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English Language Support Programmes at the
University of the South Pacific1

Veena Khan

The University of the South Pacific draws its students from one
of the most linguistically diverse areas of the world.  It is very
much aware of the English language problems faced by its
students who, on commencing tertiary studies, are required to
deal with complex and linguistically challenging material and
are often unable to do so competently.

This paper looks at the linguistic background, difficulties and
language needs of first year students, and the English language
programmes that have been mounted to alleviate these
problems.  It evaluates these programmes, gauging their
success in helping students bridge the gap from high school to
tertiary studies, and considers additional measures that are
required to improve the language support strategies currently
in place.

Background

1. The University of the South Pacific

The University of the South Pacific (USP), established in 1968,
is a regional university serving 12 countries – the Cook Islands,
Fiji, Kiribati, the Marshall Islands, Nauru, Niue, Solomon Islands,
Tokelau, Tonga, Tuvalu, Vanuatu and Samoa.  It has five schools;
three of these – the School of Humanities, the School of Pure
and Applied Sciences, the School of Social and Economic
Development – are on the Laucala Campus in Suva, Fiji.  The
School of Agriculture is in Apia, Samoa, and the School of Law

1 Paper presented at the 3 rd Pacific Rim Conference held in July 1998
in Auckland, hosted by the Auckland Institute of Technology and
Queensland University of Technology.
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is in Port Vila, Vanuatu.  In addition, it has six institutes, which
concentrate on research and run consultancies and short
courses.

2.  The Students

Students from all the USP’s member countries study either
on campus or through the distance mode, under the umbrella
of University Extension, which has Centres in each of the
countries to co-ordinate its administrative activities and student
support services.  Since its inception, the university has been
faced with increasing enrolments, which has placed enormous
demands on its resources in terms of finance, space and
staffing.

Table 1:  Students by Country:  1988 – 1997

USP students are a heterogeneous group from many countries
and language backgrounds, with different socio-economic
status and career interests, and with mixed abilities.  They
enter either after completing Form 7 at high school or the USP
Foundation year, or they are mature–age students who have
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been or still are in various occupations and may have been
away from studies for a considerable length of time.  They not
only have to cope with their new academic and social
environment but also need to have a certain level of linguistic
competence in English to be able to do well in their studies.

Linguistic Diversity

For nearly all USP students, English is supposedly a second
language.  In fact this is a misnomer if the term implies a fairly
high level of competence and fluency in the language and an
environment where English is the major language.  For the
Melanesian students, especially those from Vanuatu and
Solomon Islands, where about 105 and 65 languages
respectively are spoken, English is often a third or fourth
language.  For the Polynesian and Micronesian students
coming from less culturally and linguistically diverse areas,
English is still not a strong second language as the national
language is much more frequently used in everyday
transactions (Mugler 1996:273).

Even in Fiji, where English is a lingua franca, the local
languages Hindi, Fijian, Rotuman and Chinese are widely used.
Even in the workplace, where the main language of
administration is English, the local languages are frequently
used also.  Inter-ethnic communication need not be in English
as, according to Mugler (1996:275), “many Fijians and Indo-
Fijians use varieties of Fijian and Hindi for interaction even in
the Suva urban area”.  These varieties may be used not only
between Fijians and Indians but also between Fijians and
Chinese, and Indians and Chinese.  Hence USP’s Fiji students
may have a rather limited exposure to English.

Elsewhere in the USP region, in most cases, the only place
the students speak English is in the classroom and even there,
although the official government policy is to use English as
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the medium of instruction, often the vernacular is used in
addition to English.  For example, according to Ielemia
(1996:105), the then Senior Education Officer with the Tuvalu
Department of Education, “even … in school assemblies the
language to be used is supposed to be English, but instead
they [Tuvaluan teachers] prefer to use Tuvaluan”.

In Tonga, except for Tonga High School, the teachers code-
switch between Tongan and English.  Thaman (1996:131)
states this as a possible reason that the children are learning
a lot better but it could create a bit of a dilemma as they may
not be getting enough practice in speaking and writing in
English.  She adds:

Even our [Tongan] students at USP have difficulty with
their written English, and I think that’s partly because
in high school they weren’t forced to speak or write
English all the time; and if they were writing in English
. . . teachers probably knew what they were trying to
say.

It is understandable that, coming from backgrounds such as
these, students face problems in their tertiary studies, where
all the lectures are conducted in English and all the texts are
in English.

