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I N T R O D U C T I O N 

Success in English is vital to a child's progress at school in Fiji and in many other 
Pacific countries too. From primary through to University level a child's com
petence in English determines his success or failure even though English is a 
second language for the majority of our children. Yet, despite six or seven years of 
learning English at school, the level of achievement of most children is very poor. 
For example, teachers find that the text, Link I, which was designed to follow 
the South Pacific Commission English program at Class 7, is too difficult for many 
rural children in Fiji. It is even more difficult for children from other island coun
tries. 

Elley and Mangubhai (1982) found further evidence of the low level of English in 
the writing of Fiji children who sat for the Intermediate Certificate (taken at the 
end of the Class 6 year in Fiji schools). In a composition which was part of a 
series of tests set for some of these children by Elley and Mangubhai, the modal 
mark was 2/10. Typical sentences read as follows: 

One day moning their were a house any village by the sea it was about 10 
o'clock. 

One day there boy Seru is make the tea to drinking his morth was the colth. 

It appears irrefutable, therefore, that the teaching and learning of English at 
present is unsatisfactory. There is an urgent need to improve them. 

R E L A T E D RESEARCH 

Dorothy H. Cohen (1968) made a study of New York primary school children for 
her doctoral dissertation. These were children whose reading was retarded largely 
because of weakness of motivation and inadequate readiness as a result of poor 
language models. Both of these factors apply equally to many school children in 
Fiji. Since the vernacular is used at home and in the playground, the need for 
English is not felt urgently; consequently there is weakness of motivation. 
Similarly, most parents and teachers of English at primary level are themselves 
second language speakers and are only too aware of their inadequate mastery of 
English, particularly as compared to their fluency in their mother tongue. 
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In New York, Cohen tackled the problem by supplying high-interest story books to 
the teachers of her experimental groups. The teachers read aloud from these to 
their classes every day. Teachers in the control group proceeded as usual and 
rarely read stories to their classes. At the end of the study period, tests showed 
that the experimental group had made substantial gains over the control group in 
the areas of vocabulary and reading comprehension. 

In other related research, based in Fiji, Elley and Mangubhai (1981) in their study, 
"The Impact of Book Flood in Fiji," found that the comprehension and listening 
skills of Class 6 children in rural schools, improved significantly more than nor
mal, after they had been supplied with attractive, well-illustrated story books and 
allowed time in class to read every day. Two different methods were used: The 
Silent Reading Method and the Shared Book Method but both involved supplying 
enough books to the classes for each child to be able to choose a story to read 
eachto read each day. 

Peter De'Ath in Niue (1980) also used a Shared Book approach in developing the 
Fiafia Reading Scheme. Again the basis of the program was that the children were 
given interesting stories to read rather than oral drills. Tests conducted by Elley 
(1980) of the Institute of Education USP, too, showed that the children who learnt 
English, by using the Fiafia Readers made much better progress than did those 
who learnt reading by the SPC structured method, in the same period of time. 

Thus, after reading the above studies and considering the language background of 
those pupils whose English is good, the researcher formed the hypothesis: that 
daily reading to children from interesting story books is a more effective way of 
improving their English language skills, particularly their reading and listening 
comprehension, than is a more formal method of teaching English. 

P R O C E D U R E 

Outline 

It was decided to read stories aloud each day to the children in the experimental 
group during part of the time set aside for English. The control groups were not 
to hear any stories but were to continue with their ordinary English lessons based 
on the S.P.C. program. Both the experimental and the control groups were to be 
tested at the beginning and at the end of the project. 

Selection of schools and pupils 

Three schools were chosen for the project. For convenience, Suva schools were 
selected but they were "average" rather than "priviledged" schools. An Indian 
school, a Fijian school and a mixed-raced school were chosen with one class five 
in each of the first two schools and two class fives in the mixed-race school par-

30 



Jane Ricketts 

ticipating — four classes and four teachers in all. These classes and schools were 
then matched with similar classes from three other Suva schools, also an Indian, a 
Fijian and a mixed-race school. 

Tests Used 

The children in both the experimental and the control groups were then given a 
sentence completion test of reading comprehension, which had been prepared for 
another project (Elley and Mangubhai, 1981) and the Class 6 Listening Com
prehension Test X, one of the Standardized Tests of Achievement for Fiji (STAF). 
(Elley and Achal, 1981). 

