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Photo: When five students in the Habele Robo League returned from an international robotics 
competition in Switzerland, airport ground crews formed a celebratory water arch recognizing those  
special passengers’ success.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Photo: Students, parents and local leaders paraded the returning students home, after successfully 
representing the FSM at an international robotics competition in Switzerland. 
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ABOUT HABELE 
 
The Habele Outer Island Education Fund is a US-based, IRS-
recognized, not-for-profit organization with the stated mission of 
advancing educational access and opportunities across Micronesia. 
Established in 2006 by three former Peace Corps Volunteers who lived 
and taught in Micronesia, the organization is premised on the belief 
that each island child –no matter how isolated– deserves the chance to 
reach his or her full potential. In the rapidly changing world that 
stretches far beyond the shores of their beautiful islands and atolls, 
these students are true underdogs. 
 
Micronesia is the broad term for the many tiny islands stretching across 
the western Pacific Ocean. Within the vast Pacific, Micronesia lays west 
of Polynesia and north of Melanesia. “Micronesia” also refers to the 
independent nations of the Republic of the Marshall Islands, the 
Federated States of Micronesia, and the Republic of Palau. The 
Caroline Islands, the geographic center of the Federated States, lie just 



Annual Report, 2022 
Habele Outer Island Education Fund 

 2 

south of Guam. Today’s Federated States are comprised of Yap, Chuuk, 
Pohnpei, and Kosrae States, and include many Outer or “Neighboring” 
Islands between the four more populous state capitols. 
 
Diverse in culture and language, the far-flung and picturesque islands 
of Micronesia are strategically situated. The Federated States of 
Micronesia, Republic of the Marshall Islands, and Republic of Palau form 
the geopolitical crossroads of the Pacific. The islands’ dramatic role in 
centuries of global politics obscures persistent challenges of isolation, 
dispersion, and limited resources. 
 
Once part of a United Nation’s sanctioned US Trust Territory, these 
three countries enjoy a unique “Freely Associated States” relationship 
with the United States. Before US liberation of the islands, they endured 
centuries of colonialism under successive Spanish, German, and 
Japanese occupation. These FAS each have a Compact of Free 
Association with the United States. The COFAs enshrine a special 
decades-long development partnership. The Compacts provide for 
defense and economic assistance, as well as unique eligibility for 
Micronesians within the US, such as federal tuition assistance to attend 
American universities. Still, challenges remain. These small, disparate 
and multicultural island societies struggle to develop economically in 
the complex, information-driven global economy.  
 
Too often, ambitious Micronesian students cannot take advantage of 
higher education opportunities COFAs afford within the US because 
they aren’t properly prepared. Habele was created to help such 
students reach their full academic, and personal, potential. 
 
Habele’s educational programs effectively prepare Micronesian 
children to thrive both in their communities and beyond the reef. Books 
imbue children with a lifetime love of learning. Scholarships expand 
educational access to the lowest income and most remote students. 
Robotics sparks interest in math and science, developing critical, 
creative problem solvers. 

HABELE’S APPROACH  
 
Habele pursues only development projects that are specifically 
requested, or which in the eyes of our partners naturally answer the 
problems they communicate to us. We don’t simply apply strategies 
and programs that may have worked well in other developing countries. 
We are guided by the fact that even a real solution takes time. Time 
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means relationships and over the long term, sustainability born of these 
relationships means local-ownership. There must be consensus and 
shared expectations; both within the served communities in Micronesia, 
and amongst the US and Micronesian partners.  
 
While FAS public sectors broadly mirror US public institutions, they are 
often underpinned by expectations, customs, norms and decision-
making which are very different. This is not a problem to be corrected; 
it is a fact that needs to be understood through time and relationships.  
Then this difference becomes a strength. Time builds relationships and 
makes communication more dynamic. Ownership and sustainability are 
hard earned, but bridge the gaps between the differences in how 
challenges are understood, articulated and pursued. 
 
