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Abstract 
Education in Oceania tends to orient students to distant shores. Schooling is a path away from 
home places and often away from home languages. In this article, we discuss a vernacular 
language movement that has grown over two decades on Ranongga, a mountainous island on the 
far western edge of Solomon Islands. Named Kulu Language Institute after the two languages 
spoken on the island (Kubokota and Luqa), its emblem is a sprouting nut, a resonant symbol of 
one of the island’s most important foods and trees. Its motto is “all read well.” The English word 
“read” is translated to “tiro” in Ranongga, a word that encompasses many other forms of 
searching for signs in the environment, including searching for nuts under the forest litter. This 
metaphor runs through the curriculum materials, encouraging students to look under the surface 
of words for their deeper meaning. Today, approximately twenty percent of the island’s 
population has studied writing and reading the Kubokota or Luqa and a growing number of 
younger people have undertaken an intensive series of courses focussing on the grammatical 
structures of Luqa. Students and teachers at the school speak of how studying their own language 
has anchored them intellectually. In contrast to the English-language instruction of primary and 
secondary school, learning in their own language has given them a sense of being firmly 
connected to the ground, no longer flailing toward an uncertain future. 
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ALL READ WELL: SCHOOLING ON SOLID GROUND IN A SOLOMON ISLANDS 

LANGUAGE MOVEMENT 

 

The ancestors of Solomon Islanders did not have to read or write texts to lead successful lives. 

Today, however, reading is an essential skill, perhaps as essential as gardening or fishing. 

National governments, aid donors, students, teachers, parents, and communities invest significant 

money and energy into schools that promise to teach students how to read. Unfortunately, 

sometimes this investment does not seem to pay off. As has been the case for decades, schooling 

does not necessarily lead to paid employment (Hicks, McDougall, Oakeshott, this issue; Craney, 

this issue). Worse still, some young people spend years in school without ever learning to read 

well. Unsurprisingly, even students who successfully pass exams may feel like failures in school 

and in life. Schooling takes them away from home, and some come to believe that everything 

that is really worth knowing must be learned somewhere far away. 

In this essay, we write about a community language movement in Solomon Islands that 

has begun to address some of these disappointments and frustrations with schooling. The Kulu 

Language Institute has grown on Ranongga, a small, steep island on the far western reaches of 

the New Georgia group in Solomon Islands (Zobule 2018). It is named for the two closely 

related languages of the island: Kubokota, spoken by approximately 3,400 people in the northern 

half of the island, and Luqa, spoken by approximately 3,900 people in the southern half 

(Solomon Islands Statistics Office 2012). “Kulu” (as Ranongga people call the Kulu Language 

Institute) began when one of the authors of this article, Alpheaus Zobule, realized that speakers 

of Luqa language were unable to read a translation of the New Testament. Over twenty years, it 
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has grown to become a powerful intellectual force on Ranongga, the surrounding islands, and 

even the whole Solomon Islands. 

Kulu’s motto is “all read well.” “Read” is translated as “tiro,” a verb that also denotes 

activities in other important realms of life. When a mother and daughter go to the forest to look 

for nuts (Canarium almonds, known as nali in Solomons Pijin), they are going to tiro—searching 

under leaves and litter to find and collect the nuts. When a fisherman stands on a cliff above the 

shore scanning the horizon, that is also tiro—looking for seabirds diving for the small fish that 

attract schools of bonito. It is not only humans who tiro. The same word is used to describe a 

soaring bird searching down to the ground or sea for prey. When people tiro, they get a view 

from a higher elevation. They are looking for something, picking it out from its surroundings, 

identifying it, and taking it. Zobule teaches that in a similar way reading texts provides a broader 

view that allows readers to find the knowledge they seek. 

The materials Zobule developed for the Kulu school dwell upon associations with the 

word “tiro.” Every person raised on Ranongga knows what they are looking for when they search 

for nuts or fish, but it may not be clear to them what they are looking for when they read a text. 

