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Partnership in an aid project: Is it a teacher- learner relation-
ship?1

Kabini F. Sanga and Lester Taylor

Introduction

The aid project is a common strategy for meeting educational needs
in the Pacific Island countries.  This strategy typically involves peo-
ple from different cultures working together over varying periods of
time.  An emerging body of literature by Pacific Islanders is critical
about this strategy (Tahu and Fangalasu’u 1994; Nabobo 2000;
Sanga 2000).  To date, very little research has been carried out on
the relationship between the partners who are actually involved in
aid projects.  There are, however, official records by donor groups
on the relationships between development partners. Unfortunately,
these records do not necessarily include the perceptions of indi-
viduals and partner groups about their own experiences of aid ac-
tivities.

This paper attempts to fill the gap by recording the perceptions of
international participants in a New Zealand-funded teacher educa-
tion project in Solomon Islands.  More specifically, this paper fo-
cuses on the perceptions that international participants bring to a
multi-cultural learning situation, as provided for under an educa-
tional project.  This is critical, as there is a tendency within aid cir-
cles to equate donor consultants with experts or teachers and local
counterparts with learners.  This paper limits itself to the extent to
which international participants perceived themselves as teachers
or learners.  Further attention is given to the effects of ethnicity on
the perceptions of the individuals as adult learners.

1. This article is adapted from a paper which was presented at the Pacific History
Association Conference, held in Honiara in June, 1998.
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Background

Primary teacher education in Solomon Islands is undertaken at the
School of Education (SOE) of the Solomon Islands College of Higher
Education (SICHE).  The two-year programme leads to a Certifi-
cate in Teaching (Primary).  Two categories of students undertake
the programme: school leavers and practising, but untrained, teach-
ers.

In 1992, a review of education in Solomon Islands was conducted
under a World Bank project.  Within this project, a review of the
primary teacher education at SICHE was carried out with funding
provided by the New Zealand government.

The ensuing report on primary teacher education recommended
that a revision and redevelopment of the Certificate in Teaching
(Primary) be undertaken, to meet the needs of the two student
groups more effectively.  Included in the recommendations were
the following:

1. that the SOE staff undertakes the review and redevelop-
ment process,

2. that a sister institution be identified to give support to the
SOE.

This approach differed from that normally applied under an aid pro-
gramme in that the project would not be led by a technical expert
from a foreign country and that the revised programme would be
written by Solomon Island nationals.

The perceived advantages of the recommended approach included:

1. a recognition of the strengths and abilities of the SOE staff;
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2. an acknowledgement of the fact that overseas technical
experts do not have the necessary familiarity with local
cultural influences, conditions and needs;

3. increased ownership of the redeveloped programme by the
SOE staff;

4. the cost of increased interaction between the sister
institutions could be met from the  cost savings of not having
a technical expert living in-country for a prolonged period.

Dunedin College of Education (DCE) in New Zealand was
commissioned as the sister institution.  A project leadership team
of two staff members from each institution was established and a
key staff member in each subject discipline was identified from each
institution to be involved in the redevelopment process.  The whole
project was over-viewed by a Solomon Islands based Management
Committee that was widely representative of stakeholder groups.

The review and redevelopment was to occur over a two-year period
with inter-institutional visits of the staff and regular visits (3 per year
for 2-3 weeks) to Solomon Islands by the Dunedin members of the
leadership team.

The review and redevelopment began in 1993 and was completed
successfully in 1995. During 1996, the leadership team continued
working together to overview the implementation of the revised
programme.

The study

This study recorded the perceptions of Solomon Islands and New
Zealand participants who were involved in the SICHE primary
teacher education review project. As mentioned, the study focused
on the perceptions that team members, as adult learners, brought
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into a multi-cultural learning situation, as provided for under a New
Zealand funded primary teacher education project.

The study was undertaken at the completion of the project, with a
three-fold focus:

1. To what extent did participants see themselves as learners
or teachers prior to their participation in the project?

2. To what extent did the perceptions of participants change
during the course of their interactions with their international
partners?

3. To what extent, if any, did ethnicity affect the participants’
perceptions of their international partners?

A total of seventeen respondents participated in this study.  The
two groups that made up the study population are briefly described
here.