Parents tell Habele they want their children ready to attend college in 
the US, where they are eligible for federal scholarships. But most 
families lack the income to enroll at private high schools with the 
highest graduation rates. So, Habele awards primary and secondary 
tuition scholarships allowing more children access to the classrooms 
that best prepare Micronesian students for the rigors of US higher 
education. Community members tell us they worry about children and 
teens losing the grounding sense of tradition, community and 
belonging that long characterized village life. So, Habele provides 
targeted tool donation and support to traditional carvers, weavers and 
other craftsmen who are mentoring young men and women, in order to 
sustain unique and complicated local skill sets. That’s what we do. 
Scholarships, book donations, robotics and traditional skills. Most 
important is how we do it. 
 
First and foremost, Habele listens. What is the problem and how is it 
stated? Once there is a consensus we start slowly and build 
relationships through partnerships of achievement. These can gradually 
escalate, but we also hedge our bets. If something isn’t working then 
we stop. The initial plan, or the program funding source, can never drive 
the process.  We try to balance modesty in outward messaging with a 
commitment to tell the stories of success achieved by those we serve. 
We try to publicize achievement rather than inputs, such as 
announcements of money spent or programs launched. We make 
balanced use of competition and logical consequences and we work 
hard to overlap our programs. They not only complement each other, 
but also effectively enrich relationships and drive ownership. 
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Finally, we place heavy reliance on local networks. Ultimately, we see 
the islands are full of driven agents of change. We identity what is 
working on-the-ground and try to supercharge it by providing 
donations and assistance that reinforce and expand local success. 
Often this may be a matter of targeting assistance to just one item in a 
much larger, locally situated process.  
 
The US-FSM relationship is historically, strategically, and politically 
unique. It also more relevant and vital to both sides of the partnership 
now more than ever before. From Habele’s perspective, the overlap 
and integrated goals of both the US and FSM are best realized when 
local agents of change are empowered to identify, pursue and achieve 
their on-the-ground goals. To facilitate that, those of us on the US and 
NGO side ought to be ground by the recognition that “it isn’t a solution 
if it doesn’t solve a locally defined problem,” and “even a real solution 
takes time.” 

TUITION SCHOLARSHIPS 
 
Habele’s K-12 Tuition Scholarships afford all students access to 
Micronesia’s top-performing independent schools. 
 
A handful of independent schools scattered across Micronesia have 
consistently demonstrated graduation rates, test scores, and college 
entrance rates far beyond those in the public schools. Situated in the 
district capitals of Micronesia, these faith-based nonprofit schools 
depend on modest tuition fees to operate. Even with discounts, many 
of the lowest income Micronesian families cannot afford the costs. 
Habele’s K-12 tuition scholarships ensure bright, hardworking students 
have access to the best education possible. Based on need and merit, 
these scholarships prioritize remote outer island, rural village, and 
female students. 
 
Each Habele tuition grant is set at a level that maintains family 
ownership in student achievement while lightening the financial 
burden. Often scholarships cover between 50 and 75 percent of tuition 
and fees. Students must maintain and report high levels of academic 
achievement every term, applying each year for continued support. 
 
Attendance at these schools dramatically increases the likelihood 
children will complete their K-12 education, and advance to success in 
higher education. Habele awards tuition scholarships because all 
students, no matter where they live, should have a fair chance to reach 
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their potential. Memorial Scholarships are a special type of Habele K12 
tuition grant. They honor the legacy of Americans whose life or work 
demonstrated exceptional commitment to the people of Micronesia, 
and embodied the best of the longstanding US-Micronesian 
partnership. These include the Lee Huddleston, Dr. Marshall Wees, and 
Leona Peterson Memorial Scholarships. 
 
For the 2022-23 school year, Habele received fifty-six complete, on-
time scholarship applications and awarded fifty-six tuition scholarships. 
These students attend a total of ten different schools across three 
Micronesian states. Thirty-six of the scholars are female, and among the 
cohort are students from each of the four states. Seventeen are enrolled 
in high schools and the remaining thirty-nine are in the primary grades. 
Seventeen of the students were incumbents who had a scholarship the 
previous school year. 
 

Martin Yinug Memorial Scholarship 
 
In 2022, Habele established a new tuition scholarship honoring the late 
FSM Supreme Court Justice Martin G. Yinug of Yap. 
 
