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In the last few years, largely as a result of the stimulus and interest brought 
to it by Dr. Warwick Elley of the University of the South Pacific, there has 
been a distinct increase in assessments and investigations of the standard of 
English both in schools and in the University, not simply in Fiji but in a 
number of other countries of the South Pacific as well. Most of these have 
been tests of reading and comprehension rather than tests of the ability to 
write English or the ability to speak and understand it. This is largely 
because tests of this area of English are much easier to administer, to mark, 
and to maintain adequate standards of reliability in, but there is no real 
reason to assume that the indications which have come from this work in 
reading and comprehension are seriously invalid with regard to control of 
English as a whole. I shall assume at any rate that this is the case; at least it 
will be accepted that the ability to read and comprehend passages in English 
is indispensable for successful progress through the school and the 
university systems. 

I summarise here a few of these investigations: 

1. Elley and Mangubhai (1979)1 report on a nation-wide survey of Class 6 
which they undertook on behalf of the Suva Institute for Educational 
Research. Over 1200 pupils in this class in 54 randomly selected schools 
were tested with a standardized reading comprehension test of 36 
multiple items all of which were based on simple prose passages written 
around local Fiji themes. The results will not be surprising. Many pupils 
especially in this area did very well indeed but more than a quarter of 
the pupils tested, mostly in rural schools, scored — and I quote — 
"sufficiently low to indicate they were virtually non-readers of simple 
English prose. This finding was a disturbing one as the test passages 
were rated for readability at a level lower than that of the text books 
used by the same pupils in Class 6". (Elley, 1980)2. 

2. At the high school level we have the results of an investigation carried 
out by Daniel Stamp of the University of the South Pacific together with 
14 Diploma in Education students. Their method was to use cloze tests 

* Adaptation of the keynote address delivered to the Fiji Principals' Association, 18th 
April, 1980. 
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made up from the text books being used in Form 2, text books in Science, 
Social Science, and Industrial Arts. Nearly 450 students were tested 
over the three areas with mean cloze scores between 20% and 26%. 
These scores are not only low in themselves, they are also very consi
derably below the level of 40-45% score in cloze tests of texts. Below 
this level the student is simply frustrated by his inability to understand 
the text (Stamp et al 1979)3. 

3. Over the last three years, a number of surveys have been made which 
relate to the English ability of USP students at the foundation level, i.e. 
post U.E. The tests used over the last two years have been the New 
Zealand Council for Educational Research's Progressive Achievement 
Tests of reading, vocabulary and comprehension. These are normed on 
New Zealand students. At the first-year university level, whereas over 
90% of students in New Zealand score in level 9 or 10 in these tests, 
only approximately half of South Pacific students reach this level. It may 
be argued that it is very unfair to compare our students, who are second 
language speakers of English, with New Zealand students who are by 
and large native speakers. I agree entirely. The difficulty in the situation 
is however that the university text books which students are expected 
to read both at the foundation level and then in their future degree or 
diploma studies are text books written for and used in English-speaking 
universities througout the world; almost none of the texts available have 
been specifically written with the needs of the second-language student 
in mind. 

4. Significantly enough in this situation, a survey among the students 
themselves (O'Sullivan, 1978) has indicated unambiguously that nearly 
half of the foundation students regard their English reading skills as 
below adequate and nearly 80% admitted that they "of ten" have difficulty 
in understanding their textbooks.4 

This is by no means an exhaustive list. Over the last two or three years a 
number of other investigations of the standard of control of English among 
school children or university students; have pointed in the same direction 
(Elley, 1980).5 There is ample evidence of cause for concern with the 
standard of English we are able to achieve in our schools today. I am not 
saying, incidentally, that it was ever better, even in the 'good old days'; we 
simply do not have the necessary information on this to be able to judge. I 
am saying that today's standard is not adequate to meet the demands made 
on it by further education. I am, however, sure that I am really not saying 
anything which is new or which was not already suspected. I have little 
doubt that part of being, a principal of a secondary school today consists in 
attempting to respond to sweeping charges from local businessmen or 
industrialists about the poor English of those who leave your school and to 
pressures from parents who see a competence in English as being the main 
function for which schools are established. 
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However this may be, the evidence which is now available from a number 
of sources is convincing to Elley, who is a very experienced investigator 
within this area, that all is by no means well with regard to the teaching of 
English in Fiji. And the matter is one of wide concern; a number of surveys, 
both in Fiji and in other Pacific Islands, have shown that the teaching of 
English is by far the biggest 'unmet need'of the school system in the eyes 
of parents, teachers, employers and pastors (Thaman, 1977; Williams, 
1977) 6&7. |t is also well known that the standard of English in the external 
examinations sat by students in this region is not up to the standard of work 
in other subjects. 

