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2
Education as an enabler  

and a barrier

Our education system … fails our young people. There is not a link 
between the government development plans, doing an assessment 
of what the needs are in five years’ time so that we can prepare our 
labour forecast now, so that we influence our education system. 
— Salote Kaimacuata, Fiji

Like many people with whom I spoke in both Fiji and Solomon Islands, 
Fijian Salote Kaimacuata reflected on the failures of formal education 
to prepare young people to be active, engaged citizens, to secure their 
individual livelihoods and to contribute to economic growth and social 
capital. This is not to say that Salote or others saw little value in education. 
Indeed, those with whom I spoke regarded education as one of the most 
fundamental social structures that could help to improve livelihoods and 
lead to self-directed development. This aligns with regular portrayals of 
education globally as the closest thing to a panacea for poverty that exists.

This belief is not entirely unfounded. Educational psychologists Bradford 
Brown and Reed Larson (2002: 7) note, for example, that ‘expansion of 
educational opportunities for youth in Japan, Korea, and China helped 
to propel these nations into strong positions in the world economy’. 
The belief stands that a better educated populace will result in societies with 
improved health, innovation, resilience and civic engagement (Curtain 
and Vakaoti 2011: 7). With the examples set by increased investment in 
education in East Asia after World War II, the need for a robust, adaptive 
education system is apparent. T.S. Saraswathi and Larson write:
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The most dramatic improvement in the circumstances of youth 
in the last half century has been in Japan and in the other 
countries known as ‘Asian Tigers’, where deliberate government 
infusion of money into education have [sic] greatly increased the 
capabilities of youth. As they reached adulthood this education 
permitted young people to make valuable contributions to society, 
which have lifted these nations from the ranks of ‘developing’ to 
‘developed’ nations. (2002: 346) 

The experiences of these developmental states resulted in a direct correlation 
being seen between educational investment and economic growth, 
through the middle points of increased employment and enterprise. 
Across Oceania, the espousal of education as the key to individual and 
community improvement has been heeded to the extent of significant 
government investment in formal education, targeted particularly at 
children at primary education levels, with a tapering of resources as young 
people become teenagers (Curtain and Vakaoti 2011: 5).

Current evidence paints an unclear picture as to how education systems 
throughout the Pacific region are improving individual livelihoods or 
leading to economic growth. In Solomon Islands, for example, only 
one in every six school leavers finds employment (Holmberg 2016). 
Encouragingly, the World Bank (2011: 21) has found in Fiji that 
increased educational qualifications for heads of households lead to 
a decreased likelihood of the household being classified as impoverished, 
though the benefits gradually lessen with each year of post-secondary 
education qualification—although this may bring into question findings 
by the International Labour Organization (ILO 2016a) that the risk of 
youth unemployment in Fiji increases for those with higher education 
qualifications. Based on 2016 statistics, the ILO (2016a: 3) notes that 
this figure may be inflated by highly educated youth ‘holding out in 
hopes that they land a higher paid job that meets their aspirations’.1 

1  In Fiji, primary and secondary education are legislated as free for all children and young people 
(The Fijian Government 2015), while in Solomon Islands, this applies throughout primary until 
senior secondary education (Honiara City Council n.d.; Solomon Times 2009). These policies relate 
mainly to teaching fees, with citizens still responsible for associated costs such as clothing, daily meals 
and some personal resources. Further, many remote communities do not have their own school and 
students’ transport and accommodation costs are not subsidised by either government. For these 
reasons, education in Solomon Islands remains non-compulsory (Binns 2015). Tertiary education is 
not universally subsidised in either country.
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The lack of clarity around the impacts of education in Pacific societies is 
evidence of the need for wider research investigating the societal pressures 
on youth and the impediments these place on developing human capital.

The urgency of this problem was noted to me by Isimeli Tagicakiverata, 
the President of the Pacific Association of Technical and Vocational 
Education and Training and an educator at Fiji National University. 
He has been researching tertiary education in the Pacific for more than 
a decade, during which he has witnessed a continued struggle for graduates 
to secure employment. He told me:

The Fiji school system produces about 16,000 school leavers 
every year, according to government data, and 8,000 are able to 
find further education or employment,2 so the remaining 8,000 
… they’re the biggest question. In five years, that’s 40,000 young 
people, school leavers. Where are we going to channel them? 
How? Those are some of the questions that the government needs 
to provide answers for.

This chapter explores issues related to the education systems of Fiji and 
Solomon Islands and how they are operating to promote or inhibit the 
potential of the countries’ youth populations. Throughout, it is clear 
there is a lack of direction and willingness to adapt education provision 
to livelihood realities. White-collar training and employment are valued 
despite the lack of livelihood opportunities they present (UNICEF Pacific 
et al. 2005). This issue speaks to a wider structural problem related to 
cultural expectations of youth to learn through passive observation, which 
informs an education environment that does not strongly promote critical 
inquiry. This reinforces the subordinate status of youth in Fijian and 
Solomon Islander societies and results in young people having limited 
influence in determining their own livelihood trajectories in relation to 
education ambitions and employment opportunities.

The purpose of education
The purpose of education is an area of inquiry that has long been 
overlooked in practical terms in the Pacific. The dominance of capitalist 
approaches to social and economic policies in developing countries over 
the past century has led to education being understood implicitly as 

2  These figures are indicative only and are explored in more depth in the next chapter.
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connected to the formal economy through its creation and re-creation 
of persons able to work. Asesela Ravuvu’s (1988: 168) treatise on Fiji’s 
negotiation of sovereignty and dependency as a developing state noted 
the problematic disconnection between the processes of formal education 
and the needs of the community: ‘The school system in Fiji has long 
been so narrowly academic that it has become increasingly irrelevant to 
the cultural, social, economic and political development in the country.’ 
Here, Ravuvu is not only referencing the lack of connection between the 
outputs of the Fijian formal education system and the needs of the state, 
but also questioning the utility and purpose of the system.

This is a critical issue. As education philosopher Gert Biesta noted when 
discussing the lack of reflexivity in the design of formal education systems 
throughout the world: 

[T]he absence of explicit attention for the aims and ends of 
education is the effect of often implicit reliance on a particular 
‘common sense’ view of what education is for. (2009: 37) 

The concept that education is a tool for ongoing economic growth 
has taken  hold across both developed and developing countries 
(MacFarlane 2018: 771).

