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José Chala Leblanch (‘Chala’) from the Cuban Institute of Pedagogy for Latin America 
and the Caribbean (IPLAC) will come to Brisbane in September to talk about an exciting 
Aboriginal literacy project underway at Wilcannia, NSW, that is using a Cuban model.  
 
The project is testing whether an internationally-successful mass adult literacy 
campaign model, and the Cuban ‘Yes I Can’ method (“Yo, Si Puedo”), can be deployed 
effectively in Australia to raise the low levels of adult literacy in Aboriginal communities. 
To do this, an initial pilot project is being conducted in one community, in the remote 
NSW town of Wilcannia. 
 
The project is under the auspices of the National Aboriginal Adult Literacy Campaign 
Steering Committee, and is organised by a project team led by Jack Beetson, Acting CEO 
of the Wilcannia Local Aboriginal Land Council, with Dr Bob Boughton (UNE) as Project 
Manager and Deborah Durnam as Senior Technical Advisor. Dr Anne Hickling Hudson 
(QUT) is also on the project team.  
 
Initial funding was provided by two Commonwealth departments, DEEWR and FaHCSIA, 
and the Lowitja Institute for Aboriginal Health Research. Cuban literacy adviser, José 
Chala Leblanch, an English Language Teacher Educator at Cuba’s largest pedagogical 
university, arrived in Australia in January 2012 from IPLAC in Havana. He was 
appointed to the University of New England for nine months as a Visiting Academic to 
assist with the pilot and brought with him the English language materials originally 
developed by IPLAC in 2006 for a national literacy campaign in Grenada in the 
Caribbean. This included a set of 64 lessons on DVD, workbooks for the participants and 
handbooks for facilitators. These materials are being used in Australia under an 
Intellectual Property (IP) license negotiated with IPLAC by UNE. 
 
A group of Aboriginal community members were recruited to undertake a survey of 
Aboriginal households in Wilcannia to gauge the need for and the interest in this model 
of adult literacy training. Chala trained a team of local Aboriginal facilitators who are 
delivering the “Yes I Can” course to the adult students in Wilcannia. The first intake of 
students graduated at an emotional celebration in May (see photos) - attended by the 
Cuban Ambassador to Australia. The second intake is now part way through the course. 
 
The most striking achievement to date has been the extent to which members of the 
Wilcannia community have taken ownership of the campaign. The enthusiasm and pride 
shown by the first intake, along with the significant measurable improvements in their 
literacy levels according to the Australian Core Skills Framework (ACSF) is a clear 
indication that, for them at least, the model is working. The participation and support of 
many other agencies is also indicative of the success of the campaign model, which relies 
on a whole-of-community approach.  


