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Fiji is a very racially conscious society. The issue of race arouses emotion, 
and much political rhetoric has been delivered on the subject. Often, 
however, the rhetoric is based on simplistic stereotypes and assumptions and 
does not delve into realities. One's every action is defined in terms of one's 
race. This is exacerbated by the marked differences between the two major 
races in many facets of life. Academics, politicians and lay-people have long 
been debating about disparities in achievement between the two major races in 
Fiji in an effort to find out why Fijians consistently perform less well than 
Indo-Fijians in examinations. In the 1987 Fiji Junior Certificate Examination 
for example, the aggregate pass-rates were 78.3% for Fijians and 80.9% for 
Indo-Fijians. This is not a significant difference but the passes by grade are 
more revealing. 16% of all candidates obtained an 'A' grade pass as against 
4% of Fijians; 30% of Indo-Fijians obtained 'B' grade passes against 27% of 
Fijians and 35% of Indo-Fijians passed with a ' C grade compared to 47% of 
Fijians. The grades are important, especially in an examination with a high 
overall pass rate. Predictive studies, such as that by Kishor and Elley (1981), 
show that only students with the equivalent of an 'A' or 'B' pass are likely to 
succeed in post Form Four studies. In higher level examinations the racial 
disparities become increasingly marked. 

There are obviously many different forces at work. Education has long been 
used as a means to social mobility by Indo-Fijians. The socio-political 
situation in Fiji places them in an increasingly marginalized position. As a 
result, emigration is the preferred option for many Indo-Fijians and skills and 
qualifications are essential to qualify for acceptance by other countries. 
Although emigration has certainly increased in recent years, Indo-Fijians have 
been leaving Fiji for over 20 years. This situation provides a powerful 
motivating force for Indo-Fijian children to succeed at school. 
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The situation in Fiji with Indo-Fijian children being high academic achievers 
is by no means unique. Children of migrant populations in other countries 
have also used education as a means of gaining a secure footing in their new 
homelands. In the U.S.A. for example, Asian Americans are surpassing their 
peers in "almost every educational gauge". (Time, August 31, 1987, p.40). 
Prestigious universities are allegedly rejecting Asian American students, 
fearing domination by one ethnic group. In Britain, an analysis of the 1987 
'O' level examination results by ethnic group, revealed that Indian children 
outstripped other groups in their achievements. Commenting on this result, 
Professor Desmond Nutall said: "We know that many familites of Indian 
background have very high aspirations for their children. They want them to 
enter the professions, like law and medicine." (The Times, 10 March, 1990). 
In both the American and British cases, the suggested reasons for the superior 
academic performance of Asians and Indians were high parental expectations, 
high levels of motivation and hard work. 

Motivation alone is not sufficient for Indo-Fijian children in Fiji to succeed. 
The research which this paper is based on shows that schools with a weak 
management structure, especially those which have had frequent changes of 
principal and pressing financial problems, produced comparatively high failure 
rates in the Fiji Junior Certificate examination (FJ.C.) for both Indo-Fijian 
and Fijian students. Such schools are often deprived in a physical sense, 
having buildings and equipment in poor condition and lacking basic textbooks 
and teaching materials. Even within these difficult situations, however, Indo-
Fijians did gain higher pass marks than Fijians as Table 1 shows. 

The differences vary, however. For example, in Rua School, which is overall 
a low-performing school, there is only a 2 mark difference between Fijians 
and Indo-Fijians whereas in Tolu school there is a substantial difference of 93 
marks. The reasons for such a variation are a matter of conjecture. It could 
be suggested for example, that the overriding cultural ethos of Tolu School 
favours Indo-Fijian children, as all of the staff were Indo-Fijians, and Fiji 
Hindi was the lingua franca of the school. Although the staff of Rua were 
also predominantly Indo-Fijian, the presence of a Fijian teacher appeared to 
make a noticeable difference. 
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Table 1. Fiji Junior Certificate (1980) Means for schools in field sample, 
by race 

School 

Dua* 

Rua 

Tolu 

Va 

lima 

Ono 

Vitu 

Walu 

Ciwa 

Tini 

Tinika-dua 

. . . Fijian 

274.6 
(33)** 

308.7 
(11) 

299.8 
(6) 

212.7 
(10) 

322.1 
(12) 

356.9 
56) 

328.3 
(16) 

410.3 
(18) 

443.2 
(28 

311.4 
(23) 

312.4 
(73) 

Indo-
Fljian 

-

310.9 
(51) 

392.8 
36) 

281.3 
(13) 

(1) 

-

-

-

477.1 
(52) 

395.5 
(6) 

-

Other 

-

(1) 

-

-

-

-

-

-

(2) 

363.5 
(8) 

-

Overall 

274.6 
(33) 

309.5 
(63) 

379.0 
(42) 

251.5 
(23) 

331.7 
(13) 

356.9 
(56) 

328.3 
(16) 

410.3 
(18) 

465.1 
(82) 

336.3 
(37) 

312.4 
73) 

Not real names of schools. 
Number of students in each group. Groups of less than five students are not 
included. 
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Clearly however, the mere fact of being Indo-Fijian is not sufficient to ensure 
high marks. Tolu School and Rua School are only a few miles apart and both 
have mainly Indo-Fijian rolls, drawing their pupils from the same rural cane-
farming environment. Although they are both committee schools, their pupil 
achievements differ greatly. 