At the end of the project, eight months later, they were given the same Reading 
Test and the (STAF) Listening Comprehension Test Y. 

The results of the pre-tests can be seen in the tables below, Tables 1 and 2. In or
der to match the groups exactly, certain pupils had to be omitted. Thus in 
Reading Comprehension, 5 of the top pupils were dropped from the experimental 
group and 10 of the low pupils from the control group, leaving 111 and 92 pupils 
respectively. Similarly in Listening Comprehension, 9 of the top pupils were drop
ped from the experimental group and 7 of the low pupils from the control group, 
leaving 107 and 95 respectively. 

TABLE 1 

Results of Pretests in Reading Comprehension 

Experimental Group 

School 

Va 

Dr. 

V.D. (G) 

V.D. (S) 

Total 

N 

30 

36 

23 

22 

111 

Mean 

13.53 

14.78 

14.91 

15.18 

14.55 

Control Group 

School 

M.G. 

Na. 

A.G. 

-

Total 

N 

38 

21 

33 

-

92 

Mean 

14.53 

13.71 

15.15 

-

14.57 
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TABLE 2 

Results of Pre-tests in Listening Comprehension 

Experimental Group 

School 

Va 

Dr. 

V.D. (G) 

V.D. (S) 

Total 

N 

29 

36 

20 

22 

107 

Mean 

17.14 

14.08 

16.35 

16.54 

15.84 

Control Group 

School 

M.G. 

Na. 

A.G. 

-

Total 

N 

40 

23 

32 

-

95 

Mean 

16.60 

13.74 

16.41 

-

15.84 

Teacher Plans 

The teachers were supplied with approximately sixteen new story books a month 
and were asked to read to their classes for a period of from fifteen to thirty 
minutes a day — this time to be deducted from the time spent on the normal 
English program. The experimental group were getting stories instead of more for
mal English lessons. They were not getting more English in terms of time spent on 
the subject. 

The teachers were asked to read the stories and discuss them briefly if the 
children wished, to answer questions about the stories and about meanings of 
words but not to try to test the children's knowledge of the stories read in any 
way. Enjoyment was to be the aim of the story reading. The teachers were not 
given any instruction in how to read the stories apart from brief demonstrations by 
the researcher on her regular visits. 

Books Chosen 

All the books distributed were new and attractively illustrated. Care was taken to 
select only stories which were likely to be popular at Class 5 level and to provide 
plenty of variety. No attempt was made to grade the books in order of difficulty 
and, while all the books were considered suitable, the level of the vocabulary and 
structures contained in them varied from very simple to difficult. In the case of 
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the more difficult books, it was obvious that the children acquired some under
standing of the vocabulary from the context, from the illustrations and from 
frequent repetition. Teachers were encouraged to re-read favourite stories at the 
children's request and also to show them the pictures. 

The advice of Dorothy Butler, children's book specialist of Auckland, New 
Zealand, was sought in choosing about two thirds of the books. These were sent 
from New Zealand. The rest were purchased locally. Included among the Dorothy 
Butler books were a few stories from the Pacific such as Sinabouda Lily from 
Papua New Guinea. Also included were some nonsense stories such as Just Like 
Me (Story Box Series) and stories in rhyme or stories with a repetitive refrain, par
ticularly suitable for reading aloud such as Tikki Tikki Tembo, and, The Magic 
Fish. All these titles were mentioned by teachers as "very popular". 

The teachers were asked to make a note of the children's favourites and also of 
any books that they did not like. All four teachers were most enthusiastic about 
the books chosen and often said the children "liked them all". Only one book was 
labelled "not very popular" by one teacher. This was a book for beginner readers 
with very simplified structures and vocabulary. 

Each teacher had no difficulty in listing about six most popular books each month. 
While some new books were included among these, by far the most popular genre 
was the traditional fairy story. Titles such as The Sleeping Beauty, Beauty and 
The Beast, Rapunzel, Show White, The Three Billy Goats Gruff, Rumpelstiltskin, 
Cinderella and Little Red Riding Hood, appeared again and again. These were 
mostly supplied in the Ladybird Well-Loved Tales edition available locally. 

