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While teaching can be stimulating, personally 
satisfying and professionally challenging, it may 
also be the exact opposite. It may be frustrating, 
stressful and professionally soul destroying. 
Reasons for this state of affairs are both complex 
and debatable. This article proposes that one factor 
contributing to difficulties experienced by some 
South Pacific teachers has its origins in a particular 
problem faced by students, namely, the need to 
cope, in a language other than their mother tongue, 
with not one, but three different curricula. 

When students go to school, whether it be primary 
or secondary, they are confronted with many tilings 
to learn. Today, it is generally accepted that what 
pupils learn in classrooms is not limited to the formal 
or official curriculum. As John Dewey (1938) 
observed well over fifty years ago: 

"Perhaps the greatest of all 
pedagogical fallacies is that a person 
learns only the particular thing he is 
studying at the time. Collateral 
learning in the way of formation of 
enduring attitudes, of likes and 
dislikes, may be and often is more 
important... For these attitudes are 
fundamentally what count in the 
future." 

Thirty years later Phillip Jackson (1968) re-identified 
and popularised the notion of a "hidden curriculum" 
in education. By "hidden curriculum" Jackson 
referred to that whole complexity of implicit, 
unarticulated values, attitudes and behaviour that 
teachers and schools unintentionally pass on. Thus, 
students not only learn from the official curriculum 
(the explicit curriculum), but also from an implicit or 
"hidden" one. This curriculum is communicated to 
students by the social climate of the school; the 
attitudes and values that teachers and pupils show 
towards each other; how the school is administered; 
and the "messages" the physical environment of the 
school itself conveys to students. 

For example, a teacher who is overtly dictatorial 
'teaches" students that obedience to an authority 
figure is what counts. It does not have to be actually 
stated: the teacher's behaviour makes it perfectly 

clear, and thus the hidden curriculum operates. In 
this example of how the hidden curriculum functions, 
the importance of developing the rather more subtle, 
and arguably far more socially beneficial notion of 
self-discipline, tends to become lost in the 
authoritarian process. However, what students 
learn is not just obedience to authority, but rather 
not to misbehave and get caught while an authority 
figure is around. To quote an old cliché, "when the 
cat's away, the mice do play," unless of course, fear 
of punishment is sufficient to instil a cowering 
obedience that persists while the teacher is out of 
the room. The point of this example is two-fold. 
First, you will not find "obedience" written into the 
formal curriculum; second, very often the hidden 
curriculum teaches students not what the teacher 
implicitly hopes for (i.e. obedience), but something 
rather different - i.e. if/when you misbehave, don't 
get caught! 

Another simple example may be taken from the 
curriculum that is "hidden" in the physical 
appearance of the school and the general 
demeanour of teachers. A school whose classrooms 
and equipment are well maintained and attractive 
conveys to students that they, the teachers and 
education are important and valued. It encourages 
students to work hard and take pride in themselves 
and their school. On the other hand, a run-down, 
dirty and dilapidated school with staff who do not go 
to classes on time, communicates the message that 
school learning and students are not very important, 
that the teachers do not seem to care or may have 
lost interest, and that education in general has a 
very low priority as far as the local community and/ 
or the government is concerned. Without wishing to 
make it all sound too simplistic, it conveys to the 
student the message of "who cares?" and therefore 
'why bother?" 

What Dewey, Jackson and others pointed out some 
years ago is still relevant today. In the formal 
classroom students are exposed to not one, but to 
two curricula. Furthermore, of the two, the so called 
"hidden curriculum" is often far more powerful than 
many teachers and school principals realise. What 
is often more disturbing, is that the messages 
conveyed by the hidden curriculum are often not 
recognised by the teachers themselves. For 



example, in most formal classrooms in the South 
Pacific, part of this hidden curriculum implies that 
competition is good; that students need to study 
hard "to get ahead"; that "getting ahead" means 
obtaining a white collar job on leaving school and 
that students must learn to cope with school 
"success" and "failure". What is studied in school, 
while not particularly interesting or of much evident 
value in itself, is nevertheless important because it 
permits a student to move on to another "educational" 
task. This is its implicit message. 

These unintended yet real messages conveyed by 
the hidden curriculum may nevertheless appear 
irrelevant to the needs of the local student. Yet the 
hidden curriculum is there, and its messages have 
the power to confuse and mystify the struggling 
student. 

However, the situation may be further complicated 
by many students coming to school with yet another 
curriculum in their heads. Unlike the other two, this 
third curriculum does not come from the school. It 
is a cultural curriculum brought from home and from 
the village. Some may prefer to use the term 
"cultural expectations" instead of what I'd like to call 
a "cultural" or "third" curriculum. Whatever one 
chooses to call it, observations suggest that this 
third curriculum has all the power and force of the 
other two. Furthermore, in many instances its 
"content" runs counter to the messages conveyed 
by the hidden curriculum of the formal school system. 

For example, this third curriculum may imply that 
individualism in the form of striving to do better than 
one's peers, or aiming for personal success, is not 
a desirable thing. Asking the teacher a question is 
generally not done, because it is interpreted as a 
sign of inattentiveness, stupidity or disrespect 
towards someone in authority. Occasionally 
individual students may ask a question via a "go-
between" or a "spokesperson" for the class. 
However, asking a question is not an easy thing to 
do. Thus, in addition to the formal and the hidden 
curriculum, the student has a further set of 
imperatives. These are derived from home, from 
family and from peers - from that reservoir of power
ful informal learning - what I am calling the third 
curriculum. 

While most teachers understandably assume that 
formal school learning is a valuable, real and relevant 
undertaking (otherwise, why bother to teach?), they 

often unthinkingly communicate a sense of 
"rightness" and a "superiority" of the formal 
curriculum by their words and actions. However, 
many students appear less sure of its assumed 
superiority. For example, the urban student exposed 
to a more technological life style is often puzzled by 
the content of the formal curriculum, and at the 
same time attempts to cope as best as he/she can 
with the hidden one. On the other hand, the average 
village pupil often finds the content of the formal 
curriculum odd and out of step with everyday life 
and experience, while he/she becomes even more 
confused by the hidden curriculum's imperative to 
"study hard, do well and succeed." What is the point 
of working hard in school? In terms of the third 
curriculum, "Why should I do better than my peers? 
They will think I'm getting too big headed (Fijian: 
viavia)." To succeed? What is success? For what 
purpose? Will it deliver that elusive white collar job? 
"I look around my village and see secondary school 
graduates who don't seem to be able to find a job." 
Perhaps "success" means leaving the village and 
living in a crowded urban slum eating white rice, 
tinned fish or meat, and ice cream. For many rural 
children in particular the values and priorities of the 
school appear foreign and strangely out of joint with 
everyday village life. Yet, well-intending teachers 
press on regardless. After all, there are only so 
many weeks before the end-of-year examinations! 

Is it any wonder that having to cope with the formal 
curriculum, a hidden one and their own third 
curriculum, causes many students to go wobbly at 
their intellectual knees, lose motivation, and drop 
out of the formal school system? They are not 
battling with one curriculum, but three, and each is 
often contradictory to the other two. If teachers feel 
stressed and demoralised by unresponsive 
students, perhaps they should spare a thought for 
the often confused individual trying to march not to 
one drum beat, but three. 

The theme of the "third curriculum" will be further 
explored in a following article. 
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