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Community Resources in University Teaching: The Case of
Integrated Arts at the University of the South Pacific1

Teweiariki Teaero

Any educational institution and the community it serves must, by necessity,
have a symbolic existence that is mutually enriching.  Part of this is the use
of the community and resources therein as sources of knowledge, materials,
institutions and human resources that could be positively utilised in the
teaching-learning process.  This paper takes a case study approach and
concentrates on the use of expert craftspeople in the delivery of Integrated
Arts at The University of the South Pacific.  While these people do not hold
formal educational qualifications conferred upon them by educational
institutions, it is argued that they are legitimate experts in their specific
areas of competence who have been properly taught the relevant knowledge
and skills by their elders, demonstrated the proper use and applications of
the knowledge and skills and have also been acknowledged as experts by
their peers and community.  As such, they have the requisite background
considered necessary to help in the delivery of USP courses in the areas in
which they specialise.  The paper discusses the advantages and the issues
involved in the employment of these experts as part-time tutors at the
university.  It is argued that these experts must continue to be employed as
an integral part of contextualising the teaching process in culturally-inclusive
ways.

Introduction

This paper takes, as a starting point, arguments by Konai Helu Thaman
(1995, 2001) that there is an urgent need to take on board culturally-inclusive
and culturally-sensitive educational practices and to contextualise our
teaching and learning in the Pacific.  The paper therefore focuses on the use
of community resources in university teaching as one way of meeting these
sound arguments.

1. Based on a paper delivered at the USP/AUT Colloquium for Tertiary Teachers on
Teaching and Learning with Pasifika Students at  Auckland University of Technology,
Auckland, New Zealand, 3-5 February 2003.
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The primary aim of this paper is to share personal observations and
reflections from experiences in the teaching of Integrated Arts courses with
local cultural and artistic experts at the University of the South Pacific (USP).
The paper provides descriptions of how these community experts have been
using their specialist knowledge and skills as well as a discussion of the
lesson that we can derive from these experiences.  My comments are based
largely on the following:
(i) personal observations and reflections on teaching Integrated Arts since

1994 – the year during which USP introduced Integrated Arts courses;
(ii) feedback from students during their anonymous end-of-semester course

evaluations during those years; and
(iii) talanoa  (informal discussion) sessions with three of the community

experts who assisted me with the delivery of the courses in question.

Some of these observations and reflections will also be based on my
involvement in other courses that deal with indigenous education in the USP
region.

A major tenet of the paper is that the community experts in the arts,
crafts and culture – as legitimate and genuine repertories of knowledge –
have critically important roles to play in the delivery of university-level
courses connected with their areas of speciality, especially where the
contextualisation of teaching and learning is the desired outcome.  As such,
USP – and by implication and extension, other Pacific universities as well –
stand to gain much from strategically and methodically harnessing this
expertise in their core teaching and learning activities.

Community resources

The term community resources embraces a wide spectrum of areas that
includes people, various aspects of their culture, their land (as the term is
understood by Pacific people, not merely as pieces of real estate), institutions
and other facilities.  For the purposes of this paper, we shall focus on people
who are considered by their communities to be experts in the areas in which
they specialise.
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Factors that make them “experts” include:
1. membership of the community that specialises in the skills in question;
2. learning from previous experts;
3. demonstrations of their skills over many years;
4. being elders of the community; and
5. recognition by their own community as an expert in that area.

The experts whose teaching contributions are discussed here are from
the craft areas of masi-making1  hand printing, pottery and carving.  Students
also make use of community experts in the villages by visiting and consulting
them during the course of gathering information for their research, as well as
for assistance in making their craft pieces.

