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"Relevance" is one of the most overused and misused words in the educa
tional lexicon. It can only take on meaning in the context of defined educa
tional objectives but only too often the goals of educational policy in most of 
the developing countries remain implicit or, at best, are poorly articulated. 
Insofar as this is the case the term has little meaning. Moreover, there is no 
merit in trying to avoid the issue by defining relevance in terms of the 
"needs of society". This phrase has been fashionable in some educational 
circles for nigh on half a century, but the fact is that in any sense of the 
term societies have no "needs". To be sure, individuals or groups may have 
needs insofar as the latter are felt and may, in some measure, be articulated, 
but this perspective provides an image of society as composed of conflicting 
or consensual interest groups that is at variance with any notion that 
"society", as such, has needs or demands. 

Thus when educational planners or politicans talk of developing educational 
institutions that are relevant to the needs of society they are merely 
adumbrating policies that are consonant with objectives that they have 
themselves defined. It is noteworthy that these "relevant" educational 
systems often turn out to be at variance with the felt needs and expectations 
of the clientele of the educational system (or their parents) which accounts in 
large measure for the failure of successive educational innovations and experi
ments in the developing countries. Bearing this in mind it is appropriate that 
we expunge the terms "relevance" or "societal needs" from our discussion: 
they serve little purpose except to confuse the issue. 

It is also well to remember that many of the educational objectives set up by 
planers in the developing countries are in conflict to a greater or lesser degree. 
Disparate objectives may predicate the development of variant types of 
educational system but this is not often recognised. A system designed to 
maximise the "development potential" of individual pupils, for example, might 
look very different from one created largely to serve the ends of economic 
development; an educational system with primarily political objectives, e.g. 
based on the desire to create a sense of national unity, may well run foul of 
plans aimed at maximising the role of local decision-making in the process of 
educational development. Unfortunately educationists rarely recognise that 
planning involves a pragmatic compromise between conflicting goals, and the 
partial achievement of one set of objectives is often at the expense of other 
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desired alternatives. This is, in fact, the issue that makes so much current 
discussion about "relevance" unrewarding: at the same time that planners 
stress the potential contribution of education to the development process they 
also expect educational systems to contribute to the maintenance of 
"traditional" values and modes of life. This gives a good deal of current 
educational discussion a Janus-like quality and the cynic might observe that 
many societies seem to be bravely marching into the future with their vision 
firmly anchored in the past. It is precisely this kind of intellectual confusion 
that bedevils the move to create "relevant" community schools in some parts 
of the Pacific area, in the same manner that it has confounded similar efforts 
in the past in both Asia and Africa. 

In fact the notion of creating community schools adapted to the realities of 
local, social and cultural environments is hardly a new one. The theme was 
salient in a good deal of the educational literature published during the British 
colonial period and it was by no means absent from the writings of French 
colonial administrators. The issue has resurfaced in the post-colonial period 
in a number of countries and, of course, finds its clearest expression in the 
educational policies of Julius Nyerere in Tanzania. At the same time it is a 
salient theme (at least rhetorically) in the educational policies of some 
countries in the Pacific area, notably the Solomon Islands and Papua New 
Guinea. One wonders why it is that largely discredited educational policies 
which have manifestly failed elsewhere and in other periods are regularly dis
interred and presented as new directions in educational development. I think 
this is in part due to the belief that policies which failed in the colonial period 
are likely to succeed in the post-colonial era insofar as the social and economic 
parameters within which policy is formulated have substantially changed. I fear 
this is not the case: the basic structural problems of those societies have not 
altered since independent and to put it bluntly the fact that a white colonial 
elite has been succeeded by the a post-colonial one of rather different hue 
makes very little difference in the context of educational policy. 

Let us then attempt to disentangle some of the assumptions and themes that 
underlie much current debate about relevance and the community school. 
Some of these themes are not present in all the literature but I think the 
following points represent a fair attempt to tease out some of the principal 
assumptions that educationists committed to the idea of the community are 
prone to make: 

1. Western-type schools are alien and intrusive institutions that have contri
buted to the disintegration of traditional society through the diffusion of 
western values and ways of life. At the individual level they have been 
responsible for the alienation and "deracination" of indigenous peoples. 

2. In particular, the "bookish" and "academic" orientation of the schools 
has led to students entertaining an unrealistic set of expectations 
concerning employment opportunities and caused them to be contemp-
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tuous of the village way of life and to react negatively towards a career 

in agriculture. 