Numerous factors may be adduced as part of the situation from which this 
weakness in English has developed. Among them is the enormous expansion 
of the school system especially at secondary level over the last decade, and, 
related to this, the need for many teachers who are not specialists in the 
subject to be involved in teaching English. These are, however, facts of the 
wider situation and it is unlikely that a great deal can be done about them in 
the short term. 

Elley himself, who has given a good deal of thought to the situation, 
suggests that among the factors about which some action can be taken, 
two appear important. The first is the widespread lack of suitable reading 
material in the schools and in the libraries which are available to children. 
The importance of a good library within a school is strongly supported in the 
analysis of the Progressive Achievement Test results undertaken by Elley 
and Mangubhai to try and isolate the significant factors within the situation. 
The most important, they found, was the size of the school library. Schools 
with libraries of more than 400 books produced consistently higher scores 
among their pupils than schools with poorer libraries or with no library at all. 
No school, in fact, which did not possess a library had high scores in the 
test. This is a matter where improvement is possible and an experiment 
which attempts to assess the result of building up adequate school libraries 
is already in train. But there is no reason to doubt that, if you increase the 
quantity and the suitability of reading material within the school, the 
standard of reading and of English generally will improve. 

The second of the factors which Dr. Elley considers significant has to do 
with the mode of the teaching of English which is widely used in Fiji and 
some other Pacific countries. This is the Tate course, an audio-lingual 
structured approach which has been very carefully worked out and provided 
with adequate teaching material and subsidiary reading. But the insistence 
on a completely integrated approach with each word, its pronunciation and 
its construction being introduced in the spoken form before it is introduced 
in a written form may well, according to Elley, have an unforeseen draw
back in that it tends to deprive the learner of practice in inferring from the 
context what the meanings of words and constructions are. Reading has 

7 



indeed been characterised as 'a psycholinguistic guessing game' and there is 
a good deal of evidence to indicate that we all rely largely on clues from the 
text and situation for the meaning of the words and constructions with 
which we are unfamiliar. Elley has himself conducted a small experiment 
which indicated clearly that children in Class 5 are able to guess meanings of 
words which they have not met before and to understand the signficance of 
syntactical constructions likewise — provided that these are given in 
meaningful contexts. This is not a difficult task: if a child reads about a boy 
who has fallen half-way down a cliff, is hanging on to a bush with one hand 
and with one foot on a ledge is preventing himself from falling the rest of 
the way, and the text refers to his precarious situation, it is quite easy for 
the ordinary child to make a sensible stab at the meaning of precarious. 

Something can be done with regard to this as well. Efforts should be made 
to extend and develop a learner's ability to make sense of pieces of the 
language and to expand the amount of material to which he is exposed to 
give him practice in this important aspect of reading. 

Useful though these two steps may be in assisting the improvement Of the 
standard of English in our schools, they are basically things which we might 
expect to supplement and assist present modes and ideas with regard to the 
teaching of English as a second language in Fiji and the Pacific. I think, 
therefore, that we should consider whether any more fundamental modifica
tion or change is possible. I am sure it will also be understood that a 
problem which is so large in its sheer size, so long-standing and, indeed, so 
very widespread — existing not only in this country but throughout large 
areas of the world where English is being taught for use as a second 
language — such a problem is unlikely to be solved either dramatically or 
overnight. Nevertheless, I do not believe that the situation cannot be 
improved and I would like to share with you some of my thoughts on it. 

