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Introduction 

Since the Trust Territory days fol lowing 
World War II, many efforts have been 
made to produce qualified teachers to run 
the national public elementary schools. 
Some programs were funded by other 
nations and took place outside the 
country. More recently, teacher training 
has become a "home-grown" effort, 
funded and facilitated by local government 
agencies. Beginning wi th the founding of 
the RMI Ministry of Education in 1 9 8 1 1 , 
and the subsequent studies conducted by 
the Marshall Islands Task Force on 
Education in 1981 and 1989, it became 
clear that the Marshall Islands was facing 
an educational crisis on many levels. The 
sub-standard performances of students 
and the dropout rate were and continue to 
be the result of many factors. However, 
the need for improvement in teacher 
education was consistently identified as a 
priori ty. 2 

With the creation of an institution of 
higher education in Majuro, the capital of 
the Marshall Islands in 1 9 9 1 , the nation 
finally had a local institution capable of 
providing the nation's teachers wi th the 
necessary training. In 1992, the College 
of the Marshall Islands was identified in 
the Second Five Year Development Plan 
1991/2-1995/6 as the primary institution 
for teacher training for the Republic. This 
contract between CMI and the 
government through the Ministry of 
Education (MOE) continues to be one of 

the most important factors in the college's 
survival during periods of economic 
hardship. 

The Pre-service and In-service Training 
Dilemma 

One of the challenges facing the Marshall 
Islands is to change from in-service 
training for teachers to pre-service 
training. It had been the practice to hire 
individuals, selecting those wi th the 
highest level of education for immediate 
entry into the classroom as teachers. In 
many cases this meant taking individulas 
wi th a high school diploma or less. 
During the summer, these teachers would 
then receive brief intensive training in 
classroom methods and study content 
areas. It is the exceptional teacher, not 
the norm, who has completed a course of 
teacher training before entering the 
classroom. In 1989 the Educational 
Improvement Plan stated that only 6 2 % 
of classroom teachers had completed 
training, the lowest in the former Trust 
Territory 3 . All educational agencies in the 
RMI recognize that this is a large part of 
the education dilemma from the 
instructional end. The question has 
always been and remains today: "How do 
we change a system once it is in place?" 
This is often likened to trying to change a 
tire on a vehicle which is already in 
motion. The problem is compounded by 
the rapidly increasing population. 

1 Goals 2 0 0 0 Republic of the Marshall Islands 
Educat ion Improvement Plan, Ministry of 
Educat ion, June 1 9 9 5 . 

2 Report on the Second Task Force on 
Education ( M a y 1 9 8 9 , p. 4) 

3 T o w a r d s Self Reliance: Republic of the 
Marshall Islands T e n Year Educational Master 
Plan, V o l . II (October 1 9 8 9 ) , Wash ing ton , D. C. 
A E D , P. 2 6 



The Certification Law 

In 1992, the Nintijela, the primary 
legislative body for the RMI, passed a law 
requiring certif ication for teachers. 4 This 
law attempted to reverse the system, 
ensuring that only trained teachers would 
be hired to work in the public schools, 
while those currently in the work force 
would be expected to complete a 
minimum Associate of Science degree by 
1997. While the vision in itself was 
sound, for various reasons, most notably 
a lack of enforcement, this goal was not 
accomplished. 

The enforcement of certification standards 
continues to be a pressing concern for the 
Marshall Islands. However, the use of 
untrained teachers in the classroom 
continues, and so the College of the 
Marshall Islands has inherited a legacy of 
in-service teachers who continue to 
pursue their AS degrees in education, 
some of them for decades. At the same 
t ime, the college has steadily increased its 
enrolment of students directly out of high 
school. This results in a complicated 
dynamic where pre-service students and 
in-service students, who are older and 
often near retirement, take classes 
together. As a result of the recent 
population explosion in the RMI, this 
situation will persist. 

The Impact of Population Growth 

In the mid 1980s the Marshall Islands 
experienced what can be called a "baby 
boom"; the national birth rate climbed by 
4 2 % annually during this decade. On the 
eve of these children reaching school age, 
the Ministry of Education predicted there 
would be an additional 100 new students 
entering the public schools each year until 
the year 2000 . This translates as 100 
new desks, 100 new books and other 
resources, new classrooms and new 
teachers. 

4 PL 1991-125, Title 14 Ministry of Education, 
Chapter 35 Regulation on Teacher 
Certification, effective January 1, 1992. 