Pupil's Response to the Books 

All four teachers reported that the children looked forward to their daily story 
and would remind their teacher, "You haven't read us our story today," if they 
thought it had been forgotten. The teachers also reported an increased interest in 
borrowing library books and a readiness to listen better for longer periods. This 
increased listening span was also noticed by the researcher as the project 
proceeded. 

RESULTS 

The results of the Post-tests are given in the tables below (Tables 3 and 4). 
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TABLE 3 

Results of Post-Tests in Reading Comprehension 

Experimental Group 

School 

Va 

Dr. 

V.D. (G) 

V.D. (S) 

Total 

N 

30 

36 

23 

22 

111 

Mean 

17.90 

18.83 

18.04 

18.05 

18.26 

Gain 

4.37 

4.05 

3.13 

2.87 

3.71 

Control Group 

School 

M.G. 

Na 

A.G. 

-

Total 

N 

38 

21 

33 

-

92 

Mean 

16.16 

14.81 

17.18 

-

16.22 

Gain 

1.63 

1.10 

2.03 

-

1.65 

TABLE 4 

Results of Post-Tests in Listening Comprehension 

Experimental Group 

School 

Va 

Dr. 

V.D. (G) 

V.D. (S) 

Total 

N 

29 

36 

20 

22 

107 

Mean 

22.62 

20.33 

20.50 

21.64 

21.25 

Gain 

5.48 

6.25 

4.15 

5.10 

5.41 

Control Group 

School 

M.G. 

Na 

A.G. 

-

Total 

N 

40 

23 

32 

-

95 

Mean 

18.58 

16.96 

19.22 

-

18.40 

Gain 

1.98 

3.22 

2.81 

-

2.56 
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The Reading Test results show that the experimental groups improved by 3.71 
points (11.59%) and the control groups by 1.65 points (5.1%). All experimental lasses 
improved by more than all control group classes. 

The Listening Test results show that the experimental groups improved by 5.41 
points (15.5%) and the control groups by 2.56 points (7.3%). Once again, every ex
perimental class improved by more than any of the control groups, showing a con
sistent gain, regardless of the teacher. Thus, in both cases the experimental groups 
improved at more than twice the rate of the control groups. 

The hypothesis is clearly supported by these results . Children do improve in two 
important aspects of their English, as a result of daily reading aloud from high in
terest story books — even in as short a period as 8 months. Over a longer period, 
the gains would be expected to be even larger. 

IMPLICATIONS 

If English teachers could be persuaded to include regular story reading aloud in 
their English programmes, the level of attainment in English could be expected to 
rise substantially. This would be a quick, simple and inexpensive way of improving 
English teaching in the Pacific. The fact that it is such a simple technique may be 
one of the factors which, at present, deters many teachers from trying it. Story 
reading seems too easy; it is "entertaining" the children not "teaching" them; it is 
"play" rather than "work". Not enough is demanded of the teacher to satisfy the 
teacher's conception of his role. 

Teachers who think like this have not realized that in stories "entertainment and 
instruction have been reconciled" (See Earle, 1982). As in other subject areas, it 
may be that the teacher's role in language learning is more that of guide than in
terpreter. If the teacher can bring the child into contact with whatever will touch 
his imagination then the child learns effortlessly. Stories touch the imagination of 
nearly all children and all children can benefit from listening to them, even non-
readers. 

The method is also relatively cheap, as no special training is required and the 
teacher may begin with as few or as many books as he wishes. Teachers in the 
same school or teachers in nearby schools could exchange books, as was done in 
the current research project, where the total budget was only $300. 

Some may question how children learning in their second language can be expec
ted to understand words and structures which they have not been specifically 
taught. It seems that much of the learning took place from the context of the print 
and the pictures, and from hearing the story read aloud. A probable example of 
this was seen when the children in one of the experimental classes were read the 
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story, The Light-house Keeper's Lunch for the first time. The reader asked the 
children the meaning of the word, scrumptious when it occurred in the story and 
received the answer, tasty. This small incident illustrates the power of print to ex
tend a child's vocabulary when the child really wants to know the meaning of the 
word because of his involvement in the story in which it occurs. 
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