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Abstract 

The failure of Tongan secondary school students to achieve a 
satisfactory outcome from secondary schooling as measured by early 
school leaving (before the completion of Form 5) and failure in the 
Tongan School Certificate Examinations has been systematically 
documented by Tatafu in 1997. His study tracked all the students 
from a two-year cohort (1989 and 1990) from five secondary schools. 
Of the 1116 students identified, 49.8% became early school leavers 
and of those who completed Form 5 and attempted the examination 
only 16% passed. The consequences for individual students, schools 
and the wider community of the 'failure syndrome' in this formal 
exam-oriented system are briefly discussed. It was argued in this 
research that the 'school experience' was very similar for both the 
early school leavers and the unsuccessful completers. From the 
conceptual model which framed the study, there are interlocking 
responsibilities for this sense of failure among the multiple 
stakeholders. 

This paper is an account of the school and teacher factors identified in 
the data. For teachers the negative factors included: monotonous 
examination-centred teaching, lack of concern for the needs of less 
successful students and the widespread use of corporal punishment. 
Schools were reported by the stakeholders to be inadequately 
resourced, offer a narrow curriculum which was inadequate for most 
students and where academic failure was the norm. An initial 
exploration of the implications for consideration in pre-service teacher 
education and for teachers' professional development is undertaken, 
pending a wider discussion among stakeholders. 
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Introduction 

The Kingdom of Tonga has a land area of about 747 square kilometres 
and is situated about 759 kilometres south east of Fiji. About 64 per 
cent of its population of 94,649 is concentrated on the main island of 
Tongatapu. 

Most of the primary school education is provided by the Tongan 
government, whereas the secondary school education is provided 
mainly by the Christian churches. Most (98%) children in Tonga 
attend primary and about 95 per cent of those primary school children 
continue their education in secondary schools. The Education System 
of the Free Wesleyan Church of Tonga looks after 27 per cent of the 
secondary school population, while the Education Systems of the 
Tongan Government, the Mormon Church and the Catholic Church are 
each responsible for about 19 per cent, and the remaining 23 per cent 
is divided among individual churches. 

The enrolment rates in 1993 for the secondary school age (12-18 
years) was 77 per cent for males and 80 per cent for females. The 
Tonga Ministry of Education revealed that the extent of early school 
leaving from secondary school was 35 per cent in 1991 and 39 per 
cent in 1992 (Reports of the Ministry of Education, 1991 & 1992). 

Definition of Early School Leaving and Unsuccessful Completers 

An early school leaver is defined as 'a student who failed to complete 
his or her secondary school education with adequate skills, knowledge 
and attitudes to function as a responsible citizen of his or her 
community' (Kawakami, 1994). For practical purposes of identifying 
students for this inquiry, an early school leaver was 'a student who 
left secondary school education before sitting the first public 
examination known as the Tonga School Certificate Examination'. 
This public examination follows five years of secondary school 
education. Success in this examination is essential for any form of 
employment in government or the opportunity to progress towards 
further education. From a community perception, it is the minimum 
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attainment that a student must achieve for his or her formal education 
to have been 'wor thwhi le ' . 

Most of the research on early school leaving typically sets out to 
determine the characteristics which differentiate early school leavers 
from those who successfully complete their educational cycle 
(Ekstrom, Goertz, Pollack and Rock in Natriello, 1987). This research 
sought to determine whether there were differences between the 
characteristics of early school leavers and those of the unsuccessful 
completers i.e. those who ' fai l ' the Tonga School Certificate 
Examination. This group is important because on average more than 
77 per cent of all the students in Tonga who sat the Tonga School 
Certificate Examination between 1988 and 1992 were unsuccessful. 
When such high rates of failure are added to the considerably high 
rate of early school leaving, it is argued that, if the unsuccessful 
completers have similar characteristics and problems to those of early 
school leavers, then the magnitude and the complexity of the problem 
is a potential educational crisis which cannot be ignored. 

Unsuccessful completers may be a component of the "secondary 
schooling underclass" to which early school leavers also belong. 
Solomon in Natriello (1987) points out that it is important to focus on 
these two components of the secondary schooling underclass because 
"(for both of them) the end results are the same; they fail to acquire 
the competencies and credentials necessary for social and economic 
advancement in adult life" (p.79). 

Research Questions 

The purpose of the original research (Tatafu, 1997) was to explore in 
a sample of four Tongan secondary schools the extent and causes of 
early school leaving and the related issue of school attractiveness 
through three closely-related questions: 

(1) What is the extent of early school leaving? 
(2) What are the causes of early school leaving? 
(3) What are the appropriate measures for reducing early school 
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leaving? 

Purposes 

This paper has two major purposes. Initially it provides a brief 
summary of the major findings of the teacher and school based 
causes of early school leaving and the recommended measures for 
reducing early school leaving that can be addressed in the short term 
by schools and teachers. Secondly, an initial exploration is 
undertaken of the implications for pre-service teacher education and 
for teachers' professional development. The major findings and 
systems-wide implications from the Tatafu study are currently being 
discussed by a wide range of stakeholders in Tonga. Some 
commentators have already argued that the findings warrant a 
complete review of Tongan school education. 

