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Introduction 

The purpose of the inquiry was to identify the professional and personal 
benefits to learners, associate teachers in Fiji, from hosting a practicum 
[student teaching practice] programme from an Australian university in 
their class(es) and schools. 

Data provided by 38 associate [supervising] teachers, eight secondary 
school principals and eight primary school head teachers from 23 schools in 
the Lautoka area of Fiji, positively report on the professional and personal 
gains from hosting a three-week practicum for Australian student teachers. 
The teachers felt that the practicum was of benefit to their pupils as well as 
contributing to their own professional development. 

The study is part of a longer term project exploring the impact of overseas 
practicum programmes on the professional and personal lives of 'travellers' 
and their 'hosts'. This paper is a discussion and analysis of data gathered 
from a sample of teachers and school leaders from Lautoka, Fiji, who have 
been involved with the University of Wollongong practicum programme 
over a ten-year period. The Fiji teachers' and head teachers' perceptions of 
the benefits to their professional and personal development and any 
concerns about 'hosting' student teachers is the focus of this paper. 

Earlier studies by Booth et al (1990 & 1992) have documented the 
significant personal and professional outcomes for undergraduate Australian 
teacher education students who undertook a four-week practicum 
programme in Fiji. Simplistic pre-visit culturally clustered stereotypes such 
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as the 'happy, friendly and relaxed lifestyle' were significantly modified as 
a consequence of the experience. The students subsequently reported a 
more complex set of cultural perceptions of the two main cultural groups in 
Fiji. 

Professionally the 'travelling' students enhanced their knowledge and skills 
in teaching and learning with a clear link to a 'developing respect for 
different lifestyles and religions'. The teaching experience they reported 
would help their understanding of migrant and non-English speaking 
background (NESB) children in Australian schools. Personally the visit 
enabled the students to 'develop new insights about themselves', 'learn to 
cope in new situations' and 'become more trusting of others'. 

Background and the practicum programme 

The writer was instrumental in establishing the first Fiji practicum 
programme in 1982 in the Sigatoka area after returning to an Australian 
university following a three-year contract in the School of Education of the 
University of the South Pacific. He has participated in recent Fiji practicum 
programmes as one of the supervising lecturers. From June 1984, the three-
week practicum has been located in Lautoka and selected Nadi secondary 
schools. 

Similar overseas practicum programmes from Wollongong are well 
established in Malaysia, Thailand and China. Students from the Primary 
and Secondary Bachelor of Education and Diploma in Education 
programmes may do their second practicum overseas. Their fellow students 
undertake a concurrent local practicum at the same time. Approximately 
17% of the faculty's pre-service teacher education students participate in an 
overseas practicum. 500 students have participated in overseas programmes 
since 1981. 

Students pay their own travel, accommodation and food costs. Supervision 
and the assessment of the students' performance is the responsibility of the 
supervising lecturer. Staff expenses, orientation sessions and hosting costs 
are met by the University. Overseas practicum programmes in teaching and 
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to a much lesser extent in nursing are available on both a regular and 
occasional basis from a number of Australian universities. 

Student briefing sessions are held during the semester prior to the visit and 
an in-country orientation is led by staff from the Western Divisional 
Educational Office and Lautoka Teachers' College before the students visit 
their schools. The collaborative relationship and the consistent professional 
back-up given by the Divisional Office in the placement and support of the 
students, has ensured the smooth running of the programme over successive 
years. Students are usually individually placed in primary schools and one 
per department in the larger secondary schools. Students may opt for an 
urban or a semi-rural school. 

Literature 

There is extensive cross-cultural encounter literature from the perspective 
of the 'traveller' rather than the that of the 'host'. Brislin (1981) discusses 
the wider benefits of cross-cultural exchange and Kelleher and Williams 
(1986) estimated that in 1980 there were over 100 North American 
institutions with student teaching programmes in some 50 countries. Marion 
(1980) cites a number of studies which suggest overseas programmes 
develop; "...a greater awareness of cultural relativity, increased open-
mindedness, broadening of horizons and new insights into one's self." 

Wollongong programmes (Booth and Fox et al, 1990 & 1992 and Newlyn, 
1993) while of a shorter duration than most of the North American 
programmes, have demonstrated positive 'traveller' outcomes in open-ended 
responses to pre-post survey studies and through an analysis of traveller 
diary entries. Booth (1992) found from an interview and survey based study 
six months after the practicum that all 15 students described their inter-
cultural experience as valuable ("mind-blowing" and "life-changing"). It 
enhanced and made their personal views of other cultures more complex 
and developed a more empathetic view about the migrant experience and 
multiculturalism in Australia. There were significant developments in the 
group's world views which were reflected in their new awareness of the 
world "out there" and of people "here". Professionally, the overseas 
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practicum significantly affected their philosophy of what education was 
about and heightened their understanding of language barriers among ESL 
children and how children's cultural values impact on classroom life. 