For many Solomon Islanders, reading means being able to pronounce words on a page; many 

say, “I can read it, but I don’t understand it.” The Kulu curriculum teaches that reading is the 

search for meaning under the surface of the words. It is the process of recognizing that one sign 

points to another, like a flock of birds in the air points to a school of fish under the sea. Reading 

is knowing names for things in the world, knowing the names for parts of language, and 

understanding how everything is connected. Kulu teaching shows students that reading is 

something that they can learn to do, and suggests that it is not entirely unlike activities they 

already know how to do, like finding nuts and fishing. 
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The Kulu metaphor of “reading as tiro” echoes Teresia Teaiwa’s vision of the “classroom 

as canoe” discussed by Rosine Rafai, Jiokapeci Qalo-Qiolevu, and Maca Radua-Stephens in this 

issue. Like a canoe, education takes people to distant lands both literally (rural Pacific children 

often must leave home to go to school) and figuratively (schooling takes students to new places 

intellectually). The Kulu metaphor of reading as “tiro” also orients learners to distant lands. The 

reader is above a situation, searching down and outward like the fisherman looking to the 

horizon. But this metaphor also directs attention to solid land. The Kulu curriculum materials 

play on this metaphor: like looking for nali nuts, reading texts requires you to dig under the 

surface of the ground to find valuable things. 

The Kulu Language Institute logo is a sprouting seed of a nut tree (Figure 1). Printed on 

Kulu course materials and T-shirts, the sprouting nut evokes growth upward into the sky, with 

roots firmly anchored under the surface of the ground. This image represents the growth of 

students. It also represents the growth of Kulu itself, which is often described as a seed that was 

planted on land given given to the Institute ten years ago and is now growing and bearing fruit. If 

the canoe is a powerful pan-Oceanic symbol of mobility, then the tree is the most powerful 

symbol of deep and enduring attachment to place (see Bonnemaison 1994). For Ranonggans, the 

most valuable and significant of all trees are two species of nali nut trees, known in both Luqa 

and Kubokota as ngali (Canarium salomonense) and neni (Canarium indicum). In the past, the 

fruiting seasons of the two species of nuts dictated ritual cycles and marked calendrical time 

(Burman 1981). Nut groves are the living legacy of great-great-grandparents who planted the 

trees and passed on rights through their children. Nuts are essential foods used in traditional 

feasts, especially puddings. Tins of dried nut kernels, called kaqele, are sent to kinspeople in 

town, reminding them of their connections back home in Ranongga. 
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Figure 1: Kulu logo. “Doruna Tiro Vatale” in Luqa language translates to “All Read Well.” 

We (the authors) approach Kulu from distinct perspectives. Zobule comes from Saevuke 

and Lale villages on Ranongga. He is a native speaker of Luqa and the chief translator of the 

Luqa language New Testament. Zobule developed the vernacular metalanguage used for 

describing Luqa grammar, wrote all curriculum material, and continues to provide leadership as 

director as the institution. McDougall is an anthropologist, born, raised, and formally educated in 

the United States and now resident in Australia. She lived on Ranongga for nearly two years 

during her doctoral fieldwork in the years 1998-2001 and has returned many times since then 

(McDougall 2016). She is treated as, and over the decades has come to feel herself to be, an 

adopted relative in several families of Pienuna village. She speaks Kubokota with non-native 

speaker fluency and understands Luqa well. We first met in 1999. In 2000, Zobule welcomed 

McDougall to one of the first workshops on Luqa grammar. When McDougall became intrigued 

by the growth of the Kulu Language Institute school on a family visit in 2016, she approached 

Zobule about interviewing Kulu teachers and students. Zobule welcomed the work, because he 

himself did not really understand why the movement has been embraced so enthusiastically and 

what challenges it was facing. As someone not involved in running Kulu, McDougall was able to 

ask questions that Zobule could not have asked. In writing and speaking about the research on 
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the Kulu Institute, she has helped to spread the word of Kulu within and beyond Solomon Islands 

(McDougall 2019). 

In this essay, we reflect on how and why so many people of Ranongga are enthusiastic 

about studying their own language, with the hope that some of the lessons from the Kulu 

Language Institute may contribute to broader attempts to reform Solomon Islands education. We 

draw primarily on some of the 50 interviews McDougall conducted in November 2017, focusing 

on responses to interview questions that asked Kulu students to talk about the similarities and 

differences between the Kulu school and formal schooling. Many spoke of feelings of confusion 

or failure in school that they came to blame on the fact that they had to start learning in a 

language they did not understand. These Ranonggan students have experienced the intellectual 

benefits of bilingual or multilingual education, benefits that have been documented over many 

decades (UNESCO 1953; Ball 2011). Beyond these academic benefits, engaging deeply in the 

study of their own language has also affirmed a broader sense of purpose and meaning; it has 

encouraged Ranonggan students to revalue their connections to the land and language of their 

birth. 