Studies done on the English language competence of the USP
Foundation students have indicated the problem areas. As far
back as 1978, a survey conducted by Elley and Thompson,
limited to reading comprehension, general vocabulary and
listening comprehension, showed that nearly half of the
students in the group would find it difficult to cope with University
work.
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In 1989, a study done by Deverell indicated that more than
half of the Foundation students have less than a 50/50 chance
of passing all ten of the Foundation courses.  The need for
diagnostic tests and remedial classes for those students with
problems in English has been supported by research and
advocated by staff members.  (Moag and Allen 1978; O’Sullivan
1978).  However, it was not until 1996 that serious consideration
was given to these issues.  Work is currently under way to
administer a diagnostic test to all 1st year students and to run
English language bridging courses for those who need them.
Prior to 1996, the Proficiency in English Measure (PEM) was
administered to the Foundation students and remedial classes
were run by the English Resources Unit (ERU), which was
part of the Department of Literature and Language.  However,
the PEM was discontinued when Foundation courses ceased
to be offered on campus, and the ERU was absorbed into the
Centre for the Enhancement of Learning and Teaching (CELT)
and its work re-directed.

Students’ needs and lecturers’ expectations

The transition from high school to a tertiary institution can be
quite daunting.  It is not just a matter of coming into a new
physical environment but of coping with differences in learning
and teaching styles. Students who come in straight from high
school, are used to a more teacher-centred approach and,
according to Landbeck and Mugler (1994:9), they “consider
that their role as high school students was to accept whatever
was presented to them by teachers and to ‘regurgitate’ or ‘give
back the right answer’ - rather than ask questions or try and
work out original answer”. Many are a little lost when they are
expected to be responsible for their own learning.

In terms of the four language skills, where previously they had
to read short passages, speak in a classroom situation, write
essays in English of about 250 words, listen to teachers –
predominantly from their own linguistic and ethnic/national
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background – now they are required to present lengthy pieces
of written work (1000-2000 words), logically structured, well
researched, with a point of view clearly developed.  Reading
is not confined to textbooks; the materials are now from varied
sources and couched in more complex language.  They have
to listen to hour-long lectures, delivered in a variety of accents
with differing degrees of clarity and pace.  One of the most
challenging tasks for our students is to stand up in front of an
audience and deliver a seminar of twenty to thirty minutes,
which is a basic requirement in many university courses.

Academic Writing

In an informal class survey I asked on-campus students to
briefly describe their difficulties in writing.  Some of the
comments were:
• Sometimes the right words don’t come to mind.
• Use of academic words need a lot of dictionary work.
• I always confuse with grammers [sic] (past, present etc).
• I find it hard structuring of ideas one after the other.
• There is difficulty in finding and organising words to express

my feeling.
• I usually write what comes in whether it’s correct or not.

These correlate with comments from lecturers, who give as
some of the problems in their students’ writing:

• Inadequate vocabulary
• Weaknesses in grammar and syntax
• Unstructured work
• Failure to answer the question
• Wrong style
• Failure to make the connections between the ideas
• Plagiarism
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However, what is still unclear is the extent to which students’
and lecturers’ perceptions of the relative importance of each
problem mentioned match.

Reading Academic Texts

For academic purposes, reading is very closely linked to writing
and, if the students’ reading skills are poor, the quality of their
academic writing will be adversely affected.  Reading involves
more than deciphering marks on a piece of paper; it is a
cognitive task involving a comprehension of ideas and critical
thinking.  Students at university need to read extensively as
well as intensively to become familiar with a wide range of
technical terms, and they need to read fast.

The students surveyed cited the following as hindering their
reading:
• I could not understand the technical terms and complicated

sentences.
• Hard to made sense of the difficult readings containing

words I don’t understand
• Can’t concentrate on long passages
• I don’t spend much time reading in English

Lecturers often complain that the students’ written work shows
a lack of research and reading and that in the tutorials and
discussions it is quite often obvious that the prescribed
readings had not been done.  However, lecturers themselves
need to be aware of the many problems their students have in
this area and that the reading level of the texts and handouts
often does not match the reading ability of students in English.

