A SURVEY OF READING ABILITY AMONG THE TO'ABAITA
SPEAKERS OF MALAITA

GARY F. SIMONS

Reading is an important skill in a developing nation. There are many aspects
of development; two of them are learning and communication. As long as
people must depend on word of mouth for learning and communication,
development is restricted. But when the power of the written word is opened
up, people can learn without a teacher and can communicate across long
distances. The potential for personal, community and national development
is greatly enhanced.

This study explores reading and writing among the To‘abaita speaking
people of northern Malaita, Solomon lIslands. As well as describing the
methodology of the survey, the article shows how many people can read
and write and how well. 303 To'abaita speakers, representing a cross section
of 10% of the adult population were interviewed. People 15 years of age and
older were interviewed. These people are henceforth called “‘adults” in this
report even though a number of teenagers are included.

Map 1 The Languages of Malaita
(Population figures are unpublished statistics from the 1976 census)
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The overal! results show that two-thirds of the To’abaita adults can read,
although fewer than half of them read well enough to be effective in using
literature independently for personal development or orally for community
development. The To’abaita people’s ability to read both their own language
and the national language, English, is studied. The results are reported not
only for the population as a whole, but are analysed according to a number
of factors: sex, education, age, place of birth, place of residence, and church
preference. One interesting result of this analysis is a reconstruction of the
history of education in northern Malaita based on the reading abilities and
education levels of people from different age groups. This report also des-
cribes the survey methodology in detail and discusses possible refinements to
improve and simplify it. It is hoped that others might be able to use these
sections as a guide for conducting reading surveys elsewhere in Solomon
Islands.

My own interest in doing this survey was spurred by my work in writing
primer booklets (with accompanying teachers’ manuals) which can be used
to teach To’abaita people to read and write their own language. The survey
has shown that there is both a great need and desire for such materials. 52%
of the adults surveyed both needed and wanted village reading classes. Over
one-third of the children are not enrolled in primary school and they also
would benefit from such classes.

The survey was conducted from February to May 1980. My co-investigator
during the survey was Kenaz Rongoomea of Fo'ondo Village. In most cases,
he conducted the questionnaire part of the interview and | followed up by
administering the reading test. | owe much to his capable assistance. | am
also indebted to the Solomon Islands Christian Association for their sponsor-
ship of my work in north Malaita, and to the Malaita Provincial Assembly
for permitting me to work there. Above all | am grateful to the 303 people
who co-operated in answering the questionnaire and taking the reading
test.

METHOD OF THE SURVEY

A total of 303 people were interviewed by the investigators. (These people
are henceforth referred to as “‘subjects’’.) Each subject was interviewed in
two stages. First, they were asked to answer 12 questions from a question-
naire. If the subject indicated that he could not read in the first part of the
interview, then the interview ended. If the subject indicated that he could
read, then he was asked to perform the second stage of the interview, an oral
reading test. The way in which subjects were selected in an effort to get a
random sample of the population is described below.
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The questionnaire

The questionnaire contained 12 questions. Each question was written in the
To'abaita language on duplicated survey forms. The questions were asked
orally by the investigators and the answers filled in by them. The questions
were:

(1) What is your name?

(2) What is your age?

(3) Male or female?

(4) Where were you born?

(5) Where do you now live?

(6) What is the name of your church?

(7) What kind of school did you go to?

(8) What standard did you reach?

(9) Do you know how to read To'abaita?

(10} If a To’abaita reading class were started in your village, would you
attend it?

(11) Do you know how to read English?

{12) Do you know how to write?

Certain of the questions require further explanation. For question 2, many
subjects did not know their age or the year in which they were born. In these
cases an estimate was made based on the subject’s estimation of age (or size
in relation to a child standing nearby) at one of the following four major
events in recent north Malaitan history: the killing of District Officer Bell
in 1927, the outbreak of the Second World War in 1942 the end of Marching
Rule and the Government’s formation of the Malaita Council in 1953, and
the great cyclone of 1966. For questions 4 and b5, a village name was sought.
For question 6 the survey form contained standard responses for the inter-
viewer to circle. These included abbreviations for the four main churches in
the area (South Sea Evangelical, Church of Melanesia, Seventh Day
Adventist, and Jehovah’'s Witness) plus a space to write in any other
response. In the same way, question 7 provided standard answers for the
interviewer to circle. These included primary school, village reading class,
church Bible school, and a place to write in any other response. Question 8
was asked if the subject attended primary school. If he also reached secon-
dary school, then the number of the highest form completed was filled in.
For questions 9 through 12 simple ““yes’” or ‘‘no’ answers were taken.
Question 10 was asked only if the subject could not read To’abaita language,
or if he proved to read poorly in the reading test.