Schooling System 

Macro level 

(School Controlling authorities) 

• Government or 

• Church authority 

Meso level 

(Education Department) 

• Government or 

• Non-government 

Micro level 

(Individual schools) 

• Teachers 

• School administrators 

• Students 

Decision Space 

Students 

are being 

impacted 

upon either 

positively 

to complete 

their schooling 

or negatively 

to leave 

school 

prematurely 

Community Systems 

Macro level 

(National community) 

• Cultural forces 

• Social and economic forces 

Meso level 

(Village community) 

• Community leaders 

• PTAs and EAs 

Micro level 

(Family community^ 

• Parents and children 

• Grand parents 

• Extended family 

Figure 1 : Theoretical framework for gauging the causes of early school leaving 
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Conceptual Framework 

In seeking to be as holistic as possible in gauging the causes of early 
school leaving, a systems analysis approach (Figure 1) was adopted 
as a theoretical framework incorporating eight 'agents' within the 
inter-related schooling and community systems in Tonga. The 
incorporating forces in the two systems could impact positively on 
some students in the decision space to enhance completion of 
secondary schooling or negatively to precipitate premature departure 
from school. The two systems operate simultaneously at the macro, 
meso and the micro levels, and inevitably they overlap in their 
influences. 

Design 

The research design encompassed in interview questionnaires for five 
groups of respondents each of whom was asked to provide three 
major causes of early school leaving in relation to each of these nine 
"agents" as well as their ideas on policies to overcome the problem. 

Sample Schools 

The schools selected for this inquiry were four Catholic and one 
Anglican secondary school. Together they represented 22 per cent of 
the secondary school population in Tonga. While this sample is not 
claimed to be representative of the secondary school population in 
Tonga, it is argued that the findings are indicative of the presence and 
impact of early school leaving in most Tongan secondary schools. 

The Early School Leavers 

The sample of early school leavers chosen for this research were the 
1988 and 1989 new entrants to the sample schools. These sample 
groups were chosen first because they would have sat the Tonga 
School Certificate Examination by 1993 and 1994, and the majority of 
those students would be available to be interviewed in 1995. 
Secondly, the cohort were still within the recent memory of teachers, 
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parents and fellow students. Similarly, early school leavers and fellow 
students could easily remember what the school and the staff were 
like when they were there. 

Determining the Extent, Causes and Options for Reducing Early School 
Leaving 

Rather than use the official Ministry of Education statistics for the 
calculating of the extent of early school leaving, the researcher 
employed the True Cohort Method (Islam and Booth 1994). School 
rolls were used to obtain the names and addresses of the new 1988 
and 1989 students. Each student and one of his or her 
parents/guardians were interviewed to determine if the students left 
school before sitting the Tonga School Certificate Examination. This 
was a time-consuming but reliable way of gathering data. School roll 
records were examined to determine the extent of early school 
leaving. Public examination results for the Form 5 School Certificate 
were investigated over the related three-year period (1992 to 1994) 
to determine examination participation and performance. 

The investigation of the causes of and options for reducing early 
school leaving was based on five inter-related questionnaires (Islam 
and Booth, 1994) devised for the fol lowing five groups of 
respondents: 

• teachers and school administrators 
• early school leavers 
• one of the parents/guardians of early school leavers 
• students who sat and failed the Tonga School Certificate 

Examination 
• community leaders 

Each of the five questionnaires had four general components: 

• personal profile of the respondent 
• respondent's perception of school attractiveness 
• reasons for early school leaving, and 
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• exploration of measures to reduce early school leaving. 

Each of these questionnaires was administered to each of the five 
groups of respondents in relation to each of the eight agents. The., 
questionnaires for early school leavers and for one of the parents or" 
guardians of early school leavers were completed by the principal 
researcher (usually in Tongan). The other respondents completed the 
questionnaire often with an ongoing discussion with the researcher. 
The present paper reports only on data relating to teachers and to a 
lesser extent to schools as agents. 

FINDINGS 

Extent of Early School Leaving 

The extent of early school leaving determined by the True Cohort 
method in this study was 49.8 per cent of the 1,116 new entrant 
students to the sample schools to Form 1 in 1988 and 1989. This 
early school leaving rate is considerably higher than the national rates 
of 35 per cent in 1991 and 39 per cent in 1992 which were 
calculated using the Age Cohort Method from the reports provided by 
the Tonga Ministry of Education (Reports of the Ministry of Education, 
1991 and 1992). While there are many possible reasons for this 
discrepancy, it is likely that the higher figure from the True Cohort 
method is more valid and reliable. It is quite possible that the 
difference between the figures from the Ministry of Education and 
that from this research arises at least in part from the fact that the 
government's annual grants to high schools have been allocated 
according to the number of enrolled students. It would, therefore, be 
in the financial interest of the high schools to record as few early 
school leavers as possible. 