So far, the School of Humanities has used the services of three experts:
Taraivini Wati, a potter from Nasilai Village in Rewa; Inise Koroi, a masi
maker and printer from Vatulele Island, a former school teacher and later an
adviser on Fijian cultural affairs; and Paula Liga, a carver from Fulaga Island
in the Lau Group.  All three met the criteria for expertise outlined above.
Moreover, they came from parts of Fiji that are best known for their respective
crafts.  They had themselves gone through the formal education system up to
Form 4.  They then moved out of school because they were unable to find
satisfaction with the subjects that they were forced to take.  Upon exiting the
school, they then concentrated on learning their respective crafts from their
elders until they became experts in their turn.

Justification for the use of community resources in university teaching

Indigenous education in Pacific societies has always been based on, in
and around the community.  This was the only form of education until formal
education was introduced during the beginning of Christianisation and, later
on, colonisation.  The focus of colonial and, later, newly-independent island
nations was on formal education, with the majority of resources being invested
in formal education.  This formal education has largely failed to live up to its

1. Masi is the Fijian name for the plant from which bark-cloth is made.  It is known in
other parts of the Pacific as hiapo, siapo, tapa and hapa.
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promises (Taufe‘ulungaki 2001) and has actually created significant problems
in alienating learners from their cultural environment, as pointed out by
Thaman (1999:5):

Being one-eyed and devaluing the knowledge of our indigenous cultures
and their arts is something our modern education has taught us because it
has never taken into account the way Oceanic people think, feel and
communicate with one another.  The historical process of schooling
conflicted with the process of indigenous education that was aimed at cultural
maintenance and survival.  Today, our higher education, like schooling
generally, is based on certain assumptions, including secularism, and is
passionlessness – the antidote of the assumptions of our (indigenous)
cultures.

This concern needs to be addressed if, as Thaman consistently and
eloquently argues, teaching and learning are to be contextualised, culturally-
sensitive and culturally-inclusive (Thaman 1995, 2001).  The engagement
of local arts and culture experts  in teaching the practical components of the
Integrated Arts courses at university level is an efficacious strategy for
achieving these well-founded aspirations that seek to utilise, meaningfully
and profitably, Pacific knowledge, skills and values alongside formal teaching
and learning.

The report by USP’s Expressive Arts Committee (USP 1992b:3), which
consisted mainly of Pacific indigenous peoples from around the region, also
urges contextualisation; the Committee:

… strongly endorses the view that there is a need to link the arts with belief
systems, and that any expressions or traditions studied or explored need to
be embedded and contextualised.

This view has been reflected in non-indigenous people’s writing
(Grierson, 2002).  In a paper delivered to a UNESCO-sponsored meeting of
experts in Pacific arts held in Fiji, powerful arguments were canvassed by
Elizabeth Grierson (2002:6) for the use of a “cultural context approach” to
art education.  This view was canvassed as a way of promoting the arts as an
effective way of knowing our Pacific world and ourselves.
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The engagement of local experts in university teaching provides a useful
basis for the contextualisation of teaching and learning that is so critical in a
proper understanding of the subject matter. In indigenous educational systems
in the Pacific, these experts, especially those who have acquired the status of
boto (A Kiribati word meaning ‘expert’)  and yalomatua (a Fijian word
meaning ‘spiritual wisdom’), have always been performing the role of
teachers. Their participation provides an important local perspective, thereby
contributing further to more holistic understanding.  Greater comprehension
of works and processes of art and crafts is facilitated if these works and
processes are approached from a variety of perspectives.  One important
perspective is that of expert craftspeople.

In many respects, current schooling isolates students from the community.
This is more clearly pronounced at USP where students have been ‘uprooted’
from their regional communities.  Formal education, especially university-
level education, given the extremely limited number of available places, is
the domain of a very small, select elite.  The active involvement of these
community experts, though relatively few in number, becomes a bridge
between the university and the community, thereby establishing and
strengthening the link and reinforcing the mutually beneficial symbiotic
relationships.  This is particularly significant in a context where formal
education in general and at tertiary level in particular is generally perceived
as the domain of the privileged few.