The reading test

Subjects who answered ““yes’’ to either or both of questions 9 and 11 were
asked to complete an oral reading test. Four complete tests were made up so
that consecutive subjects could be given different tests and not be disquali-
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fied by hearing a previous subject read the same test. A test consisted of two
stories, one in the To'abaita language and the other in English. The stories
were short and simple and handprinted in fairly large letters on the facing
pages of an opened filing folder. Below each story were three questions to
test the reader's comprehension of the story. All eight of the stories were
about culturally familiar happenings. For instance one story and its
questions were as follows:

Yesterday John’'s pig broke its fence and spoiled some gardens.
John and his father-in-law went to find the pig. When they saw it,
John shot it with a spear and killed it. They cut the pig and brought
it back to the village. Then they sold the meat.

1. What did the pig do?
2.  Where did John go?
3.  What did they do with the meat?

The subject was asked to read the To’abaita story first and answer the
questions and then to do the same for the English story. To’abaita reading
ability and English reading ability were scored separately. Reading ability
in both languages was scored on two aspects, fluency and comprehension.

Fluency was marked on a three level scale. A reader was scored as “fluent”’
if the speed and intonation of his reading was that of natural speech. A
reader was scored as “‘medium’’ if his reading was slower then natural speech
and it contained occasional stumblings or errors, but a listener would still be
able to follow the story. The reader was scored as “‘slow’’ if his reading was
very stow and unnatural with most words being sounded out individually and
and many words being read incorrectly.

Comprehension was scored on a numerical scale from 0 to 3, with one
point being awarded for each question answered correctly. Often a reader
gave a wrong answer at first but then come up with the correct answer on
reviewing the story, or a reader spent much time in re-reading parts of the
story before giving the correct answer. in these two cases, one-half point
was awarded for the question. Good readers were able to read the questions
themselves and give the answers. In general, poor readers found it difficult to
understand that they were to answer the questions when they read them by
themselves. Therefore, the investigator usually asked the questions directly
to poor readers.

The survey form also had a space to fill in the identification number of the
particular reading test given to that subject. At the end of the survey the
overall results given by each reading test were compiled. A test of statistical
significance shows that there is no significant difference in the results given

46



To'obaita Reading Ability

by the four different tests1, and thus the possiblity that the four tests could
have been of differing difficulties is ruled out as being a factor in accounting
for the variation in reading abilities observed in the survey.

Sampling techniques

In selecting subjects to be interviewed, we attempted to take a random cross
section of the whole population so that results taken from the survey sampie
could be generalized to the whole population. The method was not to get a
few random subjects from every village, but to select certain villages and
then interview a sizeable cross section of residents within each of those
villages.

The villages to be visited were selected with reference to two factors,
location and church affiliation. Population figures for each government
council ward in the To’abaita area were studied to determine how many
subjects should be interviewed in each ward in order to get an even sampling
of the whole area with regard to geographical distribution. Within each ward
an attempt was made to visit at least one village representing each church
with adherents in that area. Other factors like age, sex, and schooling were
not planned or controlled in the sampling; the randomness of the sample in
each village was depended on to insure a good cross section with respect to
these other factors. Section 2 discusses the adequacy of the final sample in
light of the known characteristics of the population as a whole.

Within each location selected for conducting interviews, one of three
methods of selecting subjects was used. The preferred method was for the
investigators to visit households in the village one by one and interview every
adult (15 years and older) until the quota for that location was obtained.
This method obtained a random sampling of reading abilities and other
factors within the village. 60% of the subjects were interviewed in this way.
A second method was to interview all of the adults who gathered for a
service in a local village church. Although readers and non-readers alike
attend church services, these samples may be skewed in favor of readers.
It is possible that readers are more likely to attend services than non-readers,
although such a conjecture would have to be verified. Subjects taken in this
way accounted for 28% of the total sample. The third method was when
people were called to gather in a central place and volunteers came for-
ward for interviews. This method was avoided whenever possible because
the subjects interviewed in this way were definitely skewed toward readers;
non-readers were embarrassed to be interviewed in front of the assembled
group. Only 12% of the total sample was interviewed under these
circumstances.

