
The Current Situation: The Case of the Cook Islands 

 

 
123 

 

THE CURRENT STUATION: THE CASE OF THE COOK ISLANDS 
 

Ina Herrman  

Introduction 
 
There are twelve permanently populated islands in the Cook Islands.  
The northern group are sparsely populated coral atolls: Penrhyn, 
Rakahanga, Pukapuka, Nassau and Manihiki. The southern group are the 
fertile, volcanic islands of Palmerston, Aitutaki, Mitiaro, Atui, Mauke, 
Mangaia and Raratonga, the largest of the group.   
 
The Cook Islands are a self-governing parliamentary democracy in free 
association with New Zealand. In July 2005, the population was 
estimated at 21,388, of whom the majority (more than 80%) were 
Polynesian.  Part European and Polynesian/Melanesian make up the rest 
in roughly equal proportions.   The literacy rate is 95%.14  
 
In 2003, there were 296 teachers and 4612 students in a total of 33 pre-
school, primary and secondary schools.  The largest number of schools is 
in Raratonga, followed by the other islands in the southern group and 
then the northern group. 

The Language context 
 
Linguists and others have classified the languages of the Cook Islands in 
different ways.  According to Balawa (1996:137), there are three distinct 
languages: Pukapuka, Penrhyn and Rarotongan, with Penrhyn and 
Rarotongan having various dialects.  Balawa states that, generally 
speaking, Rarotongan Maori is meant when reference is made to Cook 
Islands Maori.   
 

                                                 
14 Education Statistics Digest 



Directions: Journal of Educational Studies 27 (1) 

 

 
124 

 

Hoepa (1978:14), however, considers that there are two distinct 
languages in the Cook Islands: Cook Islands Maori and the language of 
Pukapuka,.  Cook Islands Maori is related to the eastern Polynesian 
languages (the languages of Hawaii, New Zealand and Tahiti) and 
includes every island dialect.  Raratongan Maori is one of these dialects. 
 
The parameters for the Cook Islands National Language Policy in the 
Language Policy Report are based on Hoepa’s classification.   

Language Use  
 
In the outer islands, the island dialects are still strong and used in the 
home, community and schools.  In the schools, the dialects are the 
languages of instruction until Year 3 or 4, so early literacy is established 
in the children’s dialect.  English is introduced orally and increasingly in 
these early years and in Year 3 or 4, English reading and writing are 
introduced and some subjects are taught in English, the number of these 
increasing towards Year 7 and 8.  English becomes the medium of 
instruction at high school and college with Cook Islands Maori being 
taught as a subject.  
 
In Rarotonga, English is increasingly becoming the dominant language.  
It is the language of government, business, sport and the media. While 
the practice in schools is the same as it is in the outer islands, there is 
increasing concern about the rapid decline in the use of the Rarotongan 
dialect of Cook Island Maori.  The 1997 Language Policy Report noted a 
declining use of Raratongan in both public and communal domains. Its 
use is confined to specific domains such as social interaction, cultural 
activities and health. The report notes that there is a perception that 
Raratongan is an inferior language, incapable of addressing complex and 
scientific concepts. Another perception noted is that there is no economic 
value in learning it, and that children who speak it will be disadvantaged 
when they begin school.  For this reason, many people speak English in 
the home and send their children to schools where only English is used, 
e.g. Avatea School.  The report does, however, include evidence against 
these beliefs and it is upon this body of evidence that the choice of 
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bilingual models is based.  The report notes that the decline in the use of 
Raratongan is particularly noticeable among the younger generation and 
there is concern about the increasing number of children who are 
proficient in neither Raratongan nor English. 
 
The Pukapuka language  
The language of Pukapuka is strong and prevails in most activities, both 
on the island of Pukapuka itself and in the Pukapuka community in 
Raratonga.  It is the language used in school from pre-school to Year 11.  
Children are also expected to learn English and the Rarotongan dialect of 
Cook Island Maori, and this has implications for the language 
proficiency of the children.  English is introduced orally from Year 4 and 
in Year 6 reading and writing skills are taught.  At secondary level, 
English is the predominant language of instruction.  Raratongan is taught 
as a subject from Year 7 to year 11.   
 