Design 

Staff from the 23 participating schools were asked via survey how the 
students were allocated, the number of times they have had students, the 
benefits and any concerns they had arising from having a Wollongong 
student. In addition, secondary principals and primary head teachers were 
asked to identify the benefits of and any concerns about the programme for 
their teachers as well as the benefits and any concerns for their school. 

A one-page open-response survey instrument was collaboratively developed 
and supported by staff from the Ministry of Education. Teachers and school 
leaders in the thirteen primary and ten secondary schools which had 
participated in the Wollongong practicum programme since 1984 were 
surveyed. The overall response rate to the questionnaire was 76% (51 of 
the 67 distributed surveys). Secondary teachers were the most frequent 
respondents with a 93% return rate (n=25), secondary principals 80% 
(n=8), primary teachers 77% (n=13), and primary head teachers 62% (n=8). 
This was considered a pleasing return given the 10-day response time. 

Responses to all the open questions were coded into categories that 
emerged from the participants' responses. The data was analysed by the 
frequency of responses in each identified category. Findings will be 
presented by inquiry question using the percentage response and for each 
identified category and emergent themes. Copies of the draft report were 
distributed to all participating schools for feedback. Five confirmations of 
the findings have been received. 
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Findings 

The findings are discussed initially from the perspective of the combined 
teachers', principals' and head teachers' perceptions (Table 1) and secondly 
the contrast between the primary and secondary experience (Table 2) is 
depicted. 

1 Teachers' perceptions 

Student allocation 

Secondary teachers (ST) in the cohort surveyed had hosted an average of 
2.5 students over the ten-year period. Forty-five per cent had supervised 
three or more Wollongong students since 1984 and four teachers reported 
having had a student every year for the six visit years of the programme. 
The strong physical education orientation of the secondary student group 
accounts for this concentration. Primary teachers (PT) believed placement 
was by the head teacher or "...by the Ministry of Education". Head teachers 
would appear to have adopted a policy of moving the associate teacher 
(AT) 'experience around' with 70% of the teachers having had just one 
student. Only two teachers reported having had more than two students 
over the period. 

Benefits of having a Wollongong student? 

Most teachers reported two to four gains from the experience (Table 1). 
Benefits were reported for their students as well as for their own 
professional and personal development. 

Learners (students) were listed by 74% of teachers as having learnt 
new knowledge or skills as well as cross-cultural benefits of having a 
teacher from overseas. 
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Students were bored with seeing me. So for a change they enjoyed 
(ST) 
Especially in English they provide a different cultural perspective in 
Literature (ST) 

Teachers reported four main outcomes. New teaching techniques were 
reported by 65% of teachers. 

Table 1. Benefits of having an Australian practicum student 

Benefit 

Fiji teachers' 
perceptions 

n = 38 

% 

Fiji head teachers' and 
secondary principals' 
perceptions 
n = 16 

% 

School 

Student learning 

Staff development 

74 63 

63 

Associate Teachers 

Learnt new 
techniques 

65 

Learnt new 
professional 
knowledge 

Interchange of 
techniques 

34 

25 
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Gained release 13 
time 

Cross-cultural 40 44 
& community 

"New teaching methods were observed," "... they 've taught me new 
methods of presenting the lessons and activities which motivate he 
students. They have specialised training in sports ie netball and I have 
observed and learnt new techniques and approaches. (ST) 

Thirteen (34%) of the teachers considered that there had been "...an 
interchange (or exchange) of techniques and methods of teaching and 
approach to students." This indicated a very positive professional sharing of 
ideas, materials and techniques. 

The contribution to teacher time was noted by five (13%) of the teachers. 
This allowed the teacher to work with slower learners or prepare other 
programmes or school activities. Two primary teachers identified 
improvements in their class management and pupil-teacher relations. 
Personal outcomes were mostly identified as being "...cross culture" by 
eleven STs and six PTs or 40% of the respondents. 

Interchange of ideas and knowledge between our colleagues from 
Wollongong and their hosts and students. (ST) 
Cultures are shared. (PT) 

One teacher specifically identified the professional importance of the 
experience: "...we as teachers are also helping in the training of future 
teachers." 
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Concerns and programme improvement 

97% of the teachers indicated "no concern" or further praised the students' 
behaviour and presentation. One secondary teacher identified the student's 
accent as a concern and one primary teacher felt "...at the beginning the 
student and pupils had a slight problem in understanding because of the 
accent used by both." 