It has been estimated that the country will 
need to replace 100 staff due to retire as 
well as meet the need for 280 new 
teachers to service the increased 
enrolment; in other words the College of 
the Marshall Islands would need to 
graduate 30 new pre-service teachers 
each year in order to prevent an 
immediate educational crisis 5. The 
national schools, in a difficult and 
desperate situation, will necessarily be 
forced to continue to hire teachers for 
immediate entry into the public school 
system, thus perpetuating the pre-service 
versus in-service dilemma indefinitely. All 
of these factors played an integral part in 
the evaluation and evolution of the new 
Associate of Science (AS) degree program 
in Elementary Education. 

The ADB Loan 

In 1993, the Republic of the Marshall 
Islands was granted a loan from the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB) for the purpose 
of upgrading education in the Marshall 
Islands at all levels. This was to become 
known as the ADB Basic Education 
Project (BEP). A portion of the loan 
money was allocated for an evaluation of 
teacher training, known as the "Teacher 
Training Component" of the BEP. Being 
the institution for teacher training for the 
Republic, this money, and the 
responsibility for conducting the 
evaluation came to the college. 

Prior to the intervention of ADB, the 
newly independent college had not 
undertaken an intensive evaluation of its 
teacher education program. Identified as 
an important part of the ADB/MOE's 
upgrade, CMI received both the funding 
and the support it needed in order to 
undertake this important process. To 
date, the designing of the new Associate 
of Science degree in Elementary Education 

______________________ 
5 Towards Self Reliance: Republic of the 
Marshall Islands Ten Year Educational Master 
Plan, Vol. l(October 1989), Washington, D. C. 
AED, p. 99. 



remains an exciting and significant 
milestone in the history of CMI. 

The BEP began in the second half of 
1994, when the faculty staff of the 
college's Department of Education and 
Marshallese Studies, two administrators 
from the College of the Marshall Islands 
and a consultant from the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB) for Basic 
Education Project working as a facilitator 
met together to begin the evaluation. 
What was initially anticipated as a two 
year process, expanded into an ongoing 
effort to upgrade the state of teacher 
training in the Republic of the Marshall 
Islands. 

The ADB consultant, Dr Irene Taafaki, 
was assigned to the college to facilitate 
the evaluation of the current program and 
also to assist in the development of a new 
program which would meet the needs of 
the students, the expectations of the 
Ministry and reflect "best practice from 
current educational research". 6 Dr Taafaki 
also undertook a review of existing 
research and assessments regarding pre-
service and in-service training for teachers 
and produced a Needs Verification Report 
at the end of 1995. 

Rewriting the Program 

It had long been the opinion of the faculty 
members of the Department of Education 
that the Elementary Education degree 
program was in crisis. Instructors were 
painfully aware of the fact that graduates 
were entering the schools unprepared for 
the demands placed on them. Content 
area proficiency was low and many 
students were unable to master even the 
minimum requirement of writ ing a 
coherent lesson plan. The faculty had 
proposed many possible remedies to this 
problem, none of which had been 
implemented when the ADB project 
began. The prospect of having the 
money, support, and expertise necessary 
to conduct a full evaluation and upgrade 
of the program was excit ing. It became 

6 ADB Teacher Training Consultant, Schedule D 

clear that the most immediate stumbling 
block would be t ime. The faculty and 
department chair would be expected to 
work on the program while continuing to 
teach a full load of courses. This made 
scheduling diff icult, the solution being to 
meet for three-hour work sessions after 
hours. For the initial phase of the project, 
this arrangement served quite wel l . 

Phase one involved a complete evaluation 
of the existing program, leading to the 
completion of the Needs Verification 
Report. During phase t w o , the members 
of the group began brainstorming a list of 
students' needs at the same time 
developing a document which clearly 
stated the mission, philosophy, and goals 
of the evolving program. During these 
sessions, members were encouraged not 
to think of practicalities or constraints 
necessarily, but reflect on what students 
required to reach the level of professional 
competency expected by the college and 
their employers in the Ministry and all the 
possible ways to help them achieve this 
potential. The fol lowing, while not an 
exhaustive list, summarizes the major 
needs identified. 

Training of pre-service teachers is a 
priority. 

The teacher education and preparation 
program needs to be redesigned. 

Teachers need a well planned, 
challenging program that includes a 
good liberal arts education to provide 
strong content focus. This needs to 
be obtained before the academic and 
clinical knowledge of teaching. 