An increased reliance on standardised testing and viewing educational 
qualifications as status symbols and signifiers of one’s competency to 
undertake certain tasks at certain levels (Biesta 2009: 39–40) speak 
to the wider issue of education as primarily a vehicle for increased 
economic output. The World Bank admits it paid scant attention to 
education as a developmental input or output until it recognised that 
educational outcomes could be tied to economic growth (Psacharopoulos 
and Woodhall 1985: 3). Whether or not such attitudes are politically 
motivated and even whether such attitudes are widespread are beyond the 
scope of this book. However, it does bear considering what other purposes 
education may serve.

One idealistic vision is that education is about creating a base of knowledge 
for perpetual learning. This view takes as its starting point the idea that 
curiosity is natural and good for the individual and the community. In this 
context, education is about the pursuit of learning first and foremost, 
with tangible gains, such as those to the economy, understood to flow 
from thought and discovery. This approach to education seems to be out 
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of favour and yet it still bears consideration. As Biesta (2009: 37) states, 
‘at least in democratic societies there ought to be an ongoing discussion 
about the aims and ends of (public) education’.

From an international development perspective, numerous social benefits 
flow from high rates of engagement in formal education. Numerous 
studies globally have identified that growth in the percentage of the 
population completing formal education—ideally, beyond primary level—
is positively associated with reductions in poverty and livelihood stress 
(Cremin and Nakabugo 2012).3 This is particularly true of educating girls, 
with development economists Stephan Klasen and Francesca Lamanna 
(2009) finding significant links between female education and economic 
growth across the Middle East, North Africa, East Asia and South Asia. 
Though there are variances across the studies, the evidence clearly points 
to gains in human capital and social capital because of formal schooling. 
Related to these gains is the common association between increased 
education levels and improved economic growth in developing countries 
(Benos  and Zotou 2014). Correlations have even been made between 
increased education and disaster preparedness in at-risk communities 
(Muttarak and Lutz 2014).

Crucial to achieving the benefits of high levels of formal schooling in 
developing countries is that the quality of education is high. Unless 
education leads to improved cognitive skills across a wide cohort of 
the population, simply attending and being assessed to have completed 
levels of schooling will not be related to positive development outcomes 
(Hanushek 2016; Hanushek and Woessmann 2007). In fact, differing 
levels of education quality within both developed and developing states 
can result in greater inequality, as a group of South African economists 
discovered when synthesising results from several studies of the quality 
of education offered in various locations across South Africa (van der 
Berg et al. 2011). Further, as will be discussed in the following chapter, 
widespread increases in education that are not met with commensurate 
employment and other livelihood opportunities can also lead to social 
unrest. Recent global examples include the Arab Spring (Kuhn 2012) and 
the Occupy movement (Milkman et al. 2013).

3  For case studies, see Awan et al. (2011) and Ncube et al. (2013), writing about the Middle East 
and North Africa; and Zhang and Minxia (2006), writing about China.
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These potential social impacts relating to matters of access to and 
the quality of education should not be overlooked when considering the 
purpose of formal education. Contemporary approaches to education 
understand its provision to be a public good, with Biesta (2006: 169) 
writing that ‘today lifelong learning is increasingly understood in terms 
of the formation of human capital and as an investment in economic 
development’. How education acts to benefit the public good and to what 
ends need consideration, though. At the most basic level, this means that 
the quality of formal education should be high enough to equip students 
with adequate literacy skills and general knowledge to successfully 
transition into their adult roles. At a societal level, this raises questions 
about the type of society that is desired by a state or community. Tensions 
between individualistic and sociocentric conceptions of self, exacerbated 
by globalisation, are present in formal education systems. This has been 
noted beyond the Pacific, also, with youth studies researchers Anita 
Harris, Johanna Wyn and Salem Younes (2010: 12) noting in their 
discussion of active youth citizenship in Australia that ‘individualization 
within education and work has led to weaker mechanisms of political 
socialization, and … job insecurity and neo-liberal ideology alienate 
young people from the political system’.

Case study: Opinions of the education 
system held by civically engaged 
Pacific youth
Though the positive impacts of formal education on driving economic 
growth, reducing inequality and even promoting disaster resilience 
are well  established, it is vital that such education is of a high quality. 
Numerous young informants with whom I spoke in both Fiji and 
Solomon Islands told of deficiencies within the formal education systems 
of each country. The core issue raised by these informants related to 
a standardised approach to teaching that assumed homogeneity in how 
the curriculum should be provided to and accepted by students. They saw 
this as limiting the space for young people to realise their potential, with 
correlated consequences of diminishing critical thinking development, 
minimising the active citizenship of youth and failing to prepare young 
people for appropriate employment or other livelihood opportunities.
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Roshika Deo and Tura Lewai, from Fiji, expressed frustration at the rote 
dictation that they see as the most common teaching method in Fijian 
schools. Roshika told me: ‘One of the … big problems with the education 
sector is that it doesn’t recognise multiple intelligence.’ Roshika elaborated 
that this had the impact of marginalising at the individual level students 
who did not respond well to the established paradigm: 

A lot of the time you have dropouts because they have some kind of 
reading disability, or they don’t respond to the current design of the 
education curriculum, but they may be highly intelligent people.

Tura added that, at a broader level, the lack of conversational and 
experiential learning resulted in critical thinking deficits in Fijian students: 

Young people are taught, if you listen, you will succeed, but there 
is no encouragement to listen and critically analyse [and ask,] 
‘Why do you think that happens?’ People that ask that in class are 
often shunned because they are told to shut up by their teachers. 

For Tura, this reflects the structural minimisation Fijian youth experience 
throughout social interactions: ‘Even outside school, they have family, 
they have church and the church is one [institution] where it is “up-down”, 
“down-up”, “listen” [and] “You are a sinner”.’

