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Small states have existed for centuries in Europe. The number of such small 
states increased dramatically after 1962 when Western Samoa became the 
first such non-European mini-state in the world. Three international seminars 
were held to discuss various aspects of small nations in the years 1957, 1962 
and 1975. One major obstacle was that of reaching consensus as to the 
definition of "smal l" applied to states and nations. Criteria such as area, popu
lation and GNP were considered but rejected as inadequate for this purpose. 

The new mini-states are ocean-based in comparison to the land-based ones of 
Europe. They are located in the Pacific, Atlantic and Indian Oceans. A fair 
number of such states is found predominantly in the South Pacific and the 
Caribbean. The South Pacific is one of the largest expanses of ocean (30 
million square miles) in which are located some of the smallest states in both 
area and population. Especially in the region of the University of the South 
Pacific comparisons show the diversity of size and population. The largest 
state in land area is Solomon Islands with an area of 11,500 square miles and 
a population of 161,000 (1970) and the smallest is Tokelau which has 
1,599 people in an area of four square miles. Fiji has the largest population in 
the region, nearly 600,000. 

PROGRESS IN EDUCATION 

The advantages and disadvantages of small nations have been examined 
politically, economically and sociologically. Small nations can be rich, their 
economies can grow rapidly and they are not unstable politically. Further
more, smallness of states is not in any way a disadvantage in building nations 
With a high quality of life. In fact they often seem to be at an,advantage in this 
respect. The South Pacific nations belong to the so-called Third World but they 
are more affluent than most of the countries that fall into this category. 

Education is one way of improving the quality of life. The attempt of this brief 
paper is to open the question for discussion for an in-depth study of small 
nations,! systems of education especially in the South Pacific and, more so, in 
the countries comprising the region of the University of the South Pacific. 
For the purpose of examining education in small island nations their 

8 



geography appears to have some significance. The scatter of islands rather 
than the total area appears to be an important factor. 

None of the island states comprises a single island except Nauru and Niue. The 
remaining nine countries are each made up of a number of islands scattered over 
a vast expanse of the ocean. Fiji with a land area of 18,272 sq. km. has over 
320 islands. Schools are located in 55 of these islands. Cook Islands is a much 
smaller state with an area of 240 sq. km. and has 15 islands in an area of 85,000 
sq. miles of ocean. 

With increasing urbanisation in the Pacific and varying densities and concen
tration of population on the main islands which are the centres of government, 
the distribution of schools and especially quality schools tends to get 
distorted. The governments with a commitment to the provision of education 
and of equal opportunities are obliged to provide schools in the scattered 
communities. As with larger countries the quality of education imparted 
seems to vary within every small island nation depending on the extent of 
urbanisation, the population distribution, the economy, the transportation 
system and the scatter of islands. 

But South Pacific nations seem to have achieved some remarkable education, 
progress in comparison with other Third World countries. The successful 
proselytisation of the island communities and other cultural and political 
factors have made some of these island nations achieve virtually 100 per cent 
attendance at the primary level. Fiji, even without a compulsory school 
attendance law, has nearly 100 per cent of the relevant age groups in primary 
schools. Of the eleven nations in the USP region over six nations will 
achieve this within the next decade. This is an achievement which no 
other Third World countries were able to reach, though the rhetoric of 
planning has aimed at such a goal. 

A very high percentage (varying from 20 to 30) of the population is in school. 
Such a trend reflects the preponderance of youth in South Pacific countries. It 
also shows, however, the priorities of governments and also parental 
expectations. Tonga, for example, had a compulsory school attendance law 
as early as 1881, one of the earliest such laws in the world. 

EDUCATIONAL DISPARITIES 

This high percentage of attendance at school has been achieved, of course, 
at a price. Quality has not always kept pace with quantity. Many small schools 
serve small communities scattered in the islands. Of Fiji's primary schools in 
1971, 34 per cent had an enrolment of less than 100 pupils. Without any 
singular effort to improve the quality of these one or two teacher schools, 
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some of the rural children are perhaps getting only a smattering of the three 
R s. In the absence of a national literature and an adult education programme 
some of the early school leavers may revert back to illiteracy, as has been found 
in some other nations in the Third World. 

Distortion in the quality of education and especially the superiority of a few 
urban secondary schools have resulted in a movement of affluent families 
to urban centres from rural areas in search of a 'good' education. 

