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This small article is simply an attempt to share some ideas that I have about 
the way in which educational radio broadcasting is developing in some of 
the smaller island nations of the South Pacific. While I have no first-hand 
experience of educational radio broadcasting in any of the island territories 
except Fiji, many of the observations in this article are based on information 
from persons engaged in educational broadcasting in some of the South 
Pacific countries. I have also particpated in three Media Development 
courses for Pacific peoples, and participants at these courses came from 
Tonga, Samoa, the Gilberts, the New Hebrides, Tuvalu, the American Trust 
Territory, Solomons Islands, the Cooks, Niue and Fiji. So, while many of the 
opinions expressed here are almost entirely subjective, I hope that the 
sharing of many common developmental problems among our island nations 
will give some degree of credence to the views expressed below. 

WHAT HAVE WE GOT? 

Basically, we are looking at attempts by island nations, with their various 
developmental problems, who are trying to use a relatively sophisticated, 
distant-teaching medium, without possessing too much of the expertise 
necessary for a meaningful utilisation of educational radio. 

For the purposes of educational broadcasting we are looking at expertise in 
curriculum designers, and expertise among the manufacturers and dissem
inators of educational broadcast programmes. 

Like many other relatively sophisticated technological imports from the 
West, radio too is, in many countries of the South Pacific, an 'adopt' rather 
than an 'adapt'. Some types of Western technology do have in them 
adapting' capabilities for human development; some technology, like the X-
ray machine, has 'adopting' capability only. Radio can be adapted quite 
profitably to change and develop the human personality. Only recently have 
broadcasters been looking at developmental possibilities through the broad-

*Opinions expressed in this article are those of the writer and not of the Ministry of 
Education, Fiji. 
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casting media; it was so much easier simply to adopt a tried system and make it 
work, in the purely functional sense, in the new environment. In the case of 
radio, wherever there were electricity and personnel to man radio, there was 
radio broadcasting. 

Then, the power of radio as a developmental tool became apparent. 
Educational planners in the South Pacific once again adopted educational 
broadcasting programmes and strategies from countries that had tried these 
programmes and succeeded to a large measure. During such time as 
education systems were designed and directed by the metropolitan countries 
which, directly or indirectly, governed those Pacific countries, educational 
broadcasting too was a transfer of a tried system. It worked. 

When metropolitan education systems changed with the processes of 
decolonisation, educational radio programme content changed too. In many 
instances, however, formats remained. More important, the technology has 
remained. 

Governments were faced with the task of 'educating the masses' and in 
radio they saw a relatively cheap and effective medium to distant-teach the 
small communities isolated from each other by hundreds and sometimes 
thousands of miles of ocean and, in one case, hundreds of miles of some of 
the most difficult terrain in the world — in Papua New Guinea. Island 
governments have also come to realise that radio broadcasting need be used 
not only to teach the formal syllabus but can also be used for the purposes of 
non-formal education, both of these systems aimed at national development. 
Papua New Guinea and Fiji may, to some extent, be considered as pioneers 
in educational radio broadcasting in the South Pacific; these two countries 
adopted from bigger, metropolitan countries, v i z , Australia and Britain 
respectively. In the last few years, smaller South Pacific countries have been 
adopting from some of the bigger South Pacific nations, as in the case of 
the Gilberts, which has adopted programmes from Fiji. 

WHAT SHOULD WE BE LOOKING AT? 

(1) The Power of Radio 

One of the most important aspects of edućational broadcasting, and indeed, 
broadcasting in general, that planners, manufacturers and consumers of 
educational broadcasting ought to be clear about is the potential power of 
the medium. Without going into the detailed characteristics of radio, it will 
suffice to say here that educators should use educational radio to do those 
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things which it can do best. In the context of the smaller Pacific nations, the 
radio is the most effective and the quickest medium going. The popular but 
erroneous belief that radio can achieve what face to face communication 
can achieve has, however, placed false expectations on the medium. 

So, for the purposes of teaching/learning, the radio is only an aid, a 
powerful resource. It cannot and must not be used as a replacement for the 
teacher. Its use is maximised if it is programmed to do those things which 
the teacher cannot do at all or which the teacher cannot do in an interesting 
manner. Radio is at its best when it is used to excite the imagination of the 
learner. 

In the island context, the radio must be a first channel for education 
administrators. Communication via the radio should be followed with the 
other usual modes, like the circular and the itinerant messenger, and not 
vice versa. 

