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Teacher training in the Trust Territory of the Pacific 
Islands-which will be referred to as Micronesia 
throughout this paper-is characterized by the 
effects of deep-seated cultural, economic, political, 
social, and geographic differences upon the edu­
cational system which has evolved under the 
American trusteeship. Prior to focusing upon 
educational needs in Micronesia as these relate to 
special education teacher training, l would like to 
share with you a brief history and geob'Taphy of the 
area which provide the context of the difficulties 
facing Micronesia today. 

Micronesia is being administered by the United 
States under a 1947 trusteeship agreement with the 
United Nations. Covering almost three million 
square miles and including approximately 2,100 
islands, Micronesia actually includes only 700 square 
miles of dry land- roughly the size of Rhode Island. 
Many of the islands are only minute dots of sand 
and coral which cannot support permanent 
habitation, so that only 96 islands are inhabited. 
The current total population is estimated at about 
114,645 people with an annual growth rate of five 
percent. According to the Bureau of Education, 
approximately 39,000 children attend the various 
district schools, which include 236 public elementary 
and high schools and 36 private non·profit schools. 

In addition to geographic separation, Micronesia 
actually represents several distinct linguistic and 
cultural groups. The people of the Trust Territory 
are commonly known as "Micronesians" with the 
exception of Kapingamarangi and Nukuoro people 
and a scattering of individuals of other cultural 
groups. Traditional customs differ between districts 
as well as to some extent between islands and 
districts. Local adaptation and inventions have 
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evolved in response to these customs as well as to 
factors such as geographic isolation and specific 
environmental features of each area. Nevertheless, 
a basic similarity exists throughout both in terms of 
general cultural characteristics and in the nature of 
adjustment to life on a small tropical island. Those 
distinctions which do exist relate to the manner in 
which each group has learned to live in harmony 
with this island environment consisting of land, 
lagoon and the open sea area beyond. Specialized 
technologies using stone, shell, fibers and local 
materials have been developed and adapted to 
patterns of daily and commercial behavior. Class 
distinction and narrow political loyalties, dose 
kinship ties, a cult of ancestors, and leadership by 
chiefs and subchiefs still exist in varying degrees in 
the island cultures of the territory. 

Linguistics further divide the 115,000 Micronesians 
into ten district groups: Chammoro (spoken in the 
Marianas), Palauan, Yapese, Trukese, Ponapean, 
Marshallese, Kapingamarangi and Nukuoroan 
(Polynesian languages spoken in the Ponape 
District), and a tenth language group composed of 
Carolinian (in the Marianas), Ulithian/Woleaian (in 
Yap), and Tobian/Sonsorolese (in Palau). English 
now functions as the communication tool that 
enables Micronesia to function as an entity and to 
participate in the world outside of the territory. In a 
very real sense, just as each of the territory's cultural 
groups is a thread in the tapestry of Micronesia, 
English is the interweaving that tentatively holds the 
districts and their cultures together. 

Throughout Micronesia different degrees of 
acculturation can be found depending upon contact 
with the Spanish, German, Japanese, and U.S. 
administrations and other cultures that have washed 
over the islands in the tides of era and political 
maneuvering. Traditionally, education in the islands 
was a family affair conducted in the home where the 
father taught his son(s) those activities pertaining to 



the male role in the family, as prescribed by 
well-defined labor divisions. While there were 
specific trades which were exclusively transmitted 
from father to son as family trades, there were also 
communal activities taught, in a wide context, to 
young men and women to instill a spirit of 
communal cooperation. Education or training in this 
regard was and-to a varying degree in various 
Micronesian cultures-is still a wny of life, as 
opposed to the formal or institutionalized educcltion 
which purports to prepclre children for adult life 
through formal schooling. 

The Development of Special Education 

Traditionally the child with a handicap wns 
integrated naturally into his social group with 
realistic expectations placed upon him m terms of 
task performance at home. Often, older adults are 
utilized to meet the needs of handicapped children 
and to provide greater purpose to their presence in 
the home. Value was placed upon each child's role, 
and most of the tasks required of each child in the 
home environment involved patience and repeti­
tion rather than a high skill level. Education was a 
family affair and likewise, caring and training 
other-especially siblings-to help meet the 
handicapped child's needs was an integral aspect 
of family responsibilities. 

It was not very long ago, in August 1968, that 
the Special Education component of the Trust 
Territory Department of Education came into 
being under the ESEH Title VI grant. As a point of 
departure and means of contacting the children in 
the schools, vision and hearing screening programs 
were initiated. A one-year training program which 
was a direct function of the Department of Education 
Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands was established 
and implemented to meet the needs of the new 
screening program. This one-year project included a 
six-week visit to each of the six districts with the 
purpose of screening school children and training 
available district personnel-teachers- in the use of 
the audiometer, screening techniques, referral of 
children found with problems, and counseling with 
teachers regarding problems in the classroom. One 
of the major goals of that project was to utilize 
interested permanent and available persons in 
each district through specialized training in 
identification and habilitation of the handicapped 
children within each district. A major concern of the 
project was the training of allied support personnel 
to carry out the program's functions. A few locally 
recruited individuals were sent to the U.S. 

mainland, as a result, for intensive training in 
some specialized fields. 

