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ABSTRACT

As a consequence of a protracted civil war spanning more than six decades in Burma, large
numbers of Karens from Eastern Burma have been displaced and living precarious existences
along the Thai-Burma border zones. Significant numbers of these displaced Karen are
identified as being non-literate in the traditional sense of the word; that is, unable to read and
write. Within a modernist paradigm of development, literacy and its counterpart non-literacy
are seen to be indicators of economic and social well-being. Within this paradigm thinking, a
number of programs to teach Sgaw Karen literacy to adult learners have been facilitated in
the refugee camps along the Thai-Burma border zones over the past decade with limited

SuUccCess.

This research aimed to explore the nexus of the dual constructs of literacy/non-literacy and
development of these displaced Karens. However, being guided by the tenets of Street’s
(1984) New Literacy Studies, the research began from the premise that Karen literate history
did not just begin in the mid 1800s when a written script was introduced, but actually has
existed for millennia prior through their oral traditions, community system of living and local
knowledges.

Through a process of detailed data collection spanning two continents, it was seen that the
dominant modernist model of development prevails in the interpretation of meanings attached
to literacy/non-literacy amongst the displaced Karens on the Thai-Burma border zones. The
findings have spurred a quest to develop a literacy program for adult learners that will be
inclusive of the values and needs of the receiving community; recognizing the local
knowledges they can bring to the learning environment. In this way, it is aimed that “real
development” posited by Siemiatychi (2005) will be achieved in which displaced Karens
from varying tribal backgrounds and languages will be empowered to participate fully in their

communities.
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