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Abstract 

Certain political, social and educational developments in the South Pacific 
region impel the writer to argue that the traditional roles played by the 
community in the educational enterprise need reassessment. In that 
context, the roles played by the educational administrators must also 
change. 

The educational enterprise in the South Pacific has mostly been a co
operative venture between the government, churches and the community. 
However, this partnership has been a nominal exercise that needs 
reconsideration in the context of many changes that are taking place in the 
region. 

The Traditional Roles 

The South Pacific educational administrator, as in most countries of the 
world, serves several constituencies of the community. Among these, the 
major ones are parents, school owners/managers, former students, school 
friends, local church and community leaders, and politicians. 

Traditionally, contacts between the educational administrator and the 
community in the South Pacific have been confined to matters such as the 
payment of school fees; student or staff discipline; fundraising; notifica-
tionof examination results; open days, sports events and annual concerts; 
voluntary service by parents in libraries, school canteens, etc.; and PTAs. 

In Polynesian countries such as Tonga and Samoa, these contacts have 

* This paper was first presented at the 10th Regional Symposium of the Conference of 
Supervisors of Schools in South-East Asia and the Pacific, Brunei, 24 September — 4, 
October 1987. 
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been augmented by co-operative ventures—church choirs, Sunday 
schools, and preparations for such social occasions as feasting and dancing 
in honour of visiting dignitaries or to mark important national events. 

In Melanesian countries such as Vanuatu and Solomon Islands, parents 
and villagers often provide free labour for school projects, teachers' 
housing, feeding teachers, and scrub-cutting in and around the school 
compound. In Fiji, there has been a long-standing tradition of vigorous 
fundraising, e.g. bazaars and raffles organised by parents and former 
students. 

Tensions and conflicts, however, have also existed between the school and 
the community. These have been mainly concerned with issues such as 
student admission, examination results, land disputes, contribution of 
voluntary labour, politics within school committees, and teacher or 
student behaviour or performance. 

In the South Pacific, the use of the community as a resource within the 
school has followed a rather mechanistic, routine pattern confined to 
matters such as the involvement of parents in the propagation of cultural 
activities, e.g. dancing, Craft and cuisine; the use of parents with talents as 
part-time teacher aides, e.g. in reading programmes; the invitation to 
school neighbours and former students to coach school sports teams; and 
the use of denominational clergy to take scripture lessons. 

On significant matters such as governance, policy-making, curriculum 
decisions, teacher recruitment and such like, there has been a tendency on 
the part of educational administrators to distance themselves from the 
community. Some of the justifications advanced by teachers or 
educational administrators are: 

'We are professionals; we therefore know better.' 
'Most parents are not very educated. They have little to contribute 
professionally.' 
Parents are happy to let teachers get oh with the job for which they 
are paid.' 

'Some members of the community are knowledgeable but they don't 
have time or interest.' 

96 



Sometimes, parents or other members of the community are hesitant to 
play a more assertive, professional role, not because they lack expertise or 
interest but because they feel diffident or discouraged by the negative 
attitude of teachers and the lack of enthusiasm from educational adminis
trators. In some cases, the distance from school, the timing of meetings, 
language problems, rivalries among committee members, and denomi
national or cultural differences militate against their active participation. 

While the traditional roles played by the community in the educational 
enterprise are important, the potential of the community as an educational 
resource remains under-utilised. Certain trends in the political, social and 
educational scene in the South Pacific region over the last decade call for a 
reassessment of the roles that the community could play in meeting future 
challenges emanating from these developments. These developments and 
challenges are discussed in turn. 

New Developments 

1 Political development 

Most countries of the South Pacific have now achieved independence. 
Others are still progressing towards that status. South Pacific watchers 
would agree that some of the countries are advancing towards further 
democratisation, e.g. through devolution of political governance, while 
others are desperately struggling to contain the winds of change. Also 
some countries are currently suffering from serious destabilisation while 
others wallow in political decadence so that elites can maintain their hold 
on power. 

Almost all the countries in Melanesia are also characterised by plural 
societies encompassing diversity in race, ethnicity, island/tribal groupings, 
language, religion or colonial experience. 

No educational system can remain immune from the political milieu. Nor 
can the school and the community remain unaffected by the challenges 
emanating from political developments. 
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2 Modernisation 

Modernisation is a boon as well as a curse. 

In the South Pacific, access to modern communication has revolutionised 
links with the outside world, science and technology have contributed to 
the improvement in the quality of life, and information available through 
the media and the printed word has ushered in new ideas and stimulated 
new aspirations. New-found markets for the region's resources have 
assisted some industrial development and generated commercial activities 
in the quest for economic growth and self-reliance. 

With modernisation, however, have come various problems: pollution, 
exploitation, unplanned development, unrealistic and unrealised 
ambitions, urban migration, youth unemployment and disenchantment, 
petty crimes and parental anger. There have been serious challenges to 
cultural values and threats to the traditional family and social structures, 
and problems of social justice and inequity. Since educational administra
tors and the community should be role partners, none can remain 
impervious to the social problems faced by one or other group. 

3 Big power rivalry 

Our big ocean territories derived from the 200-mile Exclusive Economic 
Zones, our vast unexploited marine resources, and our strategic 
geo-political location make the South Pacific Ocean extremely vulnerable. 
By the same token, the Pacific is the ocean of the future. All these factors 
make us the target of big power rivalry and pressure. 

This kind of rivalry is also apparent in the field of education. Aggressive 
external institutions, donor agencies, private individuals and consortia 
have already invaded the South Pacific. The assistance provided is not 
always in the interests of the recipient countries. 

Challenges 

What are the implications of these developments for both the educational 
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administrators and the community? In this connection, three main 
challenges can be identified. 

