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In 1 9 9 1 , a temporary TVNZ (TV New Zealand)-driven television service 
was set up for one month to broadcast the Rugby World Cup to 
urbanites on Viti Levu in Fiji. Fiji One, as the temporary network was 
called, continued to broadcast to the two largest urban areas on Viti 
Levu, beaming their signal on a 50 watt test transmitter until 1 July 1994 
when a majority Fijian-owned permanent service, which included a TVNZ 
interest, was established. 

A t the time of this report1, Fiji One service was broadcasting to Suva-
Nausori, Pacific Harbour and Nadi-Lautoka on Viti Levu from late 
afternoons through the evenings during the weekdays, and from midday 
on weekends. Except for the occasional advertisement in the vernacular, 
Fiji One was broadcasting exclusively in English, although plans for a 
vernacular pay-tv service had been publicly announced. The network is 
continuing to expand its transmission to other areas in the country. 

Television is still relatively novel in the independent small island states 
of the Pacific which only began to introduce network broadcasting in the 
1980s (Royce 1993), acting on their own policy decisions (Topping 
1993), as compared wi th past and present American and French colonial 
territories of the Pacific which have received broadcast television for 25 
years. However, people here - rural as well as urban - are experienced 
video viewers, VCR viewing having preceded network television by an 
estimated fifteen years (Plange 1993). Because the history of visual 
media in Fiji, like that of other developing countries in the Pacific, is in 
reverse to that of developed countries where television broadcast 
preceded video technology by a generation or more, the people of Fiji 
constitute a relatively naive television viewing audience, despite being 
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sophisticated consumers of video entertainment. So the development of 
a critical awareness of television as an invasive force in the daily lives of 
its viewers is only in its infancy in Fiji. 

Fiji One has rapidly entrenched itself in the social fabric of urban Fiji. In 
1995, families were viewing, on average, one to two hours of television 
daily. The recent introduction of television to households in Fiji has 
created an increasingly important, if quietly subversive and very 
selective, language and literacy resource for children in Fiji. This paper 
explores the English language curriculum being presented to 
preschoolers, in particular, through the programmes broadcast on local 
television. 

The Importance of English in Fiji 

All children in Fiji, indeed in most of the small island states of the South 
Pacific, need a high level of proficiency in English in order to become 
educated. Beyond the acquisition of fundamental literacy and numeracy 
in the vernacular during the first few years of primary schooling, virtually 
all educational instruction is conducted in the medium of English, which 
is a second language for 9 7 % of children in Fiji (Siegel 1989). As a 
consequence, English as a second language literacy skills are held at a 
premium, and the instrumental motivation to learn English is high. 

Prior to the early nineteenth century arrival of the Wesleyan Methodist 
missionaries, who instituted vernacular literacy as part of their 
evangelical mission (Clammer 1976), Fiji was a preliterate culture in 
which values in community life were passed on through a strong oral 
tradition of story-telling that still exists today. The missionaries' goal to 
enable Fijians to read the Bible in their own language was highly 
successful. However, the Fijian population has not developed a 
significant literate tradition outside of ritual reading patterns which 
include the reading of religious books, perusal of daily newspapers, as 
well as attending to school textbooks. 

Nonetheless, print, particularly in English, abounds in urban communities: 
commercial signs writ ten in English under various companies' logos, 
advertise businesses where people can spend their dollars for the 
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purchase of commercial goods. Services as well are readily available in 
English, including those of portable shoeshiners and wheelbarrow carriers 
in the local marketplace. Sales of daily newspapers - two printed in 
English, one in Hindi and another in Fijian - are brisk and people can be 
seen about town reading or carrying a newspaper. But apart from sacred 
religious texts, newspapers, news magazines and school textbooks, print 
resources are extremely limited in the home. So children grow up in a 
relatively impoverished home literacy environment. 

One of the recent additions to the English language and literacy resources 
available to children in urban Fiji is network television. The introduction 
of Fiji One has increased children's exposure to both spoken and wri t ten 
English through general entertainment programmes as well as through 
educational programmes, such as Sesame Street, which aim to teach 
preliteracy and prenumeracy skills. The availability of switch-on swi tch-
off programmes on television has also invaded traditional language 
resources by providing alternative mass media story-telling. 

