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Every year, over two hundred Bachelor of 
Education (BEd) and Postgraduate 
Certificate in Education (PGCE) students 
graduate from the University of the South 
Pacific (USP). Many go back to teach in 
their Pacific Island countries, though a 
growing number migrate overseas, 
particularly to Australia and New Zealand. 
One question trainee teachers constantly 
ask is: how do I make the transition from 
university student to fully-fledged 
teacher? It is true that BEd trainee 
teachers do four blocks of three weeks' 
school experience attachments totaling 
twelve weeks over a three-year period. 
However, the experiences of a trainee 
teacher during this period, under the 
constant supervision of an associate 
teacher, are totally different from those of 
a fully-fledged teacher. The anxiety 
trainee teachers often feel is 
understandable, given the varying 
conditions and isolation of rural schools or 
the dilapidated nature of urban schools in 
the low socio-economic areas, where they 
are usually posted. In addition, there are 
many challenges budding teachers face 
that have not been covered in the 
textbooks they have studied at the 
University. This is because text books 
deal mainly wi th experiences in the 
countries which are very different from 
Pacific island countries. 

What I do in this paper is to recount my 
own experiences as a college graduate 
going on to become a fully-fledged 
teacher. This topic has been the subject 
of a number of talks I have given, both at 
the Fiji College of Advanced Education 
and here at USP to my students doing 
ED35O Curriculum Studies II. In the 
second part of this paper I look at the 
section in Helen Tavola's book, Secondary 
Education in Fiji, which deals wi th 'the 
role of teachers'. Tavola raises many 
pertinent points on teachers and their 
work that I will comment on as a point of 
comparison to my own experiences as a 
teacher. 

Teaching Experiences 

I must admit that when I was posted to 
an island high school in 1980, it was a 
very difficult experience at first. Part of 
this was due to my upbringing in the city 
and the custom in vogue then of having 
liberal hairstyles, mannerisms and speech. 
The school I was posted to was quite 
isolated, accessible only by ship. Food 
supplies came once every two weeks. 
There was no electricity and naturally this 
meant no video recorders, no fridges or 
other electrical appliances. Cinemas, 
dance halls and bars were non-existent, 
partly because of the absence of 
electricity but mainly because such 
pursuits were seen as decadent in this 
conservative community. 

Transport was a problem; when I entered 
my classroom, I always found some 
students feeling sleepy or looking weak. 
They had walked many kilometres to the 
school and had become tired. They were 
hungry as wel l , because they had had 
little or no breakfast. I would hand out 
cabin crackers or buns just to get them to 
concentrate on schoolwork. 

One of the positive points about the USP 
BEd programme was that we were 
encouraged to be flexible and to adapt to 
local conditions, even if this meant re
inventing ourselves. A couple of weeks 
before I boarded the ship to my school, I 
had had a hair cut, bought some sulu vaka 
taga (pocket sulu) and short sleeved 
shirts, and brushed up on my 
understanding of Fijian customs and 
etiquette. I was one of those Fijians 
known derisively by other Fijians as susu 
madrai (brought up on bread), i.e. we had 
lived all our lives in Suva and were not 
very conversant wi th traditional Fijian 
customs. 

When I finally reached my school I was 
prepared for the worst. In retrospect, as I 
think back of that first year, I am 
convinced that many of the fears new 
teachers have are in their minds. The 



principal and other teachers were helpful 
and facilitated my work. The people in 
the school community were also 
extremely welcoming, helpful and kind. 

Once I had adjusted myself to school 
routine, I found my work hard but 
interesting. Since there were few 
classroom resources and textbooks I had 
to improvise a lot. Old copies of the local 
newspapers were used in my English and 
social science lessons. During school 
holidays, I would besiege embassies for 
resource materials on their respective 
countries. Since there were few books in 
the school library, I took to reading story 
books to students every morning for ten 
minutes. Oratory and drama sessions 
were held both in English and the 
vernacular. 

My studies at the USP had prepared me 
well for my career as a teacher. I felt I 
had a wide perspective on education 
because I was always encouraged to 
improvise, to be innovative and have high 
expectations of my students. 

Newly trained teachers should have a 
positive attitude to their work. While 
many may not agree to be posted to rural 
schools or urban schools in low socio
economic areas, they should consider this 
a challenge and an adventure. If they 
concentrate and think about all the 
positive aspects of their posting, they will 
be surprised at how enriching these 
experiences will be for them. It is true 
that there are fewer amenities and 
avenues of socialising in rural areas, and 
that students from overcrowded housing 
estates tend to be 'd i f f icu l t ' but there are 
more opportunities for meaningful 
interaction in shaping young minds. The 
lack of avenues for socialising in rural 
areas should encourage young teachers to 
interact more wi th village people, many of 
whom have empirical wisdom they can 
learn f rom. 'Di f f icu l t ' students in the city 
often show a tender and receptive side to 
their hard exterior when they are 
motivated to learn. 