Continuing as a direct function of the Special 
Education program, a one-year special education 
teacher training component was added to the 
Community College of Micronesia's overall teacher 
training program in 1971. In the special education 
component, the teacher training program structure 
was modified to include a component on hard to 
teach children. A Learning Resource Center was 
also established to facilitate special educntion 
material needs in the districts as well as in the 
training center. 

Since the establishment of the Special Education 
training component at the Community College of 
Micronesia, the coordinator of training has been 
responsible for implementing the college preservice 
and inservice training programs for personnel 
from all the districts. The urgent need at that time 
was to provide more trained teachers with basic 
special education skills so that a larger number of 
handicapped children and a greater range of 
handicapping conditions could be serviced. Due 
to limited funding however, the CCM program was 
only able to provide a three-quarter training 
sequence to certify itinerant teachers to work with 
the mildly and moderately handicapped children. 

Special education in the Trust Territory holds 
the view that handicapped children-if they are to 
function as much as possible like normal children 
- must be provided with educational opportunities 
in as normal a situation as possible. To realize the 
Trust Territory's goals for the mainstreaming of 
handicapped children, the Special Education 
training program at CCM is attempting to train all 
teachers. Between the school years of 1971and1974, 
the CCM Special Education training program has 
turned out 18 competent, certified, itinerant teachers 
and has provided 189 CCM students majoring in 
regular education with introductory courses in 
Special Education. Since the Special Education 
training program at CCM was the only specialized 
teacher training institution in the Trust Territory for 
special education personnel, and recognizing its 
limitedness in program offerings, it became 
necessary for the Trust Territory Special Education 
Division to make special arrangements with 
institutions outside of Micronesia to help meet some 
of those pressing needs which CCM, as of that time, 
was not able to accommodate. 

The Special Education component became an 
integral department of the Community College of 
Micronesia in 1975. After submitting a grant 
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application to the Bureau of Education for the 
Handicapped in Washington, the CCM Special 
Education component was able to establish its 
present A. S. Degree program by fall of the follow­
ing year. The degree program offered three major 
specialty areas: 1) Mildly and Moderately Handi­
capped; 2) Auditorily Handicapped; and 3) Visually 
Handicapped. Through this project trainees can 
complete the major requirements for an A.S. Degree 
in Special Education at the CCM campus and/or 
for a Certificate of Achievement with an area of 
emphasis in one of the mentioned components. In 
addition to providing preservice training during the 
regular school year it also provides upgrading 
sessions during summers for Special Education 
personnel from all over Micronesia. The Special 
Education Department at CCM is also responsible 
for developing and disseminating materials and/or 
procedures for identifying and remediating 
children's special learning problems in the districts. 
It, therefore, provides direct consultation services to 
districts' programs upon request. 

At this time the Special Education programs in the 
Trust Territory are beginning to meet the needs of 
most handicapped children through the work of 
personnel trained through the Special Education 
program at the Community College of Micronesia. 
At the same time, many additional handicapped 
children with unique needs throughout the Trust 
Territory-identified through continuous screening 
and assessment-have yet to be serviced. 

Because of unique geographical, linguistic and 
professional constraints, and philosophic concerns 
children in the Trust Territory have been divided 
for educational purposes, into categories of 
handicapping conditions somewhat different than 
usual. Children with significant auditory and 
visual handicaps can be identified, but because of 
lack of standardized testing devices, inconsistent 
medical and educational support services, cultural 
variables, and physical isolation of small population 
clusters, it is extremely difficult to identify children 
who fit such categories as Educable Mentally 
Retarded, Learning Disabilities, or Emotionally 
Disturbed. In the Trust Territory, the cause of a 
handicapping condition is often difficult to establish. 
Some student difficulties might be due to poor 
quality of instruction or difficulties due to a 
curriculum that is not relevant or well-planned 
rather than to the inherent malfunctioning of the 
student. Because of these factors the approach has 
been to emphasize the specific functioning of the 
student rather than the specific handicapping 
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conditions. Children arc described as having mild, 
moderate, or severe hnndicaps according to their 
level of functioning in their surroundings. Also, 
because of small population centers and large 
distances separating islands-perhaps with school 
populations as small as 15 to 20-an attempt has 
been made to establish categories which would 
focilitate the instruction of children within integmted 
classrooms and in programs with mixed categories of 
handicapped children insofor as possible. Even in 
establishing such categories as mild, moderate, or 
severe, difficulty arises in placing the child. Children 
Me ideally placed on the basis of observation, 
measurable data concerning their relative per­
formance on specific tasks and their observable 
behavioral characteristics, and not primarily on 
the basis of a diagnostic category. Additionally, 
the descriptions of the categories must reflect each 
child's relative performance in comparison with 
hislher age or grade peer group. 