Of the 513 early school leavers in the sample the extent of early 
school leaving for boys was 67.3 per cent and 32.7 per cent for girls. 
While the secondary school population in Tonga for 1991 and 1992 
consisted of 53 per cent boys and 47 per cent girls, the extent of 
early school leaving was much greater for male students wi th 64.4 
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per cent of leavers being boys, as compared to only 35.6 per cent 
being girls (Reports of the Ministry of Education, 1991 and 1992). 
The Tonga Ministry of Education percentages of each gender among 
early school leavers was similar to those obtained from the study. 

Teacher-Related Causes of Early School Leaving 

This section reports some of the results from the responses to the 
questionnaires administered to five groups of respondents (shown at 
the top of Table 1) who were asked to list three major causes of early 
school leaving in order of importance that were related to teachers at 
the micro level of the schooling systems. The responses were 
categorised (these categories are shown as the rows in Table 1) and 
scored by giving three points to a first choice two to a second and 
one to a third. Scores for each category of response were totalled 
and a rank order determined. 

Table 1 shows all categories of cause of early school leaving related 
to teachers which were ranked in the first twelve by any of the five 
groups of respondents. The top twelve ranks from each group of 
respondents are chosen for this analysis because their aggregate 
scores ( ) far outnumber the others. 

Neglect of the kau 'atamai kovi (ones with bad brain) was ranked first 
by all the five groups of respondents. The phrase kau 'atamai kovi 
(literally translated as "ones with bad brain") or "slow learners" is 
deliberately used here because it was often used literally by 
respondents and more importantly it conveys the type of labelling that 
is used for students who are academically slower and also lacking in 
efforts to be successful in schooling. The seriousness of this 
category is in the fact that they are "neglected" in spite of or perhaps 
because of this label. Most of those who are likely to be early school 
leavers and unsuccessful completers would be included among them. 

Beating students as the major form of discipline is of major 
importance to early school leavers, unsuccessful completers and 
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parents of early school leavers and community leaders who rank it 
second, second, second and third respectively. Teachers and school 
administrators, on the other hand, rank it tenth and that clearly 
indicates that they do not consider corporal punishment to be a major 
contributing factor towards students leaving school early. Apparently, 
teachers and administrators who apply corporal punishment do not 
want to think that the use of corporal punishment is related strongly 
to early school leaving. 

Teaching was not understood by students is seen by teachers and 
school administrators as being more significant because they rank it 
second and it is ranked between third and fourth by the other groups 
of respondents. This is in contrast to the much lower rank of eighth 
that teachers and administrators give to inability to teach to the 
student levels which is ranked considerably higher by early school 
leavers (4th), unsuccessful completers (4th), parents (3rd) and 
community leaders (5th). The difference in ranking that teachers and 
school administrators give to teaching is not understood by students 
(2nd) and inability to teach to the student levels (8th) is probably 
related to the fact that the former can be attributed to some fault on 
the part of students while the latter can be largely interpreted as a 
poor reflection on their own performance. 

Lack of genuine concern for students, as a perception of teachers by 
these groups, is given great importance by community leaders who 
rank it second but it is given lower ranking of f i f th, sixth, seventh and 
fourth respectively by early school leavers, unsuccessful completers, 
parents, teachers and school administrators. There are two other 
major differences in ranking among the respondents. One is found in 
the third rank that teachers and school administrators give to the lack 
of encouragement for students to do well as compared to the seven, 
sixth and seventh rank that the early school leavers, unsuccessful 
completers, parents and community leaders respectively give to it. It 
seems that teachers and school administrators blame the parents. 

Those rankings suggest that teachers blame the system for their type 
of teaching. In summary, it seems that teachers and school 
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administrators try to off load the blame of their "lack of genuine 
concern for students" to others. 

Table 1: Teacher-related causes of early school leaving 

Causes of 
early 
school 
leaving 

• Neglect of the "kau 'atemal kovl " 
(ones wi th bad brain) 

• Beating students as a major form 
of discipline 

• Teaching is not understood by pupils 
• Inability to teach to the Students' 

Ievel 
• Lack of genuine concern tor pupils 
• Lack of sensitivity to students' 

self esteem 
• Lack of encouragement for pupils to 

do wel l 
• Teaching solely for passing public 

exams 
• Lack of concern for students w i th 

difficulty 
• Teachers dislike of particular 

students 
• Unsuitable leaching methods 
• Teaching is boring and monotonous 
* Bad examples lead students astray 
• Net incorporating students' charateristics 

into teaching strategies 
• Letting non-school matters interfere 

with school work 
• Oihera 

Early 
school 
leavers IESU 
N = 365 

Rank 

266 1 

251 2 

235 3 
217 4 

201 5 
189 6 

177 7 

167 8 

154 9 

74 10 

55 11 
36 12 

88(6) 