The discouragement of young people from forming and articulating 
opinions was also expressed by youth informants in Solomon Islands John 
Firibo and Harry Olikwailafa. They described the lack of connectivity 
between learning and livelihoods, as well as the discouragement of critical 
thinking in young people. John echoed Tura’s comments regarding the 
wider impacts this has on the youth voice, saying: ‘Here in Solomon 
Islands, once you start expressing yourself, the elders say that it’s no 
good. To them, their word is the law.’ Harry told me: ‘What I see from 
the curriculum is not empowering young people. It’s just numeracy 
and literacy and not giving young people an understanding of “this is 
the world”.’

Beyond this, Elisha Bano, from Fiji, discussed with me how formal 
education could act to inhibit livelihood opportunities for some young 
people. With specific reference to rural Fijians, she spoke of the research 
of Vanisha Mishra-Vakaoti (2013) into why children and young people 
drop out of school. She explained how some see formal schooling as 
a barrier to providing for their livelihoods:
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There were children she [Mishra-Vakaoti] met who were school 
dropouts and they’d been farming and earning more than some of 
us graduates. They are saying they only want maths and English or 
maybe they only want agriculture, but they have to go to a school 
from 8 to 3, which is affecting their farming time.

All these civically active young people argue that the education systems 
of their countries are not appropriately adaptive, making them ill-suited 
to the learning needs of some students. Moreover, they express the view 
that the social and institutional structures surrounding how education 
is delivered in Fiji and Solomon Islands reinforce the repression of the 
development of individual skills, intellect and cognition in children 
and youth.

The inefficiencies of education systems
Within Oceania, evidence suggests the island nations are not utilising their 
education systems to maximise the potential of their significant youth 
populations. Demographer Chris McMurray observed more than a decade 
ago that the education systems of many Pacific states fail to acknowledge 
local needs and work to create a class of skilled underemployed: 

Dropping out of school and high rates of unemployment are 
interrelated symptoms of two underlying problems: inflexible 
education systems geared mainly towards white-collar work and 
distorted economies that do not provide enough employment 
opportunities for young people. (McMurray 2006: 8) 

The longstanding nature of this issue is reflected in the statistics previously 
presented for education and employment in Fiji and Solomon Islands. 
These figures mirror the assertion from Pacific development policy 
experts David Abbott and Steve Pollard (2004: 54) that, across Oceania, 
‘in  general only around one fourth to one third of all those finishing 
school will likely be able to find regular work in the formal sector’.

Unfortunately, the veracity of these statistics is hard to establish. Figures 
related to employment and education in the Pacific are not reported 
regularly and are often disputed. Taking Fiji as an example, the Fiji Bureau 
of Statistics (2020) has not included figures for levels of unemployment, 
let alone disaggregated to reflect graduate pathways, in its latest report on 
employment statistics. Meanwhile, the country’s unemployment rate—
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which Education Minister Jone Usamate claimed was 4.5 per cent in 2018 
(Kumar 2018)—is reported so intermittently by the Fijian Government 
that it is difficult to identify irregularities and is viewed by some as an 
inaccurate representation of the figures for political purposes (Australia 
Network News 2013).

One reason for the inefficiencies in Pacific education systems that is 
regularly acknowledged in the literature, and was repeatedly highlighted 
by those I interviewed, relates to the functional design of formal education 
systems throughout the region and how this has been influenced directly 
and indirectly by non-Oceanic cultures. This began with colonial European 
governments, in concert with Christian churches, and the creation of an 
education system that reflected those of industrial-age Europe, which were 
designed to inculcate European customs and approaches to logic in the 
upper classes (Corcoran and Koshy 2010; Oakeshott and Allen 2015: 7; 
Watson-Gegeo and Gegeo 1992: 15) as well as to create a disciplined 
working class (Coleman 1968). In an article on the continuing influence 
of traditional and colonial stereotypes on iTaukei women’s education and 
career paths, youth sociologist Pam Nilan quotes Katarina Tuinamuana 
to argue that: 

The early model of education for Fijian children was one that 
would ‘prepare a workforce that would occupy subordinate 
positions in factories and offices’—one that indicated low 
academic expectations. (Nilan 2009: 33) 

This system managed to not only serve colonial plantation interests, but 
also create an understanding that Western approaches to education were 
of the highest possible standard.

Though direct colonial influences on education policy have long subsided, 
interviewees believed the influence of Western models remains. Roshika 
Deo is a feminist activist whose social justice advocacy led her to run for 
Fiji’s parliament in 2014 (which is detailed in a case study in Chapter 
Five). She explained that even though the occupying forces of European 
colonialism have departed most Pacific states, their ideas remain: ‘The 
education system is really archaic and, to a certain extent, is very colonial.’

This was a view shared by Viliame Cagilaba. Viliame is the Director of Fiji’s 
National Employment Centre, working at the nexus of policies and projects 
designed to create employment opportunities for citizens, with one focus 
being the employment prospects of new graduates. Viliame told me:
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Information is popping up that our education system should be 
overhauled. There should be a match between our education system 
and the supply of labour, so they connect. Our education system 
is still driven by [the influences of ] colonial law … This is our 
challenge. That is why there are a lot of youth in unemployment. 
When they graduate, they have nowhere to go.

In the postcolonial period, Western influence on Fiji’s education system 
was expressed through its orientation to producing potential employees 
for white-collar and service-economy roles (for example, Cavu et al. 
2009: 611; McMurray 2006: 8; Nilan 2009; Nilan et al. 2006). The 
focus on providing students with requisite skills for white-collar careers 
reflects similar progressions in Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD), post-industrial societies where transferable 
service skills, with a focus on critical thinking, shape curricula and the 
mindsets with which students approach their education in relation to 
future employment. Across Oceania, where the economies are neither 
industrial nor post-industrial, yet exhibit aspects of each, the ambition 
to instil critical thinking capabilities and prepare youth for the workforce 
seems to be failing.