The newly announced Martin Yinug Memorial Scholarship aims to 
celebrate and perpetuate the legacy of the late Chief Justice of the 
Supreme Court of the Federated States of Micronesia, the Honorable 
Martin G. Yinug. 
 
Chief Justice Yinug was born on October 18, 1949 in Guror Village, 
Gilman Municipality on the Island of Yap. He earned his Bachelor’s 
Degree in Political Science at the San Francisco State University in 1972 
and his Juris Doctor in 1980 from the Catholic University of America 
Law School. 
 
His four decades of public service included working as an 
Administrative Assistant for the Yap Delegation to the Congress of 
Micronesia, as an interpreter to the State’s delegation to the 
Micronesian Constitutional Convention, leading the Micronesian Legal 
Services Corporation in Yap, as legal counsel for the Yap State 
Legislature, and serving as an Associate Justice on the Yap State 
Supreme Court. 
 
In 1992 Martin Yinug was appointed and confirmed to lead the FSM 
Supreme Court as it’s Chief Justice, a role which he held until his death 
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on August 31, 2014. In September of 2013, Chief Justice Yinug had 
been elected by the members of the Pacific Judicial Council (PJC) to 
serve as the President of this regional judicial organization. 
 
Justice Yinug was widely praised for his selfless commitment to the 
public good. FSM Vice President Alik L. Alik described him as “a 
humble man of high principles, of few but eloquent words, and of 
impeccable integrity and high morality.” Vice Speaker of the 
Micronesian Congress, Paliknoa K. Welly, pointed to Yinug as “an 
excellent role model—a high achiever with a colorful career history and 
education who showed many that ‘it can be done.'” Beauleen Carl-
Worswick, Associate Justice of the Supreme Court of the Federated 
States of Micronesia, observed that Martin Yinug was “a dedicated 
public servant and leader who championed the Rule of Law.” 
 
The Martin Yinug Memorial Scholarship was made possible through the 
support of Roger Gale, an American with a long personal commitment 
to the People of Micronesia, and a former professor of Yinug’s. 
 
Yapese students attending or enrolling at an independent high school 
on Yap are encouraged to apply for the Yinug Memorial Scholarship. 
The scholarships award provides approximately seventy-five percent of 
the student’s tuition each school year. 

LIBRARIES AND LITERACY 
 
Targeted book donations spark a love of reading, preparing 
Micronesian students for a lifetime of learning. Working with local 
teachers, Habele equips schools with appropriate, relevant books 
chosen to excite island readers. The effort spans early childhood 
education centers through high schools. School libraries often double 
as local community libraries on the most faraway Micronesian islands. 
Habele also provides books directly to children. 
 

Books for School & Libraries 
 
New and gently used books are purchased or gathered and sent to 
Micronesian educators all across the FSM who make requests to 
Habele. Gathering books – or donating to pay the cost of sending 
books – is one of the simplest way volunteers in the United States 
support Habele. Habele also provisions schools with local language 
materials that preserve island languages while supporting students’ 
ability learn to read English, the lingua franca of linguistically diverse 
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Micronesia. For under-documented languages, Habele has engaged 
local and western experts to develop new language materials, 
providing them to local schools, development workers, and 
researchers. 
 
In 2022, Habele provided eighty-one boxes of books to schools and 
libraries across Micronesia. Among the recipients were both public and 
private schools, elementary and high schools, and recipients spanned 
all four Micronesian states. The bulk of these donations were provided 
to schools in neighboring and lagoon islands, located outside the four 
district capitals. 
 

Books for Individual Children 
 
Young Island Readers offers all children born in Yap the opportunity to 
receive one new, age-appropriate, book through the mail each month 
until their fifth birthday. This direct-to-end-user book donation program 
is based on the fact that access to books in one’s own home before a 
child enters kindergarten is the strongest indicator of a child’s 
subsequent reading achievement and interest levels. Young Island 
Readers is made possible by the Dolly Parton’s Imagination Library 
which partners with local nonprofits to provide age-appropriate books 
every month to children up to age five. 
 