Linguistic legacies of colonialism 

Zobule began developing materials for teaching Luqa language with a basic pedagogical 

principle: move from what students know to what they do not know. This approach represented a 

radical departure from conventional schooling in Solomon Islands where children are expected to 

learn in English, a language they do not understand (see Hicks, this volume). Rural Ranonggan 

children learn to speak either Kubokota or Luqa, as well as other local languages if their parents 

are from elsewhere. Some also learn Solomon Islands Pijin at home, but most learn Pijin at 

school where teachers use it as a language of instruction. In the capital city, Honiara, most 
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children speak Pijin as their first language; some also speak or understand the languages of 

parents or grandparents who were raised in rural areas (Jourdan 2008, 2013). Town residents 

have much more everyday exposure to English than villagers, but few use it as the language of 

everyday interaction. Throughout Solomon Islands, this mismatch between the language of 

schooling and the languages of life has had damaging effects on individual students, who come 

to doubt their own abilities when they fail at school. 

Schooling in Solomon Islands was not always in English. As Christian missions were 

established around the country in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, many used 

local languages as the language of translation, communication, and instruction. In the Western 

Province, for example, the Methodist Mission, established in 1902, used Roviana language, and 

this became a lingua franca for the region. The Seventh-day Adventist mission, established in 

1914, used Marovo as a mission lingua franca, but also taught English to a greater extent than the 

Methodist mission (McDougall 2012, 2016: 109). The purpose of mission schooling was reading 

the Bible and training men to serve as teachers or pastors in their own or other rural 

communities. Churches continue to offer theological or vocational training programs to ordinary 

people, regardless of their levels of schooling. 

The colonial administration of the British Solomon Islands Protectorate drew Solomon 

Islander staff from mission schools until it began to establish and administer schools in the 

1960s. The first government schools were firmly focused on quickly training Solomon Islanders 

to fill the positions that would be vacated by colonial staff in the hasty process of decolonization 

(Solomon Islands independence was granted in 1978). These schools were strictly English only. 

Recalling his years at King George VI school on Malaita, Former Prime Minister Sir Peter 

Kenilorea (2008) remembered that boys who spoke their languages were given hard labor at 
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school. He struggled to speak his own native language, 'Are'are, when he returned to southern 

Malaita after three years away. Schooling was seen as a path to modern success for some of the 

first generation of schoolboys. Quickly, though, schools began to produce more graduates than 

jobs, and the situation worsened dramatically with structural adjustment policies in the 1990s 

that eliminated many civil service jobs. Although scholars have called for more emphasis on 

vocational schooling for decades, and despite dim prospects for many graduates, academic 

schooling continues to be the most prestigious in Solomon Islands (Maebuta 2013, Craney this 

volume). 

The basic structures of contemporary schooling were established in the late colonial era, 

structures that are oriented around competitive exams and that promise paid employment. The 

decades since independence in 1978 have seen significant expansion of schooling, with nearly 

80% of school-aged youth in school by 2009 (Solomon Islands Statistics Office 2012, 95). In 

theory, primary and junior secondary school are fee-free; in practice, parents must pay 

significant mandatory “contributions”. Solomon Islands students must pass competitive national 

examinations to continue to senior secondary school (grades 10-13). With the expansion of 

secondary education, fewer students are pushed out of school after Year 9 than in previous 

generations, but their scores on these exams determine the quality of school they may attend. 

Many rural parents complain that parents with money or political connections can get their 

children into the best schools even if they scored poorly on tests. As Jack Maebuta observed, the 

expansion of community and provincial secondary schools in the early 2000s occurred without 

sufficient facilities and training; rather than offering training in skills useful for rural livelihoods, 

these schools focus on academic skills and utilize teacher-centered pedagogy that involves 

extensive rote learning, even in practical subjects  (2008, 104). For these reasons, despite the 
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expansion, education often fails to address rural students’ needs or encourage their intellectual 

growth. Students are constantly measured against external performance standards and come to 

view success, at least partially, in these terms. 

