OVERCOMING CHALLENGES OF TEACHING/LEARNING KISWAHILI
By Mwalimu Ruo Kimani-Ruo, B.Phil,Med (Exon)
Introduction:
Reading and writing are two basic skills which any person who claims to be literate in a particular language must possess in order to justify his claim. The level of literacy proficiency, however differs from person to person depending on the specific area of experience that one is talking about. One of the aims of teaching language in schools is to improve the students masterly of the skills of reading and writing.

The present Kiswahili situation will be best appreciated if we begin with the following hypothesis: If we assume that a person's experience can be viewed as something made of various layers of knowledge, and assuming that a person's literacy in a particular language can be viewed as something made of up of layers or levels of competence (defined by the degree of his ability to read and write about a particular layer of experience) then one may conclude that, theoretically speaking, the majority of our students are able to communicate in Kiswahili only on matters pertaining to the primary layer of experience which is of less or of no consequence at all in their ability to read and write Kiswahili at  the end of year eleven or Form 4 “O” level examinations.

What are the problem areas?
Some of the major communication weaknesses that we encounter in our students' work in Kiswahili fall into two categories: linguistic and non-linguistic.

Linguistic Problems
One important source of poor writing habits by our students is their failure to appreciate the basis of differences between spoken and written language in effective communication. They tend to write as they speak without realizing that spoken language has cues which are realized differently in written language. It should be stressed here that orderliness in the use of language in speaking is important, but it is much more so in writing. In our students' written work, one will encounter problems related to:

· verbosity - no careful selection of words and constructions. Their writing is often cluttered with excessive and extravagant material or useless repetitions.
· inexplicitness -  relationships of elements within and across sentences are clearly unmarked so that the reader is often left to infer the intended meaning.
· punctuation  -  no appreciation of the role of proper punctuation in conveying information accurately and effectively.
· Inaccuracies of grammar and in some instances, spelling

Non-Linguistic Problems
These pertain to logical thinking and are as follows:

· poor organisation of work
· lack of technique in presentation of facts and arguments in an orderly fashion
· inappropriate style and presentation of answers
· failure to discriminate between main and subsidiary points, relevant and irrelevant material
· ambiguous statements
· inability to express the required communicative function for a given situation.

Suggested Strategies for Overcoming These Problems:
In order to enhance the teaching of Kiswahili (and other languages), it is suggested that since language results at “O” level show clearly that much of the poor performance in them can be traced back to a lack of proficiency in spoken languages the following strategies, which will require progress records to be kept to provide the necessary feed-back on what students need, may be helpful to the teacher as well as students.

· frequent practice in oral skills in the form of dialogue
· short drills
· asking and answering questions 
· simple conversations on everyday subjects 
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