Speaking in an Academic Setting

To the non-Pacific teacher, it can be quite disconcerting to
ask students questions in class and be greeted by a wall of
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silence.  However, it does not necessarily mean that the
question has not been understood.  Culturally, the students
are not used to freely expressing their opinion in front of figures
of authority.  For students to take part in formal discussions,
ask and answer questions, stand up and speak in front of a
group of people for twenty to thirty minutes and do all this in
English is a mammoth task.  Students cite the following as
obstacles to speaking in English in class:

• Can’t speak fluently
• Not confident
• Can’t pronounce long difficult words
• Don’t speak English a lot
• Very nervous to speak in front of the people
• Don’t have the right words

Listening to Lectures

Listening to lectures also poses problems.  Many of the
students have been taught in a bilingual situation, where for
fuller comprehension, teachers resort to the vernacular.
However, at the USP that cannot be done.  Other problems
are the length of the discourse, which can be between 50-60
minutes, and a lack of knowledge about specialist subjects.
The problem is compounded by the fact that the pace, accent
and style of the lecturers can vary a great deal.  Students are
exposed, often for the first time, to many different accents of
English, both from native speakers (eg Australia, Canada) and
non-native speakers (eg. Sri Lanka, Nigeria).

The students surveyed listed these problems:

• Fast pace
• Accent hard to understand
• Lecture is very long, can’t concentrate
• Vocabulary is difficult
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If they are not familiar with the verbal and non-verbal style used
by the lecturer, then the note-taking which accompanies the
listening will be unsatisfactory.

Thus it should be clear that our students need to upgrade their
English language proficiency as well as their English for
Academic Purposes (EAP) skills to be successful in their studies.
What is being done at the USP to address these two problems
will be discussed in the following section.

English Language Support Classes at the USP

Centre for the Enhancement of Learning and Teaching
(CELT)

From at least the 1970s through to the early 90s, the English
Resources Unit (ERU), attached to the (then) English
Department, ran remedial English classes for students, mostly
on a one-to-one basis.  The ERU was absorbed into a new
separately established unit within the USP – The Centre for the
Enhancement of Learning and Teaching (CELT).  The functions
of CELT are twofold: one is to provide assistance in developing
good teaching at the university and the other is to help students
develop their learning skills and proficiency in English and
Mathematics.  In its strategy plan (1996) CELT defines its aims:

Strengthen and expand links between CELT staff and teaching
staff, especially teachers of first-year students to:

- improve student study skills
- increase staff consciousness of student learning skills and

needs

To implement this, CELT runs workshops and holds seminars
for the staff.  The Learning Skills Centre within CELT assists
students to upgrade their general English language competence
and academic English skills through a number of strategies:
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• It presents workshops on study skills throughout the year
on essay, report and thesis writing, preparing seminar
presentations, reading texts and class handouts, critical
reasoning, listening and note-taking.

• It prepares Study Sheets for students on a variety of topics
ranging from Reading Textbooks to Preparing for Exams.

• The staff, on request, give lectures in different disciplines
on a particular aspect of study skills e.g. a session on
seminar presentations to a Management class.

• The staff work on a one-to-one basis with students who
have been referred to the unit for assistance with their
English.

• It mounts a four week intensive course in EAP or pre-
session English for first year students.  Student numbers
for this course range from 40-60.  They are mostly mature-
age sponsored students from the region, who come in
before the academic year begins.  The course covers EAP
skills and remedial English, tackling common language
problems that students experience in grammar and
expression.

English for Academic Purposes (LL114)

Since 1992, the Department of Literature and Language has
been offering an EAP course, LL114.  The course is for
students eligible to take a 100 level course and is normally
taken during the first year.  It has been made a compulsory
component of some degree programmes, such as the BEd
and the LLB, and is highly recommended for students enrolled
in Journalism, Management and Population Studies and has
also attracted students majoring in Biology, Geography and
the other science subjects.
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Student numbers have grown since its first year from 35 in
1992 to 248 in 1998.  There are several  reasons for this:
v It is a credit course.
v Students can take it in either Semester 1 or Semester 2.

The course is also available through the extension mode
in semester 2.  In the last two years, it has also been offered
through the summer school mode in the December and
January break.

v Both students and staff see it as a useful course.

LL114 places emphasis on:

• Developing academic writing by illustrating and providing
practice in the process of writing in an academic style;

• Reading analytically and evaluating reading materials.  It
demonstrates the various strategies used in reading and
provides practice in interpreting linear and non-linear texts;

• Encouraging the development of good speaking skills that
will enable students to actively participate in seminars,
tutorials and class discussions;

• Developing good listening strategies that will facilitate
identifying specific information and establishing good note-
taking techniques.

