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Internationalization and the Status of Teachers

Kabini Sanga

Introduction

Teachers are an integral part of education.  It is even sug-
gested that advance in education is dependent on teachers
(UNESCO 1966).  In other words, teachers are the means by
which quality education takes place.  Teachers, therefore, are
fundamental to a meaningful transmission of values, skills
and abilities as well as to the advancement of knowledge and
the discovery of truth.  The significance of teachers, however,
requires that attention be paid to the regard society has for
teachers.

This conference provides an opportunity for us to critically
assess how we propose to prepare our citizens for meaning-
ful living in our challenging island worlds.  Within this broad
provision, I am to speak on the status of teachers.  This topic
has been a subject of a number of international and regional
educational forums in recent years.  Of  particular relevance
is the joint ILO/UNESCO regional seminar on the Status of
Teachers, held in Nadi, Fiji in 1998.  The Nadi seminar, as
well as others, influenced my thoughts on the subject of this
talk.

I do not intend to cover what has already been adequately
discussed in these forums.  I have chosen instead to share
some thoughts, more accurately termed “bare-footed impres-
sions”, on the status of teachers.  I propose to confine myself
to a discussion of the changing environment within which
teachers work, the demands imposed on teachers by that
environment, and how we may respond to the changing envi-
ronment and its demands in a manner likely to advance the
status of teachers.
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Definitions

In this discussion, I use the two key terms - teachers and
status - according to the definitions employed at the UNESCO
conference on the status of teachers (UNESCO 1966). The
word teachers refers to those within our organized schools
who are responsible for the education of students.  The word
status refers to the standing of teachers, as well as the regard
accorded to them.  I note, however, that the UNESCO definition
of accorded regard focuses on the functions of teachers and
how well these are performed.  I might add that accorded
regard be construed also to include what teaching is and why
it is we teach.

The context

Teachers live out their vocation within a changing environment.
The particular national issues that influence this context may
vary from one group of teachers to another, but there are
commonalities.  Globally, the common features include
democratization, the market economy, internationalization,
technological innovation and the privatization of education.  I
am not going to talk about all these as distinct factors, but
have chosen instead to limit my discussion to the effects of a
globalized world on teachers.

The phenomenon we call internationalization is not new.  What
may be new, however, is that the driving underlying motives
have changed.  In the 1970s, internationalization was
perceived predominantly in development terms.  We realized
then that though socio-economic gaps existed between
separate nation states, our worlds were completely entangled
(Isbister 1993).  At that time, our efforts to cross national
boundaries, particularly from north to south, were made in
order to right social wrongs.
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In the late 1980s, the primary driving motive for
internationalization was the circumstances that endangered
humankind and required global understanding and
cooperation.  These threats included over-population, mass
migration, global warming, and the proliferation of armaments,
threats of war and more.  At that time, internationalization
was a strategy to enhance individual and institutional affirmity
with humanity (Leginsky and Andrews 1994).  Like the decade
earlier, our realization of interdependence remained, but the
underlying motive for global- mindedness had changed.
In recent years, internationalization has been based on the
need for nations to be competitive in a global market situation.
The rationale is that nations have been knit together
economically and the role of education is to prepare a nation’s
people for a competitive edge (Francis 1993).  The results, in
the economic sphere, include; the international movement of
capital, the increased economic collaboration between
governments, trans-nationalization, and communication
networks (Karp 1989).

The effects of an economic underlying motive for
internationalization are obvious.  Among others, these include
the disruption of the labor market, the reduction of social
guarantees of teachers, the minimization of the role of
government in education and promotion of the privatization
of education (Education International 1998).  In addition, calls
for greater accountability, tightening of campus budgets and
responsiveness to political agendas are common external
pressures on educational institutions.  Needless to say,
internationalization has transformed the nature and content
of teaching.  The obvious result is a teaching context that is
immensely complex and uncertain.

The issue for us at this point in time is not whether we agree
or disagree with globalization.  What is important, however, is
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that in one way or another, for good or for bad,
internationalization does impact our lives as teachers.

What then are the demands of a global agenda on teachers?
We shall return to this question in more detail later, but for
now, let me briefly outline the emerging impacts.  As I said
earlier, for an economically driven perspective of
internationalization, the role of education in any nation is to
provide a competitive edge.  In other words, education is a
business, and must therefore be run as one!  Let me paint a
somewhat exaggerated picture, but one that helps us to
understand what is currently happening in many of our
countries.  When education is seen as a business, this is what
is happening: out goes education as a public service, and in
comes education as a commodity; out goes government as
the main provider of education, and in come private education
providers; out goes universal free education, and in comes
service for a fee; out goes a diverse and rich curriculum, and
in comes a narrow curriculum; out go adequate numbers of
teachers, and in come just-enough teachers.  Ladies and
gentlemen, you realize of course that we are talking about
competition, outcomes and the bottom line - terms that have
not traditionally been part of the vocabulary of teachers.

Let us explore the context further and discuss a number of
effects of a globalized agenda on teachers.