Unsuccessful 
Completers 
school 
N = 180 

Rank 

132 1 

119 2 

108 3 
101 4 

85 6 
80 7 

97 5 

72 9 

75 8 

65 10 

50 12 
61 11 

45(5) 

Parents 
of ESL 

N = 365 

Rank 

282 1 

256 2 

223 4 
240 3 

210 5 
172 7 

188 6 

160 8 

152 9 

75 11 

97 10 
63 12 

79(6) 

Teachers end 
school 
administrators 
N = 163 

Rank 

121 1 

46 10 

114 2 
62 8 

97 4 
77 6 

101 3 

82 5 

42 11 

56 9 

41 12 

70 7 

121(7) 

Community 
leaders 

N = 120 

Rank 

104 1 

85 3 

72 4 
65 5 

93 2 
41 8 

46 7 

53 6 

25 12 

37 10 

39 9 

34 11 

30(4) 

In view of the fact that these are responses to an open question, 
there is a strong case here for the trustworthiness of the responses as 
differences can be related to the specific concerns of particular groups 
of respondents. Furthermore the similarities found in the responses of 
the five groups of respondents and the understandable differences 
among them suggest that there is a strong agreement among the five 
groups. 
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Stakeholders' Perceptions of the Policy Measures for Reducing Early 
School Leaving 

After the questions about the causes of school leaving, the five 
groups of respondents were asked about measures to help students 
successfully complete their secondary schooling. The question was 
asked in relation to each of the eight "agents". In the case of 
teachers, which is the concern of this paper, the respondents were 
asked to list three "things" that teachers can do to help students 
successfully complete their secondary schooling. The responses are 
categorised and ranked in Table 2. 

The most important policy measure is to offer special help to the kau 
'atamai kovi (literally, ones with bad brain) which is given a high 
ranking by all the groups of respondents. 

A second important measure that is common to the five groups of 
respondents is show genuine Christian love in whatever you do. This 
policy measure is a reflection of the important role that Christianity is 
perceived to have played in the life of Tongans and it is proposed by 
the respondents as an essential part of the solution to the neglect of 
the kau 'atamai kovi, "lack of genuine concern for pupils and a lack of 
genuine concern for students with dif f iculty". 

The third policy measure - stop beating students but teach them to 
behave themselves - which is understandably not identified by 
teachers and school administrators, is given even higher ranking by 
the others. The fourth policy measure is ensure that teaching is really 
understood, which is also given a lower ranking of eighth by teachers 
and school administrators, compared to a higher ranking of third, f i f th, 
f i f th and fifth by the others. This is also an understandable response 
because teachers and school administrators would like to think that 
their teaching is not at fault. 
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Table 2: Policy Measures to be Implemented by Teachers 

Policy measures 
for reducing 
early school 
leaving 

• Offer special help to the "kau atamai 
kovi lories wi th bad brain 1 

• Stop beating them but teach them to 
behave 

• Ensure that teaching is really 
understood 

• Motivate pupils to take their study 
seriously 

• Show genuine Christian love in what 
you do 

• Make your teaching attractive 
• Use sufficient materials in teaching 
• Ban lavouritisn and treat everyone 

fairly 
• Be sensitive to students' dignity 
• Prepare your classes well before 

• Work together to achieve school aims 
• Incorporate students' characteristics 

into teaching strategies 
• Develop good relationships between 

the school and the community 
• Others 
• Missing points 

Early 
school 
leavers (ESL) 
N = 365 

4 1 8 1 

3 4 0 2 

281 3 

2 3 2 4 

216 5 

176 6 
137 7 
120 8 

92 9 
78 10 

80(5) 

101 

(tank 

133 

157 

90 

100 

122 

76 
52 

62 
84 

68 
160 

65 

71 

Unsuccessful 
Completers 
school 
N = 180 

Rank 

2 399 

1 336 

5 178 

4 116 

3 251 

7 225 
10 

146 

9 72 
6 99 

8 
6 

(4) 78 

130 

Parents 
of ESL 

N = 365 

Rank 

1 111 

2 

5 48 

8 53 

3 136 

4 77 
6O 

7 

10 4 2 
9 39 

95 

180 
29 

16) 52 

84 

Teachers and 
school 
administrators 
N = 163 

.Rank 

3 109 

74 

8 69 

7 94 

2 72 

5 36 
6 

9 53 
10 44 

4 60 

1 
10 

(5) 69 

11 

Community 

leaders 

N - 120 

Rank 

1 

2 

5 

2 

4 

9 

7 

8 

6 

(4) 

A policy measure which highlights the professional perceptions of 
teachers and school administrators is the need to incorporate the 
students' characteristics into teaching strategies, which is ranked 
first by them, eighth by unsuccessful completers, and is not identified 
by the others in their top ten categories. The other understandable 
policy measure is the need to use sufficient materials in teaching, 
which is identified by only three groups - early school leavers, 
unsuccessful completers and teachers and school administrators -
who presumably know the difficulty of trying to learn or teach with 
limited instructional materials. 