In 1978 the Suva Institute for Educational Research was privileged, through 
the courtesy and assistance of the New Zealand Council for Educational 
Research, to receive a short visit from Dr. Carl Dodson, Reader in Education 
at Aberystwyth, a college of the University of Wales. Dodson is an acknow
ledged authority in the area of language teaching, bilingualism, and bilingual 
education. He has been deeply invovled in the Welsh Language Programme 
which has been in operation in Wales over the last 20 years. During this 
period, following political decisions to use and maintain the Welsh language 
in the schools, an immense programme of language teaching and bilingual 
education has been promoted in that country. Literally millions of children 
and thousands of teachers have been involved. In the address he gave in 
Suva, and in the discussions which we were privileged to hold with him, 
Dodson reviewed a great deal of the practical and the experimental evidence 
and conclusions which he has been able to draw from this work. The central 
point that he made is the ineffectiveness of what he termed medium-
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oriented communication in the teaching and learning of language in 
contrast to the effectiveness of message-oriented communication. Let me 
explain these terms. The former, medium-oriented communication, for 
which I shall use medium-oriented teaching, is essentially the ordinary 
school method of language teaching, where the teaching is oriented towards 
the medium, in this case Welsh or English. Message-oriented teaching (as 
I shall call it), on the other hand, is radically different; it is basically the 
process of teaching other subjects through the language to be learned. 

In this approach, children with a minimum exposure to the words and 
structures of the language, were put into situations in which they were 
required to understand and to use the language for the purpose of learning 
in other subjects. Dodson added that one of the biggest difficulties which 
they had to contend with in a large scale Welsh-teaching campaign was that 
of the reluctance of language teachers to switch from their customary 
mode of language instruction, which was of course medium-oriented, to the 
new, and thus move their students from the practice of simply using the 
language being taught to the practice of making use of the language to 
learn something else. The evidence from this method of operation is that 
when students are put in a situation in which the actual process of learning 
a language and the need to do so and the work involved therein are 
removed from the forefront of attention and instead the emphasis is focused 
upon the learning of, say, geography, history, chemistry, mathematics or 
whatever, through the medium of that language, then competence and 
facility with the language improve considerably, and in a sense, almost 
unconsciously. 

These results throw light on a matter which has puzzled me for a good 
number of years. It is a very simple matter. I have worked in second 
language universities for some 20 years now and I have always been struck 
by the way in which the English of students improves during the course of 
their three or four years of study at those universities. Many years ago in 
another university, I did a little investigation by giving a vocabulary test to 
both students of English and students of physics in their degree year. Now 
it might have been argued that the students of English had been frequently 
exposed year by year to the teaching of English and to lecturers who were 
particularly sensitive to the vocabulary, syntax, and semantics of that 
language. Nothing similar could be said with regard to the students of 
physics: they had had no formal teaching of English over their four years of 
study at the university. But I was unable to find any significant difference 
between the English ability of the students of physics and of the students of 
English. 

The situation at USP appears to me to be very much the same. By the time 
our students reach the final year of their degree or diploma programme, 
particularly the former, their ability to handle the English language is almost 
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always very acceptable and, indeed, in most cases is good. Yet the vast 
majority of them, for the three years or more of their degree programme, 
have not been exposed to any formal instruction or teaching in English at all. 

I believe that if we put this together with the evidence from Dodsori and the 
operation in Wales, we can reach some understanding. Essentially our 
students' use and need of English for listening, reading, talking, writing, 
note-taking, summarizing, studying and so on in their academic disciplines 
is a process of making use of English in clearly purposeful communicatory 
situations. It is precisely in this sort of situation that a student's ability to 
handle the language improves remarkably. No formal language teaching and 
indeed little conscious attention to the grammar, syntax, vocabulary, etc. of 
the language made use of appears to be necessary. 

This is to most people a very unexpected result. It is difficult to grasp how, 
in a situation in which a language is not taught, results can be obtained 
which are, in regard to understanding and control of the language, actually 
better than those which are obtained from a situation in which the language 
is formally taught. But there appears to be mounting evidence that such 
may be the case, at any rate in particular types of situation. 

