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Pacific Cultures in the Teacher Education
Curriculum Project: a Report

Konai HeluThaman

Background to the Project

Thomas and Postlethwaite (1984:25), writing about
education in Oceania, claim that “both the methods and
content of indigenous islanders’ education prior to the
intrusions of Westerners in the 19th century were vastly
different from those introduced with the formal school.  Since
the late 19th century these two modes of education – in the
daily life of the family and in the formal school – have
continued in parallel.  For many island children and youth,
traditional daily-life education is still by far the more important
in determining their skills and their attitudes toward life”.
These two educationists went on to suggest what most of
us already know; that in many instances, these two modes
of education often conflict.

Awareness of the need for a school curriculum that is both
relevant and meaningful for the majority of learners (and
teachers) was enhanced by a United Nations decision to
designate a decade for Culture (1987-97).  As part of this
initiative, UNESCO, in 1991, sponsored a Pacific sub-
regional seminar on Education for Cultural Development in
Rarotonga, Cook Islands, where senior education officers
from Pacific islands countries (PICs) discussed ways in
which formal education could better assist in cultural
development.  More specifically, they wanted to find ways
of reducing the cultural gaps between students and the
school curriculum.  In Rarotonga, the role of teachers in
bringing about curriculum changes was also acknowledged.
Furthermore, understanding the conflicts alluded to above
as well as the need to value the cultural backgrounds of
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students were seen as desirable for all teachers.  (Teasdale
and Teasdale 1992).

These teacher expectations were also acknowledged by
Pacific teacher educators in a meeting held at the University
of the South Pacific (USP) in 1992 which also saw the
formation of the Pacific Association of Teacher Educators
(PATE).  At the 1992 meeting, the author drew participants’
attention to the importance of (cultural) contexts in teacher
education as well as the need for all teacher educators to
create more culturally democratic environments for trainees
(Thaman 1992).  At a follow-up meeting in 1995, the author, in
another paper presented at PATE (Thaman 1995), showed
participants how the teacher education curriculum might be
adapted to include elements of Pacific cultures, particularly in
aspects of content and pedagogy.  Participants at this meeting
agreed to undertake major reviews of their own college
curricula and to collaborate in a teacher education curriculum
survey.  A research project proposal was submitted to the
UNESCO Office for the Pacific in Apia in late 1996.

Overview of the Teacher Education Curriculum Survey

From July to September 1997 a survey was conducted to find
out to what extent courses in the teacher education curricula
of selected teachers’ colleges and the University of the South
Pacific (USP) incorporate elements of local cultures in their
content, methodologies and assessment methods.  The
survey was conducted using questionnaires designed by the
principal researchers.

The following overview provides highlights of the survey in the
five parts: a) purpose of the survey  b) the survey sample  c)
the survey instrument  d) some highlights of the results and e)
conclusion.
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Purpose of and Rationale for the Project

The main purpose of the research project was to find out the
extent to which Pacific cultures were represented in the
content, methodology and assessment procedures of teacher
education courses that are offered in the various teacher
training institutions in the USP member countries.

The results of the survey were expected to be used to:
enhance the potential of the interest in Pacific cultures both
as an important pedagogical tool as well as an important field
of study in itself,
create awareness among teacher educators of the importance
of education for cultural development,
assist in the development of formal and non-formal educational
materials which will empower teacher educators by enhancing
their ability to better contextualise their own teaching,
serve as a catalyst for identifying local educators who might
be interested in carrying out research and cultural analyses in
their own communities, particularly in relation to gathering
information about traditional knowledge and understandings,
as well as different learning and teaching styles.

This research attempted to promote the incorporation of the
knowledge, understandings and values of Pacific cultures in
the curricula of higher education in PICs.  Organisationally, it
was action-oriented, attempting to maximise the involvement
of college staff, thus minimising the amount spent on
consultant/researcher travel and research costs.  The Project
was also multi-tiered, emphasising the active involvement of
college personnel, especially college principals, to motivate
and empower staff to value and/or teach elements of their
own and students’ cultures within their own specialist fields.
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Survey Sample

Opinions about the teacher education curriculum in general and
individual courses in particular were gathered from the teaching
staff and a few management staff of eight tertiary institutions.
Copies of the questionnaires were sent to the principal of each
institution who was asked to distribute these to all teaching staff.
A total of 187 completed questionnaires were returned from eight
tertiary institutions involved in teacher education in the USP region.
The number of completed course questionnaires received from
different institutions is shown below.  The poor response from
some institutions meant that it was difficult to generalise about
the results for those institutions.  Only two institutions responded
to the management questionnaire so it was decided not to include
these in this (data) analysis.

