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Introduction

The Republic of Fiji is a South Pacific island with a diverse population of indigenous
Fijian (iTaukei), Indo-Fijian, Polynesian, European & Asian residents. Fiji has three official
languages: English, Fijian and Hindustani. My father is iTaukei and my parents fled Fiji during
the 1980’s turmoil, but | always question how my life and my education would have been if we
had stayed in Fiji. This research will analyze how multilingualism is incorporated in Fijian
education and what role each of the three official languages play in school. There are two
research questions for this paper: A) What role does English, Fijian and Hindi play in Fijian
education? B) What theories work in multilingual learning environments? | argue that English is
used as an emancipatory tool to enable Fijians to work and compete in the global economy as a
post-colonial nation and that Fijian and Hindi are used as informal channels of communication.
The first section of this paper will outline a brief history of Fiji since colonization. Then | will
analyze the roles of each language in Fiji. The third section will analyze the theory of
multilingualism and Mother Tongue Education (MTE). The fourth section will analyze two case
studies. The first case study researches Fijian primary education and how multilingualism is
approached. The second case study researches the role of Spanish, as a colonial language, in
indigenous Paraguayan communities. The two case studies will be used to understand the role
of colonial and indigenous languages in indigenous, post-colonial nations. This will be followed
by a discussion to analyze the case studies and literature and answer the two research
qguestions with a conclusion.

Historical Summary

Fiji was a UK colony from 1874 to 1970. The UK established Fiji as a global trade
prospect through sugar cane plantations. To meet the demand of labour, the UK mass imported
indentured Indians and other Pacific Islanders to work the sugar cane fields. From 1879 to
1916, 60,000 indentured Indians were brought to Fiji on 5-year work contracts (Howard, 1991).
Indentured labour was abolished in 1920 and 20,000 Indians left while 40,000 stayed,
outnumbering the iTaukei (Howard, 1991). Following this time, Indo-Fijians had a period of
wealth and improvement, taking control of the agricultural sector, owning businesses and
gaining political power to the disdain of the iTaukei who became marginalized in their own
country (Howard, 1991). Indian prosperity ended after 2 coups in 1987 due to cultural
incompatibility between iTaukei and Indo-Fijians (Howard, 1991). The new military government
introduced a race-based constitution which disfranchised Indo-Fijians, leading to a second mass
emigration of Indo-Fijians. A decade later, the first Indo-Fijian Prime Minister was elected in
1999, Mahendra Chaudhry. Chaudhry’s government was quickly ousted in 2000 by iTaukei
nationalists. The Constitutional Review Committee released a report with a clear message that
Indo-Fijians were not seen as equal citizens and did not have equal rights to iTaukei people
(Lal, 2003; World Trade Press, 2010). As of 2013, Fiji’s racial tension has been moderate
compared to previous years (World Trade Press, 2010). The current 2013 constitution declares
all people of Fiji as equal citizens, specifically recognizing those who descend from indentured
Indian laborer’s as Fijian (Kant, 2017). However, iTaukei still hold political power in Fiji today
which sets the precedence for understanding what role language and culture plays in the politics
of power in contemporary Fiji (Kant, 2017)."

Politics & Roles of Language in Fiji

Fiji is predominantly iTaukei (52.1% of the population) with 43.7% being Indo-Fijian, and
4.2% of the population being European, South Pacific Islander, Chinese or other (Fiji Islands
Statistics Bureau, 1996 cited by Mangubhai & Mugler, 2018). They have 3 official languages,
Fijian, English and Hindustani. The 1970 constitution reads that “the official language of
Parliament shall be English” (Constitution, Section 56). The 1997 constitution says, “the English,

! The political/colonial history of Fiji is extensive and far too complicated to properly explain within the parameters of this
research paper. Please refer to Howard, 1991 for further information.
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Fijian and Hindustani languages have equal status in the State” (Constitution, 1997, Section 4).
According to Mangubhai & Mugler, 95% of the population speaks Fijian and or Hindi as their
mother tongue (2018, p. 5). Mangubhai and Mugler explain that Fiji inherits English “as the
colonial language and [English is] reinforced by its current status as the main regional and
international lingua franca” (2018, p. 5; Kant, 2017). English has been the main form of
instruction in Fijian schools since 1879, established by missionaries (Mangubhai & Mugler,
2018). Research finds that literacy in Fiji began with Christian missionaries translating the Bible
to Fijian in the 1800’s, therefore literacy and school began as a method of colonial Christian
indoctrination (Mangubhai & Mugler, 2018). Today, Fiji is still a part of the Commonwealth? and
heavily influenced by their colonial history. English is the language used by Parliament and
professionals, being the language of the upper class because those who speak English are
therefore able to work white-collar, higher paying jobs. Fiji’'s economy is dominated by tourism
and agriculture. The agricultural sector is controlled by Indo-Fijians, therefore iTaukei rely on
tourism or other white-collar jobs. English plays an important role in enabling Fijians to mobilize
economically, to compete and achieve higher paying jobs such as those within the Government.