In 2022, Habele provided two thousand two hundred and twenty books 
to young children through the Young Island Readers program. At year’s 
end two hundred and eleven children were enrolled in this book-a-
month program.  
 

History of Micronesia 
 
In 2022, Habele obtained the copyright for a massive and unique multi-
volume collection of source documents dealing with Micronesian 
history. Habele has begun to provide copies, free-of-charge, to 
educators and institutions across the region and United States. 
 
Rodrigue Levesque is a brilliant polyglot who travelled the world 
working on United Nation and other development projects. On a trip 
to the Pacific, he became fascinated with Micronesia. He was horrified 
at the lack of published source material on the Islands, particularly the 
very early times. He spent decades, and enormous sums of his own 
money, digging for, and translating documents from around the world.  
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Rod made novel translations of thousands of documents. These were 
compiled in forty massive volumes, with only the first twenty being 
printed. Though the series has been widely cited by the small number 
of dedicated historians who publish academically on Micronesian 
topics, very few, save a number of universities and museums, ever 
bought copies of these books.  
 
 Habele purchased all available physical copies of Rod’s History of 
Micronesia in 2022. We began to provide hard copies to schools and 
institutions, at no charge. Beyond donating physical copies, the larger, 
and more influential possibility is placing all of the content from all 
fourty volumes on the internet to be freely and easily accessible by all. 

TRADITIONAL SKILLS MENTORSHIPS 
 
Traditional Skills Mentorships provide students with strong sense of 
place, purpose and belonging as they preserve distinctive cultural 
forms and practices. 
 
Carving 
 
There are strong efforts within Micronesia to sustain and expand the 
production of the world-famous Carolinian Canoes, or Proas. Since the 
mid 2010s, Habele has been equipping master craftsmen with the tools 
needed to do that. Island carvers often lack blades that neatly match 
the specifics of their unique traditional tools and techniques, most 
notably the hafted adze. Attempts to locally improvise blades –such as 
mounting chisels and grinding down truck springs– require sacrifices to 
quality, safety, and traditional techniques. 
 
Habele provides craftsmen with appropriate adze blades that precisely 
meet the unique needs of Carolinian canoe carvers, and the specifics 
of their traditional tool design and usage. Habele has also provided 
canoe carvers and culture teachers with a wide range of other high-
quality craftsman-grade tools to sustain traditional wood- working 
practices. 
 
In 2022, Habele provided sixty boxes of equipment and materials for 
local craftsmen within Micronesia and Micronesian craftsmen working 
within the broader region. More than fifty of these boxes included the 
unique, custom designed and forged, adze blade Habele developed in 
partnership with local carvers. 
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Weaving 
 
Habele provides support to individual women and women’s 
community-based organizations to sustain, preserve and document 
traditional textile weaving practices unique to Micronesia. The heart of 
these practices are the mentor-based relationships between master 
weavers and young women of secondary school age. 
 

Weaving Connections 
 
Beautiful loom-woven textiles of Micronesia display an artistry and 
technical virtuosity unrivaled elsewhere in the Pacific. Chief among 
them is the lavalava, a woven skirt from the Outer Islands of Yap State, 
situated in the Western Caroline Islands. 
 
Habele's WeavingConnections.org aims to ensure this important 
cultural skill is preserved among weavers who have moved far from 
home. 
 
Weaving these skirts requires tremendous skill, work and patience. It 
also requires a special type of backstrap loom. The size and weight of 
these items are such that few women who move off island for health, 
education, or employment are able to bring a loom with them. 
 
Many migrants are young women, who depart the islands to further 
their education at an age by which they may not have completely 
mastered weaving skills. Once in the United States they are often in 
proximity to other Outer Islanders with expertise, but who similarly lack 
looms. It is at this point – when young women who lack weaving skills 
arrive in the US, or women who can weave but lack access to looms, or 
bear daughters in the US – that the link in transmission of weaving skills 
is fatally severed. 
 
