
A STUDY OF PRIMARY EDUCATION IN FIJI -
HOW DOES IT MEET THE NEEDS OF FIJI CHILDREN? 

Catharina Modh and Lotta Landstrom 

The following article is a summary of a degree paper for a Bachelor of 
Education at the University of Linkoping in Sweden. The project was 
also carried out as a minor field study financed partially by the Swedish 
International Aid Agency. Barbara Moore, Literacy Education 
Coordinator at the University of the South Pacific, supervised the study. 

The Study 

The task was to assess if the primary education met the needs of the Fiji 
children. This topic is relevant in many respects, primarily because high 
quality education is an important instrument of developing a country. It 
is also the right of every child to receive education. 

In 1990 a World Conference on Education was held in Jomtien in 
Thailand. A World Declaration on Education For All was agreed upon. 
Fiji was one of the many states signing the declaration. From this 
document the fol lowing statements were derived, and used as an 
instrument in order to assess primary education in Fiji, and to define 
what needs it should fulf i l . 

• Primary education must be universal. 

• Primary education must meet the basic learning needs. The 
basic learning needs are comprised by the learning tools (literacy, 
oral expression, numeracy, problem solving and reasoning ability) 
and the basic learning content (knowledge, skills, values, 
attitudes and self-esteem). 

• Primary education must take into account the culture, needs and 
opportunities of the community. 

• Primary education must focus on learning acquisition. 
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Learning tools make up the framework which enables a person to 
understand and learn new and more complicated things. Formal 
education should not only give the students knowledge, but also skills, 
values, attitudes and self-esteem. This is the learning content. The 
term, learning acquisition, is used in the Declaration on Education For All, 
in a sense that learning should be for life, not merely to pass 
examinations. The education should focus on genuine acquisition of the 
basic learning needs rather than on just enrolment or passing rates. 

The study focused on upper primary education, classes five through 
eight. Text books and teacher education could not be covered within 
the range of the study. One well-defined part of Viti Levu (the main 
island) was chosen for its ability to represent the country as a whole. 
This in itself is a source of error; in addition, we were a strange element 
in schools and in the classrooms. This possibly affected the pupils' 
behaviour. Culture and language differences also made misunderstand
ings unavoidable. 

Nine schools were visited during two weeks, and one day was spent in 
each of the schools. Both rural and urban schools were visited, of which 
five were committee run schools and four were run by religious 
organisations. In each school we sat in the classrooms during lessons 
and observed the learning environment and the classroom activity. An 
observation list was developed and used to assess if the classroom had 
a good learning environment. 

We interviewed eight Institute of Education Officers, two Education 
Officers, nine head teachers and one or two teachers in each school. 
We used a method called Key Informant Interviews in Developing 
Countries (K. Kumar, 1985). The method of these interviews is to have 
open, in-depth conversations with a small number of people. The 
selected people are very knowledgeable in their field and therefore called 
Key Informants. Some changes were made to adapt the method to the 
needs of this study and the local circumstances, but these were the 
steps in brief. A list of topics to be covered during the interviews was 
made, one for each group of interviewees. The interviews were 
documented by taking notes. Every interview was put in an interview 
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summary sheet and the results were represented in tables and quotes. 

Selected pupils in each school were asked to fill in forms prepared for 
them. The difficulties for them to communicate orally in English were 
too great, hence their opinion had to be retrieved in wri t ing. 

Results 

The discussion of results will cover every topic in the Definition Needs 
one by one, in order for us to decide if the needs are fulfil led, and give 
suggestions for measures. These suggestions do not claim to be 
absolute truths. They come from what we have studied during our short 
stay in Fiji and naturally they are also coloured by our background in 
Swedish education. 

Primary Education Must Be Universal 

Considering that Fiji is a developing country it has managed very well 
with the task of educating its citizens. The partnership between the 
Government and non-governmental organisations is certainly very 
successful. Boys and girls have, at least in theory, equal access to 
education. Education is open to everyone and there are schools 
practically everywhere. The enrolment rates show that 93 .2% of the 
children entered the school system in 1992 (Annual Report, 1994), but 
the crude wastage rate for the eight years of primary education was 
20 .9% the same year (annual report, 1992). Primary education is in 
theory free of charge, but in reality education involves hidden costs, e.g. 
school uniforms, examination fees, building fees, bus fares, textbooks 
and stationery. Many children drop out of school, however. It must be 
the responsibility of the government and the parents to make everyone 
stay in school in spite of poverty, academic failure, or laziness. 100% 
of the children should be educated not just the ones that pass 
examinations. Our suggestion is to make education compulsory and 
truly free of charge. 

Facilities in the schools might not be perfect but most of them serve 
their purpose. 
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Primary Education Must Meet the Basic Learning Needs 

Learning Tools 

Primary education in Fiji focuses on two learning tools, literacy and 
mathematics, while it neglects others. The majority of children learn 
how to read, but not all of them. The fact that education needs more 
locally produced literature is commonly known in Fiji, and work is being 
done to improve the situation. This urge to introduce more local culture 
is hopefully spreading to the curriculum revision work, as well . The 
curriculum and teaching methods need to be better adapted to the 
special needs of the Fiji children. 

