
APPREB* Reading Survey in Tonga 

Aims and Methods 

In 1995, a reading survey was conducted nder 
APPREB by the Ministry of Education in Tonga. 
Prior to the survey, no information regarding the 
available reading materials in-country or on the 
tastes of the reading public were available. The 
primary aims of the survey included: 

(1) students'/teachers' views of reading and 
perceived reading problems 

(2) availability of existing reading materials 
to the public and school population 

(3) reading needs/preferences/habits of 
school children/students 

(4) support facilities for reading (libraries, 
etc.) 

(5) recommendations/ways of promoting 
reading. 

Four questionnaire surveys, comprising multiple 
choice and short answer items were designed, 
targeted at primary school children, junior and 
high school students, teachers and librarians of 
public and school libraries. 

Findings from Children 

The majority of children who responded to the 
query on whether they could read, answered 
positively from age 7 and above. The teacher is 
responsible for having taught the majority to 
read, followed by mothers, then fathers. A 
rather high majority stated that they had books at 
home but the reverse may be so for children in 
the outer islands, given the lack of bookstores. 
A similar majority stated that they read at home, 
but the reality is that about half of 5-8 year olds 
rely on parents and other members of the family 
to help them read. It was found that a high 
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percentage in all the age groups are encouraged 
to read, and as for primary school children, the 
main sources of encouragement are parents, 
especially mothers and teachers. 

Reading seems to be the most favoured pastime 
for junior and high school students. To them, 
magazines, comics and cartoons are the general 
favourites, followed by adventure stories and 
mysteries. The majority find that they are most 
comfortable when reading in Tongan, and almost 
half get their books from their school libraries. 
Given the general lack of bookstores, limited 
supplies, and low purchasing power of the 
majority of the population, it is quite likely that 
the majority of school students have not bought 
any books to read. This is evident in the item 
asking whether they find it easy to get books they 
want to read. Many said no and the main 
reasons given are that they are not available in 
the school library or bookstores and that the 
books are too expensive. 

Almost half of the respondents think that good 
readers "understand what they read" and that 
"they read a lot", especially in "their spare time", 
followed by a belief that good readers are 
"naturally interested in books" and "read fast". 
Even though a fair number believe that they are 
good readers, with the main reason attributed as 
suggested earlier, to an "understanding" of what 
they read and "frequent reading", an increasing 
number across the age band believe that they are 
not good readers. The main reason they give 
was the "difficulty of the text", followed by "lack 
of access to books", "limited reading practice" 
and "laziness/poor concentration". When queried 
on discouraging factors for their reading, 
"difficult language" (again) and "boring content" 
emerge as the main reasons, followed 
interestingly by "mockery from friends/ 
classmates". On reasons to promote reading, 
"improving Engl ish" , "increasing one ' s 
vocabulary and knowledge" are the main reasons. 
As similarly found in the responses of primary 
children, it seems that many see reading only as 
"reading in English" and linked to academic 
performance. It is possible that the lack of 
reading materials in the vernacular may have 
influenced their perception of reading in 
"English" only. 



Teachers' Views 

Almost all teachers agree that reading develops 
the child educationally. The main problem, they 
believe, in developing reading in their schools, is 
the limited number of books available for all 
levels, followed by limited time allocated for 
reading. Other reasons given include children 
not being interested in reading, poor teaching 
approach, and reading not being a priority for 
teachers and the school. Providing interesting 
reading activities and materials was the most 
popular suggestion to improve reading in their 
respective classrooms, followed again by the need 
to allocate more time for reading and to 
implement reading programmes. For the schools, 
the most frequent suggestion is to set up a 
promotional reading week and a compulsory 
reading time, followed by ensuring spaces spaces 
for reading and seeking parental and community 
help. 

Summary 

The survey highlighted the importance of taking 
into account the reading preferences and needs of 
various levels of the population. All of those 
surveyed are aware that there is a need for more 
reading materials in the vernacular and this is 
most likely the reason many are not habitual 
readers because a reading habit in the vernacular 
could not possibly be cultivated in the early years 
given the lack of available printed readers. There 
is thus an urgent need for various incentives, both 
from the government and the private sector, to 
flood the kingdom with reading materials and to 
ensure that a proper distribution network be 
established to ensure that these materials will 
reach all sectors of the population, particularly in 
rural areas and outer islands. 

From among the many recommendations to the 
government, the education systems/teachers, and 
the parents in order to promote reading in Tonga, 
it was emphasised that strong recognition should 
be given to the importance of reading by the 
educational authorities. 
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