Fijian is held as the main vernacular for the iTaukei and other rural Fijians. The authors
write that many people speak a mix of pidgin Fijian and Hindi as the actual lingua franca
(Mangubhai & Mugler, 2018). Little literature was found on the difference in status and power of
Fijian and Hindi as languages because the number of speakers for each is almost equal.
However, iTaukei nationalism is prevalent in the history and literature of Fiji and they are the
dominant culture. The role of Hindi is complex because the dialect of Hindi that the government
adopts is Hindustani, different from Fiji Hindi which most people speak. Fiji Hindi is the
amalgamation of various Hindi dialects that indentured workers brought with them and Fijian.
Hindustani dialect is the lingua franca of Northern India. Mostly all Indo-Fijians speak Fiji Hindi
(Mangubhai & Mugler, 2018). The type of Hindi taught in class is Hindustani, not Fiji Hindi. With
this plethora of languages being used throughout Fiji, further dissecting into separate dialects,
the research then questions how teachers and education ministers approach a broad education
policy for such a diverse, multilingual population that changes drastically from village to village.

Mother Tongue Education & Multilingualism Theory

Two theories will be used to analyze multilingualism in Fijian education: Mother Tongue
Education (MTE) and Lotherington’s Pedagogy of Multiliteracies.® Lotherington’s pedagogy
studied how multiple languages are approached in schools where English is the main form of
instruction. Her research found 3 strategies: “transitional bilingual education” strategy uses
vernacular for the first 3 primary years then switches to English; “maintenance bilingual
education” uses vernacular throughout primary, with no abrupt switch to English; and
“submersion education” applies English as soon as possible in primary education (1998, cited
by Shameem, 2007, p. 2-3). Lotherington suggested maintenance education is best, but she
found it produced “weak proficiency thresholds in either language”, making students less
proficient and confident with their English skills (1998, cited by Shameem, 2007, p. 2-3).
Supporting vernacular may not be beneficial for students because English is “the gatekeeper for
those who want access to further education or to white collar jobs” (Shameem, 2007, p. 2).
Narayan (2018) says Fiji’'s education policy follows the transitional strategy of Lotherington’s
theory because the first 3 years are taught in mother tongue, then English becomes the primary
language of instruction. Narayan notes that Fijian and Hindi can be taken as electives for
students, but they are less likely to enroll in them because it does not benefit their education,
nor is it the dialect of their mother tongue (2018). The research found that vernacular becomes
the secondary language for students, only to be used when they are unable to communicate in

2 Fiji was suspended from the Commonwealth from 2006 to 2014
3 Due to library limitations, I could not access the primary source for Lotherington’s pedagogy.
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English or as an informal channel of communication between peers (Shameem, 2007; Narayan,
2018; Kant, 2017).

Various case study results were compiled by Ball (2010) for MTE. Kosonen (2005) found
that children were more likely to enroll and had better success when MTE was available (cited
by Ball, 2010). Benson (2002) wrote parent-teacher communication and participation was more
likely when the children were offered MTE (cited by Ball 2010). Other studies concluded that
MTE lowers barriers for disadvantaged groups like those from rural communities and especially
girls (Hovens, 2002 & UNESCO Bankok 2005, cited by Ball 2010). MTE allows students to
focus on developing learning habits, skills to conceptualize and apply critical thinking and allows
students to form a cultural identity within the education framework (Ball, 2010). Ball’s research
found that students who are taught in their mother tongue and have a maintenance bilingual
education become more proficient multilingual learners, that they pick up other languages easier
(2010).