3. A corollary of this is that schooling contributes directly to the phenomenon 
of "urban drift" and thus enhances the unemployment problems of 
developing nations. 

4. It is believed that the basic solutions to these problems lia in the develop
ment of new "curr icula" that are more consonant with the realities of 
village life and will induce young people to live useful and productive 
lives within the rural environment without entertaining unrealistic sets of 
expectations concerning their educational and occupational future. 
The community school is, therefore, to be essentially a terminal institu
tion oriented to the rural locale and wil l , in some way or other, become 
the focus of development within it. 

5. In particular, it often is believed that a suitable community-type curricu
lum should have a strong agricultural bias in the expectation that the 
schools will thus be able to make a substantial contribution to agricul
tural development upon which it is believed that the economic future of 
most local populations will depend. 

It is contended in this summary paper that most of the above assumptions are 
highly questionable. At best they are only half-truths and rest upon some 
serious misconceptions about the nature of social and economic change in 
the developing countries and the role that schools actually play in the develop
ment process. 

Initially, it is of course correct that formal schools were aiien to all non-
literate traditional societies like so many other institutions that were 
introduced during the period of colonial overrule. Yet observation would 
suggest that whatever their historical origin the schools are now as much a 
part of local tradition and are just as "Indigenous" as a range of customary 
modes of behaviour that pre-date the colonial era. Yet it is also true that the 
schools cannot be adapted in any way that would make them congruent with 
any conception of a neo-traditional society and indeed to attempt to do this 
would be a contradiction in terms: the non-formal educational institutions of 
traditional societies were fully integrated into the fabric of those societies and 
the only practicable means of adapting the schools to the latter would be to 
abolish them altogether. I have not heard anybody yet suggest this as a policy 
alternative. Rather than .this the proponents of "adaptation" and "relevance" 
suggest that the curricula of the schools should be modified but the 
institutions themselves retained. Basically this fails to recognize the basic in
compatibilities between the school as an institution and the characteristics of 
traditional society. 
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I think, therefore, that we should disabuse ourselves of the notion that by 
effecting some change in the curriculum of local schools and christening these 
institutions "community schools" incorporating in their curricula some 
elements of what we perceive to be traditional behaviour and cultural patterns, 
we are in some way going to mitigate the kinds of problems to which I have 
alluded. There is no way in the world that any amount of curriculum tinkering 
is going to arrest processes of social change that we have already begun. 

In some areas, the phenomenon of urban drift will continue and it is also 
apparent that a proportion of rural youth will not be satisfied with the 
conditions under which they find themselves. Educational change per se is 
not going to make any difference to this situation. For we must recognise that 
the connection between schooling (any kind of schooling) and the incipient 
or nascent occupational structure that has been created as a result of social 
change is really the key to the whole issue. Let me give an example. In one 
sense of the word, the problem of unemployment among youth or educated 
youth is in no sense due to the particular type of education that individuals 
have undergone. It is true that in many developing societies a significant 
proportion of educated youth will not be able to enter the full-time paid wage 
or salaried sector of employment and in this sense, therefore, we can talk 
about education being related to employment. But it is not true to say that the 
experience of schooling or formal education is a cause of unemployment. 
What we suggest is that in most developing societies the capacity of the local 
economies to absorb the increasing outputs of the educational system is 
extremely limited and from this point of view "unemployment" is likely to be 
a phenomenon for some time to come. It is a situation that will not be 
amenable to solution through educational change and merely to provide 
children with a "traditionally" biased curriculum in no way has anything to do 
with the problem as we have defined it. 

The causes for urban drift and its associated phenomena are largely due to the 
differential advantages that youth can gain by living in the towns or larger 
communities as against the disadvantages of living in the rural country-wide. 
In other words, the reasons for urban drift, the reason for dissatisfaction with 
village life, are primarily economic not educational in their origin. 

Obviously, since the problems have an economic base, then it must follow 
that the solutions to them must be essentially economic in orientation. The 
issue is to what extent we can reverse the "terms of trade", as it were, as 
between urban and rural areas. Insofar as a great deal of dissatisfaction with 
rural and traditional life stems from manifestly inferior opportunities that exist 
in rural areas, what are the strategies that we must adopt in order to bring, or 
attempt to bring, rural areas into some degree of parity with urban areas? It is 
obvious that in many nations rural development has been neglected at the 
expense of concentration upon development within the towns and urban 
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centres. Undoubtedly we are correct in arguing that a greater proportion of 
resources should be allocated towards rural areas in the hope that conditions 
of life in them will be improved. But it does not necessarily follow that these 
resources should be devoted principally to the development of new forms of 
traditionally, locally or rurally oriented schools. 

