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Bilingual Education: the bridge
that closes the literacy gap

Compiled by Beth Acton

How it all began.

Language and culture retention has been a concern for local people in
PNG for many decades.  Will my language disappear?  Will my cultural
values and traditions be around for the next generation of children to
appreciate and enjoy?  Back in the 1970s, a concerned group of
Bougainvilleans brought their concerns about retaining their language to
people who they thought might be able to help them.  They approached
members of SIL (Summer Institute of Linguistics) working in Bougainville
at that time.  These SIL teams were learning local languages, documenting
them, and translating Scriptures into those languages.  They were also
producing literacy materials to enable adults to learn to read and write in
their own languages. But the parents were also concerned about their
children; they wanted them to learn and appreciate their own language
and culture.

Thus, the birth of tokples pre-schools took place.  The children in these
schools had an advantage - they learned to read first in the language they
already spoke and understood.  It made crossing the bilingual bridge into
English much easier.  In many cases those students scored higher on their
tests than other students who lacked this advantage.  This gave them the
opportunity to reach a higher education level.

The news about what was happening in Bougainville spread, and other
parents from around PNG wanted this advantage and opportunity for
their children as well.

Two opposing views about education.

Recently there has been pressure to remove the current education policy
relating to vernacular, or tokples, languages in PNG.  This pressure seems
to come from a vocal minority, which includes some of our provincial leaders.
They are promoting and even enforcing English as the only language of
learning among children whose skills are in another language.

Opposing this pressure however are many church and community
leaders, scholars, and members of other non-government organisations.
They believe returning to an English-only system would be a step backward
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for our children’s education.  They believe it would once again be like
asking children to jump into deep waters without first learning how to
swim.

The debate about whether to return to ‘English only’ or continue with a
bilingual approach in our schools is a serious one, and one which has real
consequences for our children’s future.  Common sense and research both
support a bilingual approach in this country, a country which is so rich
and diverse, with many languages and cultures.  This is not simply about
the right to learn in a mother tongue but about the best way to learn.  It is
also about being able to provide and sustain education in remote school
environments.

To better understand the issue, ask yourself these questions:

* If I cannot read or write my name in my birth language, how can I learn
to do it in another?

* If I don’t yet speak English well, how can I ask for help in the classroom?

Many years of research support a bilingual approach

For non-English speaking people to become fluent in English, the bridge
is through their first language.  All evidence supports such a bridge of
learning and is backed by research from around the world.  Bilingual
education has been tried and tested for over 50 years.  UNESCO and the
World Bank both agree on the economic and social improvements that
come through bilingual education.  Many of our near neighbours such as
Vanuatu, Indonesia, Philippines, and now Australia’s Northern Territory
have good policies that support learning first in the mother tongue.  These
organisations and countries are listening to the research.  The research
which supports becoming literate in one’s first language is overwhelming;
we know of no credible research that supports those who are in favour of
an English-only system.

Therefore, to propose a return to English as the only language of
instruction would be gambling with an approach to education that has not
been shown to deliver English literacy.  This would be a step in the wrong
direction and would not fix the problem.

Let’s fix the real problem: the implementation of bilingual
education.

The best way for children to gain literacy and numeracy in their own
language is to be taught by trained local teachers who already know and
speak the same language as the children they are teaching.  Most often this
has not been the case.
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Here in PNG, we have tried in the past to carry out bilingual education.
But those attempts have often looked like shaky rope bridges because of
under-resourced remote schools, unprepared teachers and the lack of
adequate support for learning through vernacular languages.  These rope
bridges have swayed, and children crossing on them have not reached
levels of literacy that we would desire for any child who lives in this nation.

Some have blamed bilingual education for this failure when the real
problem is in the implementation of bilingual education.  If we want to fix
this problem then we need to recruit the best local people to be trained as
teachers in their local languages.  We need to support the best methods,
including cross-cultural training for teachers who come from outside the
local language group.  We need to continue to support teachers by updating
their training and ensuring they have the resources they need in the village
to do a good job of teaching our children.  We should do these things
because the fact remains that most grassroots parents want their children
to go to school and learn to read and write in their own language as well as
English.

The English-only system did not work before in PNG and research tells
us it will not work again.  So while we must acknowledge that improvements
are needed in the areas of infrastructure, training and funding, we must
not throw out the bilingual approach, the one that research and experience
has proven can be successful.  Rather we need to address the problems
which exist with implementing bilingual education in PNG.  We need to
work together to fix this problem.  We should change our educational policy
to match what we know works in the local community.  We need to commit
resources to better implementing bilingual education in PNG.

Bilingual education is the bridge that closes the literacy gap because
children learn best in the language they understand best.

There are many who are willing to work with the government to help
develop better policies and practices built on solid research.  An English-
only system would be destructive to the language communities of PNG.
We should not play politics with our children’s education.  But what is the
best way for our children to bridge into English?  The bilingual approach,
which starts with a child learning to read in their own familiar mother
tongue, provides the best chance for that child to bridge into English.

PNG is a land rich in languages and cultures.  Language and culture
are like the strands of a bilum, they intertwine with each other and hold us
together.  They help us to know who we are as Papua New Guineans.  This
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is part of what makes us strong.  Our country’s linguistic diversity is
something to be proud of and something we should preserve.

Our current bilingual policy of education supports our desire to maintain
our cultural and linguistic birthright.  We need the firm foundation of
education that comes from being literate in our own mother tongues.  Then,
as we face forward on the communication bridge, crossing over into our
future, gaining English skills, we will not forget who we are, we will not
forget our roots, roots which are planted deep in the rich soil of our diverse
cultural heritage.

This article was prepared by a group from the literacy section in response to
the situation here in Papua New Guinea where there is a lot of pressure to
use English as the language of instruction from the beginning.

Beth has worked in Papua New Guinea doing literacy, translation and
administration.