Case Study: Language Education Needs for Multilingualism in Fiji Primary Schools
(2007)

The purpose of this study was to understand how Fiji schools approach the multilingual
needs of their students, specifically Indo-Fijian students who speak Fiji Hindi. Shameem found
that English was always the main language of instruction, “with all stakeholders expressing their
beliefs that English should continue to be the main medium of instruction in Fiji schools” (2007,
p. 18). This is because English affects students’ choices for future employment and education
as it is needed for higher education and salary jobs (Shameen, 2007). Although the dominant
belief supported English as the lingua franca, respondents in the study appreciated and
respected vernacular in class and understood that it served its own role in the classroom
(Shameem, 2007, p. 18). This respect is extended to other languages, showing a positive
multicultural perspective in students and teachers in this study (Shameem, 2007). The study
notes that teachers use the submersion education strategy, suggesting that policy may have an
influence, but they are “not crucial in language choices that teachers and students [make] at the
classroom level” (Shameem, 2007, p. 18). Vernacular was used in specific contexts where
English communication was insufficient and as a non-formal channel of communication between
peers, not to be used when speaking to teachers (Shameem, 2007). Overall, the study found
that policy and macro approaches would be inefficient, rather that teachers must be trained to
handle unique, multilingual classrooms and be able to identify and provide for the needs of the
individuals within a class (Shameem, 2007). To teach a multilingual class, the study suggests
that teachers emphasize the meaning of the content, the semantics of a lesson over the diction
to better reach students of varying vernaculars (Shameem, 2007). Therefore, in this study,
although MTE is incorporated and respected within the multilingual environment, English should
remain the dominant language in education as to the benefit of students to acquire mobility via
higher education.

Case study: With Spanish, Guarani Lives (2012)

Paraguay has a bilingual education policy that uses both the indigenous language,
Guarani, and Spanish, with Spanish being the main form of instruction. The purpose of the
study is to investigate why implementing bilingual education has been difficult. Ito’s respondents
said they favored speaking Spanish at home, even when their mother tongue is Guarani,
because it is “instrumental in improving children’s education” (Ito, 2012, p. 6). In Paraguay,
“Spanish acquisition is crucial to academic, and thus social success and is pursued even at the
cost” of Guarani because Spanish is a global language with more national and international
dominance and therefore mobility compared to Guarani (Ito, 2012, p. 7). Although policy states
that Spanish and Guarani are both important, “socially, Spanish has the advantage” and
teachers do not respect Guarani like Spanish (lto, 2012, p. 7). Additionally, the education policy
struggles to be implemented because teachers are not being trained to manage bilingual
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classrooms and therefore cannot adequately meet the needs of bilingual students making it too
difficult to switch (lto, 2012). Also, the bilingual education policy conflicts with the “ideological
and attitudinal gaps between the policy level and the operational level” (Ito, 2012, p. 8). In this
case study, enforcing MTE within a bilingual framework fails due to the lack of training to
successfully implement the strategy and because of the dissonance between policy makers and
Guarani teachers/parents.

Discussion

There are two research questions for this paper: A) What role does English, Fijian and Hindi
play in Fijian education? B) What theories work in multilingual learning environments? | argue
that English, although still a tool for neocolonialism, benefits Fijian students as the lingua franca
in multilingual schools because of the socio/economic benefits and opportunities English has
over vernacular. English allows students of various languages to communicate, it opens multiple
career/education paths for students to pursue and it creates socio-economic mobility.

According to Lal (2003), many Fijians emigrate to Australia, Canada, the United States and New
Zealand mostly due to political insecurity, open emigration policies and new opportunity. 76,000
Fijians migrated between 1987 to 2001 (Mohanty, 2002). Emigrating Fijians are well-equipped
linguistically to succeed in other countries from learning English. Although the fight to
decolonize is important for indigenous peoples around the world and speaking one’s indigenous
language can help reinforce cultural identity, it is important to understand the role of English in
creating social mobility and accessibility in a global economy and in a Commonwealth country
like Fiji. To reject the impact English has a tool of liberation for non-English individuals would be
immoral because it denies the “instrumental value” of a global, colonial language like Spanish to
the Guarani people in Paraguay (lto, 2012, p. 7). To better understand the emancipatory role of
English in developing countries, it helps to use the perspective of Freire’s pedagogy of the
oppressed. Freire’s theory notes that the oppressed can be liberated through education of their
oppression (Arnove, Torres, & Franz ,2012). We can see the acts of liberation in both case
studies where the ideology of the people chooses to have their colonial language as the lingua
franca to better benefit their people socio-economically (Ito, 2012; Shameem, 2007). In these
cases, the colonial language is no longer forced upon the indigenous people, but they choose to
have it for the benefit of their people because of post-colonialism and globalization.