1 Democratisation of education and the processes of change 

This would follow from the kinds of developments listed below. 

(a) The introduction of structural changes such as the 
decentralisation of educational decision-making. This is 
already happening in varying degrees in countries like Papua 
New Guinea, Solomon Islands, Vanuatu and Kiribati. 

(b) Demands by the more educated and articulate sections of the 
community for meaningful and effective participatory 
structures to enhance the quality of educational decision
making (e.g. educational boards, PTAs, etc.). This kind of 
demand will probably by supported by an increased call for 
more assertive and representative, rather than 'captive', 
participation by the community in the content and direction 
of education, and in the distribution of educational resources. 

(c) Calls for an increased parental/community voice in major 
educational reforms such as the dropping of external 
examinations in favour of local or regional examinations, 
religious education in secular environments, and curricular 
reform. 

2 Fallout from modernisation and development 

By the turn of the century, there will be ever increasing concern about the 
'negative' fallout from modernisation and development. The community, 
particularly the parents, will be expected to play a major role in educating 
their children to guard against such dangers as: 

(a) Drug and alcohol abuse 

This is already causing concern in some of our countries and the 
problem is not likely just to disappear. 

(b) Danger of sexually-transmitted diseases 

Most countries of the South Pacific will continue to be attractive 
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tourist destinations for visitors from metropolitan countries. 
Because of increased contacts with our people, there will always be 
the danger of the introduction of killer diseases such as AIDS into 
our countries. Parents and teachers will need to co-operate in 
increasing the awareness among our children of the dangers of, 
safeguards against, detection and treatment of these diseases. 

(c) Degradation of the environment 

The lure of quick profit, the temptation to make a 'fast buck', 
sometimes overcomes the concern for protecting and preserving a 
healthy environment. In this connection, there will be, as there is 
already, an urgent need to educate our citizens of tomorrow and to 
instil in them the, value of keeping our environment balanced and 
pollution-free. 

(d) Erosion of cultural values 

With modernisation, the influence of foreign values and cultures 
cannot be easily avoided. Indeed, in some cases there may be some 
benefits in encouraging more social and cultural interaction with 
others. There is, however, the danger, particularly among young 
people who are very impressionable, of blind imitation of 'trendy' 
ideas and denigration of the local heritages. 

The community will therefore be expected to play a more vigorous 
role to help the educators in the preservation and propagation of 
traditional values and customary practices. 

3 Complexity in educational management 

More community support will be needed to handle the growing complexity 
in educational management arising from: 

(a) The expansion of education 
Educational administrators will need to obtain the support of the 
community to lobby for funds, new projects and personnel. In 
several new areas, the members of the community, rather than 
educators, will prove to be more knowledgeable and better sources of 
the necessary expertise or advice, e.g. physical planning, accounting 
systems, computer operation and maintenance, school safety, etc. 

(b) The increase in managerial accountability 

This will be necessitated by competition for and the distribution of 
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scarce resources. Moreover, the roles of external agencies are also 
likely to come under increased scrutiny and accountability. 

(c) The increase in psychological anxieties suffered by teachers, 
pupils, and parents 

From past experience, it is seen that such anxieties often arise during 
natural disasters, e.g. cyclones. Severe anxieties are also suffered 
during political or social calamities, particularly in plural societies. 
They tend to arise because of rumours, physical threats or abuse, and 
ethnic polarisation, which sometimes lead to violence. 

Conclusion 

Summary of findings 

Six major categories of roles can be identified from the discussion on the 
community as an educational resource. These roles are characterised as: 
political; advisory counselling; decisional; gatekeeping; communicator; 
resource base. These roles, and the objectives they should serve, are 
summarised in Table 1 below. 

Table 1 Roles and objectives of the community as an educational 
resource 

Role Objectives 

Political * To lobby for funds, resources, new projects, personnel, etc. 

Advisory/Counselling * To facilitate, guide and monitor initiatives against drug and 
alcohol abuse and sexually transmitted diseases 

* To provide counselling support and help allay anxieties arising 
from natural disasters and social and political calamities 

* To increase the awareness of the need to preserve and protect our 
environment 

Decisional * To assert the community's right to participate in educational 
policy-making, and to comment on and influence educational 
innovation and improvement 

Gatekeeping * To initiate and encourage the preservation and propagation of 
local cultural values and heritage 
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Communicator * To disseminate information to parents on school policies 
admission, examination, discipline, etc.) 

* To provide feedback to educational administrators on the 
perceptions of the community relating to major educational 
issues 

Resource Base * To serve as bases to secure funding, teacher support, and social/ 
cultural interaction, as appropriate and available 

Implications for the role of the educational administrator 

The points highlighted in this paper have some implications for the South 
Pacific educational administrator. 

In the first place, our educational administrators' naive perceptions of the 
roles played by the community in the educational enterprise will have to 
undergo a fundamental change. They will have to recognise that the 
educational administrators alone cannot, even if they try, attempt to face 
the complex challenges of the 21st century. They will have to tap the vast 
reservoir of expertise and wisdom residing in the community in order to 
meet the tasks of the educational enterprise more effectively and 
successfully. 

It is, therefore, crucial for educational administrators to help the 
community both to recognise its full potential as an educational resource 
and to play its rightful roles more assertively and as an equal partner. 

In addition, educational administrators have to play an 'advocacy' role in 
helping create a more favourable climate for better and extended 
community interaction with other role partners. This effort should include 
the search for alternative educational governance structures aimed at 
promoting meaningful community participation, and help in the 
implementation of the roles identified in this paper. 

In short, the community cannot and must not be allowed to play the 
second fiddle any more. 
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