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Iakwe aolep! Eta Sharon Nelson-Barber. Ij itok jen jowi eo na 

etan Rappahannock, ilo state eo etan in Virginia ilo United States. 

Moktata, einwot ke na ij juon ri-lotok nan aelon kein, I konaan kile im 

kauteej armej in Majol, ri-tol ro ilo Kien im elaptata ilo Manit, ro im ej 

aer ailin kein. Ij bar einwot kile im kauteej ritto ro otemjej, ro 

remootlok jen kij, im ro iloan mwin raininn. Ilo manit eo ao, e aurok 

bwe in kile ro ekkar kile ir, elaptata ritto ro im elap kapeel im jela ko 

ipeir, mokta jen ao konono.  

 

Ali, Hafa adai, Kaselelia, Tu wo, Mogethin, Ran annim, Talofa, Tirow, 

Aloha, Greetings 

 

I began with a message to the Marshallese people: 

My name is Sharon Nelson-Barber. My people—the 

Rappahannock—come from the state of Virginia in the Mainland 

United States. I first want to acknowledge the Marshallese people, 

the traditional custodians of these lands and that I am a visitor. I also 

want to acknowledge the ancestors who came before us, and the 

elders of your islands, especially those here in the room. It is my 

tradition to acknowledge that I am bold to speak before elders who 

have far more wisdom than I. 

 

I am so pleased to be here today, at the 29th Annual 

International PIBBA Conference, speaking as the newly appointed 

President and Chief Executive Officer of PREL---Pacific Resources 

for Education and Learning. I want to thank Acting President MRs. 

Amenta Matthew, Minister of Health, Minister of Education, Nidel 
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Lorak, and other ministers and officials of the RMI government, as 

well as dignitaries from delegations representing other entities and 

members of the diplomatic corps.  

I want to thank PIBBA International President, Dr. Rosa Palomo 

and President-Elect Cheta Anien and Emman Rokjan, President of 

the PIBBA RMI Chapter for their invitation, PREL Service Center 

Director Dr. Hilda Heine, and everyone’s warm welcome to me, my 

family—my husband Wayne, my daughter Kari, and to my colleagues 

from the National Science Foundation who traveled to this important 

meeting from Washington DC. As always, you are gracious hosts and 

we are enjoying beautiful Majuro. 

 

This year’s conference theme: KUBWIJ BUNI EO: Reviving the 

Languages and Cultures of the Pacific aligns with recurring 

discussions in other indigenous communities about reclaiming, 

revaluing and stabilizing local ways of knowing and being as schools 

prepare children for the future. Our languages reflect traditional 

philosophical understandings. We need our heritage languages in 

order to continue to pass on our systems of traditional knowledge.  

 

Over 6000 languages exist today. Over 1/2 of these will be 

extinct within two decades. A member of the United Nations Youth 

Caucus recently spoke eloquently about the protection and survival of 

heritage languages. He stated, “Language is vital to our indigenous 

being. Language is identity, Language is history. Language is culture. 

Language is education and language is a bridge between the past, 

present and future. 
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All of us here today have common interests in language, 

language development, bilingualism and biculturalism. However, 

rather than exploring generalist theories and policies, here at PIBBA 

we come together to discuss our unique languages, values, attitudes, 

and ways of learning in the various communities in which our Pacific 

children are educated.  

 

Here at PIBBA we come together to discuss ways to integrate 

our own knowledges, skills and expertise as we strategize about 

ways to incorporate processes and methodologies that honor our 

language traditions, and yet address the specific needs of students in 

our Pacific Island schools and communities.  

 

More and more, educational research focuses on the 

relationship between student success and local context in schooling. 

In other words—educators are now asked to take into account 

diverse knowledge systems, to use local funds of knowledge and to 

incorporate community understandings. Best practices in education 

state that learners actively build new learning on a foundation of what 

they already know. But if you think about it, drawing on lived 

experience and ways of learning as resources for daily instruction are 

nothing new to indigenous communities.  

 

Historically, American Indians, even during times of forced 

assimilation, continued to teach new generations the skills, traditions, 

and knowledge that would allow them to solve the problems of their 

own environments. Today Inupiaq and Yup’ik Eskimos in harsh and 
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remote Alaska maintain their traditions of star navigation, which they 

have always used for hunting the tundra and the northern ice. Some 

of you might remember when some of these Alaskan elders attended 

the PEC and shared some of these practices.  

 

They said that as far back as they could remember, they were 

told by their fathers, their grandfathers, their uncles to always observe 

their surroundings, to understand the terrain and the skies during 

different times of year, during different weather conditions, so they 

would be able to “read” the landscape of snow, remember the storm 

two days ago and which way the wind blew, because that would 

mean they could immediately recognize the firmness of the ice and 

how that could change step by step—so they would always know how 

to get home, and most of all, not perish.  

 

Today, despite GPS systems and other modern navigation 

tools, these gentlemen are the ones called immediately to search and 

rescue when someone is lost. Through traditional knowledge and 

methods passed down and shaped thru language and practice—they 

always find the one who is lost-- under any weather condition.   

 

Given that the lifeways of many Pacific communities are 

already being significantly altered by climate effects resulting from 

global warming, and the fact that elders have already been adapting 

and mitigating these effects, drawing from traditional philosophies 

expressed through their languages, we can envision indigenous 
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peoples making tremendous contributions to the climate debate on a 

more global scale based on their indigenous knowledge systems. 

 

Imagine making use of these examples as critical opportunities 

to build bridges between students’ own life experiences and 

classroom content. We must ask, are we doing enough to prepare 

teachers to identify, explore and expand the connections between the 

two traditions of knowledge? 

 

If schools are to provide Pacific children the opportunities they 

deserve to learn, develop and become good citizens who contribute 

to their communities, education must be relevant. There is evidence 

that teachers who have knowledge of students’ communities, cultures 

and languages and are prepared to link curriculum to local concerns, 

interests, and cultural knowledge are in the best position to promote 

students learning.  

 

According to the research, when teachers capitalize on 

students’ heritage knowledge, American Indian and Alaska Native 

students are more engaged in learning and perform better on 

assessments. In the states of Alaska and Hawaii teachers who use 

cultural standards along with state and/or other mandated standards, 

report greater integration of indigenous knowledge and approaches in 

instruction, and better student understanding and transfer of 

classroom material.  
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In my own work in Alaska with the Mathematics in a Cultural 

Context group, we developed pre-algebra and pre-geometry 

curriculum based on the heritage practices of Yup’ik Eskimos.  

The curriculum was implemented in Village schools in the Alaskan 

bush, but also in Alaskan urban centers--Anchorage and Fairbanks. 

Not only did the Yup’ik students in the bush increase their 

performances on standardized tests, American Indian students who 

did not share culture with Yup’ik students also showed greater gains. 

In fact students from all backgrounds in the urban centers showed 

improved standardized test scores compared to students who did not 

experience the curriculum.  

 

Students spoke about having a higher level of interest and 

engagement, and also more realistic opportunities to begin to develop 

and practice local heritage languages as they carried out authentic 

activities. 

 

Like other indigenous communities who participate in the U.S. 

education system, Pacific communities must give proactive attention 

to ways in which their own well-developed indigenous knowing, 

learning, and problem solving can be understood and utilized in the 

schooling of their own communities of students. 

Preserving heritage language and culture are the best places to 

begin. 

KOMMOL TADA 

 

 