Five of the thirteen policies in Table 3 are related to measures aimed 
at improving teaching, while six target the need for the teachers to be 
genuinely concerned about the students. 
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Teacher-Related Causes of ESL and Policy Options 

Tatafu's (1997) study identified a wide range of causes of early 
school leaving and emphasised that the situation must be viewed 
holistically. However, for the purposes of the present paper the 
emphasis is on the teacher and to a lesser extent school-related 
causes. 

The teacher-related causes of early school leaving can be summarised 
in order of importance under four main areas: 

• lack of genuine love for students, 
• ineffective teaching, 
• neglect of the kau 'atamai kovi and 
• beating students as the major form of discipline. 

The first issue is a lack of genuine love for students. All five groups 
of respondents, including the teachers, agree that early school leaving 
is related closely to teachers' lack of genuine love for the students. 

The "centrality of love" is also included in the list of the ten cultural 
factors which Thaman, (1988) identified in her thesis. Kavaliku 
(1977), the current Minister of Education and Civil Aviation, maintains 
that the use of the word 'ofa (love) among Tongans signifies all that is 
good and positive. Any Tongan doing anything to the contrary is said 
to be ta'e'ofa (not loving). Thus, it is claimed by Kavaliku (1977: 67) 
that when a non-Tongan knows the Tongan concept of 'ofa (love), he 
or she begins to know what Tongan society is all about. 

For Tongans, genuine love is most often interpreted in its Christian 
context. It is basically an altruistic love where the concern is for the 
welfare of others. It is interesting to note that the policy measure 
suggested by the five groups of respondents to address the lack of 
genuine love for students is to show genuine Christian love for all 
students. The emphasis on 'Christian love' is added because 'ofa 
fakakalisitiane (Christian love) is the term most frequently used by the 
five groups of respondents. 
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It is not only a lack of love, but it takes on a much deeper significance 
as an erosion of Tongan cultural identity and values. It is even more 
serious when it is considered in a cultural context where the 
understanding is that the teachers take the place of parents while 
students are at school. Thus, the category of lack of genuine love for 
students is not only viewed as a failure in their obligation as teachers, 
but also as Christians and as culturally-constituted Tongans. 

With the other three categories: ineffective teaching, neglect of the 
kau 'atamai kovi and beating students as the major form of discipline, 
most Tongans would certainly agree that a teacher who genuinely 
loves his or her students would ensure that: 

• his or her teaching is attractive and effective. 
• the kau 'atamai kovi are being cared for and helped to 

experience success at school. 
• the students are not ta ta'e 'ofa'i (literally, beaten without 

love). 

Thus, it is the lack of genuine love which is expressed in the neglect 
of the other three areas. 

Ineffective teaching is the second teacher-related cause of early 
school leaving. It is clear from the research data that the five groups 
of respondents strongly agree on this issue. While teachers can be 
blamed for this failure, it is important to consider the impact of a 
number of issues on this problem. We need to ask how easy it is to 
teach an academic and examination-oriented curriculum when the 
majority of the students will be early school leavers and unsuccessful 
completers. This is a big challenge for most teachers. Teachers also 
face other constraints, such as perceived low salaries and a lack of 
resource materials. This does not mean that teachers are totally 
exonerated from blame, but it is important to note that ineffective 
teaching may be a shared problem. 

Teachers' neglect of the kau 'atamai kovi is a more serious allegation 
in that it implies that teachers generally prefer to teach the 
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academically capable students rather than the slow learners. While 
there are remedial programmes for such students in other countries, 
to a large extent it is not the so-called good teachers who would be 
allocated to teach them (Levin, 1987). In Tonga there is no stigma 
attached to those teaching the "slow learners" because there is no 
secondary school wi th a programme specifically designed to help 
them. The concern reflected is that the teachers concentrate on the 
small number who are likely to be successful and ignore the majority. 

Finally, the beating of students or corporal punishment is also a 
critical issue in that it is against the law of Tonga for any teacher to 
use corporal punishment at school. The other critical side of corporal 
punishment is what is often expressed in the responses as ta ta'e 'ofa 
(literally, beating without love). What makes corporal punishment 
more negative is that it might also be perceived as a way for teachers 
to vent their frustration and anger rather than as a disciplinary 
measure. As long as corporal punishment is viewed in that context, it 
is unacceptable to people, as the data clearly shows. 

Obviously there is a conflict of philosophy here between what parents 
do at home and what they expect teachers to do at school. The 
important point to be made here is that if corporal punishment is so 
effective, why are there still many disciplinary problems at home and 
at school? It is clear that corporal punishment is simply ineffective 
and has other socially unacceptable ramifications. For example, it 
contributes to a social environment of violence which begins at home, 
continues at school and ultimately reverts back to the home and to 
society at large. Thus, it actually fuels a vicious circle of violence 
which is further fuelled by films. 

