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Summary 

As an alternative to the South Pacific Commission English curriculum, a 
program based on the Ready to Read Series was used in 1988 and 1989 
by six teachers in Fiji, Kiribati and Tonga with children in their second 
year at school. Vanuatu also joined the Project in 1990. The books were 
used as part of a whole language program of rhymes and songs, shared 
and guided reading and creative activities. 

Although the program was enjoyed and appreciated by the teachers and 
the children and provided a sound basis for learning English, there are 
important issues to be considered by those choosing to use it. They are: 

* the children's first language program needs to be as 
rich and varied as the English one 

* the teachers need to understand, accept and follow the 
principles guiding the program 

Introduction 

a. The SPC/Oral English and Readers Programme. For the past 
two decades the majority of the children in the South Pacific Region have 
been taught English through the South Pacific Commission English 
Program. The children are introduced to oral English firstly through a 
process of imitation and repetition of structures and then the oral patterns 
are presented in written form to be learnt in the same way. The program 
was developed in the 1960s when second/foreign language methodology 
was strongly influenced by behavioural psychology and it was thought 
that exposure to and imitation of correct forms of a language in a step by 
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step program would lead to mastery. It was welcomed by educational 
authorities and teachers because it was systematic and could be carried 
out with relative ease and with large numbers of children. 

Although there is concern about the effectiveness of the SPC program it 
is still widely used in the South Pacific Region and Micronesia, and 
variations of it have been developed in Tonga and Western Samoa. Such 
programs are defended by the argument that they are easy to use, that 
they are appropriate because the illustrations show local settings and that 
they are effective because some children do manage to learn English with 
reasonable success after being taught by these programs. 

b. IOE/USP Primary Reading Project. The USP's Institute of 
Education's Primary Reading Project began in 1980 because of frequently 
expressed concern over the number of children failing to learn to read at 
primary school and the number of students at higher levels who had 
difficulty reading their text books. The project is based on the humanistic 
and holistic approaches which informed the research carried out in Niue 
in 1978 (De'Ath) on better ways of learning English and on the Fiji Book 
Flood Research of 1980 and 1981 (Elley and Mangubhai), and on the 
work of scholars such as Dorothy Butler, Marie Clay, Brian Cambourne, 
Margaret Meek and Margaret Mooney. 

The Project Fellow, Barbara Moore, visited countries in the region to 
work with education officers and teachers on ways of improving reading 
programs and providing more and better reading material when resources 
are very limited. First language programs have been a priority as well as 
the production of books by local authors and artists; a Reading Centre has 
been established at the University and Sereima Lumelume has joined the 
project. There have been setbacks but a network of key literacy people in 
the region has been set up and a South Pacific Literacy Education Course 
is now being developed as a key outcome of the South Pacific Literacy 
Project. 

The need for change 

Although the Fiji Book Rood provided empirical evidence that picture 
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storybooks used informally with children at Class 4, 5 and 6 level 
provided a more effective way of learning English than the SPC Program, 
significant changes in the way English is taught have not taken place. 
The Book Flood has had an influence - more books are now read to 
children and shared reading procedures are introduced to students at some 
teacher training colleges and occasionally used in schools - but these are 
not official changes. 

Bringing about change is difficult and expensive and there is no simple 
alternative "package" to the SPC Program. The Ready to Read books 
have become familiar to many teachers in the region because they have 
been used as a model of how to produce books in other languages. They 
have learnt a great deal from the principles of development, the emphasis 
on story quality, the careful consideration of moral values and cultural 
sensitivities and the relationship of the books to learning to read. 

It seemed timely, therefore to consider whether the Ready to Read 
Program might become an alternative, with the books used alongside 
books created especially for the children of the South Pacific. Thus, the 
Ready to Read Trial was planned in order to discover 

* whether teachers would find it difficult to move from a 
formal method of teaching English to a more liberal 
approach 

* whether children would benefit from such an approach 
and from the Ready to Read books which would be the 
basis of the program 

The Ready to Read Trial 

A proposal was drawn up with the advice of Margaret Mooney, Francis 
Mangubhai, Ian Johnston of the South Pacific Board for Educational 
Assessment and other colleagues. When funding was kindly provided 
through New Zealand aid the governments of the region were informed. 
The project began in the second term of 1988 in Fiji and Kiribati; Tonga 
joined in 1989 and Vanuatu in 1990. Each country chose two schools to 
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take part and a Project Officer to liaise with the IOE and provide help 
and encouragement to the teachers. 

The program was introduced through in-country workshops where the 
participants studied the way in which children learn to talk and the 
implications for literacy learning and for learning a second language. The 
role of rhymes and songs was emphasised and guidelines for using the 
Ready to Read books were also developed. A selection of the books 
together with the enlarged books and the poem cards made during 
workshops provided the basis for beginning the program in class. 