Throughout the Pacific Islands, we have witnessed increasing
numbers of new education providers joining the ranks of the
state and church jurisdictions.  These new providers would
typically apply for a permit from the Ministry of Commerce or
Trade, as opposed to the Ministry of Education.  In one sense,
the privatization of education is a welcome development,
particularly in places like Solomon Islands where basic
education is far from being universal.  We must not forget,
however, that first and foremost these education providers
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are business enterprises.  The curriculum they offer and the
level of courses they administer are likely to be in areas that
are considered to be profitable for their business enterprises.
Consequently, additional providers of this type are not likely
to result in greater access to educational opportunities for the
majority of our people.  The more education is privatized, the
fewer teachers required, and fewer still are the opportunities
for full time employment.  Women and minority group teachers
are likely to be subject to discriminatory practices and policies,
particularly in jurisdictions where there is an absence of
monitoring mechanisms.

All education stakeholders must respond boldly to this
particular wave of change.  In Solomon Islands, educators
did not defend their turf at all when this wave of change was
starting to come into the country.  I believe, however, that we
must demand that the State assume full responsibility for
education.   We must demand that private providers offer
educational opportunities in areas where the needs are the
greatest. The Australian Senate Inquiry into the Status of
Teachers (Caldwell 1998) has recommended useful guidelines
on maintaining professional standards of practice for teachers.
Pacific island governments and professional bodies should
be urged to develop and adopt similar regulations.
Professional standards of practice for island nations must not,
however, be imported wholesale.  If our status as teachers
matters, we must include contextual expectations of integrity,
if the standards are to be considered relevant by our societies.

The role aid plays within Pacific Islands education is undeniably
important.  In Solomon Islands, development assistance in
the last decade totaled SBD$1.5 billion, of which approximately
20% was spent on education (Pollard & Sanga 1998).  This
development aid to education was utilized at all levels, and in
all areas, but Solomon Islanders have yet to examine how
this money was really spent!
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In my own institution, none of the award programs offered at
the SICHE School of Education in the past 10 years was
developed without external aid assistance.  Time does not
permit me to discuss in detail, the implications of aid on the
teacher.  We could safely say, however, that for Solomon Island
teachers, their initial training, re-training, the curriculum
materials they use, and the evaluation on their performance,
all happen as a result of donor assistance.   In other words,
Solomon Island teachers live and work within a culture of aid
and donor assistance.

Personally, I do not think that more aid means greater
dependency.  As I look at the aid relationships in the Pacific
Islands, I notice Pacific teachers showing initiatives,
negotiating partnerships, and assuming control over donor
projects.  We must not forget that in a global context,
international partnerships, however these are expressed, will
be a feature of all our educational endeavours.  It is reassuring
to note that Pacific teachers have moved from handout
situations to meaningful partnerships.  We need to share these
achievements with each other.  Be it in relation to international
aid agreements or just our classroom work, we as teachers
need to celebrate our heroes and victories, if indeed we are
concerned for our status as teachers.

We live in the information age, fuelled by an unrivalled century
of technological innovation.  The mass production and
transmission of knowledge typify this age.  The pace of change
may differ from one situation to another, but the flow is sure.
The monopoly teachers have over knowledge and information
is now a thing of the past.  Furthermore, this knowledge and
information is always changing, thereby changing the very
nature of the workplace for teachers.  The implications for the
teacher, as you can imagine, are overwhelming.

At the global level, we need to identify the sources of all this
information, as we do not want domination by a few of what
constitutes truth or is of value.  At the local level, teachers
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must accept their need for life-long learning and upgrading of
skills and expertise.  Teachers should not be satisfied by their
initial training, but should be assisted to receive appropriate
professional development when needed (ILO/UNESCO 1998).
Making this happen for as many of our teachers as possible
is likely to be challenging in the Pacific islands because of the
physical, social and economic environments within which we
live.  Another hurdle is the fact that in relative terms, there are
too many of us who are teachers as compared with lawyers
and the clergy.  Furthermore, too many of us are not
adequately and appropriately qualified.  The training we need,
however, is more than that which is necessary to help students
pass exams.  We, as teachers, must also be prepared well to
develop values in our students.

With the increased availability of information and the general
rise in educational levels, we now have better informed parents
and more demanding students.  It is noted that, in general,
teachers are ignorant of educational law (Peters 1994).  I
suspect that particularly for Pacific Island principals, basic
knowledge of education law is necessary.

Conclusions

How might we, as teachers, remain true to our vocation in our
response to our changing context?  The answer, I think, lies
in our trademark:  that teachers have a unique responsibility,
one that identifies us as the primary agents for shaping lives,
and for influencing the youths of our nations for a life of
citizenship (The Glion Declaration 1998).  This responsibility,
I might add, is worth standing up for, and the onus rests with
us, the teachers.

Ladies and gentlemen, it is important for teachers not to allow
education to lag behind in its response to a global world.  More
than ever before, we need citizens that are globally literate.
The Delors Commission (UNESCO/The Australian National
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Commission for UNESCO 1998) speaks of the need for teach-
ers to provide a global curriculum.  This suggestion is based
on the demand placed on education to be an engine for inter-
national understanding.  It must be cautioned, however, that
a global response needs to be also contextually sensitive to
avoid the undesired creation of monolithic cultures.

To improve our standing requires more than just an improve-
ment in our employment conditions or our formal qualifica-
tions.  Teachers must also seek to form partnerships and work
collaboratively with others in all aspects of education.  We
cannot continue to work alone. However, perhaps we must
also pay attention to the need to link our status with integrity
and character, with that which is good, with morality and eth-
ics.  More than ever before, Pacific Island youths need he-
roes and models.  We as teachers cannot be those heroes to
our students unless our status is linked to our ability to walk
our talk.
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