Teacher-Related Policy Measures for Reducing Early School Leaving 

A Caring Community 

This section sets out the respondents' suggested policy measures 
relating to ways teachers can reduce the incidence of early school 
leaving. However, it is important at the outset to point out that each 
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of the measures is only one piece in the puzzle of the whole school 
environment. The secondary school environment in particular needs 
to be addressed in its entirety and as part of a wider review which 
must be undertaken to provide equitable opportunities for students to 
be successful at secondary school. 

The thirteen teacher-related policy measures shown in Table 3 focus 
on four issues. The first recommendation of showing genuine 
Christian love was suggested by all respondents as the best way to 
encourage students. Essential to this type of love is the willingness to 
sacrifice oneself for the good of the other. It is a powerful suggestion 
and every school is challenged to work seriously and tirelessly to 
motivate teachers to show genuine Christian love in all that they do at 
school. 

In Figure 2 the strong correspondence between the teacher-related 
causes of early leaving and the policy measures that have been put 
forward by the various stakeholders for teachers to implement are 
evident. 

By creating an environment of care all members of the school 
community would find the school attractive and conducive for 
teaching and learning. The other aspect of offering Christian love is 
that students are helped to be committed Christians themselves 
whose advantage goes far beyond the personal and the family 
horizons. The assumption is that students may not be academically 
successful in the end of schooling, but at least they leave high school 
wi th deeper Christian faith and commitment which can contribute to 
lelei fakalukufua (the good of all). 
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Table 3: Teacher-Related Causes of ESL. and Policy Options 

Teacher-related causes of ESL 

• Neglect of the "kau'atamai kovi" 

• Beating students as the major form of discipline 

• Teaching is not understood by students 
• Inability to teach to the students' level 
• Teaching solely for passing public examinations 

• Lack of encouragement for students to do well 

• Teaching is boring and monotonous 

• Lack of sensitivity to students' dignity 

• Teachers dislike of particular students 

• Lack of genuine concern for students 
• Lack of genuine concern for students with 

difficulty 

• Unsuitable teaching methods 

• Not incorporating students' abilities and 
backgrounds into teaching strategies 

• Bad examples lead students astray 
• Letting non-school matters interfere with 

(teachers') school work 

Policy options 

• Offer special help to the kau'atamai 
kovi 

• Stop beating them but teach them to 
behave 

• Ensure that teaching is really 
understood 

• Motivate students to take their study 
seriously 

• Make teaching attractive 

• Be sensitive to students' dignity 

• Ban favouritism and treat everyone 
fairly 

• Show true love in whatever you do 

• Use sufficient materials in teaching 

• Incorporate students' characteristics 
into teaching strategies 

• Work together to achieve school 
aims 

• Develop good relationships between 
the school and the community 

Motivating Effective Learning 

The second policy measure is "to make teaching attractive and 
effective". In the context of the causes of early school leaving, this 
amounts to: "ensuring that teaching is really understood", "making 
teaching attractive", "using sufficient materials in teaching", 
"preparing classes before teaching" and "incorporating students' 
characteristics into teaching strategies". The task is to address 
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professional development and pre-service teacher training which may 
be directly linked to low levels of student achievement in schools 
(Solomon, 1987; Chubb and Moe, 1986) or a lack of commitment to 
teaching itself or both (Sergiovanni and Starratt, 1984 and 1993). 

Ineffective teaching may also be due to a lack of professional 
commitment. Here, there is a need to explore the feasibility and 
applicability of: professional approach to school leadership, teacher 
and student motivation, appropriate decision-making processes, job 
satisfaction strategies, teacher performance and management 
strategies (Sergiovanni and Starratt, 1984 and 1993). The 
importance of teacher and student motivation as a strategy for 
improving learning outcomes is at the heart of this policy measure. In 
conjunction with these factors, serious efforts must be made to foster 
a positive "school culture" and to articulate a conducive "school 
vis ion". 

An essential part of the exploration of ways and means of motivating 
teachers and students is the fostering of the Christian commitment to 
love which almost every Tongan at least in theory accepts as a 
powerful motivator (Thaman, 1988). This was often expressed in this 
study by the respondents as: ka 'oku kalisitiane mo'onipe 'a e 'ofa'ia, 
pea'oku 'ikai ke toe 7 ai ha me'a ia 'e toe faingata'a (if love is 
genuinely Christian, then nothing is difficult). It is generally accepted 
in the literature that staff and student development programmes will 
be effective when there is willing partnership between staff and 
students in the development of the programmes and their 
implementation (Sergiovanni and Starratt, 1993). 