Visits were made to the trial classes each term to assist with the program 
and observe the responses of the children. The teachers spoke of their 
uncertainty to begin with and their delight at the way the children 
responded, their keener interest in English and their love of the books. It 
was not always easy as classes in some instances were large, between 40 
and 50, the climate was harsh on the books, and it was hard for some 
teachers to stop instructing and drilling in a formal way. 

Final evaluation 

The final visits to the trial schools in October and November of 1989 
provided an opportunity to record the children's progress, to observe the 
lessons and to talk over progress with the teachers. The need for pre
testing and post-testing had been discussed before the project began and it 
had been decided that this was impractical given that the children would 
have little or no English. However, some measure of individual progress 
became necessary as there were differences between the trial classes and 
within classes. Testing might provide a means of discovering where 
difficulties might lie. 

The Project Officers gathered evidence of each child's progress through a 
Running Record, retelling, the Word List and the Letter Identification 
tests from The Early Detection of Reading Difficulties', a nursery rhyme 
and an example of writing. Discussions were held with the teachers who 
also completed a questionnaire. 
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Results 

The teachers in the trial worked with commitment and care for their 
children and they all reported that they had enjoyed teaching in the less 
formal ways required. However, there were differences between the 
classes. These are discussed fully in the full Ready to Read Trial Report 
but two examples are given here. 

In one class, for example, the tests showed a wide range of ability from a 
group of girls who were reading at the early stages of Fluent Level and 
writing two or three simple sentences, to a group at Emergent Level who 
could only read the first books, 'I Can Read' and 'Old Tuatara' and 
recognise one or two words and a few letters. The more successful could 
recite nursery rhymes, the less successful could recite the first lines or a 
few words or murmur along to the beat. Retelling a story proved to be 
too difficult. 

The samples of writing were brief and simple in content and structure: 

My Cat play with a dog. 
My Cat looked at the car. 

The Cat is jumping on the bed. 
The Cat walk on the grass. 

Some children could only copy a caption. 

In another class 26 pupils were tested individually and 14 read at an early 
Fluent Level (independent reading of 'Number One', 'Greedy Cat', 'Fasi 
Sings' and 'Fasi's Fish'), recognised most words on the list and most of 
the 54 letters. Those reading at Early Level (independent reading of 'My 
Bike', 'Paul') had similar good scores for word and letter identification. 
They all retold stories and recited rhymes in a very satisfactory way. 

Their writing samples were about 'My Cat' and were six or seven 
sentences long, such as: 
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This is my cat. 
I like my cat. 
Every day I play with my cat. 
My cat is brown. 
My cat likes milk. 
I went to the shop with my cat. 
My cat likes playing with me. 

Discussion 

The Ready to Read Trial Project was carried out in order to discover 
whether teachers at Class 2 level could change their way of teaching 
English. They had been trained to use a formal method with a set 
program of oral EngUsh exercises and books which were taught through 
repetition and exercises. The Ready to Read Program was completely 
different as books were to provide the stimulus for thought and language, 
reading and writing. 

All six teachers were able to change their way of teaching. For 
several of them it was easy. They were eager to use attractive books and 
the age-old methods, rhymes and songs and stories that they remembered 
from their own childhood or had used with their own children. They 
had a warm and close relationship with their pupils and were patient and 
tolerant with little children. Because of this they accepted the guiding 
principles of the new program and gave their children more responsibility 
for their own learning. 

The teachers who were more authoritarian in their approach had the 
hardest task. They appreciated the need for change and cared very much 
about the progress of their children, but found it hard to allow the 
children more freedom to learn. There were problems because of this but 
changes took place and they now have a better understanding of their 
children and the program. 

The teacher plays the most important part in the success or failure of 
a literacy program. Good books and guidelines are not enough; the 
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teacher needs to understand, accept and follow the principles which 
inform the program. The Ready to Read trial teachers attended 
workshops where they studied and discussed the ways in which children 
learn, the implications for learning in school and the complexity of the 
reading process, in order to appreciate the reasons for a new program. 
Follow-up visits, letters and notes, provided further support and the 
teachers learnt a great deal from observing the responses of their children. 

Teacher development, therefore, is an essential component in the 
introduction and development of language and literacy programmes. 
The actual program was satisfactory on the whole as it was rich and 
varied. Better use could have been made of rhymes and songs as they 
are 'a key to the door of reading' rather than just warming up exercises. 
There was still some confusion over the differences between Shared 
Reading and Guided Reading but the English lesson was a time of 
enjoyable interaction with books. 

