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Women, Literacy and Development

Are literate women more likely to use contraceptives or to send their chil-
dren to school? This is a question that has dominated much development
research and has led to women’s literacy being promoted by governments
and aid agencies as the key to improving the lives of poor families.

However, high drop-out rates from literacy programmes suggest that
the assumed link between women'’s literacy and development can be dis-
puted. This book explores why women themselves want to learn to read
and write and why, all too often, they decide that literacy classes are not
for them.

Bringing together the experiences of researchers, policy makers and
practitioners working in more than a dozen countries, this edited volume
presents alternative viewpoints on gender, development and literacy
through detailed firsthand accounts. Rather than seeing literacy as a set
of technical skills to be handed over in classrooms, these writers give new
meaning to key terms such as ‘barriers’, ‘culture’, ‘empowerment’ and
‘motivation’.

Divided into three sections, this text examines new research
approaches, a gendered perspective on literacy policy and programming
and implementation of literacy projects in African, Asian and South Amer-
ican contexts. With new insights and groundbreaking research, this collec-
tion will interest academics and professionals working in the fields of
development, education and gender studies.

Anna Robinson-Pant is a Lecturer at the Centre for Applied Research in
Education at the University of East Anglia. As a development planner,
teacher trainer and researcher with various international aid agencies, she
has spent much of her working life in South Asia. Her publications
include Why Eat Green Cucumber at the Time of Dying? (2001), an ethno-
graphic study of women’s literacy programmes in Nepal which won the
UNESCO International Award for Literacy Research.
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Introduction

Anna Robinson-Pant

Are literate women healthier, wealthier and even wiser than illiterate
women? This is a question that has dominated debates on school and
adult education in countries of the South." Women'’s and girls’ education
has been taken up by many governments and development agencies as the
key to improving the lives of poor families. In particular, women'’s literacy
classes are often run as the entry point to other development interven-
tions, such as family planning and child nutrition programmes. High
drop-out rates from such programmes suggest however that the assumed
link between women’s literacy and development can be disputed. Do
women themselves feel that they need to read and write in order to learn
about contraceptives or to find out about immunisation for their chil-
dren? What are the real reasons why some women want to come night
after night to study in literacy classes? Do they want to learn to decipher
the labels on medicine bottles or to read religious texts or to write about
their lives? This book, collecting together experiences from countries as
diverse as El Salvador, India and Uganda, tries to answer some of these
questions.

The belief that literacy will contribute to women’s greater participation
in development has resulted in a proliferation of women’s literacy pro-
grammes run by both governments and NGOs. Researchers and evalu-
ators have attempted to measure the impact of literacy on women’s lives,
using indicators as varied as ‘empowerment’, child mortality or fertility.
Policy makers have focused on the barriers to women'’s participation in
education, the high drop-out rates in literacy programmes and poor long-
term retention of skills. Only recently have questions been raised about
the purpose of educating women, challenging the efficiency arguments of
the past. Is it only so that women can become better mothers and wives?

This edited volume brings together writing by researchers, policy
makers and practitioners working within a new paradigm of gender, devel-
opment and literacy. Though working in contrasting contexts and coun-
tries, these writers share a concern to promote literacy as a human right,
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for women (and men) as individuals, not only as parents or workers.
Rather than seeing literacy as a set of technical skills to be handed over in
classes, these writers explore how the processes of literacy, gender and
development are interwined and interact. They expand the debate
beyond ‘literacy for women’ to consider, for example, gender issues
implicit in the choice of a certain language as a medium of instruction or
analysing literacy programmes in relation to gendered everyday literacy
practices. The contributions reflect the richness of research and practice
currently to be found in innovative literacy programmes and give a new
meaning to key issues identified in previous discussions on women’s liter-
acy, such as ‘barriers’, ‘culture’, ‘empowerment’ and ‘motivation’.

Background to this book

In 1990, Lalage Bown conducted a survey of women’s literacy programmes
to analyse the ‘impact of female literacy on human development and the
participation of literate women in change’ (Bown 1990). Her report,
Women, Literacy and Development, was the first systematic attempt to bring
together research on adult women’s literacy (as distinguished from school
girls’ literacy) in order to inform government and NGO educational
policy. Over the 1990s, the emphasis widened to a research and policy
focus on Gender (rather than ‘Women’), Literacy and Development,
where ‘literacy’ does not just mean reading and writing in the classroom
but also in everyday life, and where ‘development’ is seen less as a defin-
able outcome than as a process with a specific discourse that determines
what can be measured or counted.

Research on women’s literacy has gained momentum and diversity, no
longer focused on statistical correlations between literacy rates and indi-
cators like child mortality or fertility rates (see Chapter 1). Theoretical
developments in the field of literacy, notably the New Literacy Studies
(Street 1993), Real Literacies Movement (Rogers 1999) and REFLECT
(Archer 1998), have influenced the kind of research carried out and the
methods of analysis. Whereas ten years ago Bown'’s study was one of the
few qualitative research studies on women’s literacy, there are now numer-
ous ethnographic studies from around the world. This volume is intended
to complement Street’s Literacy and Development: Ethnographic Perspectives
(2001) by bringing ethnographic accounts of literacy programmes more
directly into the arena of development and gender policy. Several of the
contributors (Chopra, Zubair, Street and myself) to Street’s 2001 volume
have taken up the challenge, posed by Rogers in the Afterword, to explore
the relevance of their findings to planners and implementers of literacy
programmes.