This English-focused school system devalued local knowledge and disadvantaged rural 

students. In their important studies of Kwara’ae communities in North Malaita, Karen Anne 

Watson-Gegeo and David Welchman Gegeo (1992, 1994) document these forms of 

disempowerment. While some teachers were able to build on the knowledge students bring to the 

classroom, use Kwara’ae language in their teaching and mobilize distinctly Kwara’ae ways of 

knowing, they were the exception. Since the 1970s, Solomon Islands leaders have been 

concerned about this disjunction (Hicks, McDougall, Oakeshott, this volume); policy makers and 

teachers have worked to make education relevant to local students. In the 1990s, for example, the 

Solomon Islands Curriculum Development Centre sought to integrate local content through the 

Nguzunguzu curriculum (UNICEF 2014). As Solomon Islander teachers replaced expatriates, 

they began to use Pijin or local languages in their teaching, as documented by Lanelle 

Tanagada’s (2013) study of language use among secondary teachers. A 2007 action plan and 

2011 curriculum statement from the Ministry of Education acknowledged the importance of 

using vernacular languages in instruction, thus recognizing in policy what was already happening 

in practice. 

The period of civil conflict known as the “Tensions” (1998-2003) disrupted all aspects of 

Solomon Islands life, including schooling. Not only was the schooling of many individuals cut 

short, but a shortage of trained teachers had long-lasting effects (Maebuta 2013). At the same 

time, though, the collapse of the formal school system gave new momentum to grassroots 

initiatives. In North Malaita in 1999-2000, thousands of young people raised in town were forced 
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to return to the rural homes of their parents or grandparents, places many of them had never even 

visited. Many of these return migrants could not speak local languages well, nor could they 

understand how to fit into rural Kwara’ae society. Gegeo & Watson-Gegeo (2002, 2012) 

describe how these conditions in North Malaita led to the efflorescence of a grassroots 

educational initiative focused on preserving and transmitting Kwara’ae culture and language.  

In 2010, Solomon Islands developed a new language policy that embraced the value of 

vernacular education. Christine Jourdan argues that the heightened attention to ethnic identity in 

the conflict opened the possibility for the education system to overcome colonial ideologies of 

language (Jourdan 2013; Jourdan and Angeli 2014). The document outlining the new policy 

observed that “language is the heart of our culture”: “We take pride in our languages inherited 

from our forefathers and will endeavour to promote the use and preservation of our vernacular 

languages, in all walks of life, to enable us to communicate with one another at present and well 

into the future. We envisage that our languages will continue to be used as a medium of 

communication to transmit worthwhile information such as knowledge (including indigenous 

knowledge), skills, values and attitudes from person to person or from generation to generation” 

(MEHRD 2010). The policy lays out a plan for curriculum to be both developed and delivered in 

children’s first language in early primary school, with English introduced in upper primary and 

secondary school. 

A similar language policy was implemented in neighboring Papua New Guinea in the late 

1990s (Devette-Chee 2015; Litteral 2015; Merlan and Rumsey 2015; Troolin 2013). The policy 

was rolled out in haste all over the country without sufficient curriculum materials or teacher 

training. Many parents, students, and communities were quick to blame the principle of bilingual 

education for many of the systematic failures of education. By 2013, the policy had been 
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abandoned. The Solomon Islands policy—now a decade old—has not been implemented beyond 

two pilot projects. Since 2017, Zobule has been in discussions with senior staff in the Ministry of 

Education about the importance of vernacular education; Ministry staff also took part in a 2019 

workshop on Solomon Islands languages we ran in Honiara. Ministry officials were surprised to 

find a grassroots movement with such a well-developed vernacular language curriculum and 

enthusiastic community support. 

The current language policy reflects a broad concern with preserving local culture. In 

Solomon Islands Pijin, the term “kastom” refers to the distinctive ways of living—what 

anthropologists often call “culture.” But the term “kastom” has other meanings as well. In the 

colonial era, and particularly in a large-scale anti-colonial movement in the eastern Solomon 

Islands called Maasina Rule, the term kastom came to stand for everything controlled by local 

people rather than the British colonial government (Akin 2013). Then and now, kastom evokes 

an opposition between indigenous and foreign ways of life—it may be symbolically contrasted to 

Christianity, to formal law, or to market-based forms of exchange. Some grassroots educational 

movements around Solomon Islands, like the one in Kwara’ae, are strongly focused on kastom 

and the need to preserve local lifeways against foreign ways. In Ranongga, however, the idea of 

kastom is not central in the work of the Kulu Language Institute. Knowledge in this movement is 

not bifurcated into customary verses modern knowledge or indigenous versus western ways of 

knowing. The Kulu Institute draws on, celebrates, and is embedded in distinctly Ranonggan 

lifeworlds, yet the skills it seeks to cultivate are transferrable across all realms of life. It is an 

example of how schooling may be indigenized by revaluing local languages and forms of 

knowledge to empower students. 
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Origins and growth of Kulu 

When Zobule realised that many Luqa speakers were unable to read the first draft of the Gospel 

of Mark in 1998, he began to develop materials to help Luqa speakers learn to read Luqa. 

