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Educators, politicians, and researchers 
have identified literacy as one of the most 
important factors in predicting student 
achievement. According to the America 
Reads Challenge (1997), "Research 
demonstrates that if students cannot read 
well by the end of third grade, their 
chances for success are significantly 
diminished, and they have a greater likeli
hood of dropping out or engaging in 
escalating delinquent behaviors." 
Especially in the Pacific region where 
instruction is delivered in a variety of 
languages and wi th varying degrees of 
access to texts and materials in the local 
languages, literacy instruction consists of 
a multiplicity of programs, techniques, and 
strategies, not all of which lead to high 
levels of achievement. 

In response to the national and regional 
interest in this topic, PREL's Applied 
Research and Development unit, under the 
leadership of Dr. Zoe Ann Brown, offered 
the First and Second Language Literacy 
Pre-Conference Institute, which was one 
of the many pre-conference activities of 
the Pacific Educational Conference (PEC). 
Held at Kapa'a Middle School on the 
island of Kaua'i, the institute included 
presentations, activities, interactive 
sessions, and panel discussions on the 
topic of language and literacy in the 
Pacific region. More than 50 participants 
from the Pacific region, Alaska, and the 
U. S. Mainland attended; among the 
participants were Ms. Delia Pompa, 
Director of the Office of Bilingual 
Education and Minority Languages Affairs 
(OBEMLA), and Dr. Peirce Hammond, 
Director of the Office of Reform 
Assistance and Dissemination. The wide 
linguistic and cultural diversity of the 
participants and presenters provided an 
atmosphere and environment in which a 
rich, thought-provoking, stimulating, and 
innovative exchange of ideas, concepts, 

and visions for the Pacific could take 
place. Participants who attended the 
institute and also a minimum of 7.5 hours 
of literacy workshops during the PEC 
could elect to receive course credit 
through Hawai' i Pacific University. 

During the institute, Dr. Brown presented 
an informative overview of language and 
literacy in education research. She 
highlighted the relationship between home 
and school language use, and student 
achievement in school; and presented a 
summary of research on reading 
instruction, wi th implications for teaching 
English language learners. According to 
Dr. Brown, research tells us that in 
multilingual environments: 

First language (L1) literacy and oracy 
(the ability to express oneself fluently 
in speech) at home predict success in 
the second language (L2) 
Children exposed to t w o languages at 
home can become fluent in both 
without language confusion 
Bilinguals have greater mental 
flexibility and higher skills in concept 
formation than monolinguals 
Parents who use their stronger 
language at home help their children 
avoid cognitive and social risk 
behavior 
Language development in bilingual 
students requires supportive and 
nurturing bilingual environments 

Later, participants clustered into small 
groups to identify practical issues in first 
and second language and literacy 
development. Dr. Alfredo Schifini of 
California State University at Los Angeles 
and a panel of experts from the Pacific 
region and the U.S. Mainland responded 
to the issues raised in the small group 
discussions. Following are t w o issues 
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that were covered and the panel's 
responses: 

Can Pacific languages be used in 
academic contexts? 

Yes, in fact they are already being 
used as such. The Bible has been 
translated into almost all of the 
Pacific languages in our region and 
is used on a regular basis. Many 
government and church records 
are written in Pacific languages. 
Topics like navigation, agriculture, 
stories, legends, and histories 
already exist through oral 
traditions, and it's only a matter of 
Pacific people taking these rich 
sources of knowledge and wisdom 
and utilizing them in classrooms 
throughout our region. In Hawai'i 
at the turn of the century, there 
was a literacy rate of over 90 
percent among native Hawaiians; 
there were also approximately 125 
Hawaiian language newspapers in 
existence at that time. 

Is it a problem if teachers are native 
speakers of Pacific languages and speak a 
version of English that is not a standard 
American variety or model? 

Language is socially constructed. 
How do we get students 
motivated to learn? Local bilingual 
teachers often serve as models 
(both linguistic and cultural) for 
their students. The effectiveness 
of their teaching in language and 
literacy lies in their communicative 
competence: Are they able to 
express complex concepts and 
make themselves understood? At 
this point in time, whether 
teachers speak a Pacific version of 
English is not the issue. The issue 
is whether their thoughts are 
expressed in ways that can be 
understood by a wider audience. 
There are many varieties of 
English throughout the world and 
to regard only one standard 

American variety as acceptable 
both restricts and excludes the 
vast majority of English speakers 
worldwide. 

The afternoon session began wi th a 
presentation by Pacific educator Ms. Keti 
Will iam, who provided examples from the 
syllabary approach to reading instruction 
that is under development in Kosrae 
State, Federated States of Micronesia. 
She demonstrated strategies for starting 
reading instruction in students' first 
languages and showed practical steps for 
developing reading materials for languages 
in which textbooks are not available. Dr 
Lori Phillips and Ms Maia Chang-Rosen of 
PREL followed this session wi th a 
language experience activity. "When 
children create images, the words come 
easier." During the hands-on activity the 
group learned about a process for creating 
images, writ ing about those images, and 
then publishing and using those writ ings 
as the basis for literacy instruction. 

PREL's Applied Research and 
Development unit along wi th PREL's 
Pacific Center staff acknowledge the 
accomplishments being made in the area 
of first and second language literacy 
instruction by Pacific educators. We hope 
the participants felt that the institute 
provided a forum in which important 
issues could be shared, and we look 
forward to continuing the discussion in 
future collaborative endeavors. 


