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Reflections on Teacher Education in the Pacific for the
next Millennium

Rajesh Chandra

This meeting is opportune for many reasons. First, education
is the foundation for all development. This thinking is reinforced
by a new commitment in international declarations. Most
recently, the Delors Report of UNESCO has restated the
principal eloquently:

In confronting the many challenges that the future
holds in store, humankind sees in education an
indispensable asset in its attempt to attain the ideals
of peace, freedom and social justice. As it concludes
its work, the Commission affirms its belief that
education has a fundamental role to play in personal
and social development (Delors et al. 1996:13).

Teacher education is, of course, at the base of all educational
systems. The quality and nature of teacher training determines
the nature and success of educational systems. This is what
the Delors Report had to say about the crucial role of teachers:

Our vision of the coming century is one in which
the pursuit of learning is valued by individuals and
by authorities all over the world, not only as a
means to an end, but also as an end in itself. Each
person will be encouraged and enabled to take up
learning opportunities throughout life. Hence much
will be expected, and much demanded, of teachers,
for it largely depends on them whether this vision
can come true. Teachers have crucial roles to play
in preparing young people not only to face the
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future with confidence but to build it with purpose
and responsibility (Delors et al. 1996:141).

I wish to congratulate the organizers on choosing the theme
of this conference. The focus on quality recognises one of
the most important concerns of education in the 1990s, and
something that has been given a lot of recognition in all the
recent studies, reports and declarations on education.

The second focus — on the Pacific — is a useful reminder to
us that we are discussing teacher education in and for the
Pacific, something that builds on our own socio-cultural
learning contexts, and projects the visions and aspirations of
our societies.

I am very pleased that we will all be treated to the opening
keynote by Professor Konai Thaman when she will no doubt
propound her strong views of anchoring education firmly in
the socio-cultural contexts of the Pacific. I was both privileged
and proud to hear Professor Thaman’s outstanding keynote
address at the Melbourne UNESCO conference, where she
presented a forceful Pacific perspective on some of the key
educational issues and concerns.

The third component of the theme — the focus on the 21st

century — is both topical and crucial because it focuses on
our preparedness for the future. One of the criticisms of many
educational systems is that they focus on the past and the
present. Given the rapidity of change in the late 21st century,
it is vital that education focuses on preparing graduates for
the future.

In the Pacific, this conference at this stage is important for us.  It
enables to take account of and reflect on major international
declarations on education. Here, I am thinking of the Delors
Report, a landmark document that will shape the nature of
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education for some time to come. I am also thinking of the
recent World Conference on Higher Education, and of other
relevant declarations.

Another reason why this meeting is particularly timely is that
the South Pacific Forum decided last year that education would
be the theme of this year’s meeting. This is a major
development, providing a useful profile for education, which
traditionally has taken a back seat to more political and
economic matters.

For this meeting, it would be useful to submit any declaration
or suggestions regarding both education in general and
teacher education in particular. I encourage all of you to think
about some practical outcomes of this important conference.

Regional collaboration and USP’s commitment

It is also opportune for us to meet at this time because of
the need to strengthen our collaborative arrangements. As
the region faces economic difficulties, and as demand
increases for improvements in the quality of teacher
education, it is vital for Pacific teacher education institutions
to strengthen collaborative arrangements.

In this regard, I can restate our commitment to a seamless
system of higher education in the region where national
institutions undertake the level of training they are capable of
doing adequately, with the University providing the highest
levels of education and training, while ensuring that education
and training in the national institutions can mesh beneficially
into its own programmes. This has been the underlying
philosophy in our relations with national post secondary
institutions.

I should also indicate that teacher training has been
designated as one of the five key areas for development
in the next ten years. Already, the University has introduced
a new programme for primary teacher training (BEd
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Primary). Other changes and improvements are expected,
and this conference can probably make input into that process.

Taking responsibility for some of the problems

It is commonly said that the outcome of our educational
systems in the Pacific islands is not satisfactory. The lack of
basic ability of students to write well, to think independently,
to solve problems, to go beyond the minimum of school work,
to have an adequate numeracy skill level has been voiced
frequently. A 1996 study by the BELS project found, for
instance, that of the class 4 cohort tested in 7 countries, an
alarming one-third were found to be “at risk” of failing to benefit
from schooling because of inadequate English language skills,
and one-fifth because of inadequate vernacular skills.
Numeracy skills were slightly better, but still inadequate. Here
at the USP, the Senate hears frequent laments about the
products of our school systems.

Everybody seems to be blaming someone else for these
problems. We at the University blame the secondary schools,
not recognizing that since most of the teachers in the region
have been trained by us, we should take some of the
responsibility for this state of affairs. Teachers also seem to
blame the ministries and the curriculum for these deficiencies
— but they too should take some responsibility for this
shortcoming. Teacher education institutions, such as the ones
we all represent here, should also accept responsibility for
these shortcomings, and take some concerted and urgent
action to remedy them.