I believe it is also possible to speculate a little as to how this can come 
about. Essentially this relates to the nature of language. One of our 
difficulties is perhaps that we teach English as we teach history or mathe
matics, i.e. we regard it as an intelectual task which requires constant 
application to the usual features of the study of any other subject, i.e. it 
requires learning, memorization, recall, practice, and so on; and by so 
doing, it exposes the process of language learning to the usual defects of 
that process. But a moment's reflection will indicate that language is indeed 
very different from chemistry, or physics, or history and it is perhaps not 
surprising that the method of teaching these latter subjects does not work 
successfully with it. 

I suggest, unusual though it may seem, that a closer analogy to language is 
walking. The human baby is born with endowments which, at the appro
priate point of development, will enable him or her, so long as the environ
ment is not pathologically unfavourable, both to learn to walk as the people 
about him and to learn the language spoken about him. I agree that I have 
here used the word learn, which is the usual term used in this connection, 
but I would not wish you to think that the child learns either to speak or to 
walk as a result of teaching. He will, in fact, develop these arts from his 
experience of the environment without any direct teaching at all. Persons 
with a great deal of experience of teachers and teaching may feel that it was 
very wise of Nature to arrange things so that the baby does not have to rely 
on teaching to learn to walk or to speak! Now, I believe that this ability to 
learn a language continues, perhaps somewhat reduced and perhaps 
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somewhat modified, especially in that learning a second language will be 
affected by the presence of the first language already learned, but essentially 
the ability to learn a language without conscious study of it remains at least 
through adolescence and can in appropriate conditions or environments be 
made effective use of. 

It is simple now to ask what the appropriate conditions or environments are, 
within which such learning can take place. What I wish to suggest that 
people think about is that the subjects in the school curriculum other than 
English should or could constitute this essential environment. 

Let me begin by reminding you of the task of the human baby embarking on 
what Bloomfield many years ago referred to as "the most demanding 
intellectual task which he (or she) is ever called upon to perform", i.e. the 
learning of his language. The learning of this language is, however, only part 
of the baby's task. From birth or very shortly after, the human baby is 
exposed through his senses to what William James, I believe, referred to as 
"a buzzing blooming confusion" — impressions flood in on him from all his 
senses but he had no means of understanding them or making sense of 
them. One of his tasks is in fact just this: to come to impose an order and 
an organsiation on the input of his senses and by so doing to reach an 
understanding of the world about him. 

In the way the baby does this, we can distinguish three processes. In the 
first place, he must separate or isolate pieces or segments or activities from 
the continuous jumble and confusion of the input. In the second place he 
must learn to categorize these separate segments, i.e. to group them into 
classes so that he can recognise recurrences of the same experience as 
distinct from new experiences. Thirdly, he needs to recognise and 
distinguish relations between the categories of his experience; i.e. he must 
see that experiences of category A are related to experiences of category B 
one way, but to experiences of category C another way, and so on. 

There is no doubt that this process of identifying, categorising and relating 
experiences is partly a natural one; we are all — as human beings — 
endowed with perceptual mechanisms and brains which have the potential 
to do this and which will do so at least in part in their maturing develop
ment. But it is also evident I believe, and nowhere better brought out than in 
the case of Helen Keller, the blind, deaf and dumb girl who was taught to 
understand the world and to communicate by a devoted teacher, that there 
is a very strong language component in the process. As a child sorts his 
experiences into categories he labels these with names and these labels in 
turn help him to keep the categories apart in his mind, in that the name acts 
as a tool or as a device which assists ang^ strengthens the process of cate
gorization. Similarly, as the child distincfuishes relations between the 
categories of his experience, perhaps more precisely, comes to discern 
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different relations in previously amorphous associations-between categories, 
I he uses language again, both its vocabulary and particularly also its 

syntactical devices, to label and represent them. 

It appears, thus, that the process of learning to organise the experience of 
the environment in a human way and that of learningi a language are in
extricably interwoven and interdependent. The experience of the environ
ment provides the material for the language learning and the language 
provides the device which renders the organisation of this experience 
possible. 

Let me add, in parenthesis as it were, that the language enables more than 
an organisation of the environment; it also enables the child to think about 
that environment and by the process of communication to manipulate it in 
various ways according to his needs and status. These and other functions 
develop simultaneously with the development of language as a device for 
the ordering and understanding of the environment. 

