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A new vision of education
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Introduction

I am honoured to have the opportunity to address this conference.  It is extremely pleasing to me that this conference is happening, because its objective to “re-think” Vanuatu education - and especially its relevance to our society today - is long overdue.  I would therefore like to congratulate the Ministry of Education for taking this initiative and strongly urge the Ministry to continue with the process we are starting here today of reformulating the education system.  I also encourage the Ministry to continue to be open to the views of the wider society in this process.  From my position in the nation’s principle cultural heritage institution, the Vanuatu Cultural Centre, the formal education system is perhaps the single biggest contributing factor to the erosion of our tradition-based culture today.  Accordingly, the education system is also the area in which changes can be made which have the most significant positive impact on the maintenance on our culture.  In my view, this conference could represent the most important initiative that this country is taking at this moment in our history.

Objectives of education

I believe a good education system should provide young people with the following qualities:

1) It should produce empowered individuals - individuals with self confidence and a belief in themselves and their own capacity to deal with whatever life may bring.  A particularly important characteristic of being empowered is having the capacity for critical thinking; for being able to ask the right questions and for being able to assess and make reasoned evaluations of options or propositions you are faced with.  Perhaps the most important prerequisite for being personally empowered is to have a sense of identity, an understanding of who you are, something which only results from a good knowledge of one’s history and culture.

2) It should produce good citizens – individuals able to contribute to community life, able to understand the functioning of the society and their role in it and able to deal with social issues and conflicts from an informed basis.  The education system should have the aim of supporting community participation and also building tolerance based on understanding.

3) It should contribute to sustainable development, development which is based on:

(a) the capacity and resources of ni-Vanuatu people (their knowledge, skills and existing social institutions/infrastructure) and the local environment;

(b) realistic aspirations based on this capacity and these resources; and

(c) respect for the achievements of past generations and recognition of the needs of future generations.

Problems with the current system

The underlying problem with the education system today is that it does not reflect or address the reality of Vanuatu society today.  This reality is that the great majority of ni-Vanuatu:

· live on their ancestral land;

· are sustained by traditional agriculture on their land;

· live in or as part of traditional kin groups, which provide support to each individual;

· speak their own vernacular language;

· live in peace and enjoy social order as a result of community leadership, including elements of traditional social structures, and traditional values emphasising respect;

· will be “pushed out” by the formal education system and return to live in this social context in their own communities.

This reality provides us with the social security, equity and sustainability we have enjoyed and still enjoy today.  This reality, based on our traditional way of life, is the foundation of Vanuatu society today, and is the reason why we enjoy the freedom from hunger and homelessness that almost every other country in the world experience today.

Despite this, our education system has the following characteristics:

· it maintains the emphasis on training individuals for jobs in the bureaucracy that was the original rationale for the establishment of western education in the New Hebrides by the colonial powers – this colonial emphasis has not changed;

· it erodes and actively contributes to the loss of the knowledge and skills that allow an individual to function as a member of their own community; for example, knowledge and skills necessary for economic sustenance (gardening, resource management) and for interaction and participation as a member of the community (knowledge of appropriate respect idioms for other community members).  The fact that the formal system removes children from the community learning environment in the important formative years (when they would have been receiving much of their traditional teaching) contributes to this loss of local knowledge and skills;

· it does not provide any instruction in values, or in issues relating to identity, or citizenship of the nation.

As a result of these characteristics, the outcomes of the education system are:

· a breakdown in the valuable local systems that are the foundation of the society we live in today (economically, politically, etc) and provide the social security and sustainability our society currently enjoys;

· while traditional knowledge is not taught but eroded, at the same time the quality of the education is not adequate to give a complete understanding of the “white man’s” system either – students are left with less capacity than they would have had if they had not gone at all into formal schooling;

· individual dissatisfaction and frustration and a general lack of social cohesion leading to increased social problems;

· the perpetuation of a psychology of inferiority, incapacity and low self-worth in ni-Vanuatu, a psychology that began to be imposed upon ni-Vanuatu by the activities of the first missionaries who came here two centuries ago.  This psychology is, in my view, the single most damaging trait in the minds of our people, and is directly responsible for our continuing dependency by making us unable to value our own capacities and, by doing so, move towards a truly sustainable national development.

The education system is therefore not only NOT meeting the needs of the country, but it is actively undermining the very basis of the sustainability of our society, both by eroding the tradition-based social systems which are the basis of the high level of sustainability that this country still enjoys and by continuing to instil our young people with a feeling that they and their society and traditions are not of value.  It is not meeting the objectives of education I have outlined earlier.

Some possible solutions - Recommendations

In light of the above, I wish as a layman (and not an educationalist) to humbly suggest some possible changes to the formal education system which could make it more relevant to the realities of Vanuatu today.