Recent declarations on education and teacher training

The most important document dealing with education
worldwide is the UNESCO report on education for the 21st
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century, the Delors Report that I referred to earlier. It will be
useful to discuss briefly the report’s view of teacher education.

The Report makes some of the following observations to guide
teacher education into the next millennium:

• Create positive attitudes to learning, awaken curiosity,
stimulate independence, and encourage intellectual rigour
(Delors et al. 1996:141).

• Promote understanding and tolerance — crucial in the next
century rigged with conflicts, and important as the world
gets more diversified and differentiated.

• Provision of knowledge is less important than promotion
of thinking and problem-solving — and the teaching of
how to obtain and deal with information.

• “The importance of the quality of teaching, and therefore
of teachers, cannot be overemphasized” (p.146).

• Closer links between higher education and teacher
education (p.147).

• Continued professional upgrading.
• Balance of subject matter and methods in teacher

education.
• Effective management of schools is crucial: “Research,

as well as empirical observation, shows that the School
head is one of the main factors, if not the principal one, in
determining school effectiveness” (p.151).

Importance of the information revolution

The world has witnessed a revolution in information and
communication systems, reaching the far corners of the globe.
This revolution has been dramatic, and it is intensifying.
Already, there has been a paradigm shift in our thinking about
societies and development. The future world will be even more
information-intensive than the present one.
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The Pacific islands are not immune from this. Indeed, the
Pacific islands have taken well to these developments. Internet
use in the Pacific is increasing steadily, and WEB pages are
now available for most countries and many organizations and
companies. The Forum Secretariat has established a Working
Group on information and knowledge systems, and the Pacific
Ministers of Finance have declared information economy one
of the themes for their 1999 meeting.

These developments place a heavy demand on the
educational systems — and on teachers. It would be true to
say that the educational systems in the Pacific are not planning
adequately for this new challenge and opportunities. It is
equally true to say that the current teacher education
curriculum does not equip teachers to play a meaningful role
in this dramatic transformation of our societies. Moreover, even
if the new teachers are likely to have some understanding of
and competence in the area of information technologies, the
existing teachers do not have this facility. Unless the curriculum
is changed, and urgent in-service training is provided in
learning technologies, teachers are likely to not only become
a hindrance to development, but also lose their standing in
the eyes of students — who are increasingly likely to be more
adept at using these new technologies than their teachers
are.

I seriously urge all of you, therefore, to ensure that the
demands of the new information world are adequately met,
with new emphasis on information technologies in teacher
training and by urgent in-service training in information
technologies.

Learning for life

Learning is now increasingly seen as learning throughout life.
The Delors report speaks of learning communities —
communities that are committed to continual learning. This
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trend means that teachers need to encourage themselves to
upgrade their skills periodically, ie make a commitment to
continuing professional development. It also means that
schools and training institutions need to accept the need to
train adults as well, and provide opportunities to those who
may have missed out on their initial formal education.

In this connection, it is important to mention the growing global
interest in distance education. All learning institutions will need
to ensure that their programmes are available for flexible
delivery — via distance education, via public broadcast (audio
and video), via the internet and through face-to-face delivery.
It is important to relate to the growing trend to take education
and training to the students and the workplace.  Rather than
grudgingly accept these changes, we should proactively take
advantage of these trends to promote our organizations and
to ensure that the region has increased access to high quality
education.

The Importance of quality

Quality has been the single most important feature of higher
education in the 1990s. While in the Pacific there has been a
demand that qualifications be internationally acceptable, actual
mechanisms and processes relating to quality management
need to be strengthened considerably.

In the case of the University of the South Pacific, we have
from our inception relied on a system of external examiners
and advisers for quality assurance. However, universities all
over the world are now recognizing that this is not enough;
what is needed is a university-wide system of quality
management. The USP is committed to upgrading its quality
management system.
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Staff Development

For teacher education institutions to meet the challenges of
the future that we have outlined, sustained and comprehen-
sive development of staff is crucial. The case for the impor-
tance and nature of staff development is made forcefully by
the Dearing Report, a report that will stand as a landmark
document on higher education in the UK. It is worth quoting
at length:

The health of higher education depends entirely
on its staff, whether academic, professional or
administrative. There is concern among staff
that they have received neither the recognition,
opportunities for personal development, nor the
rewards which their contribution over the last
decade merits.

Over the next 20 years, the roles of staff are
likely to change, as they undertake different
combinations at different stages of their careers.
To support and prepare staff for these new
working patterns, more focused and appropri-
ate training and staff development activities will
be needed. (Dearing, et al. 1997:17)

Conclusion

Let me reiterate how pleased we are that this conference on
teacher education is taking place. This is an opportune time
for us to reflect on our teacher education not only because
we stand at the turn of a new millenium, but also because the
present arrangements can be blamed for some of the prob-
lems of human resource development in the Pacific.
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I hope that you will have frank and deep discussions, and will
arrive at an attainable strategy for improved teacher educa-
tion for our region.

Ladies and gentlemen, I have much pleasure in declaring the
Pacific Teacher Educators’ Conference open.
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