Each group is given four hours face-to-face teaching a week,
of which three are in the classroom and one is in the language
laboratory where the listening component of the course is done.
The assessment comprises 60% coursework and 40% exam.
For the coursework, the students are required to do the
following:

• write two essays
• write one report
• present one seminar
• do two tests -  listening

-  reading
The final exam is a three-hour essay based on a specific topic
with four or five readings attached.
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Problems

Large groups

In semester 1 1998, the largest number of enrolments in the
Department of Literature and Language was in this course -
269, eventually reduced to 248.  Two full-time lecturers and
two part-time lecturers were allocated to teaching the course,
and the students were divided into seven groups. However,
because the students were from a variety of disciplines and
had timetable clashes, the groups were uneven:

Table 2:  LL 114 Group Schedules

Lecturer Class Time Group No. Student No.

A 9 -10 am 1 32

B 9 -10 am 2 41

A 10 -11 am 3 45

C 10 -11 am 4 35

B 10 -11 am 5 41

C 11 -12 am 6 19

D 11 -12 am 7 35

Room Allocations

The increasing number of on-campus students has placed
constraints on the availability of rooms suitable for large tutorial
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groups. There is often overcrowding and a lack of seating facilities
for the larger groups.

Time Constraints

The broad syllabus requires more than the 4 hours a week of
face-to-face classes it currently has.  The students are given a
total of 56 contact hours per semester, if there are no public
holidays.  Of these hours, 12-15 are allocated to individual seminar
presentations, which are an essential component of the course.
For the larger groups, lecturers have to add extra hours to be
able to hear all the students’ presentations.  As a result of the
time constraint, some aspects of the course are not satisfactorily
covered.  However, if more hours were given to the course, there
would be problems for the students who have to attend three
other courses.

Human Resources

There is a need for more full-time lecturers to teach the course in
order to cope with the increasing number of students and provide
quality teaching.  As it stands, the lecturers are inundated with
preparation, marking, student consultations, and administrative
matters.  Since the teacher/student ratio is quite high, the attention
given to each student in class is minimal.  Therefore, the lecturers’
consultation hours need to be increased so that students can
discuss their problems.  With more lecturers and smaller groups,
the move from a general EAP to a more discipline-specific EAP
course could be accommodated.

Students’ Competence in English

Many of the students enrolled in this course do not have the
required level of competence that would enable them to do well
in the course.  It is assumed that the students who enter this
course are proficient in English.  However, this assumption is
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erroneous for between 30-35% of the students.  Since there
is no other credit course available in this area, the LL114
lecturers are required not only to teach EAP skills but also to
do remedial English work with some of the students.  This is
virtually impossible for a 56-hour course.  Although by the end
of the course these students have improved in their EAP and
are able to produce a much better piece of writing than when
they began the course, they still have problems with grammar
and expression.

What needs to be done

Diagnostics Tests

It has long been recommended and is now being seriously
considered that a diagnostic test be given to all students
applying to enter USP.2   This would give us important data on
the number of students who need help with English.  USP’s
Senate has approved the principle of such a test, stressing
that it is not a test to screen out students from USP but to
gauge their level of proficiency in English, identify their
weaknesses and work out strategies to alleviate the problems.

Bridging courses in English

Students who have been identified as needing help with English
will need to attend bridging courses and their progress will be
monitored until they are found to have reached the required
level.  The bridging courses will cover the 4 basic skills and
will use remedial English strategies.

The diagnostic test and bridging courses are in the planning
stages and decisions on issues such as the training of

2 Editor’s note: The diagnostic test was first administered by CELT in
Semester 1, 2000.
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examiners, administering of bridging courses, finances and
human resources have to be finalised.

One very important issue is the scheduling of the bridging
courses.  As it is, students have a very full programme and a
number of questions need to be considered. Will the courses
run concurrently with their degree programmes or will they have
to complete them before they start first year courses? If the
latter is the case, will the regional governments pay for the extra
semester or year for their students holding scholarships? Will
private students be able to afford the expense of an extra
semester or two?

Concluding Remarks

The current language programmes offered at the USP cannot
adequately fulfill the language needs of its students.  On the one
hand, the LL114 EAP course is expected to perform a dual role:
to teach EAP skills and enhance language competence.  On
the other hand, CELT is also teaching EAP skills and, although
it does some remedial English work with some students, it does
not have the resources to concentrate adequately on the latter.

Research has shown that many students have problems with
English and some attempts have been made to alleviate these.
However, serious consideration and more drastic measures
need to be taken if students are to get the best out of their studies.
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