Rather than this reflecting poor delivery of curriculum across the Pacific 
region—though this is an issue (Government of Solomon Islands 2002; 
Naidu 2003; Woo and Corea 2009) and will be discussed later in this 
chapter—these failures are created through curriculum design. Indeed, 
the structure of the education system seems to not only fail to adequately 
link with employment ambitions, but also pushes young people away 
from fully engaging with and completing formal education. As Woo and 
Corea write in their review of the literature related to youth livelihood 
opportunities in the Pacific, commissioned by the Pacific Community: 

As both parents and youth are aware of the dearth of jobs in that 
sector and the fact that, consequently, their education does not 
provide them with much advantage after graduation, there is little 
motivation to remain in school. (Woo and Corea 2009: 8) 

Isimeli Tagicakiverata similarly expressed to me:

Our secondary and primary school system is designed in such 
a  way that it encourages young people to pursue white-collar 
careers and there are very good reasons for that. If you go back to 
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our history, our postcolonial heritage, when the British colonised 
Fiji, they built these flagship schools in Fiji: Queen Victoria 
School; Adi Cakobau School …

This issue of a mismatch between education system outputs and livelihood 
opportunities again cuts to the very purpose of formal education, as 
discussed earlier. In turn, this raises several critical questions. Should 
education provide skills for work? Should it focus on critical thinking 
to enable people to make appropriate career, life and societal choices? 
Should the system develop entrepreneurial traits to create future-
ready generations? Should its primary aim be to encourage and reward 
intellectual curiosity? Or should the ambition be some combination of 
these four areas, as well as others?

While it is beyond the scope of this book to suggest a definitive answer, it is 
important to acknowledge that it is not easy to respond to these questions. 
I contend that the issue of shaping an education system that meets local 
Pacific needs is reflective of deeper and more general developmental 
challenges facing the states and peoples of the Pacific. Where kastom4 
clashes with foreign hegemonic structures—whether European colonial 
histories, capitalist international trade or others—it is incumbent on the 
people of the Great Ocean States of the Pacific to consciously determine 
their vision of an ideal future and establish solutions to the developmental 
problems they face in ways that are most appropriate for them.

This is a debate that influential Pacific thinkers have articulated since the 
independence movement of the 1960s and 1970s (for example, Crocombe 
1975; Hau`ofa 1994; Puna 2015; Wendt 1976). Even Australian 
international development scholar Helen Hughes (2003: 25) declared: 

4  Kastom is a word common in Melanesian pidgin languages that is used at times in this book to 
denote cultural norms and concepts of traditional ways of living. Researchers have found it difficult to 
provide a clear or concise definition of how kastom can be understood outside the communities where 
it is practised. Anthropologist Roger Keesing (1982: 360) explains: ‘Kastom does not correspond 
neatly to English “custom” or to anthropological usages of “culture”. Kastom canonically denotes 
ancestrally enjoined rules for life: pollution taboos, rules about cursing and swearing, about the purity 
of women, and procedures for sacrifices and purification. Genealogies, lands, and shrines, all closely 
associated with ancestors, are kastom.’ Michael Goddard (2010: 12) helpfully asserts that ‘kastom 
meant a set of rules imposed by ancestors, as distinct from everyday customary behaviour’, clarifying 
its fluid nature by stating that ‘kastom can be an edited, idealized, mythicized version of the past’ 
(p. 18). As a word with etymological roots in Melanesian pidgin languages, kastom is used much more 
regularly in Solomon Islands than in Fiji, where there is no direct equivalent. Despite this, I employ 
the terminology of kastom at times in this book to represent the culturally understood meanings 
behind it, which can cross cultures. Similarly, I utilise various Fijian terms and phrases throughout 
this book where appropriate.
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‘Change can only come in the Pacific from Pacific initiatives.’ It is an 
issue that is pertinent when examining current education paradigms that 
appear to reflect isomorphic mimicry5 of institutions as they operate in 
Western, developed states (Tuinamuana 2007), rather than being driven by 
endogenously determined ideas of the purpose of education as applicable 
to local needs. This is just one example of how local institutions can reflect 
foreign conceptions of how development should look as a process and an 
end, with formal education structures theoretically the ideal locations for 
the production and support of the human and social capital requisite in 
the self-determination of Pacific developmental futures.

Informants in Solomon Islands were particularly concerned about the 
disconnection between the structures of education and employment 
systems. Julianne Oge is a youth development worker with a Honiara-
based NGO, involved in projects to assist young people to find work. She 
spoke to me of how the problem of youth unemployment begins with 
deficits in the resources available in the education system, manifesting 
in overcrowding of classrooms and a lack of appropriately skilled staff:

With our education system, it fails us in some ways. There are 
all these dropouts. It is not enough to cater for the population. 
Right from the start, the population size is problematic. The 
government cannot keep up with the population size. Then with 
the economy there is just not the employment market there for us 
to put enough youth into employment. In the formal sector, there 
is not enough opportunity for young people.

The difficulties related to issues of limited resources, staffing and 
overpopulation are compounded by the nature of communities in Fiji and 
Solomon Islands being widely geographically dispersed. The Government 
of Solomon Islands (2002: 51) identifies physical resources including 
infrastructure, water and toilets as inadequate in many schools, on top 
of human resource issues of untrained teachers, inadequate curriculums 
and irregular hours of operation (pp. 51–52; see also Oakeshott and Allen 
2015: 9). Until appropriate infrastructure, curriculums and training 
are supplied and schools are inspected for quality assurance more than 
‘once a year or not at all’ (Government of Solomon Islands 2002: 50), 

5  Isomorphic mimicry refers to practices of transposing policies and programs from foreign 
contexts into developing countries, either to give the appearance of reform or to try to re-create 
positive results identified in the original location without consideration of the wider social, cultural, 
political and economic factors that influenced these (Andrews et al. 2012).
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it is hard to picture an improvement in formal education in such states, 
particularly for marginalised groups, including girls. Though Solomon 
Islands development researchers Matthew Allen and Sinclair Dinnen 
(2015: 386) argue that the delivery of education to isolated communities 
has improved in this century, Allen has also identified, with David 
Oakeshott, that inequities in the delivery of quality formal education 
across Solomon Islands have been a causal factor in limiting a sense of 
national unity in Solomon Islanders (Oakeshott and Allen 2015).