Lingua franca 
The Rarotongan dialect of Cook Island Maori is used as the lingua franca 
because of its prominence in the Bible, church, official notices, official 
functions, school and curriculum development.  It must also be pointed 
out that the official language since 1915 has been English (Arnell and 
Wolk 1996: 62).  It was only recently (July 2004) and as a result of the 
National Language Policy (Lameta 1997) that the Te Reo Maori Act was 
passed in Parliament, making Cook Islands Maori an official language 
alongside English. 
 
Codification and standardisation of indigenous languages  
Attempts to codify and standardise the Maori language are found in two 
dictionaries, A Dictionary of the Maori Language of Rarotonga, Stephen 
Savage, 1962 and Cook Islands Maori Dictionary by Jasper Buse and 
Raututi Taringa, 1995.  Although the codification and standardisation in 
both dictionaries is that of Rarotongan, many words of the other dialects 
are also identified. 
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A Pukapukan Dictionary has also been completed, launched towards end 
of 2004.  It is understood that work on a Mangaian Dictionary is in 
progress. 

Language planning  

 
At the national level, language and culture have always featured in 
government policies.  This commitment to language and culture is 
explicitly stated in the primary goal of the National Language Policy: 
 

To strengthen Cook Islands nationhood through the preservation and 
development of its linguistic resources and to contribute to its social, 
cultural, spiritual and economic growth. 

 
To achieve this goal, two objectives were identified.  The first is to work 
towards an equal status for Cook Islands Maori and English, and to 
promote equal opportunities for Maori speakers to use, develop and 
maintain their languages.  To achieve this objective: 
a) Cook Islands Maori will obtain official status as the indigenous 

language of the Cook Islands through legislation; and 
b) Te Kopapa Reo Maori (Cook Islands Maori Language Commission) 

will be created and given statutory authority to oversee the 
implementation of the Languages Act, associated constitutional 
responsibilities and the goals of : 

 
§ documentation and preservation of Cook Islands Maori; 
§ implementation of promotion programmes which contribute to 

and encourage increased Maori language use; 
§ support and provision of high quality language service to 

promote a high level of competency in oral and written Maori; 
§ promotion and encouragement of high quality Maori language 

assessment and translation; and 
§ promotion and improvement in Maori language standards in 

schools by conducting Maori language teaching programmes. 
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The second objective is to facilitate the development of bicultural as well 
as bilingual individuals by providing the conditions under which all 
children will develop the ability and confidence to communicate, for a 
range of purposes, in Cook Islands Maori and English. In addition, 
children on the outer islands will be able to communicate in the ir island 
dialect or Pukapuka.  This objective will be achieved through: 
 
a) development and maintenance programmes in all schools beginning 

in the early childhood centres and continuing to Year 13; 
b) assessment of children in the dialect of each island; 
c) establishment of benchmarks for qualifications in Cook Islands 

Maori; 
d) development of relevant curriculum and resources; 
e) implementation of professional programmes for teachers; and 
f) extending policy scope to incorporate programmes for adult literacy 

and children with special needs. 
 
At the school level, policy development in line with the National 
Language Policy has been the preoccupation of the Ministry of 
Education over the past years and this is discussed in the next section. 

Languages in education 

 
The education system is directed by government policy and its strategic 
vision.  The goal, therefore, for education and training in the Cook 
Islands is “To build the skills, knowledge, attitudes and values of its 
people to ensure sustainability of the economic growth, language, and 
culture of the Cook Islands and to enable Cook Islanders to put their 
capabilities to best use in all areas of their lives” (Ministry of Education 
2002a: 4) through equitable, efficient, relevant and high quality 
educational programmes and in close partnership with all sectors of the 
community.   
 