Because of the scattered nature of the population, elite boarding secondary 
schools have become a dominant feature of education at the secondary level. 
Such education is costly. With mostly an intellectual scholastic curriculum, 
they become the centres and creators of elites. As the Solomon Islands Report 
pointed out, education cannot flourish with these elite schools and yet elitism 
in education could not be readily removed. This was the pattern of secondary 
education in most of the colonies of Britain and is also a legacy from that 
educational tradition. Secondary education has inherited the colonial elitist 
stance. This has become the ossified national system in independent states. 
With this type of education, development will remain only a hope, as in a number 
of emerging countries in Asia and Africa. 

The cost and undue financial support of the prestigious secondary school has 
been demonstrated in the case of Tonga1. In Solomon Islands, too, the 
cost of building boarding schools under the government has been shown to 
be excessive in the case of one new school. It was shown that a girls' school 
could have accommodated 1,040 students at the same cost2. 

DEMAND FOR AND LIMITATIONS IN EDUCATION 

At the same time the public demand for widespread education cannot be 
ignored in the stable democratic nations that are a characteristic of the South 
Pacific. Due to political pressure secondary education of an unplanned nature 
and mostly with academic curricula has developed in the rural areas much 
against the policy of governments. The junior secondary schools of Fiji and the 
community schools of the Solomons and Papua New Guinea are gradually 
being turned into academic secondary schools usually as a result of pressure 
from parents. Meanwhile the much feared unemployment problem that 
governments want to control may possibly get out of hand. The intended 
diversification of curricula of secondary schools may become distorted. The 
secondary education with this type of expansion is bound to be of poor quality 
without adequate facilities and qualified teachers. This is happening in a 
number of countries in the region. In some countries the selective process 
is so severe as not to produce sufficient students to man the services of 
government. Social distortions can occur both because of over-expansion and 
too restrictive admission policies in secondary education. 
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Smallness of scale seems to restrict offerings in both secondary and tertiary 
education. In the first place these education sectors are very costly in any 
society. Secondly, provision of such secondary and tertiary education 
creates more avenues to join the small elites. Except in teacher training 
and technical education the small island states are unable to provide 
tertiary education in their own territories. Hence the foundation of a regional 
university to cater for ail nations at this level. But the range of expertise 
produced by all these institutions is still limited. There is, for instance, no 
engineering school at the USP. Yet engineers are needed in these countries. 
But their numbers are so small and their educational cost so prohibitive that 
metropolitan countries will have to train them for a long time to come. The 
need for foreign personnel will be evident for a long time. 

EDUCATIONAL ADMINISTRATIVE PROBLEMS 

Administration also tends to be costlier in many small states. However small 
the state may be, all services that are available elsewhere (except perhaps de
fence) have to be maintained by governments. Educational administration 
costs too are rather heavy in comparison with the larger states. The Solomon 
Islands Government, for example, spends about 10 per cent of its educational 
budget on administration. Sri Lanka by contrast spends less than five per cent 
of its education budget on administration. The trend in South Pacific Island 
states recently has been towards an even higher percentage of expenditure on 
educational administration. This trend will continue when church based 
schools are either withdrawn or the government takes on responsibility for 
their administration. Further, with quality improvement, curriculum develop
ment plans, evaluation and testing, continuous in-service training of teachers 
and other such activities, administrative expenditure is bound to increase in 
the future. 

Countries in the region spend somewhere between 16 per cent to 30 per cent 
of their annual budgets on education. The smaller states with about 5,000 
people (e.g., Tokelau and Niue) spend a larger portion of their budget on 
social services including education. The high percentage of the budget spent 
on education shows great concern in government policy for human resource 
development. It also reflects the absence of expenditure on defence services. 
The government expenditure on education is only part of the story. The 
churches and other private organisations too finance education an J their total 
contribution is unknown in many countries. In Fiji this non-government sector 
expenditure on education was estimated to be F$4 million in 1971. The 
government net expenditure on education in 1972 was F$10.3 million 
approximately, which makes the non-government sector nearly 39 per cent of 
that of the government budget on education. These ratios are changing 
rapidly and the government may now bear a greater financial responsibility. 
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With the future in economic development for many small nations being 
rather bleak, how are governments to take over greater responsibilities in 
financing education? This is bound to be of great concern. South Pacific 
countries share this common problem with all the developing nations of the 
world. The search for alternatives to formal education, the study of education 
financing to get better education for each dollar spent, to economise where 
necessary and the analysis of economics of education are all exercises under
taken by other nations. The South Pacific may perhaps benefit in future from 
these exercises carried out in the developing nations. 