I have used the word understanding here, and done so with intention. For 
although understanding is a particularly difficult term to explicate — how 
does one understand understanding? — there is an indication that the giving 
of a verbal label to a phenomenon and being able to use that label in 
sentences represents one level of understanding — and perhaps not the 
minimum one.lt is at any rate the level which is most usually assessed in 
schools, and need not be scorned for this. 

Let me try to explain what I mean. In simple geometry, a circle, a triangle, a 
square, a rectangle and so on are all members of the class of (geometrical) 
figures and the child who has learned this has not only learned something 
about geometry but also something about English. Similarly he learns that 
the roundness of a circle (for a circle is round), the squareness, of a square, 
the triangularity of a triangle and so on can be grouped together under the 
class of shapes. With the acquiring of this concept he has not only acquired 
a little more geometry and a little more English; he should also be on the 
way toward being able to think of a figure and its shape separately — to 
separate in his mind two concepts which always occur inextricably together 
in the real world. 

As he proceeds, he learns also, by comparison of the examples that the 
teacher draws on the board, those that he draws, and those that he finds in 
his texts, to separate out size, and colour as well, and slowly comes to 
realise that these concepts, together with shape and a host of others are 
properties or attributes of those figures. And though he may not at the 
school level come to distinguish between inherent or essential properties of 
a figure and accidential ones, he has at least learned in this minute area of 
human knowledge some of the basis for later acquisuiton of these higher level 
abstractions. 
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Now, even in this snippet of geometry (and I hope the mathematicians will 
forgive me for designating it with that august term) we have caught a 
glimpse of some of the organisation of the English vocabulary. Thus the 
term figure is superordinate to, i.e. comprehends the term circle, square, 
triangle, etc.; that roundness is linked to circle, squareness to square, 
triangularity to triangle and that these words are all subordinate to the 
word shape, while shape itself, together with a set of other words like size, 
colour, weight, are subordinate to the words property and attribute. 

It is evident that a person learning geometry needs to grasp the organisation 
of this part of the subject matter and likewise that a person learning English 
needs a grasp of this organisation of the vocabulary. It is equally evident 
that he must acquire it mostly in his studies of subjects other than English. 

At the same time the child is learning other examples of relationship 
between the objects and categories that he is learning to distinguish in the 
subjects he is studying, and he is learning the grammatical devices which 
enable him to learn these. Thus in history, he learns that countries have 
histories; in geography, that nations have borders and peoples and resources; 
in English, that poems have rhyme (or used to have, in our day); in civics 
that towns have systems of local government; and in so doing he is not only 
building up his knowledge about the world and acquiring an important tool 
for intellectual development — i.e. the inductive generalization; he is also 
learning the ways in which this new instrument of thought can be expressed 
in English. 

Further, as he proceeds here by trial and error, he learns that sometimes he 
is able to say all with regard to his topic, e.g. all countries or all towns, but 
that on other occasions he must allow for exceptions and for different 
characters; in these cases he needs to learn to make quantitative assess
ments of, and accordingly distinguish between and use one or other of the 
determining expressions, such as — almost all, the majority, most, many, 
some, a few, few, and so on. 

In these and hundreds of similar ways in all his school work the child is 
learning how to analyse and categorize his environment, learning what the 
attributes or features of the various categories are, what the relations 
between things are, and whether these relations are simple or complex, 
general or special, frequent or rare, and so on. He is, in other words, in the 
first place learning to order his environment, and in so doing learning how to 
think in a logical and systematic way. This is education. But at the same 
time he is learning English, and doing so in two ways. If English is the 
medium of teaching and the language of his textbooks, then English is the 
form of the mairt input into his mind and memory, and into his thinking 
processes. But English is also the main language of the output from these 
processes, the symbolic system which he has to learn in order to develop 
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and represent his knowledge, his thinking and his understanding and it is 
this output in English that we are able to monitor, both in terms of his 
mastery of the subjects concerned, and also of English. 

In circumstances like these — and I trust I have really mentioned nothing 
readers can seriously disagree with — to regard the learning of English as 
something which goes on in the English classroom and under English 
teaching power, and for which the English teachers are primarily responsi
ble, is therefore, I suggest, not only incorrect in principle; it is also to 
overlook and lose the opportunity of using this tremendous process for the 
teaching and improvement of English. This is the central point that I wish to 
make. 