1) Vernacular education:  As proposed in the Education Master Plan, children should start their formal education entirely in their vernacular language (which in urban areas will be Bislama).  Once literacy skills are acquired in the vernacular, the transition to English/French can take place.  However, the vernacular should continue to be used as the main language in the classroom to as years 4 and 5, and the vernacular should still be used in at least a number of subjects in year 6.  Bislama will need to be standardised for use as the vernacular in urban areas.

2) Local community tradition-based education:  As well as its role in teaching literacy, the use of the vernacular has obvious benefits in maintaining continuity with the community and its culture.  The use of the vernacular will require complementing the western-style classroom education with a more traditional-style education outside the classroom with local experts and local resources in the community and its environment.  Such expertise and resources available for learning could include: myths and legends, histories, dances and performance, plants and animals, the seasons, gardening practices, traditional arts and craft skills, important places and sites, kinship structures, terminology and respect idioms, and so on – the list is endless.  The local community and culture would then become the main subject of study in school while the vernacular is used (up until year 6).

3) Same-island schooling:  However, one’s own culture can only be studied in its own context, and that is why it is also important to ensure that once children graduate to secondary school, they do not move too far from their own community – if possible, remaining close enough to come home every weekend if desired.  Again, this is a proposal made in the Education Master Plan, responding to the expressed wish of parents.  This suggestion recognises the enormous cultural diversity of this country, which poses a significant challenge to the objective of culturally-appropriate education.

4) “History and culture” subject:  There needs to a subject dealing with our history and culture (the two cannot be separated) at all levels of the formal system.  As outlined above, up until year 6 this subject would be only part of an overall syllabus which deals mainly with local culture.  Once in secondary school, however, this subject would become nationally-standardised, and teach a national culture and history curriculum through to years 12 and 13.

5) “Good citizenship” subject:  There needs to be a subject that teaches young people all aspects of what is involved in being a member of Vanuatu society – one’s individual and collective rights and responsibilities as a citizen of Vanuatu, how democracy works, the contents of our constitution and laws (legal literacy), gender studies, leadership skills, dispute resolution skills and so on.  This subject would have the objective of giving students the capacity to become fully-functional and actively participating members of society.  As the local culture content of the early years of schooling would already contain many “good citizenship” principles taken from local culture, this subject would probably not be appropriate until the later years of primary school (years 5 and 6).  From then on it should continue as a part of the curriculum until the end of secondary school – at the later levels it could study more complex issues like how the justice system and judiciary works.

6) Arts education:  There needs to be an arts education course providing opportunities for students to learn a range of arts.  In primary school this subject could be centred around traditional arts (ranging from carving and weaving to house-building) but also include arts using western media (paper, crayons, etc) as available.  Arts education is important because it can provide some students with avenues for self-realisation which they cannot find in more traditional subjects - opportunity to realise their talents.

What, then, would have to be sacrificed from the existing curriculum to make way for these additional subjects?  In the lower levels, English or French would make way for language literacy which would incorporate a high level of local cultural content.  Many subjects currently covered by the Social Studies course would become part of the History and Culture or Good Citizenship courses, thus reducing the time required for that course.  In the upper levels, the more esoteric mathematics (logarithms, compound fractions, etc) could well be sacrificed for more practical problem-solving in community dispute resolution and the study of kinship structures and so on.

Vanuatu Cultural Centre initiatives in support of these proposed changes

The Cultural Centre is the body in Vanuatu undertaking the most research and documentation of traditional and contemporary culture and as a result has the largest archive of records of our culture and history in the country (in literature, audio and audiovisual formats).  This is an invaluable resource for education, and it is becoming one of the Cultural Centre’s priorities to have this resource fully utilised in the country’s formal education system.  The Cultural Centre has also been a long-time advocate of instruction in the vernacular language, both as a means of maintaining cultural identity and as a particularly appropriate and effective educational tool.  Over the last few years, the Centre has developed specific programs aimed at assisting the formal education system in the complementary objectives of:

a) instituting vernacular education;

b) incorporating traditional culture and local history into the national curriculum.

These programs are described in brief in Appendix 1.

Conclusion

The vision for education I have outlined here is not a dream, and I am not an idealist.  With courage and commitment, these changes could be implemented within 5 years.  There is a need to make the necessary changes urgently – NOW.  While this is a big undertaking, with courage and commitment it is possible.  I believe many of us – teachers and parents, communities – already know that the changes I have talked about are necessary, and are already committed to working to support the implementation of these changes.  What we need is strong and committed leadership from the Ministry of Education to make it possible.  If this leadership is not forthcoming and these changes not made, Vanuatu will experience steadily worsening social problems and deepening national dependency – things we are already seeing happening now.  For the sake of this country, let us please act firmly now!

Appendix 1.

