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If the South Pacific education systems are to profit from their close 
proximity to Australia and New Zealand, they will need to observe closely 
the changes which are taking place in those two systems. There is no doubt 
that innovators are prone to make mistakes; for their successors the task is 
made easier. Also, there are trends which develop earlier in other systems 
which have a delayed action on the South Pacific countries. They may gain 
from keeping a watching brief on their more developed neighbours to 
interpret changes and amend them for themselves. Our research, therefore, 
must begin away from the South Pacific. 

ECONOMIC LITERACY 

Some developed nations have had a sophisticated introduction to economic 
education for many years and to the United States of America and the 
United Kingdom we owe much of the study on economic education in 
secondary schools. In the 1950s the teaching of economic ideas and 
concepts to elementary school pupils was hailed as an innovation. Today 
there are economic concepts taught at all levels under a variety of names. 
Social Science, whether as Social Studies or Geography or History, has 
incorporated economic aspects into its classroom studies. Some Business 
Studies courses have expanded to include ideas and concepts from 
Economics. The name of the subject or discipline is no longer a key to the 
content within, so it is useless to trace change through lists of courses in 
education systems. 

In Australia, the formal teaching of economics is well established in most of 
the states but at the upper secondary school level only. New Zealand has 
recently (1974) introduced a subject for Forms 3 to 5 called Economic 
Studies. Economics at Form 6 for University Entrance was introduced in 
1977 and this completed a chain of subjects, loosely referred to as 
'Economics' from Form 3 to Form 7. 

The economics taught throughout Australasian schools is not what an 
academic economist would call 'economies'; it is, however, an introduction 
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to the elementary concepts of that subject. The package which contains the 
economics in the junior school may best be described as 'consumer 
economics' because of the heavy emphasis on what every citizen should 
know about the economy. 

The rise in the popularity of economics is not a result of curriculum change 
brought about by curriculum developers alone. It is more a reflection of the 
increased and increasing use of economic terminology and ideas in everyday 
life. This is particularly so in their use by politicians and the news media. The 
South Pacific countries are also becoming involved in the same wave of 
economic terminology and ideas. This requires an informed citizen if these 
ideas are not to lead to misinterpretation and misconceptions. To create a 
national feeling for 'our economy' it is insufficient to propagate slogans or 
publish papers and reports; far better to inform the future producer, 
consumers and voters. 

At present the small nations of the South Pacific have little economic 
content in their secondary school curricula. Some South Pacific countries 
have designed their own form of commerce to replace the extinct New 
Zealand School Certificate subject, Commercial Practice, though there 
seems to be little of the 'new' economics in these new prescriptions. Some 
countries, like Fiji, were involved in the UNDP programme to design a 
course at junior secondary school level (Forms 3 and 4) which is called 
Modern Studies. This subject, now taught in one-third of the Fiji secondary 
schools, is a mixture of elementary economics and plant and animal 
husbandry. Based on small projects such as chicken rearing and selling 
nursery plants, this imaginative programme has resource materials to 
encourage its implementation. Fiji provides the schools with all the physical 
resources other than land and also the book resources for teachers and 
pupils. The schools have virtually no costs and the projects provide healthy 
additions to school funds. 

With the practical projects taking only a part of the Form 3 and 4 years, the 
remainder of the two years is spent in pupil study of elementary economics, 
business practice, consumer economics and money management. 

Other Pacific nations seem to have discarded the work done by UNDP or 
have been slow to incorporate the ideas into their own systems. It is a pity 
that they chose not to use the resources because the original work was 
based on ideas and projects which were suited to all the developing South 
Pacific nations. Even without following the Fiji system of funding Modern 
Studies totally, there is much merit in introducing the subject on a less 
expansive budget. 
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To conclude this section on economic literacy, we note that it remains to be 
seen if Fiji will now get approval for its own Economic Studies at Form 5 
School Certificate level. The prescription is not a rewritten version of the 
New Zealand one, though many of the same features are present. It is a 
bold statement looking towards the 1980s and beyond, when Fiji will 
continue to be a part of the world economy. As such the prescription 
contains many features which are examples of the special way in which the 
Fiji economy works. One would hope that this will be implemented and 
examined in 1980. 

COMMERCE 

This term is no longer self-explanatory. In New Zealand it can be a term for 
the whole group of subjects taught in one department in a school and may 
include mixtures of Economic Studies, Economics, Accounting, Typewriting 
and Shorthand-Typewriting. In Australian states it may specifically refer to 
Typewriting and Shorthand-Typewriting only. 

When the New Zealand School Certificate examination in Commercial 
Practice was replaced by one in Economic Studies, some island nations 
continued with the ideas and content which were embodied in the former. 
There were only cautious changes, and few experimented with the 
economic concepts already accepted by their larger neighbours to the south. 
In the opinion of this writer such a limited change reflected the desire to 
cling to the vocational aims of commerce education. 

This is a huge 'bogey' to raise in a short article such as this, but basically it 
can be said that in the first attempts at commerce curriculum-writing in the 
South Pacific the objectives were vocational. In the 1960s there was a 
swing away from vocational commercial courses as a result of the need for a 
general education. Vocational aims were replaced by the need for good 
citizenship, informed consumers .... 'Smorgasbord' courses were provided 
by schools at the Form 3 level to allow a much wider variety and number of 
students to taste such things as typewrit ing, industrial arts, home 
economics, languages ... not because they would necessarily need these 
skills and ideas later for work, but because such subjects were part of a 
broad general education for life. 

