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Scope and objectives of the workshop

SEPS was originally intended to upgrade 
both primary and secondary science in the 
Pacific region.  It proposed to encompass 
six focus areas: curriculum, assessment, 
teacher education, resources, information 
management and community school 
mobilisation.  The proposal however failed 
to attract anticipated UNDP funding as 
UNDP prioritised non-formal education 
over science education in their 6th funding 
cycle.  However, UNESCO secured funding 
from the New Zealand Official Development 
Assistance (NZODA) for a reduced version of 
the project.  This project retained the original 
title, but focused only on the primary level 
and, within this, only on curriculum and 
resources.  

This smaller version of the SEPS project was 
initiated in 1997 and was implemented by 
the Institute of Education. After two years of 
active implementation, however, the project 
officer resigned and there was a lapse of three 
years. The USP/IOE was granted approval 
by NZODA to resume the implementation 
of SEPS as from this year. 

Key Objectives

1. Review and revision of primary science 
curriculum in each participating 
country.

2. The development and provision of 
appropriate teachers’ and pupils’ resources 

to enhance the learning and teaching of 
science.

3. The development of primary teachers’ 
knowledge, skills and confidence to teach 
science/environmental science more 
effectively. 

Main Activities

1. Regional and cluster consultations to 
determine needs and priorities and ways 
of addressing these in the areas of primary 
science curriculum development, teacher 
education and resources development/
provision. These consultations were 
intended to be carried out using both 
satellite conferencing and face-to-face 
meetings. 

2. Curriculum Review. The project had 
already identified country curriculum 
groupings as follows: 
i) Countries that have developed their 
own curricula (Fiji, Kiribati, Republic of 
the Marshall Islands, Samoa, Solomon 
Islands, Tonga and Vanuatu)
ii) Countries that have substantially 
adapted ‘imported’ curricula (Nauru, 
Tokelau and Tuvalu) and
iii) Countries implementing wholly 
imported curricula (Cook Islands and 
Niue).
A table of recent developments in science 
curriculum for each country is maintained 
by the project to keep track of changes 
that are happening in the region. 
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3. In country training of trainers to conduct 
teachers’ in-service courses.

4. In-country visits by the SEPS Project 
Officer to meet key primary science cur-
riculum developers and to review and 
revise primary science curricula as well 
as to identify each country’s resource 
needs.

5. Visit by national project coordinators 
to ‘lighthouse schools’ in own country 
to assist teachers improve learning and 
teaching in primary science.

6. The development of appropriate re-
sources either for individual countries or 
for groups of countries where common 
curriculum themes have been identified.

7. The purchase and distribution of ad-
ditional relevant resources, which will 
support the learning of science at the 
primary school level in each country. 
This will include books from IOE and NZ 
Learning Media as well as other relevant 
materials. 

The workshop was convened to bring to-
gether National SEPS Coordinators from the 
12 USP countries to: 

•	 report on the state of primary science 
curricula and innovations in the region;

•	 highlight and discuss issues in science 
education at primary levels;

•	 identify common areas/topics covered in 
primary science across the region;

•	 provide a review of each country’s sci-
ence curriculum; 

•	 identify each country’s primary science 
education needs/priorities (includes cur-
riculum development, resourcing and 
teacher development);

•	 plan SEPS-funded activities to address 

identified needs/priorities;
•	 prepare work action plans to be imple-

mented to meet above; 
•	 collate list of primary science texts used 

in the region;
•	 develop a list/collection of relevant re-

sources and activities that can be used for 
primary science in the Pacific; 

•	 identify implications for resources, teach-
er education and approaches to teaching 
and learning in science from above;

•	 produce a bibliography of science re-
sources and materials available/used in 
the region; and

•	 begin an ongoing review of primary sci-
ence curriculum and resources in each 
country

Participating countries

The workshop was attended by participants 
from Cook Islands, Fiji, Nauru, Niue, Samoa, 
Solomon Islands, Tokelau, Tonga and Tuvalu. 
Kiribati, Marshall Islands and Vanuatu were 
unrepresented. 

Proceedings

Cliff Benson, Fellow at the Institute of Edu-
cation, welcomed the workshop participants 
on behalf of the Director of the Institute of 
Education and The University of the South 
Pacific.  The Head of the Education and 
Psychology Department of the School of 
Humanities, The University of the South 
Pacific, Dr Srinivasiah Muralidhar, delivered 
the opening address. He emphasised that “The 
science curriculum should nurture children’s 
natural curiosity about the world and help 
them order their experiences in increasingly 
coherent ways.”  He added that what may be 
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coherent to the teacher may not be coherent 
to the student. “The objective should not be 
to turn children into scientists, but to make 
children scientifically literate so that they 
have the capacity and interest to continue 
examining, analysing and understanding the 
world around them.”  

Dr Muralidhar encouraged workshop partici-
pants to use more imagination when teach-
ing, rather than complaining about lack of 
materials. “We want good teachers who can 
be creative in the classroom, not so much 
worried about textbooks and teacher’s guides, 
but to be able to go beyond the books . . . you 
need to be creative, be motivated and use the 
children themselves as a resource for science 
teaching,” he said.  The teachers were the 
most important resource and, Dr Muralidhar 
said, they need a lot of assistance to develop 
appropriate resource materials and motivate 
students. However, he discouraged teachers 
from relying on ‘happenstance’, i.e. believing 
that learning will happen by itself after a few 
years in school. “You have to make deliber-
ate attempts to make it happen. Scientific 
concepts are not just lying around waiting to 
be discovered automatically. Nature has to 
be stirred up and you have to devise experi-
ences for students, if they are to be led to the 
necessary understandings.”