To be sure, education plays an important role in the process of rural develop
ment but not in the particular context to which I have alluded. A great deal of 
rural development may involve, for example, a change in traditional patterns 
of land tenure, the utilisation and development of new forms of cropping or 
the development of more adequate transport networks. All these kinds of 
endeavours are perhaps, in the first instance, more important than the simple 
provision of new kinds of education. Indeed, the overwhelming evidence now 
suggests that the major role that education plays in the rural development 
process is in the spread of basic literacy and numeracy and not in the diffusion 
of agricultural knowledge within the schools. 

The fact is, of course, that in many developing societies the schools now do 
very badly than which we expect them to do. It is often the case that rates of 
literacy and numeracy among school leavers are still relatively low, and this 
would suggest that we must concentrate much more effectively on methods 
to enhance the actual levels of achievement of children in school. This is not 
to imply that our pedagogy and our teaching should not be related to local 
conditions and local history, Indeed there is plenty of room for curriculum 
improvement in the schools of developing countries. But this is not to suggest 
that such curricula changes will have any effect on the broad social and 
economic issues we have raised. Rather these curricula changes should be 
seen as pedagogical devices rather than instruments of economic transforma
tion. 

If we can increase the rate of social and economic change in rural areas then 
I think we shall find that a great number of the so-called problems which we 
discuss will themselves largely disappear. It is, for example, true to say that the 
propensity to migrate to urban areas is greater the higher the level of 
education of individuals: the more educated they are, the more likely they are to 
move. But this propensity will diminish as a result of rising standards of living 
in rural areas. If we can shift the balance then the phenomenon of urban drift 
will become less evident. Moreover, what we term unemployment is in some 
degree a misnomer. Many youths who are ostensibly classified as unemployed 
are still in fact actively involved in the economies of rural areas. No one doubts 
that it is important to get a level of economic development in which the 
energies of educated youth can be effectively harnessed. But there is no way in 
the world that educational reform or change or extension or contraction is 
going to have very much effect on this problem per se. 

5 



Moreover, there always seems to me a certain degree of hypocrisy in the views 
of local elites when they speak of developing particular types of education or 
adapted systems of education for youth in rural areas. More often than not 
they would be the last people in the world to send their own children to such 
institutions. They are indeed fully committed to enhancing their own off
springs' chances within the modern occupational structure by providing oppor
tunities for them to undeigo an essentially academic form of education. If this 
is the case then it can hardly be expected that rural people will accede to any 
notions that their children should experience a type of education or formal 
schooling which is essentially different from that experienced by the children 
of local elites or urban minorities. It is potentially dangerous procedure to 
develop in these societies dual systems of education: rural, terminal, locally-
based institutions for rural children, and on the other hand predominantly 
academic systems for the children of the elite and for those in urban areas. 
This kind of educational dualism is basically inequitable and potentially always 
carries with it social and political consequences. 

Let me suggest, therefore, that there is plenty of room for reform in the 
educational structures of developing countries, but this is not to imply that the 
kind of "adaptive" reforms that have been proposed in parts of the South 
Pacific and elsewhere are likely to lead to any diminution of the social and 
economic problems of developing countries. These problems are real enough 
but the attempt to see them initially as essentially educational problems is 
rather like the following story. 

A man was observed searching frantically for something under the light of a 
street lamp. A passer-by asked what he was looking for and the man replied 
that he was searching for some money that he had dropped. When the passer
by asked him where exactly he had dropped it he pointed to a darker section 
of the road further down the street. "Then why are you looking here for what 
you have lost?", the passer-by asked, and the response was "Because it is 
lighter here". 

I think the story indicates the essence of what I am trying to say: the problems 
of developing countries are substantial enough, but one cannot hope to 
develop solutions to these problems by looking largely to the reform of 
educational systems. It is fashionable to imagine that we can effect major 
change in our societies simply by a measure of educational change because it 
seems that educational systems are, after all, more manipulatable than other 
aspects of social structure. I submit that this is not the case even if it looks a 
little "l ighter" in the educational sector. Just like the man in the street we are 
looking for educational or curricular solutions to problems that are in essence 
non-educational in origin. 
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