Thus, 60% of the sample is judged to be random, 28% is possibly skewed
toward readers and 12% is definitely skewed toward readers. Note, how-
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ever, that skewings towards non-readers are also described below. This
probably tends to counterbalance the skewing toward readers.

THE POPULATION AND THE SAMPLE

The ‘“‘population’” refers to all the To’abaita speakers living in northern
Malaita. The *‘sample’” refers to those who were interviewed in the survey.
The object of a survey of this kind is to visit only a small portion of the
whole population (in this case 10% of the whole), and on the basis of that
sample, to make generalizations about the whole population. That is, if 60%
of the people interviewed have a certain characteristic we want to be able to
say that 60% of the whole population have that characteristic. The accuracy
of such generalizations about the population depends on how well the
sample represents a random cross section of the whole population.

In this section | report on how well the sample of 303 adult To’abaita
speakers interviewed represents a cross section of the entire population of
about 3024 adult To'abaita speakers. The analysis is made with reference
to four population characteristics: place of residence, sex, church preference,
and age. The analysis shows that the sample is skewed in some respects, but
these skewings tend to counterbalance one another.

A first question to be answered concerns what percentage of the total
population the sample represents. This is not an easy question to answer
because statistics on the number of adult To’abaita speakers in northern
Malaita do not exist. | have therefore estimated the population in the follow-
ing manner. The To’abaita language is spoken in four wards: Fo’ondo,
Malu’'u, Gwai'au, and Matakwalao. In the first three, essentially all of the
inhabitants are To'abaita speakersz. The Matakwalao ward includes
To’abaita, Baelelea, and Lau speakers. Thus the first problem was to estimate
what portion of Matakwalao ward is To'abaita speaking. By classifying all
the villages in the Matakwalao ward in the 1970 census report (Groenewegen
: 144) as To’abaita or non-To’abaita, we estimated that 45% of Matakwalao
ward is To'abaita speaking. Thus by taking the 1976 census figures for each
ward (C.P.O. 1979: 4) plus the projected population increase for 1980
(C.P.O. 1979: 7)3 and the projected proportion of the population 15 years
of age and older (C.P.0. 1979: 7)4 we come up with the following estimates:
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Number of To'abaita speakers per ward

1976 census 1980 estimate 1980 estimate of 15 and

older
Fo'ondo 1151 13561 681
Gwai'au 750 880 444
Malu‘u 2025 2377 1198
Matakwalao 1184 1390 701
Total 5110 5998 3024

Thus the estimated population of adult To’abaita speakers in northern
Malaita is 3024. The sample of 303 represents exactly 10% of the estimated
population.

In regard—to place of residence, the sample includes 26% from Fo’ondo
ward, 40% from Malu'u ward, 22% from Matakwalao ward, and 13% from
Gwai'au ward. The estimated distribution of the whole population (taken
from the above table) is 23%, 40%, 23% and 15% respectively. The
geographical d'gstribufion of the sample differs insignificantly from that of
the population®. See map 2 for details of the geographical distribution of the
sample

In regard to sex, the sample included 161 females and 142 meales, or 53.1%
versus 46.9%. Although this appears to be a marked imbalance, the popul-
ation indeed has more females. The 1976 census shows that in the Fo'ondo,
Malu‘u, and Gwai‘au wards, females comprise 52.5% of the population and
males 47.5%. The sample difference is insignificant.

In regard to church preference, the sample is skewed from the estimated
population distribution. The estimates are based on classifying the villages
listed in the 1970 census report as to church, adding the populations associ-
ated with each village, and thereby estimating the percentage of each church.
The relation of the sample to the population estimate is as follows:

Distribution of churches in sample and population

SSEC COM JW SDA Pagan AOG CB

Sample 52% 24% 11% 9% 2% 1% 1%
Expected for 51% 19% 20% 4% 4% 1% 1%
population

(Key to abbreviations: South Sea Evangelical Church, Church of
Melanesia, Jehovah’'s Witness, Seventh Day Adventist, Assembly of
God, and California Baptist.)
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The departure from the population estimates is significant. The main skew-
ing is that the sample includes only half enough Jehovah’s Witnesses. This
occurred because it was not realized until the population estimates were
made after the survey just how widespread this group was. It turns out that
half of all Jehovah’'s Witnesses on Malaita are in the four To’abaita wards
plus the Takwa ward (from unpublished 1976 census statistics). By compar-
ing the analysis of reading ability in relation to church preference (below),
rectifying the COM and JW to the population estimate would have the
effect of raising the overall reading ability, and rectifying the SDA and Pagan
would have the effect of lowering it back.