Building on the vernacular senses of the word “tiro” outlined above, Zobule developed a whole 

new vocabulary to help people identify the things in language that they were seeking out. He 

stretched the meaning of ordinary words to describe the structure of the language, creating a new 

grammatical metalanguage. For many of the early years of the Kulu Institute, he was overseas 

pursuing additional degrees (a masters in 2003 and doctorate in theology in 2008), continuing to 

engage with the teachers on the ground in Ranongga and responding to their prompts to produce 

ever-more coherent and understandable materials. 

The Luqa language work might not have moved beyond the Bible translation project 

were it not for three intellectuals who developed a passion for the language. The first of these 

pioneers is John Tengana, Zobule’s first cousin, who began teaching adults in Saevuke village 

how to read. Among attendees of a workshop on Luqa grammar held in 2000 was Izikeli Moata 

of Kudu village, who would soon join Tengana in teaching Luqa grammar. The third teacher, 

Danstone Beck from Paqe, began teaching soon after Izikeli. All three of these men had some 

secondary school education, which set them apart from many of their generation. They were 

committed to helping villagers left behind by modern schooling and were fascinated by the 

language itself. Danstone had a habit of walking the treacherous path across Ranongga’s central 

ridge in the middle of the night to consult with Tengana on the function of verb phrases. Izikeli 

describes being “amazed” at the language and excited by the task of discerning the hidden 

structures underneath the surface. 
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Figure 2: Izikeli Moata, teaching at the Kulu Institute, November 2017 

Tengana, Izikeli, and Danstone pushed the work forward at a time when few people on 

Ranongga saw the value of learning their own language. In an interview, Tengana said that he 

recruited Izikeli and Danstone “to help carry the burden of the work, share the hunger, and help 

carry the heavy shame of people talking about us wasting time.” He attended meetings of the 

Ranongga circuit of the United Church to get literacy and grammar workshops on the church 

calendar. With no funding for transport, the three men walked for hours across and around the 

island, carrying the materials that Danstone had photocopied with his personal savings. They 

were often hungry and exhausted, and invested time into teaching Luqa grammar rather than 

subsistence or cash-earning activities to support their families. 

During the 2000s, there was no permanent base for the educational activities of the Kulu 

Institute. Many of the Kulu teachers and early students described these early years as a time 

when the work was “wandering” or “floating” without a fixed home. This changed at the end of 

the decade when landowners decided to “bring it ashore” where it could take root. People of the 
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hamlet of Qiloe in Kubokota, where Danstone had been teaching for several years in the mid-

2000s, offered two hectares of prime coastal land to Zobule and the Kulu Language Institute. By 

around 2012, Danstone, Tengana, and Izikeli had each decided to take a rest from teaching, with 

responsibilities being taken up by some of the younger men who had become enthusiastic about 

the study of language and apprenticed themselves to the original teachers. 

In the last few years, the Kulu Institute has experienced exponential growth (Figure 3). 

Between 1997–2009, only one workshop or class was normally held annually with between 11 

and 60 participants. Since 2010, increasing numbers of classes were held each year with steadily 

rising numbers of participants. In 2017, the number of sessions and attendees nearly doubled; by 

mid-2018, they were on track to double once again and the momentum continues in 2019. The 

school was initially intended for people with minimal schooling, but soon attracted pastors, 

ministers, lay leaders, and others who work within their churches. The exponential growth it has 

experienced after 2015 has been almost entirely due to students who were currently enrolled in 

or had completed junior or senior secondary school. 
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Figure 3. Kulu participants. Years 2003, 2012–2016 are estimates based on incomplete 

attendance records. 

Many young people are drawn to the Kulu Institute for a simple reason: they hope it will 

help them do well, particularly in the competitive exams at the end of Year 9, 11, and 12. 

Teachers and principals from local schools have observed that their students who have taken 

classes at Kulu are more successful in conventional school. Secondary school teachers from all 

around the island have begun to enroll in the Kulu classes, sitting alongside their students to 

formally study a vernacular language for the first time. A principal of one of the provincial 

secondary schools had observed that junior secondary students who had studied Luqa grammar 

were performing better in all classes, not just English: Kulu, he said, opens students’ minds and 

gets them more actively involved in learning. 