The first lesson that we should draw from this is clear: we must pay more 
attention to the role of subjects other than English in the teaching of 
English. I do not, of course, wish to disparage the role of English language 
teaching, which must in the earlier classes ensure that the basic words, the 
spelling, the pronunciation, the structures, the writing conventions, the 
meanings, the nature of sentences and paragraphs are taught. Pupils must 
be brought to a level where they can begin to make use of English for other 
purposes, which in the school means for the learning of other subjects. 
Thus, as much as possible, when the basis has been laid we must learn to 
make effective use of English for teaching and learning, for reading and 
talking, for studying and writing about other subjects. 

Many people will assert that this is, in fact, already done. I am happy to 
concede that to some extent this is true. Yet the evidence we have found is. 
that the textbooks which are used in our schools for a wide range of 
subjects are mostly books which are written for pupils for whom English is a 
first language. Very few of the texts used here are specially written for 
students with English as a second language. Admittedly also, the texts 
which are actually written here take into consideration the fact that they will 
be used by pupils whose knowledge of English, in the beginning at least, is 
not very extensive. I understand that as much consideration as possible is 
given to this aspect in the Fiji Curriculum Development Unit but this Unit 
does not at present have sufficient people with the requisite skills to enable 
a thorough monitoring of texts from this point of view. (This is probably true 
of other curriculum teams in the South Pacific.) And of course related to 
this, are the surveys such as that of Stamp which I referred to earlier; most 
pupils are simply unable to read with comprehension the textbooks in 
English which they have. 

Since we are considering the relevance of other subjects to the learning of 
English, I suggest that one of the fundamental criteria of relevance is 
effectiveness in terms of language. I have no doubt that there is a need for 
new textbooks and supportive material specially written to meet the needs 
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and changes in the curriculum. What is important is that texts here should 
be specifically written for pupils and schools in which English is a second 
language. I see, therefore*, the need for collaborative and co-operative work 
between teachers of geography, of chemistry, and so on, and teachers of 
English. 

I think it is equally evident that we must ensure that teachers of all subjects 
become much more aware of their role in the development of English in their 
pupils. I do not see these teachers as taking a direct role in the teaching of 
English but I do see them as having an important role in stimulating pupils to 
work in English, think in English, understand in English, indeed organise 
their educational world in English. I suggest teachers can do this by, for 
example, keeping their own use of English within comprehensible limits and 
ensuring that they are not speaking over the heads of their students. They 
can do this by repeating materials in a re-worded form, and having told the 
children what they are going to teach them, teach them that, and then tell 
them what they have taught them. They should also ask questions 
continually, and insist on answers in sentence or at least in grammatically 
structured form. They should set more exercises in comprehension, note-
taking and summary. I know that these are demanding exercises for 
teachers but I believe they are especially valuable both in terms of language 
and of the subject of study. I further suggest that children should learn 
important definitions and pieces of information by heart. Rote learning is 
much out of fashion these days, and I would not wish to upset my 
colleagues in education; I have little doubt, however, that a mind which is 
well stocked with definitions and sentences in impeccable English provides 
material upon which the natural language learning ability is able to operate. 
Careful explanations of new terms, words, relations and so on are also 
essential. In short, teachers working with pupils of a second language must 
try to ensure by all possible means that what they are saying in that 
language is, in fact, conveyed to and understood by the pupils; there is no 
value at all in the teacher's speaking or teaching and the student not 
comprehending anything. 

There are those who would assure me that this is simply what good 
teaching is and what good teachers already do. I have no doubt that this is 
true, and I look forward to the day when all teachers do it and when all 
teachers realize the close bondage between the teaching of their subjects 
and the teaching of language. 

More generally, the 80's must be the decade when by co-operative 
endeavour the teachers of English, teachers of other subjects, the Ministries 
of Education and the Curriculum Development Units and the University of 
the South Pacific set and achieve a high standard of English in our schools 
in curricula of studies devised to meet the needs of the South Pacific to the 
year 2000. 
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