The pupils receive enough mathematical knowledge to pass the tests, 
but it is uncertain how much of it is incorporated and remembered for 
life. Oral expression, problem solving and reasoning ability are lacking. 
A major part of the lesson periods was used for instruction, wi th little or 
no contribution from the pupils. Fiji pupils receive a lot of theoretical 
knowledge but they get little chance to use it practically in school. The 
English studies could to a greater extent include learning by talking. The 
same pattern is seen concerning both problem solving and reasoning 
ability. The curriculum needs to be revised to include the learning tools 
more evidently. As it is today the questions asked by teachers in 
classrooms encourage short answers such as 'yes' or 'no ' , and are 
mostly of the recall type, instead of being analytical. 

Basic Learning Content 

The students acquire knowledge, but is it meaningful and relevant? The 
system is very much focused on examinations and academic 
achievement. However, a person needs to develop other qualities and 
skills than just remembering letters and numbers and answering 
questions in wri t ing. Other subjects than those examined today should 
have room in the curriculum and in the everyday work in the schools. 
Subjects that encourage the development of skills seem to be 
increasingly valued during the most recent years, and improvement is on 
its way; head teachers also expressed their desire to have more practical 
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subjects in the curriculum. However, the lack for example of basic 
science equipment, poses difficulties in incorporating those skills. There 
is also a tendency to prioritize the academic subjects more than the 
practical ones. We recommend schools, parents and pupils to 
concentrate less on examinations and more on the children's 
development into harmonious and enlightened human beings. In order 
to be a competent citizen in a world full of information, it is necessary 
to be able to find your own knowledge and to sift that information. At 
present primary education in Fiji offers insufficient skills to manage this. 
Children have many different ways of expressing themselves, all of 
which should be appreciated. 

The World Declaration on Education For All stresses the importance of 
teaching cultural and moral values to children. There is an increasing 
awareness of the need for moral instruction in school, which is a result 
of increasing crime rates in the country. The recently introduced cross-
cultural programme aims at raising awareness of human and moral 
values. This is a very positive development in the Fiji primary school 
curriculum. 

Attitudes and self-esteem are two other areas where education in Fiji 
needs improvement. Teachers' most common answer to the question 
of what is the most important personal qualities for their students to 
develop was, to be well-behaved and show respect. But many others 
thought self-confidence and independence to be important also. Our 
impression though is in accordance with the first answer. Self-esteem 
was not actively encouraged. 

We do not believe that punishment is beneficial to either the academic 
achievement or the development of self-esteem. Children will not be 
able to focus on school work if they are afraid. Some schools used 
punishment instead of telling the children what they did wrong. 
However, many schools were run wi th love and care for the children, 
showing that praise is much more efficient in promoting a behavioural 
change than punishment is. 
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Primary Education Must Take into Account the Culture, Needs and 
Opportunities of the Community 

Culture has been dealt wi th under the topic of basic learning content. 
The government is very aware that schools should take into account the 
needs and opportunities of the community. Among other things, the 
community needs educated adults. Education serves its purpose here to 
a great extent. Even though the education system needs to be better 
aligned to the job market. Improved educational standards will raise 
employment opportunities. The community also needs adults who are 
acculturated and prepared for changes in society. Education is also 
identified as a key factor in preventing crime. 

The medium of instruction is English, which is a second language for 
most teachers and pupils. Fiji handles this situation wonderfully, wi th 
the help of professional teachers. They manage to instruct in a clear 
enough way to make the children from different ethnic groups 
understand and benefit from the education. 

Most teachers are dedicated and invest a lot of their time in tutoring 
children with difficulties, which is praiseworthy. The problem is that the 
teachers' full potential is not used today. They feel obliged to fol low the 
details in the scheme of work, suppressing their fantasy and creativity. 
The teachers who know the students and the local circumstances better 
than anyone else should be allowed to do a greater part of the planning 
themselves. 

The children who grow up in rural Fiji should not be disadvantaged with 
regard to higher education. The basic subjects and the quality of 
education must be equivalent all over the country. This is not easy; as 
a matter of fact, Sweden is still struggling with this question. Some 
additional subjects should be adapted to the local needs and 
opportunities. 

If this study was carried out in Sweden, the fulfi lment of the Definition 
of Needs would be far from satisfying, even though the standard of 
education is very high in Sweden. With this we want to say that no 
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education system in the world fulfils every need for every child. 
Considering that the country has been independent since 1970 and the 
fact that it is still a developing country, the fulfilment of educational 
needs in Fiji is highly creditable. 

References 

Annual Report for the Year 1992, Parliamentary paper. Ministry of 
Education, Women, Culture, Science and Technology, 1993. 

Annual Report for the Year 1994. Parliamentary paper. Ministry of 
Education, Women, Culture, Science and Technology, 1995. 

Cokanasiga, I. (1994) Partnership between government and non-
government organisations in the development of education in Fiji. 
Fiji: The Institute of Education, The University of the South 
Pacific. 

Government of the Republic of Fiji (1993:2) Opportunities for growth, 
policies and strategies for Fiji in the medium term. Suva: 
Ministry of Finance and Economic Planning, Parliamentary paper. 

World Conference on Education. Jomtien, Thailand 1990, Conference 
paper. 

128 