The most frequent comment by 34% of the teachers 11 (ST), 2(PT) was 
that, "... practical teaching period should be extended, three weeks is too 
short". Other positive suggestions included: "... more familiarisation with 
the Fiji Primary School curriculum". (PT); "...sessions on English as a 
Second Language". (PT) 

It's also a nice idea to inform the trainee teachers about dressing 
acceptably in our culture. Our school system will not appreciate 
un-ironed T-shirts or braided plait (hairpiece) or chewing gum on 
school premises. At times they are overly friendly and they give the 
assistant teachers expensive gifts which are not needed. Instead 
that money could be used for the school. (PT) 

Teachers appreciated the resources the students left in the schools and 
hoped "...next year's group would do the same". The opportunity for a 
teacher exchange to Australia was mentioned by three teachers. Twenty-six 
of the teachers said something like, "Thank you for bringing us energetic 
young people who help us see our students under a 'new' light." Or 
"...having a Wollongong student is also a great opportunity for us." 

2 Secondary principals' and primary head teachers' perceptions 

Eight secondary (SP) and eight primary heads (PHT) responded. This 
represented an 80% sample of the schools visited in the six years of the 
programme in the Lautoka area. The Ministry had placed Wollongong 
students on an average of 3.6 times in each school. 
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The criteria for allocating associate teachers': 

The most important criterion cited by 63% (10 of 16) of heads was the 
"...qualifications, expertise or experience of the associate teacher". The 
second criterion of being a guide or mentor involved an extra dimension to 
qualifications and experience was mentioned by 38%. The "...availability of 
the students" and the "suitability of the class" were the equally ranked third 
criterion (31%) by head teachers and principals. 

/ consider the class whether they would be able to understand the 
student teacher, therefore I would choose Classes 5 upwards, however I 
would not consider Classes 6 and 8 since they have to appear for 
external exams. (PHT) 

Five of the eight primary head teachers (31%) indicated that they chose an 
associate teacher who was "...receptive to new ideas and methods." (PHT) 
"Someone who would be ready to learn new ideas and techniques from the 
student teacher." (PHT) 

Benefits to the associate teachers? 

The highest ranked benefit was the associate teachers' "... the exposure to 
new methods of teaching". This benefit for the practicum teachers was 
identified by 81% of the head teachers and principals. 

They have gained new ideas about planning and very valuable 
experience in coaching student teachers. In a few weeks we will be 
receiving a big group of our own students from the Fiji College of 
Advanced Education and the experience of the associate teachers with 
the Wollongong students will definitely be very great asset. (SP) 

Exchange of ideas and the development of the associate teachers' self-
confidence and reflective skills were equally ranked second (32% each) as 
benefits. 
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The A/Ts acquired confidence through having to assist a university student. 
(PHT) 
It encourages them (A/Ts) to be more thorough in their own preparation 
and they can compare the different types of teaching. (SP) 

Learning new professional knowledge was ranked fourth (25%) mostly by 
the secondary principals. Personal benefits for the associate teachers were 
identified by three primary heads (16%) including the "...making of new 
friends who continue to be in touch by letter" and "...the development of 
more knowledge about Australia - culturally and socially". 

Benefits to the school from the visits? 

The children's learning was reported by 63% (10 of the 16) of the 
heads. Other comments included: 

They have succeeded in some 'degree' to get boys and girls to 
participate in sports classes. 
(SP from a predominantly Indian rural high school) 
The presence of outsiders is quite stimulating for the students (SP) 
Students get another perspective to their learning. (SP) 
The children show their eagerness to learn, talk and find out about 
things. (PHT) 
Pupils see the difference when taught by a person whose first language 
is English. (PHT) 

Staff development was equally first ranked as a benefit to the school by 
63% of heads. Secondary principals particularly identified the input in the 
teaching of sport. Other views included: 

"...the free-period discussions with different subject teachers and their 
views on educational topics. (SP) 
Our teachers (A/Ts) are slightly better than they were three weeks ago 
thanks to the students. (PHT) 

Cross-cultural and community gains were identified by 44% of heads. 
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Concerns and programme improvements 

While 50% of the heads indicated "None", the most frequent concern was 
about the length of the practicum. "...The duration could be increased to 
four to six weeks to enable the (school) students to fully grasp the new 
ideas/topics being taught." One Head expressed the concern that "... there is 
always uneasiness about the dress code of the visitors." While this concern 
is appreciated and appropriate dress reinforced by the Wollongong 
supervisors - some cultural habits and lack of cross-cultural sensitivity take 
more than a briefing session to influence! 

Perhaps the view of one head teacher summarises most of the comments 
received "...Wollongong students will always have a special place in our 
school." 

