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Dear Parent, 
 
I hope this finds you and your children doing well and thriving in this Year of Good Health. 
 
Please allow me, on behalf of the Ministry of Education, to take this opportunity to inform you 
of what the ministry is currently engaged in with the Palauan language curriculum. I am often 
asked if the Palauan language is being taught in our schools. Hence, I am hoping to shed some 
light to what has taken place over the years and how the ministry addresses the Palauan 
language with students in our school system. It is important to share this information in moving 
forward, so that our Palauan language is maintained by our children while they are in school. 
The Palauan language is slowly fading away. Like all languages, it is “being challenged by 
modernization and globalization”. John F. Copper, a futurist and the Stanley J. Buckman 
Distinguished Professor of International Studies (emeritus) at Rhodes College in Memphis, 
Tennessee, predicted that by the end of this century (2099), English and Chinese will be the 
only two remaining and dominant languages in the world. This is a critical issue for Palau 
because of our ongoing struggle as a country to verbally maintain our language.  
 
In 1972, a major achievement in an attempt to strengthen the use of the Palauan language was 
the development of Palauan Orthography by a committee of Palauan educators and 
community members with Associate Professor Lewis S. Josephs and Dr. Helen Wilson, both 
from the University of Hawaii Department of Linguistics and Pacific and Asian Linguistics 
Institute that served as consultants. This project was developed for the purpose of 
strengthening the Palauan language in schools and in the communities. The Palauan 
Orthography is a set of conventions for spelling of Palauan consonants, vowels, and various 
rules pertaining to the spelling of individual Palauan words. This standardized method for 
writing the Palauan language was only adopted by the Ministry of Education in the early 1990s 
and is now being taught in all the schools. Prior to this, Palauan words were spelled out the 
way they were pronounced instead of following the standardized spelling as set forth by the 
Palauan Orthography.  
 
The following is the chronological development of how the Palauan language has progressed 
over the years in Palau and in the school system. On January 1, 1981, the Palauan and English 
languages became the official languages of Palau as mandated by our constitution. In 1996, 
public schools were then required by the RPPL (Republic of Palau Public Law) No. 4-57 to teach 
both Palauan and English languages in the classroom. This law enabled the Palauan language 
to be one of the core subjects taught in public schools from grades 1 to 12. In 2008, the 
Palauan language became the prevailing language of the constitution and in 2009, a Palau 
Language Commission was established by RPPL No. 8-9 to provide for the development and 
preservation of the Palauan language. In August 2010, the newly developed Ministry of 
Education’s School Handbook reaffirmed that the medium of classroom instruction in all public 
schools will be the Palauan language. In December 2012, RPPL No. 8-55 was passed stating 
that “to support the use and vibrancy of the Palauan language, all children must be given basic 
instruction in written Palauan, as well as spoken Palauan…” at every school (public and 
nonpublic) in the Republic of Palau. Despite these positive developments in the usage of the 
Palauan language, however, the government and business sectors both use English as the only 
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means of written communication. This is inevitably a sure sign that the Palauan language is 
quickly becoming a minority language in the country of its origin. 
 
This is an ongoing challenge in the efforts towards the revival of the Palauan language as we 
continuously and increasingly use English in day to day communication. This is compounded 
by the fact that as tourism has been Palau’s number one industry for the past decade, the use 
of English as the main means of communication has become necessary for the economy. This is 
also evident in the schools as they have slowly become linguistically diverse and there is no 
indication that this trend will change in the near future. According to Copper, the languages 
that decline in use in business, science, and technology will rapidly disappear. Although the 
Ministry of Education has developed a Palauan dictionary and grammar books, they are not 
enough to preserve our indigenous language. With our small population of nearly 20,000 
native speakers, the Palauan language has no likelihood of becoming an international language 
or language of commerce, therefore, there is a real risk of it fading from usage in our future. 
Copper further predicted that by the end of this century, countries that had less than 100,000 
people will lose their local language. For us, the deadline is in 81 years! 
 
