specific target and featured by other 
targets.http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/69/L.85&Lang=E 
 

http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/69/L.85&Lang=E
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This means the beginning of a 15 years process that is intended to connect, meaningfully, 
the global agenda with policies and practice on the ground. Although adults from across 
the world who need to benefit most may not feel the changes overnight, this global 
agenda offers an opportunity to revisit the interrelations between literacy and 
sustainable development in order to accelerate the pace of positive transformation for 
them, including women with limited literacy skills. 
 
Indeed, “Literacy and sustainable societies” was the theme of International Literacy Day 
2015 and the focus of a Global Meeting that was held on 8-9 September 2015 in Paris, 
during which a renewed focus was given to the notion of literacy as a continuum of skills 
that are acquired through different learning 
pathways.http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0023/002344/234483e.pdf 
 
As previously discussed in this e-Forum and elsewhere, literacy is a driver for sustainable 
development (e.g. poverty eradication, agriculture, health, inclusive economic growth 
and decent work). At the same time, progress in different areas of development does 
contribute to promoting literacy, generating a demand, opportunities and enabling 
environments for people to acquire, use and advance their literacy skills. 
 
In enhancing this interrelation between literacy and sustainable development, 
generation, dissemination and use of relevant knowledge is a key. As the previous 
discussions highlighted, a body of knowledge is gradually expanding, including that 
related to the benefits of literacy for sustainable development, which however may be 
weaker than what we know about the benefit of education for sustainable development. 
The impacts of research on policies and practice, and ultimately on people’s lives, need to 
be greater. 
 
In this context, I would like to invite you to reflect on how to boost more integrated and 
coordinated efforts of researchers, practitioners, policy-makers and other actors for adult 
literacy, connecting literacy and sustainable development, especially on the following: 
 

 What are the strengths and weaknesses of the existing evidence base 
regarding the benefits of literacy for sustainable development? Do we know 
sufficiently about the impacts of women’s literacy on health, economic 
growth, environment and other areas of sustainable development? 

 How could the evidence base be enhanced regarding how progress in 
different areas of sustainable development influence people’s motivation and 
readiness for literacy skills acquisition, as well as their learning and its 
outcomes? 

 What are the kinds of partnership required to strengthen the evidence base 
on the interrelation between literacy and sustainable development and also 
to ensure that such evidence base is effectively used by policy-makers, 
practitioners and other actors? 

 
  

http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0023/002344/234483e.pdf
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Dr. M. Ehsanur Rahman 
Issue # 1: Roles of higher education institutions in professional development of 
literacy/adult learning educators and widening the vision of adult literacy/learning. 
 
The scope of adult literacy and learning are often kept limited and programmes are 
designed with narrow vision. Women literacy/learning courses are, for example, confined 
to certain stereotype fields, having no scope for future journey or career ladder. There is 
absence of diverse and context specific literacy/adult learning programmes supported by 
wider goal of education suitable for the next decades. 
 
Professional development of adult literacy/learning educators is a key to widen the vision 
of adult learning/ literacy education, as it can bring longer term insights in course 
planning. At present in most cases the scope for professional/career development of 
adult literacy/learning practitioners is either very limited or not available. 
 
In many higher education institutions there are departments/programmes on adult 
literacy/learning offering academic courses and undertaking researches. On the contrast, 
we see very few of those courses are linked with practical adult literacy/learning 
programmes; the adult educators are seldom engaged in the studies. 
 
The point of discussion is thus, how we can enhance the roles of higher education 
institutions for professional development of literacy/adult learning educators and widen 
the vision of adult literacy/learning. 
 
Issue # 2: Providing convincing evidence to the financers on effectiveness of adult literacy 
and learning for increased investment 
 
We often advocate for increased roles of donors and investors in promoting adult 
literacy/learning. Simultaneously we observe low key on the part of the adult educators 
to provide the investors convincing evidence on effectiveness of adult literacy. 
 
There is difference in perceptions of the academics/researchers and the adult learning 
practitioners about effectiveness of literacy/adult learning. The objectives of 
research/study in adult learning/literacy education by these two groups often vary. 
Eventually the findings vary. 
 
Over last few days in the e-Forum the issue of limited scope for dissemination of research 
findings/usage of literacy programme documents in the academic courses and vice versa 
came repeatedly. 
 
I propose to bring the discussion again in the forefront to bring these two groups closer 
to bring synergy in this field to develop convincing evidences targeting the 
donors/financers for increased investment in adult learning/Literacy education. 
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Ms. Malini Ghose 
 

Recently there has been a growing interest in the use of ICTs in literacy programmes, in 
policy and practitioner circles. 

 
ICTs are offered as the solution to several challenges facing adult literacy programmes – 
low quality, poor results, lack of learner motivation, and paucity of resources. ICT-based 
literacy packages claim to make people literate within very short timeframes and with 
minimal investments in teacher/facilitator training. 
 
Then there are the sceptics who argue that a simple “technological fix” cannot address 
the complexities confronting adult literacy programmes or larger issues: of the digital 
divide, for instance. 
 
What does the field reality look like? I would like to initiate the discussion by briefly 
sharing some observations from a meeting I attended with women learners in rural North 
India, organised by an NGO exploring the possibility of introducing a mobile based 
literacy programme (a donor had expressed interest). 
 
As the facilitator waved and circulated her mobile phone the excitement in the group was 
palpable as few in the group had regular access to phones. Many were not ‘allowed’ to 
use phones of male family members or felt scared to (in case something went wrong). 
When I asked one of the women how she managed to navigate her way, as she couldn’t 
read, she said giggling, “I put a picture along with the names. My husband is a sheep.” 
 “It’s a phone, I use it to speak. Why do I need to read?” complained another woman. 
Another countered her and said she had learnt the English numbers after getting her 
phone. (Excerpted from field report) 
 

1. Is the optimism around ICTs overstated? Can ICTs offer a transformative 
learning experience or will they only serve to reinforce existing iniquitous 
social and economic relations? 

2. The above field situation points to several complexities, including the 
exercise of power relations, as well as the possibilities. Do any of these 
observations resonate with your experiences or do you have different ones 
that you would like to share? 

3. Being a relatively new area of enquiry, not much research is available. What 
kind of a research agenda do you think would be useful to strengthen literacy 
programmes or unravel some of the complexities being discussed? 

4. The use of ICTs have changed people’s literacy, numeracy and 
communication practices yet these have not found their way into literacy 
classes, training or curricula. What kinds of collaborative research or other 
projects could support such efforts? 

5. The focus of ICT interventions seems to be limited to improving teaching and 
learning or improving learners’ access to information. Shouldn’t greater 
efforts be made to ensure that the voices of adult learners are heard on 
social media or digital platforms? 

 