It appears that the fissure between the goals and the design of the education 
systems across Oceania when compared with the needs of the employment 
sector is a leading cause of youth disengagement. The education systems 
favour academic achievement—even going so far in Solomon Islands 
as to force students from school who fare poorly in end-of-year exams 
(Allen 2013; Evans 2016; Jourdan 1995)—streamlining students for 
employment in the service economy even though jobs are quite limited 
in that space (Curtain and Vakaoti 2011: 5; Tagicakiverata 2012; Woo 
and Corea 2009: 8). This disconnection is highlighted by the Pacific 
Community as the premium concern for youth capacity development and 
civic engagement in their exploration of the participation and livelihood 
challenges facing Pacific youth:

The unavailability of jobs and inadequate training and preparation 
of young people for employment are the major contributing 
factors [to youth unemployment]. Self-employment is another 
option; however, resources and skills to generate and implement 
these ideas are not available. Training programmes to equip young 
people with employable skills are limited and the number of 
young people coming out of education systems is far greater than 
the number of available jobs in the market. (SPC 2009a: 9)

In a discussion with Salote Kaimacuata, of Fiji, she echoed this sentiment. 
Following comments about the lack of connection between education 
curriculums, employment opportunities and development planning, as 
quoted at the beginning of this chapter, she remarked on the feast-or-
famine characteristics of Fijian employment opportunities: ‘We are still 
bringing engineers from New Zealand and Australia. [Meanwhile,] we 
have an oversupply of lawyers: big deal!’
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In their examination of the career ambitions of Fijian final-year secondary 
school students, Nilan et al. (2006: 897) comment in relation to Fiji that 
‘there seems to be little present alignment of the education system with 
manpower needs’. Quoting a secondary school principal, they write: 

This is what happens when you take people through a system that 
is targeting white collar jobs—that job market. It takes young 
people through that kind of tunnel kind of preparation. So if 
the job’s available they will be able to get those jobs. But if the 
jobs are not available, those young people just stay … in towns. 
(Nilan et al. 2006: 900) 

This is pertinent as, indeed, those jobs appear not to be available, 
suggesting the focus of the education system may be a significant 
contributing factor to the high rates of youth joblessness. Similarly, in 
Solomon Islands, youth unemployment runs high while there is a ‘strong 
demand for skilled labor in specific occupational areas in both the private 
and public sector’ (Woo and Corea 2009: 9). Again, this reflects debates 
spanning decades, with these issues discussed by Francis Bugotu (1986) 
in Solomon Islands in the mid-1980s. In conversation with me, Biman 
Prasad, one of Fiji’s leading economists and a prominent nongovernment 
Member of Parliament since 2014, appealed that: 

[What] we need to do is align our education system, our training 
programs for the young and youth, so that we can match some of 
the skills that are demanded in the different sectors of the economy.

Quality of formal education
Exacerbating the problems in the education systems of Fiji and Solomon 
Islands is the lack of access to high-quality formal education in numerous 
areas. Geographic obstacles to access to schools, poor facilities and 
inadequate training of teachers contribute to a disturbing picture that 
access to quality education in these countries is sorely lacking for many.

While urban areas, and particularly the capital cities of Suva and Honiara, 
are home to primary, secondary and tertiary institutions, rural areas and 
outlying islands are significantly disadvantaged in regard to access to 
such institutions (Oakeshott and Allen 2015: 15). Though it may not be 
economically feasible to host schools in every village and on every island, 
this does not diminish the problem that many families are left to decide 
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whether to send their children away for education or to keep them at 
home and, thus, without access to formalised systems. With limits to 
access seen as a primary deterrent to the engagement of children and youth 
in formal education (SPC 2009a: 9), the further social issue of rural–
urban migration is intensified (Phillips and Keen 2016), as discussed in 
the following chapter.

The evidence of access to education as a wicked problem plays out as 
youth discover that the skills and education that were held in esteem 
in their rural societies are either undervalued or unhelpful in the 
competition with the masses of other youth for income-generation 
and other livelihood opportunities when they relocate to urban areas. 
Writing of opportunity deficits that operate alongside real and perceived 
increased livelihood possibilities for youth in Tonga, Good (2012: 25) 
argues that this mismatch ‘has opened them up to new insecurities about 
their status within the rest of the world’. Again, this issue is not new, 
with anthropologist Christine Jourdan highlighting in her 1995 study 
of street-frequenting youth in Honiara:

Very many of the young people who reach Honiara nowadays have 
had some schooling, however minimal. They were sent to school 
by their parents with the expectation that education would make 
them employable at good salaries. When they come to town with 
a Standard 6 year of education or a Form 3, they quickly realize 
that the level of education and training they have obtained is not 
sufficient to give them access to the good job they expected to 
find. Education has let them down. (Jourdan 1995: 209–10) 

Even in areas where there are physical schools, their existence can at 
times be more symbolic than functional. Not only may these schools 
lack adequate facilities—noted by the Government of Solomon Islands 
(2002:  51) to include ‘water, toilets, reading rooms, security’—they 
also may lack active and regular engagement from teaching staff. Isimeli 
Tagicakiverata informed me that the lack of monitoring of rural Fijian 
schools results in many operating only irregularly and on an ad hoc basis:

If you have a school in a remote rural area and the committee 
is not active, whoa, the teachers are going to have a good time! 
I’ve heard of teachers who spend more time fishing and farming 
than with their students in the classroom.
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This attitude among some teachers may reflect the lack of skills held by 
many working outside urban areas. While multiple interviewees in Fiji 
informed me that the country has an abundance of unemployed qualified 
teachers, problems with teacher qualifications remain an issue throughout 
both Fiji and Solomon Islands. In 2002, the Government of Solomon 
Islands noted a problem with teacher qualifications and class regularity 
(2002: 51–52). In 2004, Abbott and Pollard (2004: 38) reported that 
in Fiji ‘only about 4% [of teachers] had degree or diploma qualifications 
while 16% had not even completed Form 5’, though this was partially 
tempered by the finding that ‘99% had some formal training’. They also 
noted that more than 80 per cent of teachers in Solomon Islands had ‘no 
more than a Form 3 (Grade 9) education’ (Abbott and Pollard 2004: 38).

While the figures for Solomon Islands were identified as dating from 1996, 
the depth of the continuing issue of teacher training remains. This struck 
me when talking with a former secondary schoolteacher completing an 
undergraduate degree in education in Solomon Islands with the aim of 
becoming a school principal. When I asked what his previous teaching 
qualifications were, he responded, matter-of-factly: ‘I almost finished 
High School.’

