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General progression in 
Reference Grammars: 

Why the Gap? Bridging the Gap 

Islanders are generally not analytic learners 
“Analytic learners [linear thinkers]3 … demonstrate (a) cognitive facility for analysis.  (They) … 
tend to be task oriented.  When faced with an array of discrete facts, analytic thinkers often enjoy 
the challenge of trying to understand and impose structure (organize) them.  As a rule, they are 
good at dissecting a topic or a problem, isolating its parts, and then putting the small pieces of 
information together to build a large whole. These learners tend to think sequentially and to work 
through problems methodically. Analytic learners usually are able to grasp, generalize, and apply 
new knowledge fairly quickly.”4 

Islanders are generally holistic learners 
“Holistic learners (global thinkers)3 … (demonstrate) a cognitive facility for understanding large wholes 
(the big picture) and (they) work from the whole to the parts. …. Because they strive to reconcile and 
integrate every new piece of information with everything else they know, their thinking is often far-ranging, 
complex, sometimes intuitive, and may require time.  Once they have grasped a concept, however, they 
can be expected to demonstrate considerable ability and creativity in the application of their knowledge.  
Many of these learners … (prefer) to have guided practice before launching out on their own.”4 

Designed for individual study 
Most reference grammars are designed mainly for 
individual readers in a non-social setting. 

Designed for small groups study 
A top-down approach can be viewed as a social event.  The 
approach is designed for small groups learning together in a 
comfortable setting how their own language works. 

Examples isolated from context 
While good reference grammars use a great number 
of examples, the content of the examples are often 
isolated events rather than events that are 
consistently linked to a whole story.   

Examples couched in context 
The content of examples can be drawn from within a series 
of connected situations. This poster exemplifies how 
examples are extracted largely from a story of well-known 
experiences. 

Abstract linguistic concepts 
Linguistic concepts are often introduced using 
conceptual contexts that are outside an islander’s 
experience, e.g.,  transitivity, word categories, 
grammatical functions, etc. 

Concrete concepts 
In this approach the learner begins within the context of a 
known event or experience—not abstract linguistic 
concepts.  The learner bridges from local functions and 
relationships into corresponding linguistic concepts.  For 
example, the grammatical “subject” is  introduced in this 
grammar as being the people that are already known to the 
islander or are things that have  a specific function in the 
real world of the islander. 

Poorly understood linguistic terms 
Linguistic terms used in reference grammars are 
typically words from major languages .  And while 
these terms are often well explained, there can 
still be interference with the conceptual category 
already established in the mind of an islander for 
these foreign terms like ”sentence,” “verb,” 
“noun,” etc.   
To give one example, educated Saipan 
Carolinians who I have worked with identified an 
extensive list  of words they described as 
“adjectives,” when in fact there are only a handful 
of  adjectives in Carolinian that correlate to 
English adjectives, all the rest belong to another 
word category: intransitive verbs. 
The opposing frame (far right) presents a superb 
example of how to contextualize linguistic terms  
and functions in Pohnpeian.5 

Linguistic Terms drawn from local terms9 

Where possible, linguistic  concepts and terms should be 
drawn from objects or relationships within the islander’s 
world.  An excellent example comes from a Pohnpeian 
community grammar7 based on information in the 
Ponapean Reference Grammar.8  Finding an indigenous 
representation for a term like “relative clause” can be a 
challenge.  Trained Pohnpeian linguists met it this way.  
Pwuloi is a noun meaning ‘the part of the stem between 
the joints, of cane-like plants…’  Based on this concept 
they created the term pwuloin koasoai idengek  meaning 
‘section-of speech-of lean (against).’  A term created for a 
phone or speech sound is  pwuloin ngihl ‘section-of voice’ 
and for the concept of suffix  pwuloimwur ‘section-behind.’  
The Pohnpeian linguists chose 

“In 1970...the languages of Micronesia were among the most 
poorly documented In the Pacific.  Today, they rank among the 
best.”2  And yet for the most part these well-written reference 
grammars that have received high reviews are seldom used in 
Carolinian communities.  Why? 

Here is a sampling of reasons why Carolinians may feel they don’t have 
access to the linguistic content of existing reference grammars 

Carolinians have physical access to reference 
grammars that were intended for both linguists 
and community members.  But for those 
without linguistic training the information in 
those grammars are still out of reach. 
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Here are suggested responses to the corresponding left-most frames: 

General progression in 
“Top-Down” approach: 

    Excellent Linguistic Resources ….     
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and the Capacity of Islanders to Utilize the Information  
in them for Creating Meaningful Written Material 1 

1. Primary thanks for this poster goes to Stephen Levinsohn who is the source for the concept of this approach on “top-down” grammar instruction for local community writers and translators 
2. Rehg, Kenneth. 2004. Linguists, Literacy, and the Law of Unintended Consequences.  Oceanic Linguistics, Volume 43, Number 2, December 2004. 
3. The term ‘holistic’ or ‘global’ follows the nomenclature used by Kindell and Hollman, who refer to the field dependent style as global and the field independent style as linear. [currently using 
global teaching approach with Nigerian students]  Kindell, Gloria, and Pamela Hollman. 2003. A comparison of linear and global approaches to instruction. In Evelyn Davis (ed.), Enhancing 
instruction: A workshop manual, 30–32. Dallas, Texas: Wycliffe International. 
4. Davis, Patricia M. 2014.  Cognition and Learning: A review of the literature with reference to ethnolinguistic minorities, p. 105-117.  SIL e-Book 49. Dallas, TX: SIL International. 
5. Rehg, Kenneth L. 2014. On the Role and Utility of Grammars in Language Documentation and Conservation. In  Nakayama, Toshihide and Keren Rice (eds.). The Art and Practice of Grammar 
Writing,  

pp.53-68. Language Documentation & Conservation, Special Publication No. 8. University of Hawai‘i Press, Honolulu. 
6. This story made available through the kind permission of Kevin Roddy (2007. A sketch grammar of Satawalese, the language of Satawal Island, Yap State, Micronesia. Masters Thesis, 
Ling. Dept, UH) Manoa 
7. Sohl, Damian G. & Robert Andreas. n.d. Padahk en lokaiahn Pohnpei. Xerox. 
8. Rehg, Kenneth L.; Sohl, Damian G. 1981. Ponapean Reference Grammar. University of Hawai‘i Press, Honolulu 
9. Good example of this is:  Hovdhaugen, Even, et al. 1989.  A handbook of the Tokelau language.  Norwegian University Press, Oslo. 
10. Thanks to Pat Davis, Int’l Lit, Dallas: Cameron Hamm, "Foundations for Grammar" Cameroon; Pam Hollman, Nigeria; Phil King, PNG; Catherine McGuckin, PNG for ideas on this “top-
down” project. 
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