In the early years, the Kulu school faced challenges of financing, infrastructure, staffing, 

curriculum, and materials. Yet Zobule believes that the most difficult challenge it has faced was 

local attitudes toward vernacular languages (see also McDougall 2012). In the early years of the 

movement, people were surprised that Luqa had a grammar, something they thought belonged 
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only to English. They did not think that their languages were good enough to be written. Early 

Kulu students recalled being mocked by kinspeople and neighbors who told them they were 

wasting their time. “You already speak the language, what more will you learn? Where do you 

think that’s going to take you?” Because vernacular languages are normally formally taught only  

in early childhood education (Burton 2012; Glasgow 2011), many were teased for “going back to 

kindie.” Zobule feels that convincing Ranonggans that their language is worth studying has been 

perhaps the most important accomplishment of the Kulu Institute thus far. 

The Kulu Institute’s success in equipping Ranonggan students to do well in secondary 

school means that some now see studying the vernacular not as an end in itself, but as a means to 

other ends. Learning about the structure of their language helps them understand the structure of 

English, which helps them pass competitive exams, which allows them to continue schooling—

and they hope—get a good salaried job. All Kulu staff are proud of the fact that their work is 

helping Ranonggan students succeed in school, but do not feel that this ought to be its primary 

purpose. 

In summary, over twenty years, an initiative begun to help people read the Bible in their 

own language has grown into a full-fledged program that goes far beyond vernacular literacy to 

encourage people to understand the structure of their own language. It has overcome three 

daunting challenges of vernacular language education: curriculum production, community 

support, and attitudes toward the language. The curriculum was written by Zobule, who brought 

an unreplicable combination of skills and drive to the task, but no formal training in curriculum 

development. He did not produce the materials alone. Kulu teachers’ feedback was integral in the 

process; much of the content of the first and most popular book in the series was written by 

previous generations of students; and physical copies of the course materials were first produced 
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by Danstone and are now purchased by students when they enroll. The support of the broader 

community was manifest most powerfully in the gift of land and ongoing support from people of 

Qiloe. Finally, attitudes toward vernacular language education have changed remarkably over the 

decades, with parents and students who once did not see the point in studying their own language 

eager to enrol. 

Learning on solid ground 

For many students, studying at the Kulu school was revolutionary. In interviews, they were 

asked to reflect on their conventional schooling, and most spoke of a sense of disorientation. 

Many did not know where they were going or why. Study at the Kulu school gave them a clear 

sense of direction, and a sense of confidence. The learning was grounded on what they knew—

their own language. 

At the core of the Kulu school are four classes, each with its own textbook. Students pay 

fees of SBD$200–$400 (about USD $25–50) per course. The fees cover the textbooks (bound 

photocopies of up to 200 pages), accommodation, and food. Book 1, “Reading Luqa language,” 

begins with sound-letter correspondences and the ideas of syllables and words. The bulk of the 

text is centered on Luqa language texts authored by previous years’ students. Students practice 

reading silently and aloud, study vocabulary, and answer comprehension questions. This book is 

also available for Kubokota language. Book 2, “The structure of words,” is the longest text at 

200 pages and sixty-four lessons. It explores how words function differently depending upon 

their relationship with other words in the sentence. The text is notable for of the creative use of 

vernacular terms as metaphors for parts of speech. For example, the text categorizes a range of 

verbal prefixes and suffixes as “gila,” which could be translated as beacon, marker, or sign. Gila 

take many forms, but one of the most important is a beacon on the sea that marks a hazard like a 
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submerged reef. Like such a beacon, the linguistic particles called gila direct the action of the 

sentence in particular directions. Zobule observes that these words “look small, but their work is 

important in the structure of language…if they are omitted, then the speech won’t be well-

structured or complete” (Zobule 2016, book 3, 25). Book 3, “The structure of sentences,” 

explores the structure of noun phrases, clauses, and sentences. These first three books end with a 

final assignment requiring students to analyze texts according to the categories they have 

learned; students are also required to compose an original story. 

The final book in the series is Book 4, “Structure of complete writings,” which focuses 

on text composition and analysis. The metaphor used is weaving. Once you know the basic 

technique of weaving, the text suggests, you may weave many different kinds of containers or 

mats; similarly, once you understand the basic techniques of putting sounds and words together, 

you can construct many different kinds of stories. The book explores argumentation, 

paragraphing, and the purpose of different genres of writing.  