In this context we can see that some of the countries which make up the 
South Pacific have not made that shift. Presumably they still see their 
education system as providing students with various marketable skills. Such 
a claim is backed up by the often-heard comments about the inability of 
school leavers to fill in a tax return correctly or to keep a set of books for a 
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retailer. Bookkeeping is the main offender here because it has few unique 
objectives and few objectives which are not better achieved in other 
subjects. Neatness, accuracy, organising in an orderly way, applying a 
system ... are all attributes of good bookkeeping teaching; but they are also 
the by-products of good teaching in other disciplines. 

What, then, can bookkeeping provide? Job skills? Increasingly the answer is 
a firm " N O ! " Although bookkeeping provides some of the practical methods 
used on a 'model' set of accounts, the reality of the bookkeeping world in 
the South Pacific is far different. The narrowness of bookkeeping has also 
precluded it from providing worthwhile experiences for the pupils. The 
teaching is often dull and lifeless with a heavy emphasis on 'how' and little 
emphasis on 'why'. Exercises are worked through in a monotonous 
succession of lessons spiced with supportive notes introduced when another 
'bit' of the system is added. 

This is not to suggest that there is nothing in the bookkeeping area worth 
salvaging. By shifting the emphasis away from bookkeeping to accounting it 
is possible to give students some breadth to their study and to substitute some 
understanding for the current emphasis on rote learning. Fiji is already looking 
at the possibility of redrafting the Fiji Junior bookkeeping prescription as an 
accounting one but there will need to be a huge training programme to shift 
the teachers from the practices which have existed since School Certificate 
bookkeeping was introduced in 1945. 

Some of the commerce prescriptions also require rewriting, with a similar 
change from vocational objectives to general 'preparation for life' skills. As 
one writer suggested, there is a need to shift from a knowledge of what 
happens 'behind the counter' to the rights and concerns of customers. Few 
parents or educators will argue about the need for consumer knowledge: 
safe cheque writing, wise investment, budgeting, home insurance ... 
replacing the previous filing, office routine, office communication systems, 
documents of trade, which are still found in many syllabuses. 

TYPEWRITING AND SHORTHAND 

Typewriting has been the fastest growing School Certificate subject over the 
last ten years. The growing number of candidates is evidence of its 
popularity in the Pacific. Again, the South Pacific teachers will find that the 
emphasis in Australia and New Zealand is changing from the vocational use 
to the personal use of typewriting skills. This change will require different 
teaching techniques, books and emphasis. It will also appeal to a wider 
range of the school population. Shorthand, on the other hand, remains 
rather static and is primarily a job skill. The debate in the shorthand area is 
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over the stage at which it should be introduced. Many employers, colleges 
of advanced education, institutes and private colleges prefer bright students 
without any previous school experience in learning shorthand, rather than 
ex-pupils with three years' school shorthand. Such organisations maintain 
that they would rather train them 'their' way. 

WHAT THEN FOR THE SOUTH PACIFIC EMERGENT NATIONS? 

The threads that run through this article are: 

— a change of emphasis has occurred in Australasia from vocational to 
general education (variously defined); 

— economics is the new language of the news media and the politicians; 

— questions have been raised about the best level at which a subject or 
set of concepts should be taught, or whether it should be taught at all 
within the school system; 

— there is a need to retrain teachers to shift them from the rather dull 
presentation of bookkeeping techniques to accounting understanding; 

— there is a shift from vocational skills to personal-use skills; and 

— there has been a shift from business and office knowledge to consumer 
education. 

To respond to these changes, the smaller countries of the South Pacific 
have to consider their different aims in education. Some Governments have 
development plans which are linked to manpower planning ideas; these are 
binding instruments on the countries' educational institutions which are then 
charged with producing so many accountants, or teachers, or surveyors 
each year. Other countries have responded by stating that their economies 
are vastly different from those in Australasia and that they therefore have 
different needs. By the retention of 'old' prescriptions and teaching 
methods, such Governments are saying to the educators, "Our economies 
need school-trained bookkeepers, stenographers, office workers, shop 
assistants ... people who can complete forms, follow procedures and make 
the economy tick over." 

The needs of the South Pacific countries are less sophisticated in type and 
extent than those of New Zealand or Australia; they need fewer accountants 
per thousand people and fewer economists and management consultants. 
But they are still well below strength in basic retailing skills, office clerks, 
and typists; thus, understandably, these new nations can argue that the 
ways of New Zealand and Australia do not provide a model to follow. 
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The first requisite must be trained commerce teachers. Approximately half 
the Fiji commerce teachers are untrained and these teachers also have 
qualifications below diploma level (the minimum desired for any secondary 
teaching). 

Secondly, the South Pacific countries need innovative and challenging 
prescriptions for their commerce subjects. 

Thirdly, they need a continuing and widespread debate on the components 
through which commerce can provide a balanced, general education, suited 
to the various ways of life in their respective economies, in the 1980s and 
beyond. 

41 