Deliberations at a meeting of Pacific Island educators at USP in Suva in
2001 clearly demonstrated a strong desire and need for the contextualisation
of teaching and learning based on indigenous knowledge, beliefs, values and
thought systems.  These were clearly manifested in the ensuing publication,
Tree of Opportunity (Institute of Education 2002) to which participants at
that meeting contributed.

Participants in the 1995 Pacific Teacher Education Consultation meeting
– many of who were principals of teacher training institutions in the USP
region – identified inter alia three important qualities of an ideal teacher:
§ has a holistic view, i.e. is concerned for the overall physical, mental,

cultural and spiritual development of the child;
§ recognises the cultural underpinning in various disciplines and uses these

to advantage;
§ has the ability to balance western and traditional cultural values and

methodologies (Pacific Curriculum Network 1995 4 (1):3).
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The community experts, having gone through the vigorous and epic
indigenous processes of acquiring knowledge and skills, would be amply
qualified to satisfy the above criteria.

The use of community experts in Expressive Arts courses at USP

When the ED182 Integrated Arts I course was developed in 1993, it was
agreed at the outset that the participation of local experts would constitute a
significant input into the teaching and learning process.  This was premised
on the belief that such experts, despite their lack of formal educational
qualifications, have acquired the prestigious title and status of boto through
their unique forms of indigenous education.

The formidable body of knowledge and experience that such experts
possess is crucial to the success of the delivery of the courses in question at
university level. These experts are usually community elders in their fifties
and sixties.  While the university has on its staff people who are qualified to
teach various arts forms such as visual art, music, poetry and dance, USP has
continued to rely on local experts in the crafts of masi making, carving and
pottery.

The courses that are the subject of discussion here are ED182 Integrated
Arts I and ED282 Integrated Arts II.  The courses are electives for USP’s
Bachelor of Education courses for primary and secondary school teachers.
Many students from other programmes also enroll in the courses.  Among
the aims of the courses are:

a. to use traditional art forms as springboards for further creative
innovations;

b. to explore and understand relevant styles of teaching that are
appropriate to the arts of the region;

c. to express ideas effectively and creatively;
d. to handle various arts media more competently;
e. to explore and improve the students’ artistic skills, and
f. to think about and respond to the arts in meaningful ways through

aesthetic, cognitive, physical, sensory and social learning processes.
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These objectives are achieved through a combination of lectures, studio
work, field trips, peer discussions and student research.  There is an exhibition
and performance at the end of each semester.

Both of these integrated arts courses include modules in music/dance,
art, drama and crafts.  The crafts offered to students usually include pottery,
carving, masi-making and printing but offerings may differ from semester to
semester, depending on the availability of craftspeople.  Students opting for
crafts are required to select one craft form.  Students at the first-year level
must take all four modules while students at second-year level take any three.
One of their assignments requires them to produce work that incorporates
elements of two or more arts forms (like music and dance, drama and visual
arts, or crafts and music).

The recruitment of these local experts was initially done with assistance
from the Fiji Arts Council (FAC).  FAC provided a shortlist of possible
appointees.  Fiji has its own known specific localities from where experts in
various crafts and arts forms come.  For carving, we were given names of
established carvers from Fulaga and Kabara Islands in the Lau Group.  For
masi, we were given names from Vatulele Island.  For pottery, people of
Nasilai in Rewa were recommended.  It was then a short step to selecting the
right craftspeople on the basis of availability, experience, and other criteria
such as interview results and an examination of examples of their work.

These local experts are employed as part-time tutors (receiving the same
salary as formally qualified part-time tutors) in the areas of dance and crafts.
The specific tasks of these community experts are:

1. to demonstrate appropriate techniques in the making of their crafts
and dance;

2. to provide students with basic information about the historical and
social significance of their craft or dance;

3. to assist students with the production aspects of their crafts and dance;
4. to provide raw materials for the crafts concerned, especially where

such materials (e.g. clay) are not readily available on a commercial
basis; and

5. to assist the course coordinator with assessing students’ work.
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These community resource persons are required to attend scheduled
studio sessions on campus.  However, the timing for the ending of sessions
can sometimes be varied, depending on the nature of the work at hand and
the mood of the students.  These experts are allowed to take their work to
campus and use it for demonstration purposes.  Alternatively, they can organise
times for students to visit them (or other community experts) at their own
private studios and view their work in various venues in town or during
exhibitions.  These experts also function as very useful links with other
craftspeople and artists in the community, providing valuable sources of
networking.