Attending to Learning Difficulties 

The third policy measure is to offer special help to the kau 'atamai 
kovi. All the respondents agreed that these students need special 
help. The students included in this category are generally those with 
learning difficulties which are described in the responses in this study 
as people who "struggle to understand and gain knowledge", "have 
trouble learning for one reason or another", "have difficulties with 
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language and communication skil ls", "feel neglected and alienated in 
the school environment", "fail the secondary school entrance 
examination", "come from a difficult family background", "come from 
poor families", "have hearing and vision impairment", "suffer from 
emotional and cognitive problems" and finally "are not sufficiently 
motivated to take their study seriously". 

These students are the ones defined in the literature (Wehlage et al., 
1989; Kawakami, 1994) as "students at risk" of leaving school early. 
The data suggested that at present all students are treated in virtually 
the same way; they are exposed to similar types of teaching; they 
have to face the same curriculum, and mostly experience failure. 
What is suggested in this policy measure is that students cannot be 
treated in the same way if they are to find some rewards at school. 

One of the strategies recommended is the incorporation of an 
enhanced understanding of students' characteristics into the teaching 
and class programming. It is important for the teachers to know their 
students, their home and family backgrounds, their academic records, 
their strengths and weaknesses, and the types of teaching styles that 
best suit them. There are two basic concerns here: teaching styles 
and learning styles. The teacher needs to be aware of the different 
styles of teaching which can be explored in order to be more 
effective. At the same time, the teacher needs to discover the 
students' learning styles. Some may learn better in a group setting 
while others may find the individual setting to be more conducive for 
learning. Exploration of teaching and learning styles should be 
incorporated into teacher development programmes. 

Appropriate Discipline 

The fourth issue is to provide alternative and effective disciplinary 
measures to corporal punishment. All respondent groups agreed that 
there is a need to ban corporal punishment. Teachers however 
argued that since students are given corporal punishment at home, 
they should be given the same at school. The evidence from this 
research suggests that corporal punishment has been ineffective both 
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at home and at school. The search for alternatives needs to be 
conducted by each school community in the context of their vision for 
their students. 

The two categories of "bad examples lead students astray" and 
"letting non-school matters interfere with (teachers) school work" 
have no corresponding equivalents among the policy measures. 
Similarly, there are another two policy measures - "work together to 
achieve school aims" and "develop good relationships between the 
school and the community" - that have no corresponding equivalents 
among the teacher-related causes. However, it must be borne in mind 
that some of these causes and policy measures have equivalents in 
other parts of the analysis. For example, the category of "develop 
good relationships between the school and the community" finds its 
equivalent cause in the "confl ict between parents and school" which 
is one of the causes of early school leaving relating to parents but not 
to teachers. 

The overwhelming number of corresponding equivalents between the 
teacher-related causes and the policy measures strongly suggests 
coherence in the search for policy measures for the reduction of the 
problem of early school leaving. 

School Leadership Related Causes of ESL and Related Policy Options 

While the focus of this paper has been teacher-related causes and 
policy measures, the school leadership context interlocks with 
teachers' work and what various players consider they can do. Figure 
2 identifies from the Tatafu (1997) study a summary of school 
leadership-related causes and policy options suggested by all the 
stakeholders. The strong correspondence with the top ranked actions 
from both the teachers and school leaders is clear from the two 
figures. 
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Table 4: Administrator-Related Causes of ESL and Policy Options 

Administrator-related causes of ESL 

• No special help to the "kau'atamai kovi" 

• Frequent use of corporal punishment 

• Insisting on academically oriented curriculum 
• Excessive emphasis on passing public exams 

• Favouritism sours relationships 

• Inadequate salaries for teachers 

• Failure to implement school policies effectively 

• Conflicts between parents and administrators 

• Lack of enforcement of school rules 

• Failure to be genuinely concerned for pupils 
• Failure to be genuinely concerned for teachers 
• Failure to motivate staff and students 
• Failure to communicate with staff and students 

• Ineffectiveness or large class size 
• Lack of incentives for teachers to be committed 
• Administrative incompetence 
• Placing "good" teachers in higher classes 

Policy options 

• Offer special help to the "kau'atamai 
kovi" 

• Stop beating them but teach them to 
behave 

• Design a curriculum to cater for 
students' needs and abilities 

• Ban favouritism and treat everyone 
fairly 

• Provide adequate salaries for 
teachers 

• Effectively implement school policies 

• Create good rapport with parents and 
the community 

• Be firm and fair in enforcing school 
rules 

• Make christian love the centre of 
school life 

• Develop good relationships between 
staff and students 

• Consult widely in policy making 

Discussion 

Data from Tatafu's (1997) original study (not reported here) show 
that the personal and social characteristics of the early school leavers 
in this study are similar to those found in virtually every study of early 
school leaving (Coombs and Cooley, 1969; Bachman, Green and 
Wirtanen, 1 9 7 1 ; Rumberger, 1983; Peng, 1983). 