Teacher preparation will be most 
usefully conducted in cohort groups, 
in a systemic, sequentially ordered 
way. 

The belief that everyone can learn and 
contribute to society should be 
fundamental to the program in both 
the content and process of the 
curriculum. 



There is a need for a recruitment 
campaign to attract capable people to 
the profession. 
There is a strong need to focus on 
English language development and to 
give students a clear understanding of 
the function and purposes of English 
in their education as teachers. 

The demonstration school is a focal 
point where good "culturally 
legit imate" teaching can be modeled, 
and culturally congruent classroom 
environments and methods be 
researched and practised. 

There is a need for more pre-
practicum classroom experiences. 7 

With a clear vision of what education 
students needed, in phase three the work 
group undertook the difficult task of 
translating this vision into an actual 
academic program. 

Originally, the Associate of Science 
degree in Elementary Education was a two 
year program like most other degree 
programs at the college. It became 
immediately apparent that the goals of the 
new program could not be accomplished 
in this relatively short period of t ime. To 
the members of the workgroup it seemed 
that three years was not an unreasonable 
amount of time to receive specific work 
preparedness training, a precedent had 
already been set by the Nursing program 
at CMI, which seemed justification 
enough. 

With a t ime frame of three years, 
including potentially three semesters per 
year, existing course offerings were 
evaluated wi th an understanding that new 
courses would likely be developed to fill 
any gaps. It was found that many 
necessary courses already existed. In 
other cases a little creativity was in order. 
With regard to the need for more liberal 
arts courses, it was merely a matter of 

____________________________ 
7 Taafaki, Irene, Asian Development Bank Basic 
Education Project, Teacher Training 
Component, Verification Report Draft, p. 10 

adding more existing courses to the list of 
requirements. The need to boost 
students' cultural and regional 
competency meant pushing to offer t w o 
Marshallese language courses which had 
been proposed but never taught and 
"dusting of f " a course called Pacific 
Studies which hadn't been offered in 
years and having an instructor update the 
course outline. Many English course are 
offered at CMI, but the education 
instructors, who had taught most of these 
courses at one t ime, felt that there was a 
need to offer a course in basic 
composit ion. Over the next year this 
became "English Composit ion", a 
freshman composition course. In fact the 
need for this course was so great that it 
became a requirement for all majors in 
1996. By taking all the English courses 
offered at the college, in addition to this 
new course, it was hoped that English 
proficiency would improve. 

When it came to addressing the need to 
immerse students in sound teaching 
methodology, solutions were not so 
simple. In fact, rewriting the professional 
preparation component meant in most 
cases completely redesigning existing 
courses and adding many new ones as 
wel l . In addition, courses that were 
offered in some cases only once in the 
last four years had to become regular 
yearly offerings. Language Arts and Math 
Methods were expanded to become year 
long courses in an effort to boost 
competency is these historically troubled 
areas. Finally a new course, "Seminar for 
Reflective Practice" was conceived. This 
would be an ongoing seminar designed to 
provide a cohort of education students 
wi th the opportunity to process the 
connection between the content areas 
they were studying beginning in the 
second year of study, and their work in 
the classroom. This course was wri t ten 
to address many of the needs identified 
initially and to make use of the 
demonstration school giving students a 
critical early exposure to the realities of 
the classroom environment as well as an 
eclectic teaching approach. 



Unfortunately the number of "essential" 
courses far outnumbered the amount of 
available t ime. Editing was difficult and 
passionate. However, the end result was 
a proposed program agreed on by 
everyone involved: it met the needs of 
the students, the expectations of the 
Ministry and was firmly rooted in sound 
educational practice. 

Implementation 

After more than a semester of work, the 
most difficult phase of the project, 
surprisingly, came in July of 1995 when 
the workgroup presented the program 
proposal to the college's curriculum 
committee. Comprised of chair people 
from the then four other departments plus 
the Dean of Instruction, the curriculum 
committee is responsible for the approval 
of all educational programs and courses 
offered at the College of the Marshall 
Islands. It was at this t ime that the 
college was undergoing preparations for 
an accreditation review by the Western 
Association of Schools and Colleges 
(WASC). The college's status as a WASC 
accredited school makes it eligible for 
PELL grants. These are grants from a US 
program that provides financial support 
for selected students, and they are the 
college's primary source of revenue. 
Understandably, maintaining this status is 
crucial for the college and was the 
primary goal of all involved, including the 
members of the curriculum committee. 
Pragmatic concerns regarding the new 
education program relevant to 
accreditation status included units per 
class, numbering of the third year 
courses, total units for the program. 
These were details that had not yet been 
finalised and so the curriculum committee 
rejected the proposal and sent the 
workgroup back to the drawing board. 