Table 1:  Completed Questionnaires Received

Institution   Completed Questionnaires

Cook Islands Teachers’ College (CTI) 8
Corpus Christi Teachers’ College (CCTC) 5
Fiji College of Advanced Education (FCAE) 27
Lautoka Teachers’ College (LTC) 52
Tonga Institute of Education (TIOE) 21
National University of Samoa (NUS) 43
The University of the South Pacific (USP) 20
Solomon Islands College of Higher
Education (SICHE) 11

TOTAL                                                                    187

The two questionnaire forms are included as Appendix 1 and
Appendix 2 of this report.  In view of the busy work schedules of
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college staff it was decided to keep the number of questions
asked to a minimum.

It was pleasing to note that the returns came from all selected
institutions with the best response coming from the Lautoka
Teachers’ College (LTC) in Fiji and the Faculty of Education at
the National University of Samoa (NUS).

The completed questionnaires were analysed by Professor
Konai Thaman with the help of a research assistant, Ms
Margaret Dutt.  Appendices 3, 4 and 5 provide the responses
to questions 10, 11 and 12 from each institution, and Appendix
6 is a summary of the total responses to each of the three
main questions, 10, 11 and 12.

Highlights of the Survey Results

The following review of the findings is organised under the
three main questions that the teaching staff of the various
teacher education institutions were asked:

Question 10:  What proportion of topics studied in this course
(including students’ assignments) deal with local cultures and/
or the home cultures of the trainees?

The Answer:  About a quarter of all those who answered this
question reported that less than 20% of their course content
included topics derived from local cultures.  Almost half (46%)
of the participants reported that their courses derived less than
fifty percent of their content from local cultures.  Another 23%
reported choosing up to 60% of course content from local
cultures and a mere 10% reported drawing most course
content from local cultures.  (See Appendix 6.)

In terms of levels (first, second and third year courses), it was
interesting to note that for the first year courses, a larger



8

Directions: Journal of Educational Studies Vol. 22 No. 1 June 2000

proportion of respondents (about 30%) reported deriving less
than 20% of course content from students’ home cultures,
compared to 22% of second year courses.  One would have
expected a lot more use of local content in first year courses.

When vernacular (language) courses are excluded from
(course) analysis, the picture looked somewhat different, with
by far the majority of courses deriving less than 20% of their
content from local and/or students’ cultures.

In comparing institutions, the USP, FCAE and Corpus Christi
had the highest proportion of their courses deriving little (less
than 20%) from local cultures (55%, 52% and 60%
respectively), whereas the TIOE reported the highest
proportion of course content (60-100%) derived from local
culture (43%).

Question 11:  To what extent do students’ cultural origins and
backgrounds influence the way you structure and teach this
course?

The Answers: The largest group of participants (31%) claimed
that between 60-80% of the methods they use in their courses
are influenced by considerations of their students’ cultural
backgrounds.  This is in contrast to a general lack of
consideration in relation to selecting course content.
Respondents from the Facuty od Education at the National
Univesity of Samoa came out best in terms of giving
consideration to students’ cultures in the selection of their
methods of teaching.

There did not seem to be any significant differences between
first and second year courses in relation to the extent to which
course lecturers pay attention to students’ home cultures.
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Question 12:  To what extent do students’ cultural origins and
backgrounds influence the way you assess their performance
in this course?

The Answers:  A good proportion of lecturers (54%) reported
giving due consideration to students’ cultural backgrounds
when choosing their methods of assessment, compared to
22% who did not give this element any consideration at all.

It was interesting to note that 50% of respondents from FCAE
and 59% of those from the USP gave very little consideration
(less than 20%) to students’ cultural backgrounds in assessing
their students.  Of the 13 lecturers whose assessment
methods were most influenced by their students’ cultural
backgrounds, 7 were from the LTC in Fiji.

Finally, it was also interesting to note that, generally, college
lecturers seemed to pay more attention to students’ cultural
backgrounds during their second rather than their first year of
training.  This may have something to do with the nature of the
courses offered in these two years, with professional studies
taking more prominence in the second year of training.

Educational Background of College Staff

Respondents were asked about the place where they received
their own training.  About 50% were trained in Fiji either at the
USP, FCAE or LTC.  Answers to questions 10, 11 and 12 were
considered in the light of where respondents said they received
their training.  It was interesting to note that of those who
received their training in Fiji, 27.5% indicated that only a small
proportion of their courses (less than 20%) was derived from
local cultures.  Furthermore, in terms of the total number of
people who reported deriving less than 20% of course content
from local cultures, 57% received their training in Fiji.  It would
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seem, therefore, that being “educated” within the Pacific region
does not necessarily lead to cultural sensitivity as far as many
college lecturers are concerned.  Respondents seemed to be
more culturally sensitive as far as teaching and assessment
methods were concerned, where the majority of them reported
due consideration of students’ home culture in their teaching.