It would be so much easier to 'confuse process for substance' and appear to 
be effective in terms of interest and initial excitement, but the question to 
bear in mind is: Are we using educational radio to achieve the goals set 
down in our formal education programmes? If we are not, then we must 
stop and redirect, look for new directions. 

(2) Educational Broadcasting and Curriculum Development 

When educational radio broadcasting first began in metropolitan countries, it 
was a new and exciting resource; it was a luxury. As a teaching aid, it was 
not to be wasted or misused. With advances in technology there began to 
appear on the educational media screen a fantastic array of teaching/learning 
aids. The most exciting among these was the television. The planner, the 
teacher, the learner, the manufacturer of educational programmes, everyone 
had a choice: closed circuit television, the video, the listening post and the 
individualised cassette for distant-teaching. 

Then again, on the 'open market' the learner was exposed to so much more: 
the motion picture, television, radio, slides, cassettes, beautifully-produced 
printed materials and so on. Educational radio broadcasting faced pretty 
tough competition from all this exciting, apparently educational paraphernalia. 
For a while, the strings which tied educational broadcasting tightly to 
curriculum development were beginning to become frayed. It would be true 
to say that educational communicators almost gave up trying to be curricu
lum-based in their programmes. They joined the group of the 'educationally 
independent' who said, "There's really no need for us educational broad
casters to be so closely tied to the curriculum. Let's innovate and initiate. 
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Our medium is so exciting. We shouldn't allow it to be dulled by the dull, 
unimaginative curriculum processes." 

So, we had Sesame Street-type independence. Even those educational 
communicators within the formal education systems manoeuvred for them
selves a kind of independence in designing and manufacturing their wares. 
The anchor ropes which anchored educational broadcasting firmly were 
beginning to become loose and in some cases got completely severed from 
curriculum development. Educators woke up with a rude shock. "Hey! 
What's going on? Come back! Come back!" they shouted at educational 
broadcasting. "We need you. We need you more than ever before. Every
thing is going wrong for us especially now with 1984 just round the corner." 

The point one is trying to make here is that for us in the Pacific, curriculum 
development is a new and often difficult task and we should not make the 
same mistakes about the relationship of educational radio broadcasting, vis
a-vis curriculum development. Curriculum developers must hang on tightly 
to educational radio broadcasting even if only for purely selfish reasons, and 
use the broadcasting media to develop and implement their nations' formal 
education curricula. If we don't do this, then radio waves will find their own 
directions. 

Are we going to use the punt and the coconut wireless? Perhaps we will use 
the hydrofoil and television in our little island paradise? Can we in the South 
Pacific afford to ignore educational radio broadcasting? Curriculum develop
ment and educational radio should not be independent of each other 
anywhere, least of all in the Pacific. 

(3) Educational Communicators: A Separate Breed? 

It is now generally recognised that the most essential skill that an 
educational radio person should possess is the ability to translate curriculum 
components into effective educational broadcasting. Once upon a time the 
person who could use the microphone effectively was much sought after, 
but the present trend is to have as educational communicators two types of 
applications people: the person who writes curriculum material effectively 
from a broadcasting point of view and the person who is able to use 
technology — broadcasting technology — to present the curriculum to the 
learner in the most exciting and interesting way possible. Radio can and 
should make learning a pleasurable experience. 

So, what do we do in the small island nations of the South Pacific? Well, 
we must cultivate this breed of people. Now that Western persons are fast 
disappearing from the curriculum scene, we in the Pacific must attràct our 
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own curriculum persons to educational broadcasting. Educational communi
cators should no longer stumble into educational broadcasting. They should 
be recruited. They should not be there by accident but rather by design. Not 
everybody is an educational broadcaster. Educational broadcasters should 
identify themselves with those whose task it is to develop curriculum. I think 
curriculum development skills are absolutely essential for the educational 
broadcaster. It is one thing to make an interesting radio programme. It is 
another matter altogether to use radio for curriculum implementation in an 
interesting manner. Because of limited formal education and broadcast 
training, many of our educational communicators in the South Pacific 
neither understand the curriculum process nor the educational broadcasting 
processes. Are we confusing process for substance again, by any chance? 

(4) Is Sound Alone Enough? 

We have not been able to support our educational broadcasts sufficiently 
with adequate and effective printed material. I think many of us believe that 
if 'open radio' or commercial radio can succeed without printed support 
material, then educational radio, too, ought to succeed. I think we hold 
these views, not because we believe them to be true but because it suits us 
to hold these beliefs. The truth seems to be that with limited personnel and 
money and an absence of the right skills for educational broadcasting, our 
educational radio programmes often go out unsupported. Both the teacher 
and the learner in a remote classroom barely cope. Can the child in the 
remote village classroom cope alone with relatively strange sounds? Can the 
teacher, who has never been told about the highly complex processes and 
aims of educational broadcasting, cope satisfactorily? Should there be some 
place for educational broadcasting in pre-service teacher education 
programmes? 