Habele’s WeavingConnections.org was created with support from the 
Department of the Interior’s Office of Insular Affairs to help sustain the 
tradition among migrants in the mainland US. The site offers context on 
the lavalava and the cultural tradition in which it is situated. The project 
provides details about the parts of the loom used to weave lavalavas. 
Most importantly, Weaving Connections offers simple Do-It-Yourself 
instructions for Remathau (People of the Sea) in the mainland US to 
make looms from easily obtainable materials. 
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Warp and Weft 
 
In spring 2022, the Habele Outer Island Education Fund in the 
Federated States of Micronesia was one of 10 projects chosen to 
receive a highly-competitive Community Collections Grant from the 
American Folklife Center (AFC) through the Library of Congress’ Of the 
People: Widening the Path initiative. The grant program serves to 
support individuals and organizations throughout the U.S. and 
territories to document their communities’ contemporary culture and 
cultural activities.  
 
Fieldwork by Habele’s lead researchers Modesta Yangmog and Regina 
Raigetal for “The Warp and Weft of the Remathau" is ongoing. This 
year-long study is documenting the knowledge and artistry of women 
from the Outer Islands of Yap who weave the beautiful and highly-
valued lavalava cloth, which remains an essential element in 
maintaining cultural traditions and community relationships among 
contemporary Remathau (People of the Sea).  
 
The researchers are recording in-depth audio interviews with more than 
20 master lavalava weavers, photographing the weaving process and, 
when appropriate, the community spaces and workshops where 
weaving takes place. The resulting documentation will be added to the 
AFC’s archives to enrich and expand the historical and cultural record. 

ROBOTICS 
 
High School Robotics offers Science, Technology, Engineering, and 
Math (or STEM) learning to remote Micronesian students across the 
FSM. 
 
Habele’s Robo League creates agile, capable problem solvers 
equipped to tackle the challenges and opportunities of the future. It 
offers some of the world’s most remote students the chance to master 
cutting edge technology. The hands-on approach immerses students 
in real world designing, building, and programming. Students learn to 
solve complex and open-ended problems. The excitement and sense 
of accomplishment can spur a lifelong love of STEM even among 
students who might not initially think of themselves as “math and 
science types.” Habele equips, trains and supports robotics teams at 
high schools across the Federated States of Micronesia (FSM) and the 
Republic of the Marshall Islands (RMI). 
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Island partner schools integrate robotics clubs and teams into their 
science and mathematics instruction. Peer-to-peer instruction between 
students, as well as teachers, is integral, and promotes mastery of skills. 
This results in state robotics leagues that are locally defined and locally 
driven. Technical trainers provide additional instruction and support for 
Micronesian teachers. Throughout, Habele emphasizes positive 
competition, publicity, and predictable incentives to facilitate 
ownership and drive long term success. Each school year culminates in 
public, high stakes, multi-school robotics competitions. 
 
Launched in 2012, the “Yap Robo League” began with just two private 
schools in Yap State, FSM. Through partnership with the Office of 
Insular Affairs, it expanded to cover public and private schools all across 
Yap State. The league spread into Chuuk and Pohnpei States in 2018, 
and launched in Kosrae in 2019. The same year students from six high 
schools on Ebeye in the Marshall Islands were introduced to robotics 
through an intensive summer camp. Twenty-three high schools across 
Micronesia now participate. 
 

First Global Competition 
 
A team of students from Pohnpei headed to Switzerland in late 2022, 
representing the Federated States of Micronesia (FSM) in the FIRST 
Global International robotics challenge. The five students from Pohnpei 
Island Central School (PICS), the island’s oldest and largest public high 
school, competed against robotics teams from 180 countries around 
the world. They comprised the first team to represent the FSM at an 
international robotics competition, since Yap State carried the 
Micronesian flag at the inaugural FIRST Global competition, held in 
Washington, DC in 2017. 
 
Returning to Pohnpei with the title of “First among small countries,” the 
PICS Team was greeted by water cannons saluting their plane as it 
landed, and a cheering group of dignitaries and students waiting for 
them off the runway. Honorable Governor Reed Oliver welcomed the 
team back with encouragement and praise. “You represented not only 
FSM but Pohnpei, specifically. We thank you for representing us and 
representing us very well. We are very, very proud of you.” 
 