In addition to these four core courses, Zobule has produced illustrated alphabet books in 

both Luqa and Kubokota and a preliminary course intended for adults or children with no 

literacy. Since 2018, the Kulu school has also offered two courses in English grammar, using 

textbooks Zobule also uses in teaching English to young people in Honiara. Affirming the 

principle of moving from familiar to unfamiliar, only students who have finished the courses in 

Luqa grammar are allowed to enroll in English. 

While some ambitious secondary school students wished that they could skip directly to 

English to help them in exams, most appreciated the logic of first studying their own language 

and then moving onto English. Nearly all interviewees commented on the absurdity of expecting 

young children to learn a language that they had never heard before. As one apprentice teacher 
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put it: “Since the moment I was born into my family, I heard Luqa language. Only when I 

entered school did I hear Pijin and English. That was what was difficult for me. I wasn’t learning 

what I already knew; instead I was learning all that I didn’t yet understand. It was very hard to 

recognize or understand anything.” 

Even students who had been successful in school complained that concepts were “fuzzy” 

in normal school, whereas in the Kulu Institute everything was “clear.” Studying a language that 

they understood made them realize that confusion or failure was not due to their own stupidity, 

but to a flawed mode of instruction. 

 

Figure 4: Luqa Book 4 class meeting in an unfinished classroom, Nov 2017 

Many of these students looked back at their years in secondary school critically. It was all mixed 

up, with no clear beginning or end. Several interviewees likened school learning to poorly 

prepared meals. One Kulu teacher said, “They give raw food to children, so they just eat it 

uncooked.” Others spoke of unripe fruit. Still others described it as a jumbled pile, contrasting it 

to the Kulu curriculum where everything is laid out carefully as one might lay out a feast. Many 
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contrasted the rote learning of school to the more creative work in Kulu, remarking on the way 

that Kulu teachers “played with” language to understand and explain how it works. 

Not only had primary and secondary schooling led to intellectual confusion: it also 

undermined students’ sense of purpose. This was particularly true for young men (McDougall, 

nd). An apprentice teacher expressed this sense of aimlessness eloquently. 

It was as though I was chasing the shadow of something, but I couldn’t actually 

grab the thing itself. I didn’t know what I was doing, or what school was doing for 

me. It was as though I was flailing around on the surface of the sea; I didn’t know 

anything. Imagine you are on the surface of the sea and grab at a dry coconut 

floating past. If you don’t get a good grip, it slips away. When I came to Kulu and 

finished the classes, it was as if I had dug down under the surface of the ground. 

Now I’m able to dig out something strong.  

Like many of the interviews, this one echoed metaphorical language in the Kulu texts 

themselves, many of which explore the importance of digging under the surface of the ground to 

find meanings. The speaker also evokes a contrast between the previous state of being unmoored 

in the middle of the ocean, seeking refuge on something that was itself just floating on the 

surface of the sea. 

In responding to questions about why they thought it was important to study Luqa or 

Kubokota language, all interviewees said it was easier to go from a language you know to one 

you do not. Many also reflected on the power of language in life, sometimes echoing themes 

explored in the textbooks themselves. Words motivate people to action. Good words, like those 

spoken in church or in meetings to settle arguments, can improve the life of people in your 
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community. Bad words can cause disputes or require you to pay compensation if you insult, 

gossip about, or swear at someone. 

Although students saw enormous value in learning to read and analyze their own 

language, no one mentioned preserving language or culture as a reason for studying at the Kulu 

Institute. One of the interview questions was “How would it be if everyone in the world spoke 

the same language?” It was not a possibility anyone had considered before, but first reactions 

were mostly positive. Younger people were especially excited by the idea that they could travel 

and go to school anywhere in the world, a response that suggests that many believe that it is their 

less-than-perfect grasp of English that prevents geographic and social mobility. Most older 

women and men thought it was good that people of different islands had their own languages. 

Several men mused that if everyone spoke the same language, there would be fighting and war 

because everyone could hear what everyone else was saying. Such reflections are an intriguing 

reversal of commonplace Western political assumptions that shared identity and open 

communication lead to peace, whereas ethno-linguistic or cultural difference and opaque 

communication lead to conflict (Harrison 2003; Robbins and Rumsey 2008; Stasch 2009).  