3 Primary - Secondary Contrasts 

Associate teacher benefits 

The benefits of having a practicum teacher are summarised in Table 2. 
Differences in the ranked importance of the outcomes between primary and 
secondary associate teachers could in part be attributed to the strong 
PE/Health representation in the secondary placements. 

Table 2 

Primary and Secondary Associate Teachers' Perceptions of Programme 
Benefits 

Rank and [%] 

n = 13 n = 25 

Rank Primary Teachers Secondary Teachers 

1 New techniques [76%] Pupil learning [84%] 
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2 Pupil learning [61%] New techniques [60%] 

3 Exchanging ideas [50%] Cross cultural [40%] 

4 Cross cultural [38%] Exchanging ideas [28%] 

Associate teacher and school benefits were separated on the Principal and 
Head Teacher Survey; however, their responses were equal (63%) for 
ranking of the benefits to the associate teachers and the children (see Table 
1). After the position that learning new techniques was the most significant 
outcome, head teachers indicated learning new ideas and knowledge and 
personal gains for the teachers more frequently than secondary principals, 
who identified exchanging ideas and the development of confidence as the 
supporting benefits. There was no difference in the importance of the 
school outcomes between primary and secondary heads. 

In the selection of associate teachers, secondary principals considered 
qualifications and experience first (70%), associate teachers' capacity to 
give guidance second (40%) and the availability of classes third (30%). 
Head teachers in contrast were keen to ensure the associate chosen was a 
receptive and sharing person (50%), qualified and keen (30%) and equally 
that the class was suitable (30%). 

Discussion 

The findings of the teachers' and heads' perceptions of the practicum 
would indicate a very receptive climate in the schools. Hosting a 
professional practicum for an overseas group of student teachers has both 
professional and some personal gains for the associate teachers involved, as 
well as for the wider school community. 

The primary school head teachers view the experience as an opportunity 
for the professional development of their teachers. Over the years of the 
programme more teachers have had an opportunity to have a student 
(average 1.5 students) and their placement criteria would appear to support 
this thesis. 
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Secondary school perceptions, in contrast, would position pupil outcomes 
somewhat higher, although teachers' professional gains are also considered 
to be significant. The larger number of secondary students in recent years 
have been PE/Health specialists and the concentration of student teachers in 
this department is reflected in the higher incidence of having a student 
teacher for this specialist group of secondary teachers. 

While there are a number of teacher concerns about the shortness of the 
practicum experience, the clarity of expectations of the associate teachers 
and the students' knowledge of specific curriculum statements, no 
significant concerns were expressed. Communicating an appreciation of 
different dress codes continues to be an annual issue. While most students 
'acknowledged' the different expectations, they are sometimes too late to 
"iron their shirt" in the morning when there is a rush on the single 
appliance! 

The issue of the "return exchange" mentioned by a few of the 'old hand' 
associate teachers was partially addressed by a University-funded visit of 
two heads and two class teachers to Wollongong in April, 1994. 

The personal interest and professional commitment of the key staff from 
the University, the Fiji Ministry of Education, Women, Culture, Science 
and Technology,, schools and teachers has enabled a climate of trust and 
understanding to be maintained. The quality of these relationships and the 
identified outcomes in the paper for the hosts have ensured the viability and 
success of the programme. 

Summary 

Data provided by 38 associate teachers, eight secondary principals and eight 
primary head teachers from 23 schools in the Lautoka area of Fiji 
positively report on the professional and personal gains from hosting a 
three-week practicum for student teachers from an Australian university. 
The teachers' perception was that the practicum experience was of benefit 
to their pupils as well as contributing to their own professional 
development. 
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Principals and head teachers were unanimous in their view that the 
programme was of value to their pupils as well as making a significant 
contribution to the professional development of the staff chosen to be 
associate teachers. Primary head teachers have tended to move the associate 
teacher role among their staff to share the experience over the ten-year 
period of the programme. 

Research on the 'traveller' student teacher benefits from the overseas 
practicum experience in Fiji and elsewhere have been consistently positive 
and have been reported by Booth and Fox (1992) and Newlyn (1992). 
Students have reported more complex cultural perceptions of Fijians and 
Fiji Indians which replaced simplistic cultural stereotypes. Their knowledge 
and skills in learning and teaching were enhanced and they were more 
confident personally from their 'living', rather than just being a 'tourist', in 
their host country. 

The Wollongong practicum programme in Fiji would appear to be a 'win-
win' cross-cultural enterprise. The current study indicates that the hosting 
group comprising the Ministry of Education, Women, Culture, Science and 
Technology, participating schools, their learners and the associate teachers, 
have secured identifiable and positive professional and personal gains from 
being 'hosts'. 
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