The Second Language and Literacy Curriculum On-Air 

Commercial television has been seen to present the primary curriculum 
to young children living in a tv culture (Gattegno 1969, Postman 1979 
cited in Cullingford 1984). Fiji One programming provides children wi th 
a regular supply of spoken English language, embedded, of course, in the 
questionable aesthetics and epistemology of the medium of television. 
A multidisciplinary group of researchers conducted a content analysis of 
the programmes shown on Fiji One in September 1993 to look at the 
curriculum, hidden as well as overt, that children in Fiji are getting 
through their television viewing.2 

2 Members collaborating in this multidisciplinary research project included: Heather 
Lotherington-Woloszyn (Language Education-Principal Investigator) VanessaGriffen (Gender 
Studies), Jane Ricketts (Children's Literature), Roland Schultz (Psychology), Satendra 
Prasad (Sociology), Chris McCrae (Early Childhood Education), Tim Kennedy (Media) and 
Sereima Lumelume (Primary Literacy). 
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We found that 9 2 . 3 % of all programmes scheduled in the late afternoon 
pre-news family viewing slot sampled were either American or British in 
origin. Not all of the programmes in this time slot were children's fare, 
the scheduling being somewhat eclectic. However, all of the children's 
programmes were produced overseas: 87 .5% in the United States, 
12 .5% in Britain. 

Included in the programmes broadcast in our sample were programmes 
produced in the sixties, such as / Dream of Jeanie, as well as various 
Hanna-Barbera cartoons. Episodes of Sesame Street were several years 
behind contemporary episodes being shown in metropolitan countries. 

The sample programmes we viewed provided many negative gender and 
cultural stereotypes, manifested in accent, voice quality, and quantity 
and quality of female characters' scripted interactions. On the whole, 
females were relegated to inferior, socially damaging roles, supporting 
the thesis that the world of television is an inherently male construction 
(cf: Douglas 1994). As well as being characterised frequently as helpless 
victims in cartoons, e.g. Smurfs, the animated characters, in particular, 
were ascribed unnaturally high-pitched, unpleasant voices. Douglas 
underscores the manipulative socialisation encoded in the treatment of 
female characters and ethnicity in American mass media: 

... wi th the special license that animation allows, Disney 
was able to emphasise that girls do primarily two things -
stare at themselves in the mirror and fight over boys -

while boys are more outward-looking and do more 
important things. (1994:30) 

We see here how black women and white women were 
used against each other in American pop culture, the 
white woman embodying standards of beauty impossible 
for the black woman to achieve, but the black woman 
serving as a powerful moral rebuke to the self-indulgent 
narcissism of the white woman who dares to think of 
herself. (1994: 36) 
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It is noteworthy that amongst its offerings, Fiji One presented sixties 
reruns, whose social framework for humour was unabashedly sexist, 
ageist and culturally insensitive. But these outdated programmes would 
not be familiar to a viewing culture lacking in television literacy. In any 
case, recent soaps and serials also clearly maintained a hearty female 
inferiority stance in their stories. 

Only t w o of the 16 programmes for children provided realistic female role 
models; both of these programmes were oriented to pre-adolescent 
children: Ghostwriter, the literacy-focused adventure serial produced by 
the Children's Television Workshop, and Goggle Eyes, a BBC production. 
There were no equivalently positive female role models evident in the 
programmes directed at preschoolers. 

Much of what television provides the viewer in terms of curriculum is 
unintentional. However, the medium also has pretences to overt 
teaching. Programmes such as Sesame Street appeal directly to viewers 
as essential pre-school literacy and numeracy education, wrapped, of 
course, in the sugar-coating of television entertainment. Programmes 
intended to be educational in nature, even those which are publicly or 
state rather than commercially sponsored (thereby removing the 
necessity of regular commercial breaks during the programme) are faced 
with the dilemma of how to be educational as well as sufficiently 
entertaining. 

Commercial television is, of course, not a medium designed for 
educational pursuits. It is a merchandising medium; programmes are 
shown to sell you commercials (Trachinger 1994). In order to ensure an 
audience, television is intellectually undemanding. Educational 
programmes require no continuity in structure, no baseline knowledge, 
no reasoned discourse, no application or study (Postman 1985). Nor is 
television interactive. 

Nor do models of English language conversations portrayed on television 
represent natural speech in that programmes are scripted. Dialogue is 
snappy and wi t ty ; there are no unscripted urns and ers in any but live 
quiz shows and television interviews. Moreover, conversations in 
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entertainingly educational programmes, such as Sesame Street, must 
juggle competing agendas of media and education, balancing audience 
attention span w i th pedagogical aims. 

Children watching television in Fiji, hoping to learn or to improve their 
English, are having to cope wi th media-shaped pedagogy, exogenous 
varieties of English spoken in exotic socio-cultural contexts such as 
American inner city neighbourhoods, English sitting rooms, and 
industrialised megacity hospital emergency rooms, and invisibly 
antediluvian cultural moralities. In their acquisition of television viewing 
habits, they are reading outdated American values in programmes such 
as /Dream of Jeanie, as well as contemporary anti-feminist backlash in 
programmes such as Teech, which masquerade as cross-cultural, 
counter-class texts. 