My own personal journey through ‘development’ also lies behind this
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book. From training women facilitators and developing materials for a
girls’ literacy programme in the far west of Nepal, I moved gradually into
a planning and policy role with various international and local NGOs.
After conducting ethnographic research on women'’s literacy for my PhD,
I found myself adopting a more critical stance on my previous work as
planner and teacher trainer. I questioned, for example, the assumption
that women would want to learn literacy only in their mother tongue, as it
became apparent that they equated learning English or the national lan-
guage (Nepali) as a higher-status ‘male’ education (like that provided by
the local schools). I became aware too of conflicting discourses: that lan-
guage policy decisions were generally made on educational and economic
grounds (which literacy would be more accessible to women and how
materials could be provided cheaply), rather than taking into account
issues of power and status.

Now that I am working as a lecturer in a United Kingdom university, I
am all too aware of the barriers set up by us as academics concerned with
theoretical constructs of literacy on the one hand, and by policy makers,
on the other hand, who dismiss any evidence that is not quantifiable as
‘anecdotal’ and regard ‘efficiency’ as the only measure of success. I hope
that this book — written by people who have crossed these assumed bound-
aries with their multiple identities as planners, implementers, trainers and
researchers — will help to develop a shared language and understanding
about how literacy and development interventions could respond to the
needs of women and men in a diversity of settings. Although the book is
focused on poorer countries, Bulman’s case study from Canada serves to
illustrate that many issues around gender and literacy policy objectives are
similar in countries of the North too.

From research to policy and practice

Though this book is divided into three parts, there is much overlap
between the issues that arise and approaches described in relation to
research (Part I), policy (Part II) and practice (Part III). By establishing
boundaries in the form of these three separate parts, my intention is to
illuminate the ways in which the same issues are discussed in different
contexts (e.g. research and policy) and to follow through how issues
addressed in research studies have been addressed in educational pro-
grammes. The danger of dividing the book in this way is, of course, that
the reader who is a researcher will read only the first part and the policy
maker only the second!

Adopting new research approaches, as Part I illustrates, involves ‘speak-
ing back’ (Chopra) to the dominant literacy discourse. Throughout the
book, the stereotype of the ‘illiterate woman’ which has informed most
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policy on literacy development is countered through case studies of
women who are confident, have developed other strategies to survive
without literacy and, for those who do attend literacy classes, challenge
the assumptions of planners and trainers. The writers in Part I not only
analyse the ways in which the ‘illiterate’ woman has been constructed, but
also look critically at their own representations and question how
researchers can encourage the participants to shape their text and
research agenda (see Sato’s chapter). Because of the desire to reflect what
is important to the non-literate women they describe, some of these
writers do not focus on literacy per se. To a large extent, this section is
defining what literacy and development have come to be about (from the
perspective of the individual women involved) and this is reflected in later
parts of the book where several accounts focus on the non-literacy aspects
of projects (Khandekar, Fiedrich, Attwood et al.). These researchers also
take a more holistic view of literacy practices in the communities they
study (Betts, Chopra, Street). The ethnographic accounts here have direct
implications for the policy issues raised in Part II: for example, would the
personal literacy practices (such as journal writing) of women in the
Seraiki community (Zubair) be promoted as ‘functional’ literacy (see
Rogers et al.)?

Taking a reflexive approach as a researcher has become accepted prac-
tice within qualitative studies. However, planning and policy formulation
still tend to be seen as a ‘technical’ role and it is perhaps less usual to
reflect on how the individual’s values and identity shape educational struc-
tures, policy objectives and literacy teaching methods. The writers in Part
II explore how to adopt a more reflexive approach to training and plan-
ning in order to respond effectively to women and men’s literacy needs.
Looking at literacy interventions through a gender lens reveals the limita-
tions of a functional literacy approach which focuses on only one kind of
work-related literacy, and Rogers et al. suggest ways in which literacy
support could be developed to recognise women'’s varied roles (both
leisure and work). Part II suggests that the conventional learning structure
of the literacy class is valued by women in particular, because of providing
a new space where they can meet together and raise issues not normally
addressed in public (Attwood et al.). There are however constraints in
running women-only programmes, not least in terms of finding female
facilitators and risking gender-stereotyped activities and materials (McCaf-
fery; Rogers et al.).

This part brings out the difficulties of developing programmes for
women as a group, too — their multiple identities imply multiple literacies,
which are rarely acknowledged in the traditional literacy packages for
women. As Part I showed too, women participating in programmes have
differing desires and needs according to factors such as age, family