Vanuatu Cultural Centre initiatives / programs relevant to formal education
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The Cultural Centre is the body in Vanuatu undertaking the most research and documentation of traditional and contemporary culture.  As the Cultural Centre has been doing this research and documentation work since the late 1970s, it also has the largest archive of records of our culture and history in the country (in literature, audio and audiovisual formats).  This is an invaluable resource for education, and it is becoming one of the Cultural Centre’s priorities to have this resource fully utilised in the country’s formal education system.  The Cultural Centre has also been a long-time advocate of instruction in the vernacular language, both as a means of maintaining cultural identity and as a particularly appropriate and effective educational tool.  Over the last few years, the Centre has developed specific programs aimed at assisting the formal education system in the complementary objectives of:

c) instituting vernacular education (as per the 1999 Education Master Plan);

d) incorporating traditional culture and local history into the national curriculum.

These programs are described in brief below:

A) Vernacular language materials:

i) Fieldworker language documentation:  For many years Cultural Centre fieldworkers have been receiving training in writing dictionaries (beginning with word lists) and a number have now completed significant bodies of work in their own language.  The Oral Traditions Project has provided further technical assistance for these community-based projects.

ii)
The Oral Traditions Project (1998-2002):  The broad objective of the project has been to assist communities throughout Vanuatu in documenting and preserving their vernacular languages.  As a first step, this has involved working with those communities whose languages do not have a written tradition, to develop spelling systems for their languages.  A further aim has been for speakers of the language to be trained in dictionary-making techniques so that the community can be involved in documenting their own language by producing a dictionary.


One of the major, more academic outputs of the project is yet to be completed, and Catriona Hyslop (the Australian project coordinator) will continue working on this as part of her next project as a postdoctoral fellow at La Trobe University in Melbourne.  This is a significant project, involving contributions from linguists who have carried out research on other Vanuatu languages.  The aim is to summarise the literacy status of each language spoken in Vanuatu.  For each language a report will be written summarising the spelling system used for the language, if there is one.  Comments will also be given on the level of literacy of members of the community in the vernacular and what history of literacy there is in the language.  Catriona Hyslop will continue to carry out research for this report during the course of her fellowship and intends to publish it before completion of the 2 year fellowship.  This report will be very useful for the Vanuatu Education Department to assist them in the assessment of vernacular languages and their readiness for use in vernacular education in schools.

iii)
The Vernacular Education Advisory Committee:  The Cultural Centre was to have provided the Executive Secretary to this Committee, which would have involved all organizations and individuals working on vernacular languages and literacy in Vanuatu, thus fulfilling a crucial coordinating role in advancing work on vernacular language literacy in Vanuatu.  When the Ministry of Education abandoned the vernacular literacy pilot program, the work to set up this Committee was also stopped.

B) The UNESCO/LINKS, Ministry of Education, Environment Unit and Vanuatu Cultural Centre project:

“Strengthening indigenous knowledge and traditional resource management through schools: A pilot partnership involving local communities, teachers, resource managers and culture specialists”

This is a project-in-development which will investigate, and hopefully begin implementing, the incorporation of traditional resource management knowledge into the formal school curriculum.  The long-term aim is to move towards a balance between local knowledge and outside knowledge, by developing mechanisms for the inclusion of traditional knowledge within the schooling process.  This may involve the development of modules and other innovative pedagogical materials based upon traditional knowledge, as well as the utilization of traditional pedagogical tools and processes inside or outside the classroom.  This project is only in the very early stages of conception, but will seek a significant level of funding from international agencies for its implementation (with UNESCO support).  This initiative would provide the perfect subject matter to use in vernacular literacy programs at early primary level, but also a highly appropriate science or general knowledge subject at all levels.  Work to collect and collate information on traditional resource management knowledge and practice is already well advanced under projects funded by the ADB and SPREP.

C) Development of national history curriculum:

This is a project slated to start in January 2003, to begin formation of a national history curriculum at the junior secondary level.  A Peace Corps volunteer (with 3 years teaching experience in Vanuatu) will coordinate the project with a local counterpart (who will hopefully be a teacher on a one year sabbatical).  Their first task will be to create the operational and institutional framework for the project.  This will involve liaising with the Ministry of Education and the Curriculum Department to ensure their support and understanding of the project, and to arrange its eventual insertion into their organizational structures.  They will then begin to search for potential sources of information, and organize the information into different sections of the curriculum.  This is yet again organizational work, and it involves looking through sources and analysing potential historical topics that will eventually be used in the formation of the history curriculum.  This work will then provide a framework that others will then use to write the text for the national history curriculum.  It will also provide the basis for a “national history” which can also be conveyed informally (for example, through the media).

D) Research into local culture, history and society:

This research has been ongoing for over 20 years now, and there is a huge amount of information on our local history and traditional culture now held in the Centre archives, in a variety of formats but mostly audio and audiovisual.  A significant amount of work is now required to transform this information into forms useable in the formal education system, and this will require a financial and human resource commitment from the Government.  However, this is a far easier option than having to start “from scratch” in gathering this information.