(5) Money! Money! And More Money! 

Educational broadcasting is not all that cheap. Radio is cheaper than 
television; it is not all that much cheaper than the print medium. Radio is 
much cheaper and more convenient than the fi lm. Is educational radio worth 
it? What is the answer? Are we going to replace educational radio with the 
motion picture?... the television?... closed-circuit TV?... the video tape??... 
taped cassette programmes for every school? 

We shouldn't get carried away with spending too lavishly on radio technology. 
We should strike a sensible balance by carefully spending only as much on 
equipment as will serve our curriculum plans. Equipment must last a reason
able length of time, it must be maintained to international broadcast 
standards apd money must be found to replace it when necessary. Cheap 
equipment coupled with poor maintenance causes havoc in our islands. 
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Then there is the problem of the duplication of facilities in some of our 
islands. In Fiji, for instance, there are at least five Government department 
recording studios, apart from those at Radio Fiji, the national radio station. 
At least four of these are concerned with education in some form. 
Recording studios engaged in education, but which do not belong directly to 
the Fiji Government, are run by the University of the South Pacific (two 
studios) and by the South Pacific Commission. 

Can Government afford to duplicate certain types of relatively expensive 
facilities? Should educational broadcasting be a part of the national broad
casting service? Are five recording studios in the one town desirable? For 
many of our small island nations, time was running out fast, but just 
recently we have been running out of money, too. 

(6) Too much 'Downward Technology'? 

The former Director of the Centre for Applied Studies in Development at the 
University of the South Pacific, Derek Medford, left the Pacific with this 
warning: Pacific peoples must continually assess technology to see that 
there isn't too much 'downward technology'. The Pacific is being 
bombarded with technology from above. Not enough is going upward. Mr. 
Medford, who also represented the University region at a conference in 
Bangalore in 1977 on mass technology assessment, relates how participants 
at the conference were of the view that the satellite over India used for non-
formal education for the rural areas was a failure; it did not achieve what it 
was designed to achieve. It might be interesting to note also that 
educational TV in the relatively industrialised nation of Canada has been 
relegated to second berth — after educational radio. 

The lesson for us in the Pacific from the above cautionary warning is that 
we must continually assess technology and see whether it serves our needs 
in the Pacific or whether it serves its own needs. Let us not forget that 
much of the technology landing on our doorsteps is not our own. Educational 
broadcasting, too, requires us to see whether we are using the machines for 
the implementation of formal and non-formal education programmes. If we 
are unsure then we ought to find out why broadcasting machines are not 
producing the desired educational results. 

THE FUTURE? 

In spite of the somewhat gloomy picture painted in the preceding paragraphs, 
all is not lost. We must accept two realities that are here to stay with us in 
the Pacific. The first is that many of our small island nations have very little 

23 



money. The other is that we have to live with many of the Western Man's 
ideas and things. Both of these are in conflict with the Pacific Man. But we 
do seem to agree that we need education. We have got to educate our 
peoples rather hurriedly and with little money. 

I am therefore going to suggest that educational planners in the small island 
nations of the Pacific take a hard look at educational radio broadcasting to 
see whether it can do anything to help to achieve national education goals. 
Given the existing financial constraint and manpower resources, we simply 
cannot abandon radio for another medium. So, we might as well use this 
medium and use it with purpose and direction. 

Let's not be vague and non-committal about educational radio broadcasting. 
Curriculum developers must see the place and power of educational radio 
and make definite and clear demands of it. After all, many of the island 
governments realise the power that radio is. Educationalists too should use 
radio for furthering their educational plans ruthlessly. Let's not also confuse 
educational radio with open radio. Educational radio has a definite task to 
perform and, if properly processed, it performs that task very well. 

Let educational radio herald the 'new education' and let's not allow it to drag 
behind slow put-puts, leisurely government boats, underfed horses, rickety 
old buses, land-rovers running on two cyclinders, intellectually aging 
education middlemen, books that are out-dated before they are even typeset. 
Even the jet aircraft doesn't get to some of our islands on time! What's 
worse, sometimes the tow rope that drags educational radio behind the 
curriculum vehicle snaps and while the curriculum vehicle makes a kind of a 
precarious landing, the educational radio boat just flounders in a stormy 
educational sea. 
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