The reason for the relatively poorer performance of Fijians in education has 
often been thought of as a lack of motivation. It is asserted that Fijians have 
not had the drive to use education to establish themselves, as they are secure 
in their own land. In recent years, poorly-equipped schools have been the 
target of blame. This is due partly to the grant-in-aid system which requires 
schools to provide a great many inputs from their own funds. Poor 
communities, especially in rural areas are less able to provide well-equipped 
schools. Research such as that by Nabuka (1983) has led, directly or 
indirectly, to a drive to improve the physical conditions in Fijian secondary 
schools. Observations from this study indicate that inputs of books, 
equipment etc. have certainly arrived in Fijian schools, but that they are not 
always being utilized effectively. Many schools have found, for example, that 
the reading materials are too advanced and inappropriate. Some schools lack 
adequate library space for storage or have insufficient manpower to process 
the books for use. Costly equipment for subjects such as Home Economics 
was idle in some cases due to malfunctioning and the inability to afford 
repairs. Laboratory equipment was sent to one school, but there was no room 
to put it in. Evidently creative management and administration are needed to 
maximize the effective use of equipment. 

A frequently addressed question is whether Fijians perform better in single-
race schools or in multi-racial schools. The data in Table 1 does not give a 
clear answer to this question. In order to make comparisons, the figures are 
examined in geographic zones. In the Nadi area, Fijians performed better at 
the mixed race Rua and Tolu schools than at the purely Fijian Dua School. 
But it is not clear whether that is because of a peculiarly ethnic issue or 
because Dua School is particularly deprived, having suffered years of 
mismanagement. 

The two schools in the Sigatoka Valley present a different picture. In mixed 
race Va School, Fijians do poorly compared to Indo-Fijians, lagging some 69 
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points behind. Fijians in Lima School, which is virtually all Fijian, have 
considerably higher means than in nearby Va School. 

The three Suva schools also present a conflicting picture. While Fijians at 
monoracial Tinikadua do marginally better than at multi-racial Tini, the 
performance of Fijians at multi-racial Ciwa far exceeds either of those two 
schools. Tinikadua and Ciwa Schools are geographically only about 500 
yards apart and children from the same neighbourhood attend both schools. 

The data suggests that if two children from the same family attended these 
two different schools, their chances of achieving better results would be much 
higher at Ciwa School. It is proposed that this is not because it is a multi-
racial school, but because it is better in many other ways, especially in terms 
of management, leadership and physical facilities. These factors contribute to 
an ethos in Ciwa School which encourages competition and dedication to 
academic achievement. Race is thus not the important factor. 

The case of the three secondary schools on the island of Kadavu (Ono, Vitu, 
Walu) presents a fascinating example of schools with an almost homogeneous 
client group of students who achieve very differently according to the school 
they attend. The students, all Fijian, who attend these schools are almost all 
from the village of Kadavu, children living in Vunisea, and a small number of 
children sent from Via' Levu to board in Kadavu. The majority of these 
students' families are engaged in subsistence farming and fishing. Table 1 
shows that the students in Walu School scored much higher marks than those 
at the other two schools in Kadavu. In terms of physical facilities, Walu was 
definitely the worst off of the Kadavu schools, surviving in spartan buildings 
with the most basic of equipment. At the time of the field research, Walu did 
not have a science laboratory and yet its Basic Science mean was well above 
the other two schools. (In the 1988 F.J.C., the Basic Science means were: 
Ono - 54.2%, Vitu - 48.8%, Walu - 70.1%). 

Walu was characterized by strong management and an enthusiastic principal, 
and it had no pressing financial problems. The walls of the classrooms were 
covered with pictures of diverse subjects and there were informative notice-
boards in each classroom which displayed a high degree of organization 
within classes and within the school as a whole. The principal was clearly at 
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home in the classrooms and had firm control of the school. The teachers in 
this school were not better qualified than elsewhere; in fact there were cases 
of teachers with lower qualifications because of difficulties in attracting 
teachers to this isolated school. At the time of the study, for example, there 
was a teacher who had a degree in land management teaching English and 
Social Science. Unable to find employment in his field, he was filling in time 
teaching. 

Conclusion 

While not denying the importance of ethnicity as a contributing factor in the 
differing performance of the two major ethnic groups in Fiji, this study 
suggests that race on its own is not a significant issue. Race is only one of a 
host of antecedent variables which interact with those of the school, in any 
child's educational experience. These findings reinforce the contention that 
children achieve well in 'good' schools and poorly in 'bad' schools, regardless 
of race. It is suggested that the almost obsessive theme of racial difference in 
studies of educational achievement may obscure other areas of concern. It 
may be more constructive to seek the commonalities which might help 
improve school effectiveness. 

Footnote 

(1) Note on grades in Fiji Junior Certificate Examination; A pass 
requires an aggregate of 300 or more in English and the best of five 
other subject marks. No subject with less than 30% is included in 
the aggregate. 

A grade: 480 - 600 (average of at least 50%) 
B grade: 390 - 479 (average of 65 - 70%) 
C grade: 300 - 389 (average of 50 - 64%) 
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