Child Language Teaching in the Pacific
A Project for Solomon Islands Primary School Teachers (1983)

Thor May
Australia

This is a collection of legacy language activity guidelines for Solomon Islands
primary school teachers created in the course of a 1983 Australian government
funded aid project. I am putting it in the public domain now (2015) as a possible
source of ideas for anyone who might find it useful. One of the lessons one
learns in education over the course of a career is that what goes around, comes
around again sooner or later. Good ideas are lost, then found again in the next
generation, or sometimes much later. The ideas here might be good or bad or

adaptable for other uses, depending upon your needs.

A short history of the Solomon Islands Project

In 1983 I was a lecturer in language education, mostly for aspiring teachers, at
Northern Rivers College of Advanced Education, Lismore, New South Wales
Australia. (The Institution has since been renamed Southern Cross University).
Lismore is a small rural city in the rich farming areas of far northern NSW. The
location was considered ideal for a series of sixteen week in-service programs for
experienced Solomon Islands teachers who all came from rural, not urban

settings.

The explicit purpose of this aid contract was to help these teachers with the
management of multi-grade classrooms in their small village schools, as well as
with resource creation. The Solomon Islands are within the Melanesian cultural
sphere and pose a particular set of problems for educators. There are at least
eighty-seven languages in the Solomon Islands, a pidgin lingua-franca (which .
varies a good deal). English has a fairly elitist role in business, administration
and education. At the time of this project, English in official literature was

promoted as a unifying national language, a proposal scarcely reflected in the
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villages which essentially comprise this country. Although teaching in schools
was (again, officially) done through the medium of the third language, English,
teachers received no training in foreign language teaching methods. For the
bureaucratic record, in classroom work teachers and students worked with the
highly structured Tate Oral English course. Most of the time real teacher-student
communication was in Melanesian pidgin or a local language. In other words,
language problems were in 1983, and are today, central to the rather tenuous

state of education in that nation.

For context, it is useful here to say a little about the colourless regime of the
Gloria Tate Oral English System, originally authored in New Zealand. This system
emphasized some rather grotesque assertions, such as that students must be
drilled rigidly, never use language which had not been introduced in lessons, and
never be allowed to make errors. The Tate System comprised a “comprehensive”
and entirely closed package, which was marketed for many years by the South
Pacific Commission to most Pacific Islands nations. Later, as a linguistics lecturer
at the University of the South Pacific, Fiji, (1987-1990) I did my best to
challenge and undermine its hegemony until directly confronted by Fiji’'s new
Minister for Trade, appointed after a military coup, who bought out the whole
Tate thing for $100,000 with the idea that export sales of it would add to Fiji’s

vanishing foreign currency reserves. Suffer the little children...

The Solomon Islands aid project was undertaken by a team of lecturers at
NRCAE, according to their specializations. Reading skills and theories of child
language acquisition for this program were dealt with by other lecturers and are
therefore not treated here. The final paper in this collection, “Evaluating
Linguistic Difficulty in Natural Languages” was included to educate NRCAE
lecturers and so is pitched at a slightly more academic level than the other
material. The needs of the Solomon Islands teachers were practical rather than
theoretical. It was necessary nevertheless to introduce a variety of new concepts

in EFL teaching in a direct and uncomplicated manner.

For my main brief, I prepared a series of working papers (about 61pp.) showing
the teachers how to develop local resources based on “language through
experience”, and inevitably making use of vernaculars or pidgin in the early

stages. I considered this kind of indigenous approach critical since the financial
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resources available to the Solomons education system were and are absolutely
minimal and unpredictable. The worst kind of foreign aid is that which dumps
expensive foreign technology into a developing country with no local
involvement, no adaptation for local conditions, and no follow up support for
maintenance and review. As it turned out, this “bad aid” profile was exactly how
the other college components of the Solomons Project evolved (the teachers
were sent back to their villages with heavy boxes of American primary school

primers, utterly irrelevant to the lives of their children).