Young graduates should be flexible and be 
ready to experiment w i th new strategies, 
to improvise and to be mindful of 
providing lessons that are student-centred 
and allow for inquiry. A lot of patience is 
needed but students will come to 
appreciate industrious teachers who 
genuinely care for them. 

Tavola's Book as a Point of Comparison 

Tavola's book, Secondary Education in 
Fiji, is read by many students who are 
training to become teachers. I wish to 
refer to the section of her book dealing 
wi th the role of teachers. Her 
observations (Tavola 1 9 9 1 : 90-1) are 
based on her research, which covered 11 
schools over a two-month period. These 
comments about teachers should 
challenge all practising teachers, and 
serve as a warning to student teachers. 

many of the innovative ideas trainee 
teachers learn at teachers' colleges 
are not put to much use as teachers 
have to meet syllabus deadlines and 
get students to pass exams. 
There is an over-emphasis on passing 
exams. 
Teachers tend to be formal in the 
classroom. 
Teaching is teacher-centred and 
didactic. 
Principals involve themselves more 
wi th school administration rather than 
professional development. 
Vernacular languages are widely used 
in classrooms. 
Teachers blame students for their lack 
of motivation. 

Views such as these can mobilise 
practising teachers to take stock of their 
teaching roles and encourage them to 
make changes to better their practice. 
This is important for the sake of newly 
trained teachers who can become 
overpowered by a school culture of the 
type Tavola describes above wi th the 
result that they fall into the same pattern, 
treating their work as merely an 8.00am 
to 4.00pm job. Teaching becomes a 
tedious job wi th many monotonous 



lessons filled wi th too much teacher-talk 
and no innovations. 

Tavola is right in saying that the 
education system is exam oriented but the 
reality is that this system is what we have 
to live wi th at the present t ime. It is good 
news that an Education Commission has 
been set up to review our education 
system but at present, in the absence of 
an alternative system, teachers must work 
wi th what they have. However, although 
the curriculum is exam-oriented, there is 
still a great deal of room for flexibility and 
creativity; we can make our teaching 
methodology creative so that students 
find greater meaning and understanding in 
what they are learning. 

Tavola bemoans the power and authority 
relationship between students and 
teachers. My belief is that it is in the 
nature of schools to have teachers in 
authority so it can function as a learning 
insti tut ion. It also has to be appreciated 
that it is a cultural norm in the Pacific for 
students to show respect for authority. 
Certainly there are teachers who exploit 
this and are `high-handed' (ibid.) to their 
students. However, many of our trainee 
teachers are in their early twenties and 
their repertoire of teaching strategies 
involves encouraging inquiry and 
participatory approaches to learning in the 
classroom. It is to be hoped that they 
fol low 

these approaches and never become 
'high-handed'. 

Tavola (ibid.) talks about the widespread 
use of vernacular languages in the 
classroom. Certainly these should not be 
often used in the classroom as we would 
like students to be proficient in the English 
language. However, sometimes it helps if 
diff icult concepts are explained briefly in 
the vernacular. 

Tavola's study of education in Fiji is 
beneficial for newly trained teachers. She 
does not mince her words when she talks 
about failings in our school system and 
our teachers. We should learn from her 
research and it should jolt us if we have 

any of these failings. Newly-trained 
teachers should not become part of the 
minority group of teachers who are 
inflexible, and provide monotonous, boring 
lessons that are too teacher-centred, 
especially after they have been trained in 
the latest innovative methods at the USP! 
They should be mindful of Tavola's 
research if they do not wish to frustrate 
their students so much that they play 
truant or drop out of school. 

Conclusion 

My own experiences, particularly as a 
newly-trained teacher in the early 1980s, 
has been that teachers face many 
seemingly insurmountable obstacles in 
their work - from poor working conditions 
to lack of classroom resources. However, 
wi th commitment, much can be achieved 
in the classroom. What I have wri t ten 
about my own experience makes it clear 
that not all teachers can be tarred wi th 
the same brush as those Tavola describes. 
Despite low salaries and poor working 
conditions, many teachers are commit ted, 
enthusiastic, positive and have high 
expectations of their students. 

Newly-trained teachers from the USP are 
in a pivotal position to try out new 
student-centred methods, to provide new 
thinking and ideas, to be flexible and 
challenge students to be high achievers. 
USP trained teachers must not fall into the 
trap of being monotonous and dreary. 
Not only will this be a betrayal of their 
profession but they will also be 
contributing to the rising number of young 
people who are leaving schools 
prematurely and getting involved in anti
social behaviour. 
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