A variety of factors put the program into 
limbo over the next year, causing it to 
lose its momentum and some of its initial 
vision, as the members of the work group 
were either lost to the high faculty 
turnover rate or thrown into the all-
consuming accreditation self-study report. 

Ironically, the proposed new course in 
English, now a requirement for all CMI 
students, was a persistent stumbling 
block. Questions of units, years, courses, 
were rehashed by members of the 
increasingly fragmented original 
workgroup. The loss of the ADB 
consultant, Dr Taafaki, whose contract 
was finished, profoundly stagnated the 
process as she had been actively involved 
in keeping the program revision process 
alive. In an unexpected tw is t , the process 
received new impetus when she became 
Secretary of Education for the RMI and 
urged the completion of the approval 
process. 

In 1996, over the course of an entire 
semester's worth of intensive, extended 
curriculum committee meetings, the new 
AS degree program was approved. 
Remarkably, although it had undergone 
extensive editing, the essence of the 
original program remained, probably a 
result of the persistent conviction of the 
remaining education faculty members to 
the original vision of the program 
conceived in the early work group 
sessions. 

Conclusion 

A total of 60 students have been enrolled 
in the new Associate of Science degree in 
Elementary Education since its approval in 
1996. While the ADB proposal predicted 
the college would have graduated a 
cohort of 30 by now, no one has yet 
completed their degree though several are 
in their second year of study. The school 
system is in crisis wi th a projected 100 
additional students per year entering the 
schools, and while the college, as a result 
of the ADB Basic Education Project, now 
has the program, staff, and facilities to 
train the necessary teachers, the 
individuals to be trained are conspicuously 
absent. 

It is not surprising, as the Second Task 
Force on Education remarked, "everyone 
recognizes that teaching as a profession is 
of low priority in the society". With the 
low morale and performance in the field 



compounded by the uninspiring salaries, 
students are attracted to more respected 
and lucrative careers in business. While it 
was predicted that the college should 
graduate 30 new pre-service teachers a 
year to keep up wi th the increased 
demand of the population explosion of the 
80s, the reality is that only between five 
and ten of the department's graduates per 
year are pre-service. This translates as a 
major crisis for the country's schools in 
the upcoming years wi th literally 
thousands of new students and no 
teachers. 

The program itself has had its share of 
successes and setbacks. The current 
number of students pursuing their degree 
is encouraging though the dropout rate 
continues to be high. The college still 
enrolls a significant number of new in-
service as well as pre-service teachers 
each semester. Given the additional year 
added to the training program this will 
mean a potentially lengthy academic 
career for many students who, due to 
logistics and scheduling, can only attend 
classes during the summer. In 1998, the 
college broke ground on the new ADB 
funded dormitory for students, which will 
lessen the hardships for outer island 
teachers. Disappointingly, the department 
lost the critical demonstration school 
when the proposal was buried under the 
red tape of land disputes, differing 
philosophies and agendas, 
miscommunication and mis-understanding. 
The course offerings for the major have 
now been put into place and are offered 
according to a semester schedule. This 
semester the faculty is embarking on the 
formation of cohort groups each under an 
advisor from the department, and the 
beginning of the ongoing Seminar for 
Reflective Practice. Finally, the 
department has undertaken a complete 
evaluation and revision of the Education 
Practicum wi th the help of experts from 
the Local School Management team, 
which provides master teachers, and the 
ministry in an effort to better meet the 
needs of all parties. 

The coordination between the college and 
the Ministry of Education, including the 
ADB representatives, has been a key in 
maintaining the programs and their vision. 
The creation of a shared data base 
between the college and the Ministry may 
finally make the vision of a national 
standard for teacher certification a reality. 
In these difficult times in the field of 
education for the Marshall Islands and 
other Pacific nations, it is inspiring to note 
how people face these challenges. The 
Department of Education and the College 
of the Marshall Islands, along wi th their 
colleagues in the Ministry of Education, 
are beginning to understand that, in a 
newly independent nation, development is 
an ongoing process well served by 
cooperation and dedication to a collective 
vision for the future. 