Advantage of using community resources

Experience in working closely with community experts in the delivery
of Integrated Arts courses at USP has brought to light several distinct and
tangible advantages that clearly, in the majority of cases, underpin the
pedagogical prudence of such an undertaking.

The first important advantage is in the area of the team concept in
teaching. Integrated Arts courses are taught using a discipline-based approach
where an art form is studied from four fundamental perspectives:

1. studio or production (which deals with the acquisition of skills for
expression);

2. history (which deals with the cultural and historical contexts);
3. aesthetics (focusing on the nature and values of art), and
4. criticism (dealing with judgments about art).

As stated before, these are taught through lectures, studio work, field
trips, peer discussions, student research and performances.

It is currently impossible to find faculty members at USP who have the
same kind of training as these local craftspeople.  By engaging community
experts who are themselves active practitioners of their crafts, it becomes
possible to develop a pragmatic approach where the specific skills of
practising craftspeople and university academics are blended.  As such, the
faculty member and the community experts perform mutually complementary
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roles in the teaching of these courses, with the former dealing with the
theoretical aspects of the course while the community expert concentrates
on the atelier aspects, using their intimate and superior knowledge, experience
and genuine passion for their crafts.  Consequently, their participation has
been a source of critically important local input and enrichment.

The engagement of community experts as resource persons has led to
their exposure to the wider world of art through contact and interaction with
students, faculty staff, visiting artists, scholars in the arts and other gatekeepers
of the arts.  This exposure, in turn, leads to these experts’ empowerment and
emboldenment.  Paula Lilga, the carving expert, initially worked within the
exacting limitations of traditional carving, producing various carved
handicrafts like tanoa and weapons.  He has moved on to become an artist-
in-residence at the Oceania Centre for Arts and Culture (OCAC).  At OCAC,
he is provided with space, raw materials, opportunities for exhibitions and
chances to interact with other artists at OCAC.  Such a stimulating and
challenging environment has had a transformative effect on his work, enabling
Liga to ‘spread his creative wings’, making him a postmodernist craftsperson.
His work shows signs of evolving away from the production of purely
utilitarian wooden objects based on traditional designs to more liberal and
powerful images.  His work continues to evolve to greater heights of aesthetic
excellence.  Liga has not lost his skills in carving traditional utilitarian objects.
Instead, he has added new dimensions to his repertoire of carving
competencies.  This growth, in turn, is channeled back to students in many
positive ways.

There is a need to formulate appropriate responses to the onslaught of
rapid changes in an increasingly globalised world.  Mead (1993) has argued
that cultural heritage is of great importance in this kind of atmosphere.  The
combination of the work of community experts as resource persons, faculty
staff and students provides a fertile ground for the reconstruction of
contemporary Pasifika reality and imagery, paving the way for reclaiming
the more important aspects of our identities and artistic heritage.

In a world where students have largely been inadvertently alienated from
their communities through the formal education system that is broadly based
on alien cultures and societies, students have persistently downplayed the
values of indigenous knowledge and skills of their ancestors, labelling them
‘backward’.  This is being compounded by the formal education system itself
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that over-emphasises examinations (art not being an examinable subject at
the senior levels) and the pervasive and encroaching process of globalisation.
However, evidence from students’ end-of-semester course evaluation forms
provide strong indications that the engagement of these community experts
in the teaching process has set “aflame” (one student’s word) in students the
realisation that indigenous knowledge and skills are important constituents
of the whole education package.

