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Now twenty to twenty-f ive years after 
independence, Pacific Island countries 
(PICs) still carry strong vestiges of their 
colonial education structures, systems and 
content. This has been typified by the 
lack of curriculum development that best 
suits the majority of their peoples, despite 
the wide range of assistance from donors 
and educational consultants. 

Cultural and attitudinal differences 
between nations, and poor communication 
between education officials, curriculum 
development units and teachers, have for 
too long been stumbling blocks to 
progress in developing programmes for 
every individual student This has been 
exacerbated by an absence of ongoing 
professional development for teachers 
after their initial training, if indeed they 
have any training at all, as may be the 
case in more isolated schools. 

The Cook Islands, Niue, Tonga and Samoa 
have moved some way during the last 
decade to ensure that curricula are 
developed which will best suit the needs 
of the students and communities that they 
serve, but they are faced with a shortage 
of human and physical resources to 
support the implementation of it. While 
attempts have been made in the 
Melanesian countries to construct and 
develop curriculum and educational 
processes, the Pacific Human 
Development Report 1999 suggests that 
countries like Solomon Islands have extra
ordinary high numbers of primary and 
secondary school-leavers unemployed 
(10,000 in 1991), and wi th " few 
employable skills" (UNDP 1996: 35). 

The vestiges of colonial systems, and 
government priorities in the early years of 
independence are primarily reflected in a 
focus on academia and examinations. This 
has meant an elite group of students has 
won donor scholarships to pursue further 

study either in Australia or New Zealand, 
or elsewhere. These students, lured by 
greater educational and job opportunities, 
more often than not do not return to their 
country of origin. A system designed to 
reward the "achievers" has neglected to 
cater for the large numbers of young 
people who can also make a positive 
contribution to the development of their 
country's economy. With 1.4 million 
young people aged 15 to 24 years, 
representing 20 percent of the region's 
population, something needs to be done. 

For the vast majority of secondary school 
students in the Pacific (as high as 7 5 % in 
many PICs) formal education stops at 
Year 12 when they fail to pass the 
entrance exam to the next level. Thus, 
too many Pacific Island youth leave school 
without gaining the education they need 
to participate in today's wor ld. 

Three factors appear to influence this 
alarming statistic. 

First, in many Pacific Island countries, 
education is compulsory and free for 
primary education only. For those who 
fail the entrance exams to the next level 
or cannot pay school fees, their 
opportunity for further education is 
minimal. Although nursing, teacher 
training and technical colleges, marine 
training schools and USP Extension offer 
possible study and training opportunities, 
they generally require students to have 
reached a higher level of education, or to 
be mature students. 

So the dilemma for the Pacific is that their 
secondary students who are a fast 
growing segment of the population have 
an increasingly high dropout rate. This 
not only exacerbates social problems in 
communities but also, more importantly, 
severely reduces future educational and 
job opportunities for these same people. 



Second, from preschool through to 
secondary level, curriculum development 
and implementation has been ad hoc, 
lacking co-ordination, uniformity and 
cultural relevance or application. Bits and 
pieces of Australian, New Zealand, British, 
and French curricula have been injected 
into systems that do not have a stable, 
solid core of personnel in-country to adapt 
and modify the material to suit the needs 
of their clientele. Obviously assistance by 
way of aid donors and education experts 
has provided some relief in curriculum 
development but the big picture is still not 
clear. 

Third, it is apparent that even in PICs 
which do have a degree of commitment to 
developing and implementing a curriculum 
that acknowledges their language and 
culture, poor communication channels 
between education ministry and 
department officials, curriculum 
development personnel, and school 
leaders and teachers inhibits any real 
progress. Consequently, there is a clear 
need to develop school policy documents, 
which provide clear management and 
administrative procedures and boundaries, 
and enable goals, content and processes 
to be realised. Although management and 
leadership styles used in school will 
determine whether a school policy will be 
effective, it is important that all people 
associated wi th the school (including the 
policy makers) contribute to, and feel a 
sense of ownership of the school policy 
document. Without this the effectiveness 
of any attempt by teachers to implement 
existing curriculum diminishes. 

One factor of interest in the context of 
curriculum development is that the 
University of the South Pacific (USP) and 
other regionally based tertiary institutions 
such as the Fiji School of Medicine are 
becoming an increasing focus for Pacific 
Island students. This in part reflects: f irst, 
donors' , governments' and students' own 
perceptions of affordability and of value 
for money; second, the irrelevance to 
Pacific islands of some specialist courses 
(such as law) in developed countries; and 
third, the temptation and opportunities 

that tertiary education outside the Pacific 
provides students to not return to their 
home islands. 

Given this, perhaps a logical step could be 
to develop a "Pacific curr iculum" which 
not only clearly identifies wi th and 
recognises the diversity of the Pacific 
region but also caters for the individual 
and different needs of the students 
themselves. This would lay a natural 
foundation for entrance to Pacific Island-
based tertiary institutions. However, such 
a curriculum should also recognise that 
many individuals will not go into formal 
tertiary institutions and thus should lay 
foundations for those going directly into 
the job market. 

Surprisingly, subjects like art, craft, 
music, physical education and technology, 
are not included in the programme of 
many schools in the Pacific, a striking 
anomaly given the apparent talent and 
success of Pacific islanders in these fields. 
Rather, students are subjected to 
concepts alien to them such as river 
deltas, coal mining, geothermal power 
stations and high country sheep farming. 

For those students living on remote atolls 
wi thout the benefit of computer 
technology, adequate libraries or media 
tools much of what they learn appears 
irrelevant. Untrained teachers, lack of 
resources, and poor accommodation and 
hygiene compound the problem. 

Finally, a relevant curriculum that targets 
the economic and social needs of a 
community and incorporates the attitudes 
and values of the culture provides only a 
framework for education. Until 
governments give education (and health) 
the top priority in their spending 
strategies, and structure these to meet 
the needs and aspirations of students, 
their families, wi th their prospective roles 
in life in mind, the economic future of 
students remains bleak. This would also 
provide for the priorities of those who 
have already benefited from a higher 
education, who may be then more will ing 
to stay - or return - to their home 



countries, thus further strengthening 
Pacific societies. 
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