3D Printing 
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Additive manufacturing, or "3D printing," was incorporated into the 
Robotics league in late 2021 and expanded in 2022. Additive 
manufacturing machines afford students the opportunity to design and 
build create three dimensional models. In addition to printing standard 
robotics replacement parts, students are now able to innovate 
components of their own design. Equally important, the new 3D 
printers help schools reduce their dependency on imported parts for 
robotics, as well as other educational materials. 

FINANCES 
 
In 2022, Habele received individual donations totaling thirty-nine 
thousand dollars from eighty-six distinct donors. These donations 
ranged from ten to five thousand dollars. The median was one hundred 
and fifty, the mean five hundred and forty-six. A further eight thousand 
two hundred dollars was provided by eight corporate donors. These 
included donor-advised funds as well as foundations. Income from 
bequests amounted to one million seven hundred thousand dollars. 
Three hundred and seventy thousand dollars in government grants, 
from two federal agencies, were also awarded to Habele in 2022. 
 
Tuition assistance and literacy programs were entirely funded by 
individual donors, through their direct donations, their planned giving, 
and their advisement of charitable foundations. Cultural mentorship 
programs were funded by a combination of individual donations and a 
grant awarded by the Library of Congress. Robotics was funded by a 
grant awarded by the Office of Insular Affairs.  
 
Habele expended thirty-six thousand dollars on tuition assistance 
programs in 2022; one hundred and twenty-two thousand on literacy 
programs; fifty-seven thousand dollars on traditional skill cultural 
mentorship programs; and three hundred and forty thousand dollars on 
high school-based robotics and STEM programs. Thirty-eight thousand 
dollars were spent on administrative and in-direct expenditures and two 
million dollars was transferred into an endowment fund. Habele’s 
intention remains to utilize the endowment’s earnings to pay for 
administrative, overhead and indirect costs in perpetuity, ensuring the 
long-term viability of Habele’s programs. 
 
Habele ended 2022 with two hundred and seventy-five thousand 
dollars in cash on hand, of which one hundred and six thousand were 
in-direct funds, specifically obligated to grant-funded programs in 
2023.  
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FINAL THOUGHTS 
 
Dear Friends, 
 
Seventeen years have passed since two fellow Peace Corps Volunteers 
and I pooled our meager stipends to allow the very first Habele Scholar 
to attend an independent school. Thinking back on those early days, it 
is surreal to read letters and report cards from fifty-six Habele Scholars 
across Micronesia. Knowing that each of these young people has the 
opportunity to reach their academic potential is deeply rewarding, as is 
knowing that so many of you have chosen to share in the hopeful vision 
of those three young PCVs many years ago.  
 
As you read in this report, the vision has been expanded and enriched 
by your support in ways we could never have imagined. Now, every 
child born across Yap State will receive a book every month until their 
fifth birthday. Many of you who have visited the villages and 
schoolrooms of Micronesia will immediately recognize what a treasure 
this program is for young children and their families. We will all look 
forward to Young Island Readers continued expansion across the 
islands.  
 
Writing this letter affords me a yearly opportunity to pause from the 
day-to-day responsibilities, and think about everything that Habele has 
accomplished, and the people who make it possible year after year. 
People give of their time, talents, and resources in ways that continue 
to amaze me. Some have even recognized Habele in their financial 
legacy, helping ensuring Habele’s work will continue for years to come.  
 
This year Habele established a dedicated endowment to ensure every 
cent of individual donations continue to go directly to end-user 
programs. The endowment offers stability through the inevitable ups 
and downs, covering any administrative expenses and protecting our 
core mission.  
 
It would be easy to focus on the numerous challenges of the past few 
years, but here at the beginning of 2023, I am so pleased to reflect on 
the work we have done together, and to look forward to what this year 
has in store. Please stay in touch 
 
      Neil Mellen, Founder 
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56tuition scholarships awarded in 2022 
81boxes of books for school-based libraries 

2,222 books sent to families 

80boxes of robotics equipment to high school teams 

60boxes of tools and supplies for carvers and weavers 
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