“But since science is humane, even playful, 
as well as a rigorous discipline, it is very im-
portant that the experiences that are devised 
leave plenty of room for exploration and 
play,” he commented.

Workshop Discussions and Feedback

The Curriculum Process

This session was delivered by Rejieli Racule, 
staff member of the Institute of Education, 
and previously, Chief of Fiji’s Curriculum 
Development Unit. 

Mrs Racule discussed: 
•	 definitions,
•	 types of curriculum,
•	 context in which Pacific curricula 

operate,
•	 stakeholder characteristics,
•	 factors affecting curriculum develop-

ment, and  
•	 the curriculum process.

Reflections on the Curriculum Presenta-
tion and Discussions

1. Curriculum should reflect what is actually 
happening in the classrooms.

2. There is a big need for in-servicing of 
teachers Pacific-wide.

3. Organisations of school systems are dif-
ferent for each country.

4. Assessment — there is a variety of differ-
ent assessment procedures and emphases, 
e.g, Tonga assessment is skills- based, 
while Cook Islands’ is formative.

5. Lack of parental support for Internal 
Assessment, especially when moving 
towards skills-based assessment from a 
ranking system.

6. Teachers’ attitudes to facilitate effective 
delivery of curriculum. Improvisation is 
necessary.

7. Regional Science Programme?  
8. Curriculum for whom? Curriculum for 

what?
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9. Research into Pacific science practices. 
Using familiar/known contexts to lead 
to unfamiliar/new situations.

10. Striking the balance between local and 
international perspectives in science.

11. Parents’ view of the curriculum. 
12. Demands on schools to respond to new 

challenges such as substance and alcohol 
abuse, counselling roles of teachers, in-
creasing divorce rates in societies.

Topics that are Hardest to Teach

A group discussion on this issue revealed that 
the topics hardest to teach were:

•	 Force, Pressure and Space
•	 Physical World
•	 Planet Earth and Beyond
•	 Weathering of Rocks

Reasons given:

• lack of background knowledge on the 
topics,

•	 concepts therein are abstract and hard to 
conceptualise,

•	 lack of resources/ equipment,
•	 lack of equivalent words in local lan-

guage,
•	 lack of innovation to search for activities 

that can be used to teach the concepts,
•	 many teachers lack the content knowl-

edge of physical sciences,
•	 teachers lack first hand experience of the 

concepts,
•	 terminology in science. 

Conclusions and proposals from the work-
shop

1. A regional curriculum for Pacific sci-
ence

The idea had been mooted previously, but 
when raised again met with differing views. 
Arguments for a regional science curriculum 
included:

•	 80% of primary science curriculum in the 
region is basically the same,

•	 the NZ Bursary Examination is being 
phased out and will be replaced by a 
regional examination. Already, 8 Pacific 
countries are doing the regional PSSC 
examination at Year 12 level. 

Arguments against included:

•	 the need to contextualise curriculum at 
national level,

•	 different countries had different needs and 
targets, 

•	 monitoring at a regional level would be 
extremely difficult,

•	 teacher training would be costly as the 
national primary teacher education col-
leges would be affected,

•	 primary curriculum should be managed 
at the national level rather than region-
ally, because it is an important aspect of 
nation-building.

It was recommended that countries continue 
to have their individual curricula but strength-
en and improve the teaching, resourcing and 
learning of primary science. 
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2. Resources scheme, including sharing 
of ideas to bridge the gap between 
overseas and local examples 

Common resources used in the countries were 
identified as including the NZ Learning Me-
dia Series, the Sunshine Science Series and 
the USP Marine Science Series. Countries 
suggested that they would send SEPS a list of 
resources used to update the “Resources For 
Enhancing the Teaching of Primary Science” 
to be circulated to all countries. The SEPS co-
ordinator will also update the countries about 
new titles available at the USP Bookshop or 
other local distributors.

3. SEPS country action plans

SEPS country coordinators will prepare ac-
tion plans and forward them to the SEPS 
project officer for information and monitoring 
purposes.

4. HPS/SEPS collaboration

It was decided to leave the decision to each 
country as different structures existed. Some 
countries have separate health education 
advisers from science advisers, while others 
had health education combined with other 
areas. Tonga and Tokelau were in favour of 
HPS/SEPS collaboration and were encour-
aged to go ahead with this.

5. Research and documentation of cultur-
al/indigenous areas of knowledge and 
skills or science content and processes

It was proposed that research be carried out 
on indigenous science. Some focuses were  
suggested.

•	 What areas of knowledge do indigenous 
science lie in?

•	 What is the content knowledge of these 
areas?

•	 How is indigenous science knowledge 
used?

•	 Who uses indigenous science knowledge? 
For what?

•	 How is indigenous science knowledge 
learned and taught?

•	 Finding out the scientific bases of Pacific 
myths and legends.  

6. A Pacific network of science educa-
tion

The idea was mooted but further discussion 
needs to be carried out to define this more 
clearly. Everyone felt that it was important to 
share ideas and resources with each other. 