The role of vernacular in education becomes complicated because they are different dialects
than the official language. Mangubhai and Mugler explain: “for many Fijian children, the
Standard Fijian they encounter in the formal school system is different from the dialect with
which they have grown up” (2018, p. 40). The same problem is encountered with Indo-Fijian
children who speak Fiji Hindi (Mangubhai & Mugler, 2018). Therefore, Fijian and Hindi (official
dialects) do not have much of a role, rather it is the colloquial and pidgin forms of each language
that plays the role of vernacular and informal communication. The national dialects are used
only in the context of the elective courses. Vernacular are used for the first 3 years of primary
education to introduce children to literacy and the foundations of learning, but it is also used as
a respected form of language when English does not satisfy the situation or for peer-to-peer
communication. Several studies found that MTE produces more proficient multilingual learners
when used in a transitional bilingual framework; therefore, training students to learn and speak
English becomes easier but also students succeed more in school (Kosonen, 2005 cited by Ball,
2010; Ball 2010). However, MTE can only be implemented successfully when students and
teachers respect and understand vernacular roles and when incorporated in the transitional
framework with proper training (Shameem, 2007; Ito, 2012). For example, when teaching early
primary students’ literacy, it is beneficial to teach these in vernacular to enable better
comprehension when the students have low English proficiency (Ball, 2010; Mangubhai &
Mugler, 2018). For teachers to successfully navigate a multilingual learning environment, they
must be trained to deliver multilingual curriculum and establish the unique needs of each
classroom, then apply the appropriate skills to deliver the material (Ito, 2012; Shameem, 2007).
| agree with Shameem’s argument that teachers should put emphasis on meanings and
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concepts over which language is used because concepts cannot always translate perfectly
between languages. Some concepts can be translated but it can be difficult to convey the full
meaning of a message between fundamentally different languages, especially in multilingual
environments compared to bilingual environments. Therefore, focusing on the meaning and
concept of a lesson, although difficult, will benefit multilingual students more than focusing on
literacy and speech.

Conclusion

English can be used as a tool for mobility for indigenous groups globally to gain better
education and therefore careers, however the framework of which English is taught must be
considered. In the case of Fiji, they benefit greatly from maintaining their colonial language as
the lingua franca as it aligns Fiji to compete and participate with other Commonwealth countries.
Since Fiji is a multilingual country, classrooms can suffer when teachers are ill-equipped to
teach multilingual students, therefore special training is required to maximize student potential.
Including a maintenance bilingual strategy that supports a gradual incorporation of English with
vernacular will benefit students of any linguistic background and create better multilingual
students. Emphasizing the meaning over the words and understanding the needs of a
classroom are important (Shameem, 2007). However, it must be noted that increasing teacher
training is often out the question for developing countries like Fiji where schools are struggling to
fund basic operations. Looking at Fiji’'s ongoing racial turmoil, the research is pleasantly
surprised by the respect for various languages displayed by students in Shameem’s (2007)
case study of primary Fijian education, unlike the parents and teachers in Paraguay (lto, 2012).
The research anticipated finding negative literature regarding Indo-Fijian students and
language, however it seems that Fiji Hindi is held equal to Fijian in the context of school. Each
language has its own role in Fijian education which is respected and upheld by both students
and teachers. However, the research concludes that English should remain as the main form of
instruction within a maintenance bilingual framework that supports vernacular in primary
schools. Fiji and Hindi are concluded to be used as informal channels of communication and
supplemented into education at the primary years when English is not beneficial (Narayan,
2018; Kant, 2017). This study helps us understand comparative education because it allows
researchers to compare multilingual strategies between countries with differences in population,
language and racial relations such as Fiji and Paraguay. This study also takes in the account of
comparing a nation’s indigenous language, with an immigrated language and a colonial
language to understand how they are balanced. Furthermore, by understanding the role of a
colonial language, we can determine if it is being used as a tool for oppression or liberation. In
this study, English is used as a tool for liberation by creating more human capital for students in
Fiji to participate and complete in the global economy by having strong English literacy. At the
same time, mother tongue languages are respected and used appropriately at the primary level,
promoting good multilingual learners.
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