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Abstract 

Kiribati is one of the many small South Pacific Island countries struggling 
very hard to develop a good literacy programme in the hope that children 
would benefit a lot. With its limited resources, Kiribati has been involved for 
many years in literacy teaching/learning trials in the HOLEA (formerly Ready 
to Read) Trial Project, the results of which have proved the need for change. 

This paper will discuss the need for change around the following main points 

* The unsatisfactory methods of the past (SPCI Vernacular 
programmes along similar lines). 

* Many children are failing to learn to read well and others 
are not enjoying reading. 

* The fact that changes are possible and are beginning, with 
children responding to more natural methods such as using 
rhymes and storytelling (vernacular) and good books 
(English). 

When questions arise about the causes of reading failure and the reasons why 
children are not enjoying reading, we look at the old methods of teaching the 
language. (SPC/Vernacular programmes along similar lines.) This 
programme involves a very rigid and structured approach to teaching reading 
in which teaching-learning situations are strictly controlled and very limited in 
almost all respects. Skills such as phonics, recognition of words, etc. are 
taught separately. 
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The programme is entirely concerned with correctness and accuracy of the 
skills without considering to a great extent the various learning styles of 
children and the experiences they bring into the classroom. 

Extreme rigidity of the programme inhibits the use of other teaching 
approaches that could be used, adapting to the varied learning styles of the 
children. The reason why the programme restricts the use of multiple 
teaching approaches is quite obvious - that is, to establish correctness of a 
particular point or structure. 

Though some of our children have learnt to read well under the previous 
programme/approach, the majority of them have struggled a great deal for the 
reasons mentioned below. 

Firstly, Kiribati children are born and raised in a society where people are 
ready to laugh at almost anything without prior consideration of their action. 

Secondly, we are a very reticent and quiet race. This is especially true in 
formal settings. The classroom, I believe, is one example, where in the past 
programme certain formalities have to be followed so that formal learning 
takes place. Such formalities have prevented the majority of our children 
from active participation in class and from learning to read well. 

Thirdly, it is very typical of an i-Kiribati to conceal his/her weaknesses from 
people other than his/her next of kin. It is therefore difficult to disclose 
reading problems to a teacher and to other children in the same class. 
Children will do anything they can to prevent teachers and others from 
knowing about and discussing their reading problems. They will certainly be 
reluctant to listen to anything that discusses their reading failure or 
inadequacies. They definitely need help, but they would not show that in 
front of other people and not even to teachers in most cases. 

Fourthly, family tales of the past are still very powerful nowadays. They tell 
about family successes and, at the same time, divulge the weaknesses and 
failures of other families. Families secure their place in society through the 
tales of their great ancestors which are not disclosed until a time of dissension 
between families arises. We can only speculate that our children are failing to 
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read or learn well because the approach does not allow them to make 
mistakes, considering these as bad learning habits. There is a fear that our 
bad learning habits could adversely affect our family's reputation and status in 
the society. 

Fifthly, the grading of the language items in the former approach has 
prevented children from reading quality books with interesting stories. There 
are no stories in the programme that could arouse children's interest in 
reading because they do not contain stories, but texts and passages whose 
purposes are to reinforce the language patterns already drilled orally. In 
addition to that, the materials lack a variety of writing styles. Reading can be 
made enjoyable provided children recognise the reality of the process. By this 
I mean, reading to find information and reading for entertainment. Surely we 
are depriving our children of the opportunity to be exposed to a variety of 
styles and of the responsibility to choose the styles of writing which match 
their styles of learning and interest if we continue with the old approach. 

In summary, we feel that 

* The teaching and learning of reading should take differences of the 
children into account: that is, their learning styles and their 
background experiences. 

* Reading can be made enjoyable if quality books are used. 

* The classroom learning atmosphere should be made more informal 
and natural. 

* The past programme/approach is not developing the children's love 
of reading. 

* The programme for both vernacular and English should change to the 
whole language approach. 

Making changes is difficult but it is possible. It involves a lot of patience, 
commitment and time. Changes have already occurred in our country as a 
result of the Holea Trials and other "whole language" inputs. 
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Through our inservice courses, the whole language approach has reached 
about 90% of our teachers, with the hope at the end of 1992 all teachers will 
have been inserviced. In addition, students at Tarawa Teachers' College have 
become very involved in demonstrating the new approaches to teachers, 
wherever and whenever there is an opportunity to do so. 

The graduates from the Teachers' College have played their parts very well in 
the schools they are posted to, by putting their efforts into working creatively 
and enthusiastically with children in their classrooms. Their rooms have 
highlighted the significance of a good learning environment where children 
enjoy looking at handmade books, rhyme and song cards, mobiles hanging 
from the ceiling, pictures on the wall and reading their own diaries. Story-
telling, story-reading, shared reading, language experience and guided reading 
have also become part of the reading programme in schools. 

As a result of the South Pacific Literacy Project and with the continuing 
assistance of Barbara Moore, The Project Director, and Sereima Lumelume, 
Project Officer with the IOE, children in schools have enjoyed working with 
teachers to learn both English and i-Kiribati in an informal and natural way. 
Children have also discovered that going to school can be enjoyable. 
Teachers have also discovered that the best approach to teaching is to use 
many approaches and a variety of activities. 

We feel that the majority of teachers have now become aware of the need for 
change and are looking forward to implementing the changes in 1993. 

Let us now conclude by saying 

"Making changes is always possible if only the heart is 
there." 
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