The data indicates that the early school leavers and unsuccessful 
completers experience a life characterised by "unemployment, feelings 
of uselessness, having no money, feeling I am a failure, a burden on 
the family, frustrated in doing nothing, drinking, loss of quality, 
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committ ing crime (stealing), dislike for manual work and begging". 
Similarly, parents, teachers, school administrators and community 
leaders associate early school leaving w i th : "unemployment, burden 
on their families, trouble making, stealing, committing other crimes, 
dislike for manual work, forming bad peer groups, drinking, loafing in 
the village and begging". In view of their similarities they are treated 
together in this section under the heading of disadvantages derived 
from secondary schooling. 

It seems from the list of disadvantages of secondary schooling that 
the early school leavers and unsuccessful completers hold the school 
responsible for their lack of success. They see secondary schooling 
as an important factor contributing to their unfortunate lot in society. 
This is a devastating picture of the failure of the formal system to 
deliver and the frustration of people who place so much hope in 
secondary schooling. In Tonga where successful schooling is seen 
almost as the panacea for all the ills of society, and where school 
success is generally equated with academic success, it is not 
surprising to find that failure of early school leavers and unsuccessful 
completers in their schooling is tantamount to a failure in life. One of 
the parents of early school leavers expressed this poignantly: "What 
else can they do now? They have lost all their chances for any 
success in this wor ld ! " - Ko e ha ha'anau toe me'a 'e lava? Kuo mole 
honau faingamalie ke nau lava me'a ai he mamani ko'eni? 

The disadvantages associated with their secondary schooling and the 
problems relating to early school leaving can be frightening in that a 
large number of early school leavers and unsuccessful completers or 
about 90 per cent of the recent secondary school population reported 
that they live mainly a life characterised by "discontent, frustration, 
desperation and even desolation". In a real sense they can even be 
seen as "walking time bombs", some of which have exploded as 
shown in the increasing number of court cases. There are signs of 
this malaise in the guise of high youth urban unemployment and its 
accompanying adverse social and financial consequences, in youth 
suicide rates, family dislocations, crime rates, begging and 'loafing in 
t o w n ' . 
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Teacher Education Recommendations for Discussion with 
Stakeholders 

While the recommendations will be framed in terms of pre-service and 
in-service considerations, school leadership and related system 
funding are vital for effective change. The limitations of the focus 
taken in this paper are recognised. The recommendations drawn from 
the data can be no more than a partial discussion of the wider and 
structural issues raised by Tatafu. 

As it was not possible to dissagregate the teaching behaviour of 
recent College graduates from longer serving or untrained teachers in 
the data, the recommendations for pre-service training should be seen 
as a checklist against current practice. The study by the nature of its 
focus did not celebrate the strengths of current professional 
development practice, hence the recommendations should be 
considered as challenges rather than a negative critique. 

Pre-service Teacher Education 

• The modelling of a caring community in the pre-service 
experience as a precursor to a range of school experiences 
that identify strategies of creating caring communities in 
classes and schools. Fostering Christian commitment to care 
as a central value of pre-service preparation is an expectation 
that emerges from the study. 

• The development and understanding of different styles of 
teaching that are attractive and effective for motivating 
students. 

• Understanding of students' ways of knowing and learning 
styles to be able to address concern for the neglect of the kau 
'atamai kovi. 

• Strategies for classroom motivation and control to ensure at 
least at the classroom level that students are not ta ta'e 'ofa'i. 
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Case studies of student welfare policies where alternatives to 
corporal punishment are considered by the whole schooling 
community in the context of their vision for their students. 

• Experiences during foundation studies and practicum where 
students are expected to explore the diversity of their 
students, their home and family backgrounds, their academic 
records, their personal strengths and weaknesses, and the 
types of teaching and learning styles that ensure success. 

In-Service Education (including the school as the focus of the 
community of learners) 

The resolution of the early school leaving problems in Tonga where 
there is a constraint on resources, does not necessarily lie in lengthy 
pre-service training. Rather World Bank (1988), research has 
suggested that greater emphasis on in-service teacher training is more 
cost-effective, including such approaches as short-term residences, 
continuous within-school programmes and distance education. 

• Serious efforts must be made to foster a "caring school 
culture" and to articulate "school vision" in concrete 
expressions which will be regularly celebrated in classes and 
at the whole school level. 

• Workshops that enable staff collaboratively to explore ways of 
fostering a commitment and strategies to develop a caring 
community in the school. 

• School and department level workshops that focus on the 
development and understanding of different styles of teaching 
that are attractive and effective for motivating students as 
well as an understanding of students ways of knowing and 
learning. 

• Strategies for classroom motivation and control to ensure at 
least at the classroom and departmental level that students 
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are not ta ta'e 'ofa'i. Case studies of student welfare polices 
where alternatives to corporal punishment are considered by 
the whole schooling community in the context of their vision 
for their students. 

• Departmental and school level collaboration aimed at achieving 
school aims and developing good relationships between the 
school and the community through the negotiation of 
assessment and reporting strategies. 

• Collaboration at departmental and school level to design a 
curriculum and teaching programme to cater for the wide 
range of needs and abilities of students. 
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