Naidu (2003) frames this problem in Fiji and Solomon Islands as being 
indicative of Melanesian approaches to education. He writes that in 
comparison with Polynesia, where ‘education was especially valued and 
literacy rates are generally above 80%’ (Naidu 2003: 23), Melanesian states 
have not held education in the same esteem for as long. Noting that core 
reasons for this relate to the greater cultural and linguistic heterogeneity 
of Melanesian states, together with geographic isolation within these 
countries and the later adoption of systemised formal education than in 
Polynesian states, Naidu (2003: 23) also observes that a cycle exists of 
poorly trained teachers resulting in part from the deficits of the formal 
system, which results in high rates of premature dropout (p. 24). This 
is no doubt compounded in Solomon Islands by the competitive nature 
of securing secondary school places, based on end-of-year exam results 
that eliminate from the system those who do not pass (Braithwaite et al. 
2010: 99). Further limiting the equitable access to quality education 
are the histories of the education systems of Fiji and Solomon Islands, 
where elites were segregated into exclusive schools designed to train 
them for leadership roles (Oakeshott and Allen 2015; White 2007: 55) 
and in colonial forms of thinking (Tavola 1991: 12; Watson-Gegeo and 
Gegeo 1992).
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Access to and esteem for formal education are issues not only for young 
people living in remote communities. For example, Solomon Islands 
disability worker Davis Ladofoa explained to me how these challenges are 
compounded for people experiencing multiple forms of marginalisation. 
On educating young people with disabilities, he said:

Because people with disabilities are often viewed by their families 
as not capable of doing anything, they are often not even sent 
to school and then not encouraged to do anything for their 
future. At schools across the country, it is rare to see children with 
disabilities.

Coupled with the lack of facilities designed specifically for, or friendly to, 
persons with disabilities, it is understandable how 

[p]eople with disabilities are seen as the poorest and most 
marginalized members of Pacific island societies with an estimate 
of less than 10% of children/youth with disability having access to 
any form of education. (Sharma et al. 2016: 2) 

Of the flow-on effects, Davis explained to me:

If a child grows up with a disability and they don’t attend school 
then that’s it. They cannot do anything more in life, whether it 
be further education or whatever. When that happens, you will 
see that a child with a disability as they grow older, they can’t do 
things like get a job or get further training.

Technical and vocational education 
and training
The biggest divergence between educational outcomes and opportunities 
in the employment sector appears to sit with the lack of Pacific youth 
attaining skills for vocational employment. Despite multiple informants 
discussing how opportunities currently exist for skilled labourers in Pacific 
states—supported by recent research conducted by Tagicakiverata and 
Nilan (2018: 553)—there remains a view that vocational training centres 
are a significantly poorer option for students. In Fiji, such centres are 
colloquially referred to as ‘dropout schools’, as ‘those who perform poorly 
in secondary school are directed to technical and vocational education’ 
(Woo and Corea 2009: 9; see also Tagicakiverata and Nilan 2018: 551). 
As Nilan et al. (2006: 896) point out, such views significantly curtail 
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the potential beneficial impacts of the education sector on employment 
and state economies as they discourage youth from pursuing these 
opportunities regardless of whether they are better suited to their abilities 
or more likely to result in the provision of a secure livelihood.

These problems are evident both in Fiji and in Solomon Islands. According 
to education experts, their impact is persistent despite efforts to make 
technical and vocational education and training (TVET) options more 
appealing. Jai Narayan, Director of Secondary Education at Fiji’s Ministry 
of Education, Heritage and Arts, said: 

Previously we were providing vocational education [only] to 
those children who may have dropped out from the mainstream 
academia. For too long, we focused only on academics and then 
we found that there was a gap.

Similarly, Jack Maebuta, lecturer in education at the University of 
the South Pacific (USP) campus in Honiara and consultant on youth 
livelihoods to development agencies, told me: ‘The stigma around that is 
that it is a second chance kind of education for youths who are not able to 
make it through the formal system.’

Despite issues of stigma, there remain calls for a boost to vocational 
training opportunities for youth across Oceania. Rather than a centralised 
institution offering such training or a collection of dispersed schools 
already tainted by the stigma of the ‘dropout school’ labelling, Curtain 
and Vakaoti (2011: 904) suggest vocational training should instead be 
incorporated into mainstream curriculums, representing the needs of 
the community—‘not only because they are sorely needed, but because 
there is some evidence that the very presence of these programs in schools 
expands future career awareness for all pupils’. This is a recommendation 
accepted—on paper at least—by the Government of Solomon Islands 
in its National Education Action Plan 2016–2020 (2016). Inserting 
vocational training into mainstream curriculums—if monitored and 
reviewed appropriately—would allow for such training to be responsive to 
community needs and market opportunities, including on-the-job work 
experience. It would also avoid what development economists Michael 
Clemens, Colum Graham and Stephen Howes (2014: 15) identify as the 
risk of ‘creating excess supply of any particular skills in which a course can 
run’. This has the potential to improve the links between formal education 
and livelihood practices.
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Jack Maebuta emphasised to me how appeals to boost the value and 
appeal of vocational training in Solomon Islands repeat patterns dating 
back decades, which have had limited impact. He displayed frustration 
born of decades of watching well-intentioned education and employment 
plans fail to be implemented or to shift social perceptions:

There needs to be an overhaul of the system to really focus the 
entire system of education in the Solomons on vocational skills. 
These are currently in the curriculum but are not given a strong 
emphasis. That needs to be really looked into, and the government 
needs to show strong leadership in that area. The idea of vocational 
education has been around for some time and was a big focus in the 
1970s, even the early 1960s in the White Paper called ‘Education 
for What?’, and the idea has been coming every now and again, 
but every time it is considered to be reintroduced, things tend to 
go back into the academic stream.

As with many other developmental efforts in the region, the accessibility 
of TVET for Pacific youth is disproportionately weighted to urban areas. 
The lack of technical and vocational training in rural areas has wideranging 
consequences in terms of rural–urban migration and rural employment. 
Furthermore, rural–urban migration for education will only benefit rural 
communities when the skills gained from that education have a direct 
and beneficial impact on rural areas. This benefit may be material, such as 
remittances, or in kind, where the person who has gained the skills is able 
to share their knowledge with their peers. In many village communities, 
this knowledge transfer is reliant on the newly skilled returning to their 
village—an expectation based on one of at least three suppositions: that 
there are livelihood benefits to be gained from returning to the village; 
that these benefits outweigh the potential livelihood benefits of remaining 
in proximity to urban hubs; and that they wish to return to the village.