The employment of these community experts also helps to further provide
a wider circle of multiple perspectives on learning.  This, in turn, often leads
students to higher levels of understanding and appreciation of their cultural
heritage.  In the context of cultural relativisim, it is useful to learn about a
people’s culture from the people themselves.

The most important advantage of all is that students consistently derive
enjoyment from the work, and their levels of knowledge and skill acquisition,
as well as their confidence, have been significantly boosted.  Students have
consistently enjoyed working with and learning from these traditional
craftspeople for various reasons, as shown from excerpts from their course
evaluations:

Seeing an elder from my country help teach the course at this level was a
moving one.  It made me … proud of my culture background [sic] and also
proud of that lady.  I was able to get on well with her, speaking the same
language while learning her craft directly from her.  Deep inside, I felt
ashamed that I had not been able to do that before in school.  (1995).

You get to work with experienced experts who do not crowd your head
with fancy big tok [Pidgin English for ‘talk’ in Solomon Islands] .  Instead,
they focus on the firm aspects of the craft and the stories that go with them.
(1999).

These people know their stuff real well.  (2000).

It felt very comfortable learning from such a knowledgeable person.  It
made me realise that the knowledge she has is knowledge very worth learning
indeed.  (2001).
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Evidently, when the environment is right and the right people are at work,
learning for students becomes both more enjoyable and easy.  Unfortunately,
the experience has not been plain sailing, as will be seen in the following
section.

Issues in the employment of local community experts as university
teachers

As a premier tertiary educational institution in the small island states of
the Pacific, USP is critically aware of the need to ensure the recruitment,
retention and development of well-qualified faculty staff.  The use of
community experts without proper educational qualifications presents a
perplexing dilemma.  However, in the realm of indigenous education, which
is still very valid today, recognition of expertise comes not in the form of
stamped pieces of paper but through practical and appropriate demonstrations
and applications of various knowledge and skills.  Craftspeople employed at
USP are skilled exponents of their unique art and cultural forms, having
been recognised and acknowledged by their own community as such.

The Conference of Science of the Pacific Island People held at USP in
July 1992 concluded by asking USP:

… to give appropriate recognition to indigenous experts by awarding
appropriate degrees, and by promoting indigenous culture and pedagogy in
Science to stand alongside western curricula and pedagogy. (USP 1992:1)

While this was a bold statement in favour of local artists, it was felt that
there was really no practical merit of such a proposal.  It was a superficial
gesture at best.  It would have been more appropriate for the University to
acknowledge “the depth and validity of indigenous cultural knowledge and
creative skill, affirming its value and importance to the ongoing teaching
programmes of the university” (USP 1992a:8).  In any case, the local
communities do not need to see these experts receiving formal qualifications
to appreciate them as such.  They know that they have received education
and training in their areas of speciality over a long period of time by experts
before them in the real environment.
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Current literature on indigenous education in the Pacific education (see
for example Nabobo, forthcoming; Teaero 1999) clearly shows that Pacific
Island peoples treasure their own specialised forms of knowledge and attempt
to confine them within their own family or utu (Kiribati word for extended
family)  except of course in the case of open knowledge.  One way in which
this is operationalised is the retention of key elements of that knowledge by
the person disseminating it to ensure that his or her utu retains complete
ownership of that knowledge or skill.  There is, therefore, a concern among
stakeholders that these craftspeople may not be disseminating their knowledge
and skills in their entirety.  However, the experts employed at USP do not
find this problematic.  One of them, Taraivini Wati (1999 pers. comm.) from
Nasilai Village, stated that:

… they [students] will have many years to practise before they are able to
make objects like I do.  I see no harm then in teaching them what I know.

Another, Inise Koroi, insisted that students cannot possibly learn
everything to do with masi in the relatively short time that they have at USP.

The early days of employment of the community experts was
characterised by much initial trepidation and apprehension.  One of them
felt intimidated at first for several reasons: the seemingly very formal and
daunting environment of the university, the knowledge that his (mostly young)
students were pursuing degrees, and his newness to the job without proper
prior preparation.  Experiences by the other experts were similar.

