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Are our children able to read and write 
reasonably well by the time they finish primary 
school? Have they by then gained basic 
understanding and skills in areas such as 
mathematics and science? And have they 
developed reasonable levels of problem-solving 
skills and social values? These questions point to 
the vital need for providing effective basic 
education to all children in our primary schools. 
The significance of basic education for the 
development of people and their country is 
universally accepted and there is evidence of 
increased attention to primary education by 
national governments and aid agencies. Whether 
one sees basic education as empowering or 
liberating each growing child (and hence a child's 
fundamental rights) or as an investment that leads 
to economic, social and cultural gains, there is no 
denying that basic education, imparted through 
formal education systems, will remain an 
important activity in our development plans. 

The Basic Education and Life Skills (BELS) 
Programme is a regional initiative aimed at 
improving the quality of primary education in the 
following 11 Pacific Island countries: Cook 
Islands, Fiji, Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Niue, 
Solomon Islands, Tokelau, Tonga, Tuvalu, 
Vanuatu and Western Samoa. 

Beginning with this introductory article, brief 
commentaries of various other aspects of the 
Programme are provided here by my colleagues 
who have been closely involved in implementing 
the components of the Programme over the past 
four years. 

A Regional Response to improving the quality 
of basic education 

In May 1993, senior educators from the region, 
having recognised the common need to improve 
the quality of basic education, worked closely 
with the aid agencies - UNDP, UNESCO, 
UNICEF and AusAID, to formulate and launch 
BELS as a regional initiative. 

The Programme liaises closely with the 
participating countries in addressing the following 
concerns: 

* In-service education of primary teachers 
covering classroom skills, literacy 
education and community support for 
teaching and learning in schools. 

* Information technology and an 
information system for enhancing 
management. 

* Measuring and reporting on literacy and 
numeracy achievement and looking at 
other aspects of assessment. 

* Curriculum development in Agricultural 
Education and related life skills. 

BELS is now in its fifth year and an extension of 
three years is presently being discussed. The 
proposed extension is to enable the participating 
countries to consolidate the work in progress and 
to tackle more localised problems, especially in 
the areas of literacy and numeracy standards. 

The BELS experience has highlighted a number 
of factors worth keeping in mind as we pursue 
the goal of improving primary education in the 
region. It has, perhaps, for the first time alerted 
us dramatically to the fact that school attendance 
and becoming literate and numerate are not 
necessarily the same things. Data from the 
Programme-initiated Pacific Islands Literacy 
Levels (PILL) tests show that while a fair 
percentage of primary school children in the 
region who are in school are achieving well, 
there also exists the problem of many children 
moving through the school system without 
gaining the expected knowledge and basic skills 
in literacy and numeracy. 

It also highlights the need for proper planning 
with an emphasis on selecting a manageable 
number of activities for rigorous implementation 
at the national level. Providing effective 
inservice education, developing relevant 
curriculum, equipping classrooms with 
appropriate resources and promoting community 
support for schools, are all substantial areas that 
require considerable time, energy and resources. 
The selection or prioritising of the areas for 
attention at a particular period therefore becomes 



inevitable in the light of the limited financial and 
human resources that exist in most countries of 
the region. This approach, however, limits the 
coverage of obvious areas of need and can lead to 
piecemeal changes if the changes are not 
grounded in a comprehensive plan which includes 
all the different aspects. Furthermore, the need 
for effective implementation in such a situation 
becomes all the more important to ensure the 
sustainability of the introduced change which in 
turn would form the basis of work to be covered 
later. 

In meeting these challenges, the BELS staff have 
endeavoured to maintain a regional perspective 
and also to promote a sharing of experiences 
among the participating countries. In this regard, 
the Programme has organised annual sub-regional 
workshops and seminars and a sponsored 
attachment scheme which has enabled senior 
educators to visit other Pacific Island countries 
for observation, consultations and general 
professional interaction. 

As the Programme progressed over the past four 
years, it has gradually sharpened its focus to 
address issues which are more specific to each 
country. This is now becoming quite evident in 
the areas of inservice education for primary 
teachers and in the use of assessment data 
collected through the PILL tests. The move 
towards taking a hard look at each context and 
the quality of education being provided in schools 
in particular localities, seems to be the way that 
the future BELS activities will develop. 