Providing skills training in rural locations may assist to alleviate concerns 
about the urban bias in training opportunities. Sina Suliano has managed 
youth livelihoods and other development programs in Fiji. She suggested 
how greater access to vocational education in rural areas may minimise 
the push factor of migrating to urban areas:

With the vocational centres, most are based in the urban areas. 
Having it accessible and taking it out there to the community level 
[would be beneficial], where they don’t have to break an arm and 
a leg just to come to work or to come to school, where they don’t 
have to live with relatives to be able to access that kind of service.
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One strategy to minimise the dual problems of rural–urban migration for 
education and lack of human capacity in rural areas is the introduction 
of outreach training in Fiji. Since 2012, Fiji National University has 
operated the Sustainable Livelihood Program with the aim to provide 
skills training in rural communities to, first, improve self-sufficiency and, 
second, create greater economic opportunities, whether through formal 
or informal wage employment or microenterprise. Isimeli Tagicakiverata 
informed me in an interview about Fiji National University’s efforts: 

We’ve trained more than 3,000 people in rural areas in the 14 
different provinces free of charge, fully funded by the government 
… [in] 20 different skills that they can choose from.

A similar program is the Fiji School of the Air, a radio and internet-based 
correspondence school for children and youth who have no physical 
access to formal education (Bole 2009). These examples speak to some of 
the creative options educators, institutions and governments can apply to 
making appropriate education accessible beyond urban hubs.

Beyond these, a potential option discussed with me by multiple people 
was to mandate that recent teaching graduates spend a defined period 
at a rural or island school after they complete their degrees, such as five 
years. Models already exist in Fiji that could serve as the foundation for 
such a policy, including a ‘rural service’ scheme that offers urban transfers 
to teachers who have taught in rural areas (Mishra-Vakaoti 2013: 81). 
Similarly, in the medical profession, graduates are required to spend two 
years serving in a remote location as a way of consolidating their skills 
and providing access to quality health care for remote villages and islands. 
Following such a model would also help to alleviate concerns about 
appropriate professional development for early-career teachers, based on 
lessons learned from the medical model, which could be applied to ensure 
that teachers are appropriately skilled in a practical sense and offering 
quality education to their students. This would have the added bonus 
of encouraging youth to remain in rural locations for longer as they are 
engaged in active citizenship in their home areas—a theme central to the 
previously discussed Sustainable Livelihood Program—and potentially 
encouraging youth from these locations to aspire to be teachers so they 
can remain connected with their community.

All such measures will be limited in their impact, however, if the issue of 
child and youth engagement in critical thinking in the classroom is not 
addressed. As critical thought can be viewed culturally as undermining 
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accepted authority, any reform measure of this nature would need to 
be culturally sensitive and, arguably, promoted through top-down 
modifications to the curriculum. Innovative approaches to teaching 
techniques beyond a lecture and dictation format would be needed and 
teachers would have to be convinced of the value of such approaches.

Adapting to local needs
Exposing youth to training that reflects local market needs may address 
a further issue impacting on the ability of young people to enter career-
based livelihoods—the issue of choice and understanding one’s options. 
This requires an awareness of market opportunities and the ability to 
critically appraise these livelihood opportunities, as well as those that 
may be unforeseeable. These conditions seem remote, however, with 
the career-path choices of Fijian students displaying remarkably little 
diversity (Nilan et al. 2006) and a continued preference for white-collar 
qualifications regardless of employment opportunities.

Nilan attributes this to the influence of older relatives and the 
institutionalised lack of agency encultured in Pacific youth, citing the 
modelling influence of relatives in professions such as nursing and law:

[I]n Fijian culture children still play a relatively small role in 
family decision-making. A child who does well at primary school 
becomes a topic of debate and decision-making for adults at the 
family, extended family, community and church level. (2007: 5) 

This assertion is echoed by Vakaoti (2014: 7), who, in his study of how 
to promote active citizenship in Fijian youth, writes that ‘young people’s 
participation in Fiji is generally influenced by adult views and structures 
that govern young people–adult relationships’. Similarly in Solomon 
Islands, Oakeshott and Allen (2015: 4) have pointed to evidence that it is 
parental preference for academic education that limits opportunities for 
youth to engage with alternative livelihood options.

If the issue of the mismatch between education design and employment 
opportunities is to be addressed appropriately, any intervention must be 
cognisant of contributing factors across all levels of society. Government 
interventions would be required to identify failures of the education 
system and gaps in the employment sector and develop strategies to address 
each. Further needed would be evidence of social attitudes to preferred 



YOUTH IN FIJI AND SOLOMON ISLANDS

64

forms of education delivery and livelihood provision, as discussed below. 
Commitment to these interventions would require them to be based on 
the best available evidence with the ability to alter inputs in real time to 
achieve the desired ends. 

There is considerable room for change without any of the extensive 
reforms that may be required by swinging too far in either direction 
towards decentralisation or a centralised vision of education in a Western 
image. A concerted effort to remove the stigma that currently surrounds 
TVET provides an obvious, and often repeated, starting point (Abbott 
and Pollard 2004: 54; Brown and Larson 2002: 7; Jayaweera and Morioka 
2008: 31; Nilan et al. 2006). This could be expanded to link education to 
existing livelihood opportunities, such as in agriculture, tourism (Abbott 
and Pollard 2004: 54) and public works. Crucially, any response requires 
viewing young people as contributing to shaping the future of their 
societies and listening to their voices. To that end, it should be noted 
that the more than 300 youth delegates who participated in drafting the 
Suva Declaration from the second Pacific Youth Festival in 2009 called 
for, among other things, greater investment in ‘young people and their 
capacities to assist with national development’ (SPC 2009b: 5), ‘gender 
equality in male dominated professions including the political and 
leadership arena’, and ‘civic education for young people including their 
rights and citizenship responsibilities’ (p. 7). These aims suggest young 
people do not wish to obtain a generic education with few prospects for 
engagement in their communities, but want to be endowed with the 
critical thinking capacities required to construct their own futures.