Maori and English are the two official languages of the Cook Islands 
with Maori receiving official status as of July 2004 when the Te Reo 
Maori Act was passed by parliament.  Within the parameters of the 2003 
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Te Reo Maori Act, Maori is defined as “the Maori language (including its 
various dialects) as spoken or written in any island of the Cook Islands, 
to include Pukapukan as spoken or written in Pukapuka and includes 
Maori that conforms to the national standard for Maori approved by the 
Kopapa Reo”.  
 
The Language Policy implemented in schools is derived from the Cook 
Islands Education Guidelines and the National Language Policy.  The 
school is essentially responsible for its own language policy.  The policy 
applies to all schools from pre-school to senior secondary.  The 
implementation of this policy is supported by the Ministry through the 
Curriculum Advisory Unit and monitored by the Directorate of Audit 
and Quality Assurance.  The Audit Report conducted annually provides a 
check system on the effectiveness of the implementation process with the 
Curriculum Advisory Unit giving support where required. 

The Cook Islands education guidelines 
 
The guidelines, while incorporating national goals, curriculum and the 
administrative framework, document clear directions for the 
development of the language policy at the school level and its 
implementation.  
 
The national goals for education for all Cook Islands people are 
presented in ten statements of achievement for schools to aspire to.  The 
importance of culture and language is emphasised in the first two of 
these statements with the intent being to promote Te Ivi Maori (the 
people of the Cook Islands) and strengthen the Cook Islands nationhood 
through promoting and developing its linguistic and cultural resources.   
 
The first educational goal is to promote “The ethical, social, spiritual and 
cultural development of students through the fostering of self-esteem, 
social responsibility and respect for the environment, individual and 
communal rights, Cook Islands culture and the ethnic and cultural 
heritage of others.” 
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The second one is to “Develop all students as bilingual and bicultural 
members of the Cook Islands society by developing their ability and 
confidence to communicate in a range of purposes in Cook Islands Maori 
and English” (Ministry of Education 2002a: 4).   

The Cook Islands Curriculum Framework 
 
The Cook Islands Curriculum Framework  is the official document that 
establishes the policy for learning and assessment in Cook Island 
schools.  It describes the framework for developing learning and 
teaching programmes in schools.  The framework lists ten principles 
which underpin the national curriculum.  Two of these are: “The Cook 
Islands Curriculum reflects the unique nature of the Cook Islands 
including cultural and spiritual beliefs and values” and “The Cook 
Islands Curriculum recognises the primary importance of language in the 
delivery of the curriculum.  It promotes the use of an effective bilingual 
approach” (Cook Islands Government 2002:5). The framework 
recognises the significance of both English and MaoriMaori as the 
indigenous language of its people and the means by which cultural 
values, traditions and customs are expressed and communicated and 
English as an international language prevalent in business, industry, 
commerce and international transactions. 

Cook Islands Administration Guidelines 
 
The core function of each school is to foster student achievement by 
providing learning and teaching programmes.  Each school is required to 
“… develop and implement a language policy, based on the guidelines of 
the Ministry of Education’s Language policy (Ministry of Education 
2003a) that will ensure each student attains a high level of bilingualism”.  
 
The intent of this guideline is twofold. First, the national identity and 
promotion of Te Ivi Maori are interwoven with the language growth of 
every student in both English and Cook Islands Maori, its dialects and 
the language of the island of Pukapuka.  The other intent is that language 
profiles and language acquisition vary from island to island and no 
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universal policy will be effective in achieving the national aim.  Hence, 
the school, in developing its own language policy, will take into account 
the language profile of its community and use recognised approaches to 
achieve high levels of bilingualism.  
  
To achieve this guideline, the schools are expected to: 
 
§ identify the language profile of its community and the most 

appropriate approach to use for its language policy, based on the 
guidelines of the Ministry of Education’s language policy;  

§ write and implement a language policy that will achieve the aim of 
high levels of bilingualism; 

§ monitor, through its ongoing programme of student achievement in 
languages, the extent of its policy in achieving the aims.   