Students and teachers in the Kulu Language Institute are eager to learn English, but also 

other local languages. Another interview question asked how they would feel about learning to 

read and analyze Pijin instead of Luqa. None of the Kulu students expressed the prejudices of 

many well-educated and elite Solomon Islanders who often tend to dismiss Pijin as just “broken 

English” (Jourdan 2008; Jourdan and Angeli 2014). All interviewees said that while it was better 

for native speakers of Luqa to start with Luqa instead of Pijin, children who spoke Pijin as a first 

language should learn to read, write, and analyze the grammar of Pijin before learning other 

languages. Many also thought it would make sense to study the grammar of Pijin after learning 
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the grammar of your own first language. The question also prompted some interviewees to 

propose that every language in the Solomons ought to have a school like the Kulu school so that 

native speakers could learn how their own language works and so that non-native speakers could 

learn to speak, read, and write other local languages. 

Not all students the Kulu school are native speakers of Luqa, which is the primary 

language of the curriculum. Although they are closely related, Kubokota and Luqa are identified 

by both speakers and linguists as distinct languages. Kubokota speakers now make up at least 

half of the students in the Kulu school, but this is not the subject of much commentary because 

insights gained are so readily applicable across the two languages. From the early years of Luqa 

language classes, men and women from other islands who married Ranonggans have attended 

the classes, some with the intention of learning how to speak the language of their in-laws better. 

One young woman, interviewed in 2019, said that she wanted to study Luqa because although 

she grew up on Ranongga, her mother was from Malaita and they always spoke Pijin in her 

family. Since 2017, increasing numbers of people from other islands are travelling to attend 

classes at the Kulu school. Some are from Simbo, whose language is closely related to Luqa, but 

others are from Vella Lavella where the local language, Bilua, is a non-Austronesian language 

with no structural similarities to Luqa. Some Bilua speakers understand Luqa, but others only 

began learning the language when they started the first Kulu class. 

The Kulu school has helped to make Ranonggans feel proud of their language and 

themselves. Yet responses to the interview questions suggest that participants are not focused 

primarily on language as a sign of ethnic or cultural identity; they are more interested in the 

skills they are learning by analyzing the language. Kulu students are eager to apply skills not 

only to English, but also to Pijin and other indigenous languages. With people from other islands 
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also coming to study Luqa, the Kulu school seems to be fostering a new kind of multilingual 

engagement. 

Wings and roots 

Zobule believes passionately in the power of education. One of his most powerful memories is of 

his father telling him “go to school.” His father had only attended a few years of school, but he 

was convinced it would be important in his son’s life. When Zobule was just five, his father 

paddled him several kilometers down the coast to attend the nearest school but they wouldn’t 

take him because he was too young, and he started the next year. Zobule feels that his own life 

has been immensely enriched by an education that has taken him to distant lands and opened his 

mind to new ways of thinking. However, in discussions with Kulu leaders in September 2019, he 

criticized a tendency to value people according to their level of schooling. If someone hasn’t 

gone to school, they should not be belittled or pitied; whether or not someone has gone to school 

really shouldn’t matter. Discerning meaning and knowledge—being able to tiro (read) in the 

Kulu sense of the word—is essential to a good life. Passing particular exams and collecting 

credentials is not. 

One of the most popular features of the Kulu Language Institute materials are short 

passages at the end of each lesson titled “Meme tana rorove” (food for thought). These 

reflections play on the metaphors used in grammatical description or other aspects of the lessons’ 

material. Interviewees made frequent reference to them, particularly in explaining the importance 

of language and the importance of reading. Among the most cited passages comes from Book 1 

in the Kulu texts: “If you do not know, then read. If your mind is cluttered, then read. If you're 

confused about it, then read. If you want to know, then read. If you have already known, then 

read. Reading will give you wings.”  
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Conventional English-language schooling around the region also promises young people 

wings; it promises the means to travel beyond local shores to achieve success. But when students 

return from these journeys empty handed because they have not succeeded at school or have not 

managed to find good employment, they feel like failures. Moreover, they may not have learned 

the oratory, the gardening skills, or the genealogies that are at the core of a good life in their 

natal homes. They may not see the value in these skills and may not try to pass them onto their 

own children. They end up without the wings they were promised, and with only shallow roots in 

their own lands. By putting local language at the center of learning, the Kulu Language Institute 

is helping to show Ranonggans that they do not need to leave home to learn to think clearly. 

There is wisdom to be found on local ground, and this firm grounding appears to be giving 

young people the analytical skills and confidence to navigate confidently beyond local shores. 
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