Solomon Islanders.  A total of eight SOE lecturers, two females
and six males, were interviewed.  One of the respondents was a
programme co-ordinator and the rest were subject lecturers.  All
Solomon Islands respondents had considerable but varying
international experience, having studied in overseas universities
and having worked with international colleagues at SICHE over
many years.

New Zealanders.  A total of nine, two women and seven men, from
DCE were interviewed.  Six of the respondents were heads of
departments, one was a senior manager, and the rest were lecturers.
All had subject specialisation.  Compared with the Solomon Island
respondents, the DCE members had less international experience.
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One had worked overseas, and one had studied overseas.  All had
some experience with international colleagues at DCE but this was
limited.

The authors carried out open-ended interviews lasting 30-40 minutes
with each of the seventeen respondents.  Information collected from
the interviews was inductively and deductively analysed.

The Findings

The findings are discussed under three categories represented by
the focus of the study.

Who were ‘teachers’?  Who were ‘learners’

All Solomon Island respondents saw themselves as learners upon
entry into a multi-cultural situation.  One lecturer explained that
because the SICHE-DCE sister relationship was a new initiative,
he participated with a desire to learn.  All Solomon Islanders
expected to learn from the experience of working with New Zealand
colleagues.   The majority of them, however, entered the learning
situation with anxiety.  Five respondents expressed being anxious
about their own ability to participate fully in the task at hand.  One
female lecturer, for instance, worried about whether or not she would
“do the right thing” while a male lecturer was anxious about whether
he would do well in his responsibilities, working with foreigners.

Three respondents expressed anxiety over what their Solomon
Island colleagues would think of them.  One of these, a female,
was worried about the expectations her Solomon Islands male
colleagues had of her.  The other two explained their anxiety in
relation to their junior status within the Solomon Island team.

The majority of the Solomon Islanders also saw their New Zealand
colleagues as learners.  However, one respondent saw the New
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Zealanders as teachers, not learners and as facilitators of the cross-
cultural experience.  This same respondent said that he expected
the teacher/learner relationships between the New Zealanders and
Solomon Islanders to be a little more formal, and was disappointed
that it was not.

All New Zealand respondents felt themselves very much to be
learners. They were particularly conscious of their lack of knowledge
and understanding of the Solomon Island education system.  While
all felt confident of their ability to be successful within the New
Zealand system, some related fears about their ability to apply their
knowledge and skills in the Solomon Island context.

Five of the team were anxious about working in a group situation
as required for the project. Working together, where weaknesses
could be exposed, was threatening for them.  This was particularly
so when coupled with the lack of confidence about their ability to
work in a different system.

The New Zealand respondents were conscious of the fact that they
were participating in a programme development project.  All had
participated in course development in their specialist curriculum
area but, for five members, this was their first involvement in whole
programme development.  They were conscious of their role as
learners in this situation.

The New Zealanders believed that the Solomon Island team were
learners in this situation, as project documentation had outlined the
need for support required by the SOE to carry out the task.  However,
none of the New Zealanders saw themselves as teachers – rather,
they were to be colleagues of the Solomon Islands team.
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Changes in perceptions?

All Solomon Island respondents stated that their perception of
themselves as learners did not change over time during the cross-
cultural learning context provided by the project.  The majority of
the Solomon Islanders felt reassured as learners, both by the support
from their New Zealand colleagues as well as from their own SICHE
colleagues.  If anything, the Solomon Islanders found that their
prior anxieties were unfounded.  One male respondent expressed
relief that his fears of the New Zealanders were “just fears”.
According to this respondent, “the Kiwis were not the teachers, as
we were teaching and learning ourselves.”  A female respondent
also saw her fears about her SICHE colleagues’ expectations of
her as unfounded.

The Solomon Islanders were convinced that the Kiwis were learners
as much as themselves.

For the New Zealanders, their experience in Solomon Islands
strengthened the understanding of themselves as learners.  For
most, the difference in systems, requirements and available
resources created an understanding that the problems to be
addressed in successfully completing the programme were beyond
anything that they had previously encountered.  Considerable
learning was required before the development work could
commence.

Three of the New Zealand team commented that they believed that
they learnt more from the project than did their Solomon Island
counterparts.  They based this belief on the fact that, prior to the
project commencing, the Solomon Island staff had had experience
in another culture, either as students or teachers. The New
Zealanders making this comment had not had work experience
outside New Zealand.
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Influenced by ethnicity?