In regard to age, the sample does show a significant departure from the
expected population distribution. The expected population distribution is
based on the age distribution for all of Malaita as counted in the 1976
census (Ministry of Finance 1979: 11).

Age distribution of the sample
15-19 20-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60+

Sample 16% 21% 15% 15% 17% 12%

Expected 17% 24% 20% 16% 11% 10%
for population

Note that for the groups 15-19 and 40-49 the sample fits the expected. For
20-39, however, the sample is too low and for 50 and over it is too high®.
By studying the results of the section on reading ability in relation to age,
we see that a skewing toward older people would tend to lower the overall
reading ability. This is probably counterbalanced by the skewing toward
readers described in the sampling techniques section.

RESULTS OF THE SURVEY

The results of the survey are reported and analyzed in the following eight
subsections.

Reading ability in To'abaita and in English

The judgement of reading ability partly depends on the definition of reading.
One possible way to define reading is in terms of the ability to pronounce
the words of a language when they are seen in their written form. This
definition is inadequate, however, because it misses the whole purpose of
reading. The purpose of reading is to communicate ideas from the written
page to the mind of the reader. Thus, if a person can sound out the written
words but has no idea of what they mean, we can hardly call that reading.
That is why for this survey the reading test had two parts, the oral reading
of a text plus the answering of three comprehension questions. This was
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for the purpose of distinguishing those who were actually reading with
understanding, from those who were simply sounding out the words.

The subjects were divided into five categories of reading skill for both
To’abaita and English, based on the result of their reading test. These five
categories are in turn grouped into two major classes, the readers and the
non-readers, as follows:

Readers
(1) Good readers
(2) Fair readers
(3) Poor readers

Non-readers
(4) Sounders
(5) Pre-literates

"“Good readers’’ are those who read fluently and scored complete com-
prehension. ‘‘Fair readers’’ are those who scored medium on fluency and at
least 2 out of 3 on comprehension, plus those fluent readers who did not get
full comprehension out at least 2 out of 3. "Poor readers’” are those who
scored slow on fluency with at least 1% out of 3 on comprehension, plus
faster readers who scored only 1% on comprehension. “Sounders’” are those
who scored 1 or less on comprehension questions, regardless of reading
fluency. In other words, if someone comprehended less than half of these
simple stories, he was not considered to be a reader. ‘‘Pre-literates’” are those
who could not read the test selection at all; they have not yet learned even
to sound out the words.

One additional group in the sample must be noted. From the total sample
of 303, three subjects {or 1%) were now blind {or nearly so) and not able
to attempt the reading test. For the remainder of the discussions concerning
reading ability, these 3 subjects are left out so that the sample size becomes
300.

Two methods of reporting reading ability are used. The first reports the
percentage of readers. This is a measure of quantity. The second method
reports the quality of reading for those who are able to read. This measure
of quality is based on the distribution of the readers into the three classes of
good, fair, and poor. The average ability of the readers is computed by
scoring 3 quality points for each good reader, 2 for each fair reader, and 1
for each poor reader. Summing the quality points and then dividing by the
number of readers gives an average quality score. The scores are reported as
follows:
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Quality Score

2.9-3.0
2.7-2.9
2.5-2.7
2.3-25
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Reported Quality

Good
Good -
Good - -
Fair + +
Fair +
Fair
Fair -
Fair - -
Poor + +
Poor +
Poor

Remember, the quality score describes only the average skill of the readers;
non-readers are ignored in the computation.

The results of the reading test for To’abaita language can be summarized as

follows:

Reading Ability in To'abaita Language

Good readers
Fair readers
Poor readers

Sounders
Pre-literates

14%
29% Total readers
26%
5%
26% Total non-readers

Average quality of readers: Fair -

69%

31%

The overall result is that two out of three adult To’abaita speakers can read
their own language. Good readers plus fair readers comprise a class that we
might call “‘effective readers’’. These would be people who read well enough
to read orally for a public meeting and thus contribute to community
development; it is unlikely that an audience could follow a poor reader with
good comprehension. Also, these would be people who could read well
enough to read privately (or silently) and learn independently from liter-
ature, thus contributing to personal development; a poor reader would have
to be very highly motivated in order to make effective independent use of
literature. Those who would qualify as effective readers comprise 43%, or
tess than half, of the adult To’abaita speakers.
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