Watching Sesame Street in Fiji: Literacy Education and Language 
Socialisation 

Only four of the twenty-six programmes in our Fiji One sample could be 
characterised as having other than general entertainment value. These 
included two documentaries and two children's educational programmes. 
Both educational programmes were produced by the Children's Television 
Workshop (CTW) and were oriented to the teaching of literacy skills: 
Sesame Street, for preschoolers, and Ghostwriter, for pre-adolescents. 

Sesame Street, along wi th the bulk of children's programmes being 
broadcast on Fiji One at the time of this report, was not writ ten for the 
Fiji audience. Children in Fiji join some 100 million child viewers of 
Sesame Street who live outside the United States (Gettas 1992). Sesame 
Street is aimed particularly at reaching underprivileged, inner-city 
American children. According to Gregory Gettas, Senior Producer wi th 
CTW's International Television Group: 

Sesame Street helps them to learn their alphabets and 
numbers, practise good health habits, and appreciate the 
richness and diversity of their local cultures and 
traditions. (Gettas 1992: 113). 
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Sesame Street is also a sixties programme. Al though this Prix Jeunesse 
award-winning children's television programme has put much money into 
its research and development, the format of the programme is a fossil of 
its sixties genesis. Literacy instruction is founded in the pedagogy of the 
times which stressed a bottom-up approach to reading (from print 
towards meaning), a fixation on language form rather than funct ion, and 
rote learning, all of which have long been superseded by alternative top-
down, functional, whole language approaches to language and literacy 
instruction. Learning is focused on understanding the mechanism of print 
rather than on enjoying stories as a whole. Each episode features one to 
two letters and a number. ("Sesame Street is brought to you today by 
the letters m and c and by the number 7"). The programme offers rote 
learning of the alphabet, letter identif ication, and word identif ication, 
words usually being presented singly and repetitively, often within a 
visually rich but print poor contextual environment - essentially, as 
electronic flashcards. 

The Sesame Street screen set is a fictit ious urban American 
neighbourhood - one my daughter has expressed a hope of visiting some 
day, imagining it to be as accessible as, for instance, Disneyland. The 
programme is composed of short juxtaposed, nonsequential stories, 
which include segments of the regular cast of real people and muppets, 
animated shorts, vignettes of real children, sometimes wi th unintroduced 
superstars, mini-documentaries and muppet skits. The average length of 
the 38 to 39 stories in each episode of the sample we studied was 86.5 
seconds. Apart from the continuing episodic theme threaded through the 
Sesame Street full cast segments, there is little thematic continuity in the 
programme. The little stories that comprise each episode of Sesame 
Street contain a wide variety of topics and treatments, from animated 
shorts geared to rote learning where a decontextualized number or letter 
is flashed and repeated, to compressed mini-documentaries, e.g. 
recycling bottles, making apple cider. Although the documentaries are 
indeed interesting and informative, they are not always relevant to 
tropical, agrarian Fiji. Furthermore, the pace of the mini-documentaries 
is misleading to children. Said my daughter upon watching how apple 
cider is made: "Gee, sure doesn't take long, does i t !" 
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Sesame Street has been found to be popular wi th second language 
learners of other ages as well as the audience of preschoolers for whom 
it was intended (Holtsman 1981). However, the programme was not 
wri t ten for second language learners. So pre-schoolers in urban Fiji, who 
are exposed to varying levels of English in the home and community, are 
watching a programme designed to teach literacy and numeracy skills to 
children who are using English - although maybe not standard English -
as their mother tongue. 

But Sesame Street teaches children more than how to count and 
recognise letters. Sesame Street is itself a text read by a preschool 
viewing culture (Becker 1987), one that children in Fiji now join but in 
which they are not reflected. 

Sesame Street is inner-city and American whereas Fiji is a small Pacific 
island state, the total population of which is equal to only a fraction of 
1 % of that population which is represented culturally and socially on 
Sesame Street. Without a base knowledge of American popular culture, 
accessible to children in Fiji only through television, story lines are often 
diff icult to interpret. Story contexts, both social and geographical, as 
well as characters draw on both traditional European children's literature, 
which is familiar to children here through the colonial legacy, and pop 
American culture, which is considerably less familiar. For example, in a 
single episode of Sesame Street, essential references were made to Bette 
Midler, the Love Boat, and Dolly Parton. 

Sesame Street also teaches communication skills through the interaction 
of its characters. Sesame Street is conceptualised as pro-social 
educational television (Johnston & Ettema 1982). However, the pro-
social values manifested in the programme segments highlighting real 
people, e.g., a vignette of the flying health team giving check-ups to 
children in a remote Eskimo village in Alaska (who all seem to function 
in English), are contradicted in the gender stereotyping found in the 
muppet and animated segments. The programme does not have one 
strong female muppet character. Given that research has amply 
demonstrated how males and females speak differently (cf: Coates, 
1993), this exclusion of significant female muppet characters represents 
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a powerful bias in the interactions and conversations of influential regular 
Sesame Street characters acting as language models for children here. 