I would be the first to admit that in a regional university like USP, the
persistent use of artists and craftspeople from Fiji (and an exceedingly small
number at that) as our community resource persons in the on-campus courses
in question effectively constitutes a gross unfairness to students from other
cultural and ethnic backgrounds.  This, obviously, has not been through
deliberate choice but through geographical and pragmatic necessity.  On-
campus students from non-Fijian backgrounds raised similar concerns on
numerous occasions during their end-of-semester course evaluations.
Understandably, this was never an issue by students doing Integrated Arts I
in Majuro, Marshall Islands, during the summer schools of 2001 and 2002.
In those two cases , the arts and crafts used and the local experts employed
were from that group of islands.  There was actually a boost in the tutors’
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and students’ motivation when they realised that the former were taking an
active part and that the latter were studying aspects of their own culture.

Possible future directions

Experiences so far point to certain directions that USP could take with
regard to the employment of these experts from the community.

The Pacific region has very rich heritages (see for example Wendt 1983;
Thomas 1996; Bonnemaison et al. 1996; Tausie 1979, 1980; Teaiwa 1998;
USP 1992a, 1992b) in these areas and it is, therefore, only proper that this
path to wider exposure be taken.  Kaye (1983) has put forward convincing
justifications for the inclusion of the arts in secondary schools: psychological,
economic, social and cultural reasons, as well as reasons relating to security
— the arts would provide a means of self-identity and self-expression to
students who might otherwise become involved in anti-social activities such
as vandalism. These can be applied to justify the inclusion of the arts and
crafts at university level as well.  It is desirable, on the basis of a more
balanced curriculum and a reaffirmation of cultural identity, to increase
students’ exposure to indigenous arts and crafts.  The use of community
experts to teach these is a strategy that could enhance this exposure.  They
help in the emphasis on the ‘Pacificness’ of the courses, and studying the
work of our Pacific ancestors provides a Pacific standard to measure up to,
rather than the usual standard of international artists.

So far, the courses have been leaning heavily towards Fijian arts, primarily
because of the dictates of geography. Recognising that each Pacific country
has its own set of unique art forms, the two courses under consideration
need to be taken out into the region more often and taught as summer school.
In this way, students from particular countries can get the opportunity to
study their own arts and crafts from their own experts. This would be an
excellent strategy for further contextualising teaching and learning.

The university needs to adopt a more flexible approach to the management
of courses where it is possible to make use of community experts as important
resources in the teaching and learning process.  Such flexibility would be
more reflective of the nature of the societies being served by the University.
It would also be more conducive to the learning habits of many students.
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Conclusion

While there is a wide range of community resources that could be
profitably used for university teaching, this paper has focused on employing
boto craftspeople in dealing with the topic of using community resources in
university teaching.  Working in partnership with expert craftspeople from
the communities has been a very effective and rewarding experience both
for the concerned faculty members of USP, the craftspeople themselves and
– more importantly – students.  Using the knowledge and experience acquired
from their own elders, these botos have made invaluable contributions not
only to the dissemination of indigenous knowledge and skills but also to the
preservation of the same to future teachers in the Pacific region.  Both the
University and the community should continue to work in complementary
ways rather than competing or unnecessarily duplicating efforts.  This
approach makes perfect sense in the small island states of the region where
resources are scarce and experts are relatively few in number.

Experience from the teaching of Integrated Arts at USP has proved that
the participation of these experts has helped to further the cause of
contextualising teaching and learning.  These experts bring with them intimate
knowledge and skills of their crafts.  There is definitely room for explorations
into other arts and crafts forms, and for the accommodation of the same from
other cultures in the region.  In any case, an educational institution and the
community it serves must, by necessity, have a symbiotic existence that is
mutually enriching.

Let me conclude by quoting a comment by one student in 2001:

Learning traditional carving patterns and the interesting stories behind them
from this man from the community who is very good – I really felt like I
was learning in a university belonging here in the Pacific.
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