The role of memorisation caused some concern as one of the criticisms of 
the SPC Program is that children memorise the structures without under
standing them. It was felt that the memorisation of whole books which 
took place was "meaningful memorisation" because the children could 
retell the story in their own language, and dramatisation, intonation and 
expression indicated understanding. However, encouraging the children 
to retell in their own way once they were confident enough, and accepting 
their halting efforts would be worth trying. In one school the children 
were able to do this well and in another there were good attempts. 

The outstanding feature of the program was the daily writing 
produced by the children in the most successful class. The teacher 
had begun encouraging the children to compose their own messages in 
the third term of 1988 and had been so pleased with the outcome that 
writing became a daily and a welcome feature of the 1989 program. The 
other teachers felt that writing was too difficult for their children, that 
they needed training and a great deal of direct help. Writing was usually 
restricted to copying, to writing memorised sentences and to substituting 
words in a familiar pattern. Writing will be used more freely and 
frequently in future now that the benefits are realised. 
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The twenty Ready to Read titles chosen for the Class 2 program were 
suitable as there was a variety of style, subject and level of difficulty. 
Books with a rhythmical, repetitive text were easier for second language 
learners but they needed the challenge presented by books such as 'Paul' 
and 'Fasi Sings' and 'Fasi's Fish'. 

Twenty titles are not really enough for the first year of English reading 
but economy is necessary. (The SPC English Program has a book for 
Term 2 and a book for Term 3 with 29 pages in each.) Additional books 
were acquired through donations and fund raising so the program was 
enriched through 'Brown Bear, Brown Bear, What do you see?' by Jim 
Martin Jnr., 'The Very Hungry Caterpillar' by Eric Carle, and similar 
books which blend well with the Ready to Read titles. The children 
enjoyed and appreciated the best of children's literature in picture 
book form. 

Care of the books was a great problem and difficult to resolve when 
classrooms were broken into and when the climate, coral dust and animal 
and insect life took their toll. 

The progress of the children towards understanding and using English 
was the main concern of the Ready to Read Trial Project. The books 
provided strong motivation and the program provided opportunities for 
learning. Most of the children enjoyed and benefited from the 
program. Their enjoyment was evident from the beginning - a teacher in 
Kiribati who was observing a lesson said for example that the books were 
"bringing the children closer". 

Lessons were cheerful, active times and the children took part willingly in 
dramatising the stories and in the activities planned for them. They 
joined in rhymes, songs and refrains from shared reading, gradually 
understanding the stories and being able to retell them in their own 
language and sometimes even in English. They began to read for 
themselves and to write when this activity was encouraged. In the most 
successful class the children made the kind of progress you would find in 
a classroom where English was the first language. In other classes there 
was a range of ability by the end of the year and in some classes there 

61 



were children for whom the program had not worked. 

The fact that these children were referred to as the 'slow ones' and 
grouped together was probably a factor in their lack of progress. Special 
notes were provided suggesting that these children were not necessarily 
'slow' and that extra attention and sensitivity to their needs would make a 
difference. Sereima Lumelume worked with a 'slow group' for a week 
and found that they responded well to books when given the opportunity 
to enjoy them without anxiety and pressure. 

The guidelines which are being developed to accompany the IOE Ready 
to Read Program will include notes on ways of ensuring that all children 
benefit from it. 

There are issues of a more general educational nature that relate to the 
Ready to Read Trial. The trial was carried out at Class 2 level as this is 
when English becomes an important part of the school program in Fiji, 
Tonga and Kiribati. It may not necessarily be the best time to begin 
second language learning. 

This issue, one which may never be resolved because parents expect their 
children to begin English at this stage, is closely related to another 
equally important issue. That is, the nature and effectiveness of the first 
language program. Too often, it is taken for granted that children will 
find it easy to learn in their own language, and methods and reading 
material remain unchanged and unquestioned. 

If children are enjoying their first language program because it is 
meaningful and alive, and if they are making good progress because they 
have opportunities to listen to and to read good stories, and to discuss and 
write their own ideas and messages all will be well. It is really the 
quality of the program which matters whether it is the first language 
program or a second language program such as Ready to Read. 

Conclusion 

The IOE Ready to Read Trial Project has shown that a whole language 
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program based on the Ready to Read books could be suitable for children 
learning English as a second language in the South Pacific situation. 
Teachers, however, need to accept and follow the guiding principles of 
the program so that their children benefit from the opportunities they are 
given to develop their understanding of and their ability to use English. 
This trial could lead to the development of a South Pacific English 
Program where the Ready to Read books would be used alongside books 
by South Pacific authors and artists, providing motivation and inspiration 
for young readers and writers. 
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