Sesame Street is clearly liked and watched locally. In a survey of 
television viewing habits conducted in November 1994 3 , Sesame Street 
was found to be the favourite programme of the under-five age group, 
and the fourth most popular television programme watched by people of 
all ages, after the New Zealand soap opera, Shortland Street, the ITN 
World News and Fiji National News. In our survey, the programme 
attracted a viewing audience composed of nearly equal numbers of 
preschoolers and primary school-aged children (6 to 12), as well as 
nearly equal numbers of girls and boys. So Sesame Street has wide 
appeal in Fiji. 

Conclusion: Fiji One: An English as a Second Language and Literacy 
Tutor? 

Television's presence in the growing language and literacy environment 
of Fiji is quietly metastasizing. In the United States, three-year-old 
children average three hours of viewing Sesame Street per week (Huston 
et al 1985). As they grow older, children in the US spend more time 
watching television than they do in school, in social interaction wi th 
other family members, or in any other waking activity (Singer 1983). 
Present indications are that preschool children in Fiji are watching on 
average a half to one hour of television daily, although some children are 
watching over four hours a day. 

Only 2 0 . 1 % of the households in our November 1994 survey of family 
television viewing habits chose to switch off Fiji One in order to play a 
video of their choice, and of these, 69.1 % of the videos selected were 
in English. This, coupled wi th the fact that only 11 .6% of adults stopped 
children from watching any programme, indicates that children are 
learning about the world through the language - and the eyes - of 

I conducted this survey jointly with Roland Schultz, Department of Education and 
Psychology. 
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Sesame Street, Conan the Barbarian, and Batman Animated as well as 
Short/and Street and Lois and Clark. 

Postman (1985) questions the epistemology of the media. What world 
of knowledge does television organise and provide for children? 
Furthermore, what world of knowledge do parents expect the medium 
to be providing for their children? 

A perceived benefit of watching television in the Pacific context is that 
it will help in the acquisition of English, which is needed for successful 
formal education (Ogden 1993). But educators and researchers in Fiji 
need to examine critically and evaluatively what television offers as 
language and literacy curriculum to children in Fiji in response to what 
learning the people of Fiji hope and expect to derive from it. 

As television is not designed to be an interactive medium, children are 
not going to acquire fluent and grammatically standard conversational 
English simply from passive television viewing. As Peter Trudgill notes: 

if viewing television had such a powerful effect on 
language use, the whole of Britain would be now 
speaking American English, thanks to inundation from 
such cultural institutions as Dallas (Trudgill 1995). 

Having the opportunity to listen to and watch television in English 
wi thout needing to respond in kind is clearly valuable; such unpressured 
exposure to the target language is exploited in comprehension-based 
approaches to second language teaching (Lightbown 19-92). However, 
the use and choice of language in television programmes is not likely to 
be particularly applicable to classroom purposes. Furthermore, any 
spoken proficiency achieved through television mimicry will certainly not 
automatically result in children's improved proficiency in the cognitively-
demanding, context-reduced English language and literacy skills needed 
to succeed in school (cf: Cummins 1991). 

But television may be far more sinister than simply ineffectual in its role 
in children's second language and literacy development. In traditional 
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Pacific life, there is little in the way of literate traditions outside of 
religious education. However, there is a strong oral tradit ion. Pacific 
myths have been handed down in traditional story-tell ing, sometimes in 
the form of regular Bible reading, sometimes in oral fo rm, such as 
recitations and story-tell ing. Pacific Islanders have been reassured that 
children show preliteracy development benefits from the telling of oral 
stories in the home (Clay 1985), which provide them wi th an idea of the 
shape of a story found in books. This source of cultural transmission 
through story-telling is now open to electronic colonialism from easily 
accessible television programmes, 9 6 % of which in our sample were not 
designed for a Pacific viewing audience, and all of which tell alternative 
stories. 

Furthermore, broadcasting television solely in English may unwitt ingly 
contribute to the decay of vernacular language use by increasing the 
status of English. Baker (1995) underscores the power of the mass 
media to bestow prestige on a language by using it in the mass media. 
As he points out: 

Research from Wales suggests that it is majority 
language mass media that is the destroyer of a minority 
language and culture, rather than minority language 
television and radio being the salvation of the language. 
The glossy, high quality of TV English language 
programmes provides fierce competit ion for minority 
languages. (1995:1) 

For cultural, linguistic, educational and social reasons, the maintenance 
of vernacular language use is important. 

The great scholar Marshall McLuhan taught that the clearest way to see 
through a culture was to attend to its tools for conversation (Postman 
1985:9) . As Fiji joins the rest of the world in evolving into an image-
centred culture, having possibly bypassed a print-centred culture, it 
needs to examine the influence of the media of communication that will 
contribute, perhaps quite unintentionally, to its social, cultural and 
intellectual construction. 
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