As the proud people of a proud country, I believe that you and I are at a crossroad as to how 
we should develop and progress to meet the demands of the changing world in terms of 
preserving and maintaining our ancient language. As parents in this era of globalization, I also 
believe that it is important that you and I pay attention to the changing Palauan society. As a 
community, we need to understand globalization as recommended by Laura A. Valdiviezo, an 
associate professor at the University of Massachusetts Amherst, that there is a real need to 
“understand globalization locally and address it relationally, connecting the local experience 
with the rest of a nation and the world”. To preserve and conserve the Palauan language, I also 
believe that there are solutions to address the potential extinction of the Palauan language and 
how the schools should prepare the students on the use of the language. To do so, the work 
must continue to focus on the role of the parents and the schools by which the ministry has 
consistently persevered to realize. As such, I, along with the ministry, challenge and advocate 
you, as a parent in your community to be engaged in this endeavor. This view is strongly 
supported by David E. DeMatthews and Elena Izquierdo, assistant professors of the University 
of Texas at El Paso, that it is important to understand how parents frequently use local 
language in their homes. This has been the ministry’s long-standing attempt to build strong 
schools to establish authentic connections with parents and families.  
 
Our school system has used the Palauan Orthography as a starting point for reviving and 
preserving the Palauan language through the teachers, students, and families. As a speaker of 
the Palauan language, I still find that there are too few books and cultural information on the 
language. Professor Hilary Janks, a literary scholar and applied linguist at Winks University, 
South Africa, found that children who speak their native language are challenged because it 
does not often appear in print in books, magazines, or newspapers. Schools must therefore by 
necessity, become the key to their language development. As parents, you and I must 
understand and embrace the concept of why preserving and practicing our own language can 
identify and give meaning to us as Palauans. I believe that this is where our partnership should 
flourish and continue to grow as we work to maintain our ancestral language.   
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Our precious Palauan language should never be left for schools alone. As an educator, I 
understand that preserving our language must be built on community and family practices. It is 
equally important that we at the ministry provide relevant and practical application of the 
Palauan language at schools and in the lives of the teachers and students as users and learners 
at our schools and at our homes. At a UNICEF, World Bank Group, and PRC4ECCE sponsored 
conference in Fiji on Pacific Early Childhood Development, Dr. Emily Vargas-Baro ́n, an 
anthropologist from Stanford University and Director of the RISE Institute, further 
recommended that language development should be emphasized in the early development of 
children when strong bonds and values of child – family are established. You must make it 
personal! This is not going to take a single government agency or an organization to make it 
work. The Ministry of Education is here to serve you. If you need assistance as a parent or a 
member of a group, the ministry’s staff can assist you through training and resources to nurture 
and strengthen our Palauan language. 
 
You may be wondering why I am writing this letter to you. As parents, I believe that we hold a 
tremendous influence to guide and counsel our children. As our children’s greatest teachers 
and role models, it is vital that we get involved in their language development and schooling. 
Our children need to see the importance that we, as their parents, put on their education. Our 
language will be vibrant because of what we do in investing our time and resources for our 
children to carry on our family legacy and our Palau into the future. As parents, we cannot fail 
in this quest. John F. Kennedy once said, “Success has a thousand fathers, but failure is an 
orphan.” As a father, a mother, or a guardian, there is no better time than now while the school 
is on break to plan, prepare, and organize with our children to love, speak, and use our 
language.  
 
Thank you for your time and I am positive that you and I can work together to ensure our 
children will benefit from our efforts to continuously use our God given language. Ke kmal 
mesaul er tia el techall. Ngokiu a klou el beltik er reng e ak mlei le ng klou a ultutelel el kid me 
a rengeleked a mo melemolem el mengedecheduch er tia el tekinged e ousbech er ngii er a 
bek el sils. Ng kmal diak a le ngesonges er ngii el tekoi. A rengeleked a ousbech er kau me 
ngak el ngosuterir me le sebechir el melemolem el medengei a tekinged me bo le sebechir el 
oiuelii el mo er a ikal telecheroll el merael mei. A kuk di mle urelek ngak me a bechik el mo er a 
reterung el ngelekam el mla mo meklou el chad a mlo obengkel a skuul e osisechekelterir el 
mo mui el sebechir el melekoi e meluches a tekoi er Belau ma tekoi er a Ngebard. As a family, 
we are extremely proud of what our children will carry with them for the rest of their lives.  
 
Sincerely, 
Sinton Soalablai 
Minister of Education 
 
 
*This letter was printed in Tia Belau newspaper on Thursday, July 12, 2018. 


