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Background 

Prior to 1970, students at the junior 
secondary level in Fiji studied physics, 
chemistry and biology based on 
syllabuses modelled on the content of 
British text books. However, this did not 
mean that all students had access to all 
science subjects. According to Muralidhar 
(1989) only the 'bright' students had this 
opportunity. Thus, it was not uncommon 
for students to leave school without any 
exposure to science subjects. 
Furthermore, the prescriptions were 
academically oriented, mainly geared to 
the minority who went on to upper 
secondary and tertiary studies. 

Concerns such as these led to the 
establishment of the UNDP/UNESCO 
Curriculum Development Project, which 
saw the development of the Basic Science 
course. One of the main aims of the 
project was to develop a science course 
that was enquiry-oriented, activity-based 
and rooted in the environment (Bishop 
1975). Hence the pupils' books contain 
practical activities to be undertaken in 
groups, with students required to draw 
and label diagrams, record observations 
and results, answer questions, etc. The 
teacher's guides stress the importance of 
the objectives, and the practical nature of 
the work, as well as providing detailed 
information on the equipment and 
materials needed for the activities. 
Instructions are also given for setting up 
activities along with the points to be noted 
and stressed during activities. 

In 1998, the Ministry of Education, through 
the Curriculum Development Unit, revised 
the course materials for years 7 and 8. In 
this research project, I have conducted a 
small scale evaluation to see if the 
teachers viewed the new course materials 
as a significant improvement on the old 
ones. 

Method 

Two curriculum officers who were involved 
in developing the revised materials were 
interviewed, as were a group of 12 
teachers from 5 Suva schools. All were 

asked their views on a number of aspects 
of the revised materials such as the 
sequence of topics, presentation of books, 
quality of diagrams and changes of 
content. 

Findings 

Officials' Views 
According to the CDU officials, the idea to 
revise the course materials was discussed 
by the subject curriculum adviser and the 
Basic Science Curriculum Committee. 
Questionnaires were sent out to teachers 
to get their opinion on what they would like 
to retain or remove from the old books. 
The responses were analysed and used 
during writers' workshops to produce the 
revised course materials. These 
workshops were attended by teachers, 
CDU officials, specialists from the 
Department of the Environment and the 
Family Life adviser. The revised materials 
were trialed in schools and feedback was 
received through questionnaires and in-
service courses. This feedback was used 
to prepare the final product. 

I quote some comments made by the CDU 
officials: 

Our overall intention was to make learning 
more hands-on and minds-on for the 
students so that they could learn through 
discovery in a child-centred way. 

We needed to include issues affecting 
students' social behaviour. These were 
important because we needed to create 
an awareness in children and this would 
also help them make informed decisions 
in life. 

We have included more activities and 
diagrams. The activities have been 
restructured . . . so that the instructions 
are clear and precise . . . This is so the 
students can carry out the activities 
themselves. There are added notes for 
both teachers and students. 

We have also produced a [Basic Science 
Prescription] booklet each for Years 7 and 
8 which clearly outlines the aims and 
objectives. 



There has been an attempt to improve the 
presentation of the books by making the 
covers colourful and the layout more 
attractive. Attempts were also made to 
design activities in such a way that the 
materials and equipment were easy to 
obtain. If they were not available, the 
teachers could improvise. In addition, the 
science lessons were designed so that 
they could be integrated into other 
subjects. 

However, the officials said that from the 
feedback they had received so far, some 
problems had come to light. Apparently 
class sizes and lack of equipment meant 
that activities were still being 
demonstrated by the teacher rather than 
being carried out by students. Thus the 
lesson would revert to the chalk and talk 
method of teaching which was one of the 
problems of the original course. 

Teachers' Views 

Here I summarise the opinions and quote 
the comments of some teachers. 

On presentation: in general, a 
considerable improvement. 

Nice, new and colourful 
instead of old, dull-looking. 

On the sequence: opinions vary. 

The topics are well-arranged 
. . . and are all linked. 
[It] should start with simple 
topics with activities involving 
simple materials and then 
move on to more difficult 
ones. 

On the Basic Science Prescription 
booklet: in general - quite a useful 
addition. 

When we are planning for our 
experiments and lessons from 
this prescription we always 
look at the attitudes and 
behavioural skills that the 
children have to learn and 
they go together with the 
concepts and applications. I 
feel that this prescription is 
quite handy. 

On the new content: in general -
interesting and relevant to the 
children's way of life 

It's good that we teach them 
these topics (Environment, 
Sexually Transmitted Diseases, 
Energy Sources and Weather) 
because children should be 
aware, especially on the STD 
topic. It helps them to make the 
right decisions later on. 

However, a few teachers thought Year 7 
was too early to introduce children to 
topics like STD and one thought it was too 
soon to introduce the concepts of protons, 
neutrons and electrons. 

On language level: some teachers 
found the level of language too hard 
for the children. 

I have no experience of 
volcanoes. I just teach from 
the book. I try to find 
examples but I am 
disadvantaged and there are 
lots of terms and children 
have to cram them without 
really understanding them. 

Conclusion 

Overall, the comments of the teachers 
suggest that the Ministry has achieved 
some measure of success in its efforts to 
upgrade the Basic Science course 
materials. Certainly the new presentation 
was greeted with universal approval by 
the teachers interviewed, who saw it as a 
significant improvement on the old. 
Likewise, the new prescription seems to 
offer better guidance on the types of 
learning outcomes they should aim for. 
The fact that the Ministry involved 
practising teachers in the writing 
workshop may help to explain this. 

However, the fact that some teachers 
claimed that class size gave them no 
choice but to use the chalk and talk 
approach is a cause for concern. This is 
clearly still a major challenge for the 
Ministry of Education and, although 
improving the science resources is a step 
in the right direction, more fundamental 
changes in the system may be required 
on order to improve the delivery of 
science across the board. 