Community Issues 

Benefits of language development 

 
1. A coordinated approach is established and clear directions are set in 

terms of the importance of language and how best to implement the 
policy. 

2. Official endorsement of Maori through the Act establishes the 
importance and value of Maori. 

3. The establishment of the Commission will ensure the survival and 
promotion of the Maori language. 

4. The future of young Cook Islanders, strong in their language and 
culture and self-esteem, is assured. 

 
Major constraints 
While policy advocates efficiency, equity, quality and relevance, the 
differing perceptions in regard to the value of Maori held by the people, 
the geographic characteristics of the Cook Islands and isolation create 
issues and constraints.  Some of these are given next.     . 
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1. Population mobilitythe migration of people from the outer islands 
to Rarotonga and the migration of people out of Rarotonga both 
impact on language use and survival.  With over half the population 
in New Zealand and Australia, the preference of English over Maori 
is prevalent, and while people will almost always declare their 
proficiency in their Cook Islands dialect, the level of proficiency will 
remain debatable. 

2. The attitudinal mindsets with regard to the value of Maori.  These 
have been noted in a number of reviews.  The National Language 
Policy, with the establishment of Te Kopapa Reo Maori (Language 
Commission), the language policy in education and the concern of 
Koutu Nui (House of Chiefs) are some of the positive developments 
to address attitudinal mindsets 

3. Limited resources-people and physical resources.  There is very little 
written material in the dialects.  A key out put for the Curriculum 
Advisory Unit (CAU)) is to produce comprehensive, structured and 
instructional materials for use in literacy programmes.  As indicated 
above, there exists within the community a rich pool of resources.  
The CAU is engaged in a dialect readers project for the purpose of 
developing readers for primary schools.  The capacity and capability 
of teachers in bilingual education, bilingual literacy, second 
language development, assessment resources, approaches to learning 
and teaching, and other aspects of language learning need to be 
strengthened. 

4. Political inertiathis has impacted on the formulation of the 
Language Commission.  The drive for a national language policy 
must be visible at government level. 

5. Research-based evidence is lacking.  An example is a case study 
approach to collecting evidence on effective bilingual practices. 

6. Contradiction between the national education goal of bilingualism 
and the choice of instructional arrangements practised in schools.  
The choice of instructional models must consider the unique features 
of each language context. 
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Recommendations 
 
National level 
1.  For the Kopapa Reo Maori (Language Commission) to be 

established immediately and for work to begin on issues of 
standardisation, codification, modernisation, creation and 
orthographies, as well as to look at developing a monolingual 
dictionary. 

2. For real government commitment and recognition that there is a 
language crisis and therefore the government must take the lead by 
example in a campaign to consciously advocate for Maori language 
use, promotion and maintenance.  

3. For all government ministries to reflect best practice in language use, 
promotion and enhancement through conducting business where 
applicable in Maori. 

4. For a research unit to be established alongside the Curriculum 
Advisory Unit so that decision and practice are based on informed 
research. 

 
School and community level 
1.     For schools and community to continue to work together on school 

language policy.   
2.    For schools and community to work together to produce appropriate 

resources in print, audio and visual forms.  The people resource is 
an important primary source that is under-utilised by the schools.  

3.    For planning and implementation of community-wide programmes 
on language acquisition, learning and teaching to be an ongoing 
project. 

4.    For planning and implementation of school-wide capacity building 
programmes on language acquisition, learning and teaching, and 
literacy. 
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Recommendations for PRIDE Projects 

 
1. Resource Developmentthe production of dialect readers and a 

monolingual dictionary, and development of resources in various 
forms, including radio, computer and television as tools to teach and 
promote language. 

2. Capacity building for teachers, Te Kopapa Reo Maori (Language 
Commission) in first language acquisition, pedagogy, second 
language teaching, models of bilingualism, research skills, and 
training for translators and interpreters.  
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