In order to meet the needs established at the 
territorial level- and as education of the handi­
capped is a relatively new effort in Micronesia-the 
Special Education Department at CCM works in 
close cooperation with the Trust Territory Bureau of 
Education in each of the districts. All major program 
decisions are made after joint planning. This enables 
CCM to plan its program to reflect the needs existing 
in each of the districts and helps to move in the 
directions established by the annual projected 
activities. 

The Special Education Department at CCM is 
currently headed by a coordinator who is re­
sponsible for coordinating all Special Education 
activities at CCM in addition to providing classroom 
instruction and field supervision of trainees in the 
Visually Handicapped training component. The staff 
includes two teacher trainers who work in the nreas 
of Auditorily Handicapped and Mildly and Moder­
ately Handicapped. These trainers have teaching 
responsibilities in the special skills areas and provide 
consultation and inscrvicc training to district 
programs. The staff also includes an administrative 
assistant who provides clerical support in addition to 
performing other related duties. 

A Postscript on the Role of Education in Micronesia 

In the recent years under American control, 
Micronesians have been offered a world which bears 
almost no relationship to traditional values and an 
island economy. They have acquired the tastes and 
expectations of modern western technological 
society, but their resources remain comparable to 



those of the poorest Asian nations. The result is a 
striking and pervasive unreality which affects every 
aspect of life in the islands including education of 
any form. It colors the way people think, what they 
expect and how they conduct themselves. An 
extensive alienation of Micronesia's youth, in 
porticular, is one result of the gap between image 
and reality. Rising incidences of delinquency, 
alcoholism and depression are reported at the 
secondary school level and continue into adulthood, 
as youths become aware of the discrepancies 
between expectations and possibility. 

Education surely has surpassed every other 
institution in Micronesia in creating attitudes and 
expectations which are unre<1listic for local 
conditions. People place their hopes in their 
children, and the schools turn out gradu<1tcs as 
if a working society awaited them, but it does not. 
The system begins to disintegrate as youths reach 
adulthood. Each year school enrollment nearly 
doubles, while the employment situation remains 
unchanged. Youth with skills who return from 
education abroad are fortunate to find employment 
at a ratio of one out of every six. Education is 
years <1hcad of economic development. Youths 
growing to adulthood in Micronesia learn thilt 
what they have been taught in school was meant 
for another world- not Micronesia. 

Educators in Micronesia strive toward helping 
young people and adult students <1ttain their edu­
cational goals. And while the present education 
system is not totally relevant or effective, it exists 
and forms the basis of changes which must be m<1de 
to meet the needs of the future if it is possible 
to even partially project that future. Unfortunately, 
here as elsewhere, the present educational insti· 
tutions have been singled out of the existing chaos 
and assigned the task of solving the socio-economic 
problems. The spectrum of these problems includes 
ethnic and political divisiveness, lack of accul­
turation direction, the presence of outside manipu­
lation, lack of local community responsibility and 
lack of leadership. It seems quite unreasonable 
to expect the school system to totally resolve these 
deep-seated difficulties. Ironically, 1t may be this 
expectation which is the most pervasive of American 
notions. If education is to assist individuals and 
society in the attainment of goals for the future, it 
must be based upon a minimal social-political 
stability and direction which have not been and are 
not now present. What is Micronesia then, to be? 

No matter what, our educational processes must 
be aimed at humaneness as well as economic growth 

and cultural preservation. It is with sadness that I 
project that the uniqueness of the various island 
cultures will not be honored nor be allowed to 
prevail in the paths of the many young individuals 
who are able and willing to challenge the outer 
world. The old ways are almost all dead or dying. 
What social institution will protect Micronesia from 
this danger of modernization if not education? The 
realities of the technical world, fortunately, have not 
yet been able to overcome the reality of island 
people's humaneness in this place and time. 

Education in its truest sense of developing 
thinking, creative, imaginative, productive indi· 
viduals is the Micronesians' only hope as contrasted 
conceptually with limited training in soon obsolete 
manual/technical skills. The latter would only open 
the majority of Micronesian people to exploitation 
and less than fruitful lives. The basic concern is not 
what the outside forces can do with Micronesia, 
but rather what Micronesia can not do for itself. 
Micronesia today is caught in the midst of a 
widening cultural generation gap which has become 
the foc<1I point of Microncsi<1n concern. Faced with 
rapid cultural change throughout the Trust Territory, 
Micronesians feel that their children arc losing 
traditional values and skills and are le<1rning and 
understanding less and less of their own heritage. 
Realizing this and recognizing that Micronesian 
children will spend <1 signif1C<1nt number of their 
waking hours in school, parents, Parent Te<1chcr 
Associations and other local pressure groups have 
strongly expressed a desire for the educational 
system to shoulder part of the responsibility 
of teaching children about their cultural and 
linguistic heritage. 
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