My “language through experience” suggestions were enthusiastically adopted by
the Solomons teachers themselves. However their government vehemently
opposed innovation. Tate was easy for the bureaucrats to administer on paper.
Further, the monopoly of English competence is consciously recognized in
Honiara (the capital) as an instrument of privilege, so its democratization as it
were was seen as a kind of threat. The Australian college, fearful for its contract,
supported the Solomons administration, so my position in the program was a bit
sticky for a while. However, the Working Papers got around and eventually there
seems to have been a kind of bureaucratic palace coup in favour of “language
through experience”, with all that this entails, in the Solomon Islands Education
Department. In that sense, my subversion was an interesting exercise in
language planning. Some time after I left NRCAE, the management of the aid
contract became the subject of an Australian Commonwealth Government

investigation.

Editorial Note

e The pages which follow are photocopied from an old document. Apologies
for the quality.

e The page numbers which appear in the table of contents below are those
which appear at the top of the photocopied pages, and are thus slightly
out of sync with the general page numbers in this paper on the bottom

right hand corner of pages.
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experienced to be appreciated,but once understood in a familiar
language,will find ready application in others,

The administrative barriers to change in language teaching methods
in the Solomons may be more daunting than tne political ones. Any
system which presumes a single language of teaching and administratig
lends itself to centralized control.School resources may be produced
in Honiara for the whole system,teachers may be relocated with a
degree of freedom,and curriculum control is apparently easy to
maintain.Further,where technical and human resources are limited,
a comprehensive lock-step program such as Tate is attractive to
administrators.All of this is beyond argument.Yet administrative
convenience is no more than a euphemism for waste where the program
being administered doesn't work,and can't work in principle, :

Alternatives to Tate range from modified methods of English language
teaching to various types of transitional bilingual program.They :'i;
devolve far greater responsibility for innovation and resource ’
development upon regional resource centres and individual teachers.
This in turn presupposes a change in the kind of rewards offered to
teachers for effective planning and resource creation.However,in &
the very least it should be clear to administrators that tying the

success of the literacy program to the success of the foreign E
(i.e. English) language program is loading all the odds on the s
of failure for both. 5

Creating Vernacular,or even Pidgin,literacy material is a ht‘ﬂaeheﬁ
especially in the early stages.It calls for a skillful use of local
talent,combined with the versatile employment of centralisCﬁ printing
or photocopying facilities.It is a problem,though, which is finally
amenable to social and administrative solution. Furthsr.thn student \*
who acquires this kind of literacy can henceforth record his
experience in all curriculum areas without a crippling ignorance o&-‘
expression in the language itself.The alternative of promoting
initial literacy in English is administratively simple,but imposes
2 permanent handicap upon each new student,even when tho.concept ﬁf’ ;
literacy is mastered,for his ideas are forever imprisoned by the
limitations of expression in a . foreign and poorly understood ,fl
tongue. . 98 ¢
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Professional bio: Thor May has a core professional interest in cognitive linguistics, at which he has
rarely succeeded in making a living. He has also, perhaps fatally in a career sense, cultivated an
interest in how things work - people, brains, systems, countries, machines, whatever... In the
world of daily employment he has mostly taught English as a foreign language, a stimulating
activity though rarely regarded as a profession by the world at large.

Thor’s eventually awarded PhD dissertation, Language Tangle, dealt with language teaching
productivity. Language Tangle (2010) is aimed at professional educators and their institutional
keepers, and accordingly adopts a fairly discursive style. In the 1980s Thor walked away from
earlier PhD work in formal syntax Grammatical Agency after concluding that existing models of
generative syntax were unsatisfactory. Published papers relating to this were Verbs of Result in
the Complements of Raising Constructions and Purposive Constructions in English. In the early
1990s he discontinued yet another sprawling PhD dissertation in cognitive linguistics from the
university of Melbourne, parts of which can be seen in the Academia.edu repository as The
Generative Oscillation Model, Postsupposition and Pastiche Talk and a couple of other papers.

Thor has been teaching English to non-native speakers, training teachers and lecturing linguistics,
since 1976. This work has taken him to seven countries in Oceania and East Asia, mostly with
tertiary students, but with a couple of detours to teach secondary students and young children. He
has trained teachers in Australia, Fiji and South Korea. In an earlier life, prior to becoming a
teacher, he had a decade of finding his way out of working class origins, through unskilled jobs in
Australia, New Zealand and finally England (after backpacking across Asia in 1972).

contact: http://thormay.net thormay@yahoo.com || academic repository: Academia.edu at
http://independent.academia.edu/ThorMay
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