A serious administration problem of these school systems is in supervision. 
The distribution of islands over vast expanses of ocean, sometimes adverse 
weather conditions for navigation, the high cost of air travel, the decreasing 
frequency of travel by sea have made school supervision a serious adminis
trative problem in many island states. Not only do such states have a 
smaller band of officials to undertake such supervision, but these physical 
constraints, too, are inevitably difficult to overcome. Poor communications 
make school supervision complicated particularly in the Gilbert Islands, New 
Hebrides, the Cook Islands. Tuvalu, Solomon Islands and Fiji. The multiplicity 
of-agencies in education also makes education planning and supervision 
problematical. Supervisory officers too tend to live in urban areas away from 
their rural island schools. These conditions make the actual quality of 
education rather remote from the promises made by governments and leaders. 

"In a small nation a personal touch can exist between the governors and 
the government,"3 In other words, everybody knows everybody else. It is believed 
that changes in policy and innovations are easier to be explained and simpler 
to be justified to the people. This assertion has still to be tested. There are other 
characteristics of small societies which affect administration and administrative 
action. Members of the small elites tend to know each other quite well through 
schooling, family membership and other social and cultural relationships. 
Social phenomena of this nature may result in lack of objectivity in selection 
and promotion of officials. Disciplinary action may be lacking or inefficient 
officials may be difficult to deal with as a consequence of these social 
relationships. 

PROBLEMS OF THE CURRICULUM 

It is widely recognised too that imported or imposed metropolitan education 
systems, with their examinations and standards, impose restrictive curricula in 
many nations. To say the least, such curricula may not be relevant for national 
development. The size of the population and the restrictive economy can have 
equally adverse effects on the curriculum. It is generally known that small 
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nations have typically less diversified economic systems. The limited variety 
of natural resources and the small domestic market also restrict economic 
activities. Small islands tend to depend heavily on trade. Primary products 
dominate economic production. Subsistence farming tends to remain 
important in Western Samoa, Solomon Islands and even in Fiji. These 
conditions tend to narrow curricular offerings as schools are scholastic 
oriented and not production oriented. The sixteen-subject Fiji secondary 
curriculum is a case in point, compared to about sixty subjects offered 
in Sri Lanka before 1972. Schools tend to produce personnel for the 'modern' 
sector, however small it may be. The economy may not benefit from such 
curricular offerings. 

The island states in the region have as many as two hundred languages 
spoken by a comparatively small number of people. Even with state patronage 
literature in the local languages cannot be produced in quality and variety to 
have an impact on education. Political considerations both national and 
international, and the felt need for modernisation and the educational heritage 
have made English the medium of instruction to the neglect' of national 
languages. Only a few nations have tried to maintain their language alongside 
English as the medium of instruction in the education system. English teaching 
and learning is invariably posed as an educational problem in all the nations. 
Foreign language learning is essential for small nations for their survival for 
science, technology and trade. In most countries English takes a very great 
share of the timetable. Greater effort may be given in education systems to 
overcome these difficulties but it will be at the expense of other areas in the 
curriculum. This creates a desire to seek fortunes abroad for the able young 
men and women in small nations. The problem of 'brain drain' is too well 
known. 

The alienation of youth from their culture is another serious problem of South 
Pacific countries. The desire of parents and elders to introduce cultural studies 
in Tonga and Fiji may be reaction to the end result of their children's 
education. Educational plans in some countries which stress the teaching of 
their way of life are also an indication of the recognition of this problem by 
policy makers. The brave proposal by Solomon Islands to house secondary 
schools in simpler structures and the recommendation to have day scholars 
rather than boarders may also be a result of inadequacies of children in 
respecting their own way of life. Several ministries are finding this dichotomy 
of education intention and the incoherence of that education a problematic 
situation for the care and growth of their societies. 

THE FUTURE 

Education innovations and changes are difficult in any society. They are 
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even more difficult in small societies where the emerging elities insist on the 
colonial curriculum as the model for educational development. Even the 
restricted and selective secondary education has already produced a new 
'leisure' class in the South Pacific. With a high percentage of population in 
subsistence agriculture the move to ruralize or vocationalize education in the 
Solomons and Fiji has not met with much success as the parents used their 
political power to turn the community schools and junior secondary schools to 
be academic. This attempt is considered to be inappropriate. It has been 
shown in an African context that African culture has the basic value systems 
to teach science or any other knowledge.6 

There is no clear choice for developing nations in adopting either a western type 
of education or a "renaissance of traditional world man." Education policy 
cannot be as simple as that. It has to be a fusion of two worlds — "that of his 
own people and that of the 20th century world that has not yet become part 
of his wor ld." The way this fusion takes place will be an interesting develop
ment in education in the future of the countries of the South Pacific as they 
grow into greater understanding of their societies in the process of national 
development and regeneration. 
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