The majority of the Solomon Islands respondents claimed that their
ethnicity did not affect their attitudes as adult learners.  For them,
their preparedness to learn was not due to their “Solomoness”.  One
respondent explained that his openness to learn neutralised his
ethnic self-identification.  Another explained that his international
exposure and experience made ethnicity a non-issue for himself
as one who wanted to learn.

All Solomon Island respondents pointed out, however, that they
were conscious of their ethnicity all the time.  One respondent
explained that he was mindful that the New Zealanders “were more
experienced”, but he was “not afraid of them at all”.  Another referred
to the historical regard Solomon Islanders had for the araikwao,
pakeha, palangi 1  as superior.  For this individual, the pre-project
SICHE orientation programme prior to contact with the Kiwis helped
him deal with the situation.  Yet another said that he was aware of
the ethnic factor but, for himself, it was not an issue in his learning
experience with the New Zealanders.

The ethnic factor was an issue at the cultural level.  A female
respondent explained that her anxiety over the perceptions of her
Solomon Islands colleagues was due to her being a woman among
Solomon Islands men.  Another respondent explained that his
minimal active participation in group-situations was a cultural
behaviour.  Yet another referred to his non-assertiveness as a sign
of respect for others, a value he held due to his ethnicity.

All the New Zealand respondents were pakeha, palangi, araikwao
and were conscious of this.  They recognised that their ethnic

1 Araikwao (Solomon Pijin) pakeha (New Zealand Maori) and palangi
(Tongan) are used in these places to refer to people of European ancestry.
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background would make them learners in Solomon Islands.  For
some, working in a different cultural context created a level of
nervousness.

All of the New Zealand respondents commented on the high level
of support given to them, as individuals and as a group, by their
Solomon Islands colleagues.  The warmth and extent of friendship
offered in social situations, as well as the one to one and group
working relationships which developed, made the New Zealand
respondents feel accepted.

One New Zealand respondent commented that she thought that
the Solomon Island staff had more adaptations than the New
Zealanders, making it easy for the New Zealand team.  All the New
Zealand respondents believed that they had learnt a lot from the
experience, some commenting that they believed that they had
gained more than the Solomon Islanders in a project which was
designed to enhance Solomon Island teacher education.

Without exception, the New Zealand respondents stated that they
would welcome the opportunity to work again with the staff of the
SOE of SICHE.  They believed that the learning experience of the
teacher education project would enable them to contribute  more
effectively in subsequent involvements.

Discussion

This study has shown that international participants in this aided
teacher education project saw themselves as learners, not experts,
upon entry into the project.  This acknowledgement by both groups
was critical to the success of the learning experiences of the
participants as well as to the overall impact of the project.  The
acknowledgement of a readiness to learn ensured a successful
partnership because it demonstrated recognition of each others’
skills and shortcomings (Taylor 1994), empathy with each other
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(Meyenn 1994) and commitment to learning itself.  When coupled
with appropriate structures, overarching shared goals, clear roles
and a facilitative leadership, the partnership was likely to be
successful.

The study revealed that both the Solomon Islanders and the New
Zealanders were generally anxious as they entered the project.
The Solomon Islanders’ anxiety was due to perceived personal
deficiencies – one at being a woman, others because of their junior
status.  In comparison, the New Zealand respondents appeared to
be anxious over perceived stress likely to be caused by their lack of
international experience, or over the strategy of group work to be
used.

Having anxiety at the beginning of any partnership is normal.  The
fact that both groups of international participants were satisfied with
their learning experiences at the end of the project reflected a degree
of growth as they moved from one level of partnership to a deeper
one.  This is consistent with Aka (1993) who suggests that a
partnership is a maturation process, wherein feelings of anxiety
change as the relationships change.

The assumption by the Solomon Islands team members that the
New Zealanders were more experienced than themselves was
baseless.  The study revealed that five DCE staff members did not
have experience in full programme development prior to this project.
From a cultural perspective, however, a stance of modesty on the
part of the Solomon Islanders was the appropriate initial position to
take. A common risk of this perception was the danger of the
Solomon Islanders doubting their own competencies and
consequently subscribing to a non-empowering belief in themselves.
The study showed  that, instead, both groups of participants
continued to see themselves as learners throughout the project,
thereby supporting the suggestion by Castle, Drake and Boak (1995)
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that a commitment to learning is a precondition for successful
collaborative partnerships.  The conclusion by three New Zealand
respondents that the Kiwis learnt more from this project than their
Solomon Islands partners is often a reality that donor representatives
seldom acknowledge.  It has some degree of truth to it and requires
documentation and acknowledgement in official records.