While the majority of respondents (43%) had university
degrees, 31% had post-graduate qualifications.  It is interesting
to note that of those who reported deriving less than 20% of
their course content from Pacific cultures, 92% were university
graduates.  Higher academic qualifications thus did not
necessarily lead to more favourable considerations of Pacific
content in the teacher education curriculum; in fact, just the
reverse was the case.

Conclusion

From these preliminary analyses, it appears that while many
teacher educators in the region are taking students’ cultural
backgrounds and contexts into consideration in selecting their
teaching methods and assessment procedures, few do this
in relation to selecting course content.  This may be due to a
general lack of knowledge of the (Pacific) cultures themselves
and/or lecturers’ inability to relate their subject (content) to the
knowledge, understandings and values of Pacific cultures.
This apparent failure to recognise and/or value knowledge,
skills and values derived from Pacific cultures tends to be more
prevalent at the USP and the FCAE, where course content is
largely influenced by the staff’s own cultural and/or educational
backgrounds and not those of their students.  Furthermore,
there is of course the widespread belief among many
academics that discipline-based knowledge and skills are
“culture-free” and “universal”.
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The general lack of Pacific content in the teacher education
curriculum is not surprising, given the examination orientation
of Pacific school curricula, particularly high school curricula.
This is also interesting in light of the fact that the initiative to
review teacher education curricula was one which college
principals had undertaken to do in 1992 at their first regional
consultation.  This was in recognition of the need to better
contextualise classroom teaching as well as college teaching
through the incorporation of knowledge, skills and values
derived from the immediate environments and contexts of
Pacific schools and students.  It was also in line with a major
resolution made at the UNESCO seminar in Rarotonga in 1991.

The need to provide teachers with knowledge, skills and values
that will assist them in the task of ensuring that more Pacific
students are successful in school and institutions of higher
learning cannot be over-emphasised.  In this regard, it is
important for all teacher educators to be able to utilise content
that is familiar to trainees as well as methods and techniques
which are appropriate for and relevant to their learning contexts.
These would go a long way towards improving the quality of
teacher education in the region.  It would also be a way of
sending students as well as teachers a message that Pacific
cultures not only play an important role in teaching and learning,
but are also worthy of serious study in all Pacific higher
education institutions.
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Appendix 1

For College Principals and Management Staff

Name of College:                                                 Country:

Number of Full Time Teaching Staff:         MALE:              FEMALE:

Number of Full Time Students Enrolled:  MALE:              FEMALE:

Duration of Program (Years):

Questions to be Addressed:

a) Who determines the purposes of the Teacher Education
Curriculum?
……………………………………………………………………………………..

b) From what cultures were these purposes derived?
……………………………………………………………………………………..

c) Whose welfare is served by the purpose outlined in (a) above?
……………………………………………………………………………………..

d) Who decided the type of administrative structure to be used
in the administration of the curriculum?
……………………………………………………………………………………..

e) From what culture is the above structure derived?
………………………………………………………………………………………

f) Who decides on the recruitment and promotion of staff?
………………………………………………………………………………………
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g)  To what extent does ethnic origin have a bearing on
staffing, recruitment and promotion (tick one)

Very great extent:
Great extent         :
Some extent         :
Not relevant          :

Appendix 2

Questions for Teaching Staff

1. a) Name of this course:
b) Level of this course:   Year 1:    Year 2:    Year 3:

2. Is this course compulsory?

a) For all students? Yes: No:
b) For all subject majors? Yes: No:

3. a) In which country did you receive your teacher
training?

        ……………………………………………………………………

b)   What is your highest academic qualification?

       ……………………………………………………………………

c) How long have you been teaching this course?

       ……………………………………………………………….…..
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4. What is your first language?
...............................................................

5. What language do you use the most in class?

..............................................................

6. What is the first language of most of your students?

..............................................................

7. What other first languages are there among students
in this course?

……………………………………………………………

8. Who determines the nature of the curriculum of this
course?

……………………………………………………………..

9. What are the cultural sources of the curriculum
content and methodology of this course?

……………………………………………………………..

10.  What proportion of topics studied in this course
(including students’ assignments) deal with local
cultures and/or the home cultures of the trainees?
(Tick where appropriate):

Less than 20%: 20-40%: 40-60%: 60-80%: 80-100%.

11.  To what extent do students’ cultural origins and
backgrounds influence the way you structure and
teach this course?  (Tick where appropriate):
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Less than 20%: 20-40%: 40-60%: 60-80%: 80-100%.

12. To what extent do students’ cultural origins and
backgrounds influence the way  you assess their
performance in this course?

Less than 20%: 20-40%: 40-60%: 60-80%: 80-100%.
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