The study showed that respondents from both groups were
conscious of their ethnic identities.  For the Solomon Islanders,
ethnicity did not appear to be connected to their preparedness to
learn.  They saw themselves as learners, not because they were
recipients of an aided project, but because they desired to learn
from the experience.  For this group of people, however, ethnic
identity had everything to do with “how” they learnt.  This was
demonstrated by their minimal active participation or their non-
assertiveness in group situations.  In other words, the Solomon
Islanders learnt in silence by listening and observing, while this
way of learning may not have been applicable for the New
Zealanders.  For the New Zealanders, their awareness of their own
ethnic identity influenced their perceptions as learners in a Solomon
Islands context. Their ethnic consciousness and genuine
nervousness within a Solomon Islands context contributed to their
success in developing a meaningful partnership with the Solomon
Islanders.

The study showed a conscious willingness by members of both
groups to support each other, as well as to facilitate each others’
learning experiences.  Among other things, this commitment ensured
the success of the partnership.

Conclusion

This study has demonstrated a successful relationship between
aid partners where international participants see each other as
learners as opposed to seeing one group as experts or teachers.
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While this particular experience may be atypical of aid relationships
in Solomon Islands, it shows that, even within constraining aid
frameworks, aid partnerships at the micro level can be moved
towards partnerships of integration (Aka 1993) where the
relationships are interdependent, mutual and empowering.

The foregoing discussion has shown that the preparedness of
international partners to learn from each other in aid partnerships
is critical to the success of those relationships.  In particular, the
following are suggested as lessons for successful partnerships in
aid relationships.

• When international partners see themselves as learners,
there is recognition of deficiencies or limitations in the knowledge
and skills necessary to be successful in a development project.  As
a consequence of this realization, people are likely to be more open
to new ideas and solutions to problems.

• It is important to recognise that cultural differences
automatically create a learning situation.  When both parties
recognize that they and their counterparts are learners, there is the
opportunity for collegial relationships to develop.  In this situation,
notions of superiority/inferiority or of teacher/learner dichotomies
disappear.  The result is a developmental process that promotes
acceptance, belief and cultural integrity.

• The design of cross cultural development projects needs to
focus on process considerations for the potential mutual benefits
for the different partners to be fully realized.  Adequate time and
funding are essential to allow for innovative collaboration and to
ensure sustainability.
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• The philosophical assumptions of development projects
need to be premised on the understanding that all partners stand
to benefit from the collaboration. This underlying orientation is likely
to influence strategies, outcomes, relationships and policies that
recognise and encourage mutual trust and respect.

When the foregoing suggestions are incorporated into aid
partnerships involving international partners, it may be possible to
create relationships that lead to significant impacts on the lives of
all the participants.

References

Aka, K. Y. (1993) Developing effective educational partnerships:
The why, what and how.  Honolulu: Pacific Regional Educa-
tional Laboratory.

Castle, J. B., S. M. Drake, and T. Boak, (1995) Collaborative reflec-
tion as professional development.  The Review of Higher
Education 18(3): 243-63.

Meyenn, B. (1994)  Education in the Solomon Islands: Post colo-
nial issues. In C. Driscoll (ed.), Proceedings of the Interna-
tional Symposium on Education (pp. 38-45). Honiara: SICHE.

Nabobo, U. (2000) Teacher education in an aid project: The case
of the Fiji-Australia teacher education project. Paper presented
at the Research Unit in Pacific Education symposium, Auck-
land: University of Auckland School of Education.



Directions: Journal of Educational Studies Vol. 23  No.1 June 2001

55

Tahu, A and J. Fangalasu’u, (1994) The school of education and
higher award courses: Implementation and sustainability.  In
C. Driscoll (ed.), Proceedings of the International Symposium
on Education (pp. 38-45). Honiara: SICHE.

Taylor, L. (1994) Internationalising education: Making it work.  In C.
Driscoll (ed.), Proceedings of the International Symposium
on Education (pp. 33-37). Honiara: SICHE.

Sanga, K. F. (2000) Aid relationships: Getting to the heart of the
matter.  Paper presented at the Research Unit in Pacific Edu-
cation symposium, Auckland: University of Auckland School
of Education.