Critical thinking and rational ignorance
The social attitudinal barriers to education reform in both Fiji and Solomon 
Islands cannot be overstated. Mindsets that prioritise white-collar careers 
and associated skill sets make it difficult to justify educational reform to 
the public and limit the likelihood of behaviour change if reforms are 
implemented. If status is connected to socially ascribed roles of more 
or lesser worth, an understanding of this is required, including how it 
is enacted and why. If the community values the qualifications of an 
unemployed lawyer or accountant more highly than a tradesperson who 
is not only successful financially but also can offer practical and material 
assistance to their community, it becomes apparent why white-collar skills 
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and careers are so sought after and TVET is treated as a last resort for the 
unworthy. By this reckoning, thousands of educated unemployed can be 
viewed as problematic only if they engage in antisocial behaviours.

This disjuncture between socially valued education markers and their 
utility in society symbolises a concerning deficit in critical thinking 
around and among Pacific youth. This problem was identified in 16 of the 
37 interviews I conducted as being a cultural issue where young people are 
discouraged from holding an opinion that may run counter to the status 
quo. This is primarily displayed in the dissuasion of youth from voicing 
their opinions.

John Firibo leads a youth group in Honiara with which I consulted 
during my time in Solomon Islands. Struck by his immediate openness in 
expressing his frustration at the social and economic inequalities present 
in Solomon Islands, I invited him to be interviewed as a key informant. 
He told me that the discouragement of critical thinking in youth was 
reinforced through the functioning of his strongly Christian society:

Most of us, especially our local priests, don’t encourage us to express 
ourselves. We are not free to do that. Even in the confessional, we 
are not allowed to do that.

His was certainly not an isolated opinion. Mereia Carling, regional youth 
advisor for development organisation the Pacific Community, connected 
this lack of free expression to the influence of the society in family, village 
and school settings:

Our traditional parenting and the school systems don’t naturally 
encourage expression and reflection and creativity. I think that 
inhibits a lot of growth in young people and a lot of growth of 
life skills and protection capabilities as well, particularly for girls.

Likewise, Fijian civil society activist Tura Lewai summarised: ‘Education 
here is very linear. It is basically A to B; 1, 2, 3. There is no questioning 
… there is no sense of critical thinking.’

These issues are intimately connected with social values of hierarchy. 
Jope Tarai is a postgraduate civil society activist and university educator. 
Further, he is developing a strong public profile in Fiji as a social 
commentator through formats including a TEDxSuva talk (Tarai 2016) 
challenging social concepts of what masculinity should look like in Fiji, 
which had been viewed more than 45,000 times by September 2021, and a 
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June 2018 podcast interview in which he commented in relation to citizen 
leadership: ‘We are the leaders. We elect our representatives’ (cited in Two 
Fishes 2018). Despite his growing profile as a public intellectual, he noted 
to me his diminishing status when he returns to his village community:

When I step out of the urban area and put on my culturally 
conservative, good, obedient, Christian boy mask, so to speak, you 
walk into the village and you know your place and you have to 
maintain that place or else you will be called susu madrai.6

President of the Honiara Youth Council, Harry Olikwailafa, is a prominent 
youth activist in Solomon Islands. He sees how the notion of being ‘seen 
but not heard’ extends the limitation of critical thinking from the home 
to the classroom. Harry told me:

‘This is the answer’ is what they do here. Our cultural environment 
was one of the suppressive factors in learning and education. 
If your parents are having a discussion and you want to give your 
opinion, you are told, ‘You’re too little. Get out.’ So sometimes 
young people see that in their teachers. Even at university level 
in Solomon Islands, go into classrooms and ask if anyone has any 
questions. In Solomon Islands, the silence is something that is 
carried over from their families because their families don’t allow 
them to raise their opinions and it restricts their learning.

The role of universities in the Pacific also needs to be looked at when 
discussing the preference for white-collar training and the dearth of critical 
thinking. The presence of universities, both physically and intellectually, 
is quite limited in Solomon Islands, with Honiara hosting the only two 
active campuses: the Solomon Islands National University (SINU) and 
the USP Solomon Islands campus. Neither campus has a strong culture 
of research and inquiry, with SINU focused on teaching undergraduate 
diplomas and certificates, with four streams of bachelor’s degrees (SINU 
2021). USP offers a more diverse range of undergraduate and postgraduate 
opportunities, though its staff presence is small and primarily focused 
on training. Students at USP’s Honiara campus informed me that 
their primary motivation for studying was to gain employment. This is 
presumably no different from cohorts of students across the globe and 
is consistent with the notion that learning constitutes an individual and 
public good (Biesta 2006). However, given issues of small staff and student 

6  ‘Raised on bread’: a city slicker.
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cohorts and the quality of formal education at lower levels, as discussed 
previously, it is understandable that tertiary education has limited social 
influence in Solomon Islands.

The university sector has a significantly greater presence in Fiji. There 
are three multidisciplinary universities operating 13 campuses across 
the country.7 Beyond this is the effect of Suva hosting USP’s largest 
campus—attracting students from across the region and acting as the 
principal incubator for academic pursuit in the region. Its staff have 
included illustrious indigenous and non-indigenous Pacific thinkers such 
as Epeli Hau`ofa, Teresia Teaiwa, Albert Wendt and Ron Crocombe. 
It has also proved to be a training ground for the region’s elite, producing 
scores of parliamentarians, including prime ministers of Tonga, Tuvalu 
and Vanuatu.

Born of the regional independence movement of the 1960s and 1970s, 
USP’s early years are celebrated as helping to shape notions and the 
practice of a ‘Pacific Way’, which combined cultural values, local histories 
and academic endeavour (Crocombe 1975). In recent decades, it has been 
criticised for becoming a site for training rather than learning—something 
that has been exacerbated by the emigration of many of the Pacific’s 
brightest young minds to universities outside the region (Corcoran and 
Koshy 2010; Gibson and McKenzie 2009). Epeli Hau`ofa voiced this 
concern in 1992 when he referred to the Suva-based Laucala Campus as 
a ‘beautiful cemetery’ (cited in Lal 2015: 58; Teaiwa 1996: 216). Fijian 
civil society activist Kris Prasad repeated this concern in an interview:

Student activism is dead. There are no radical groups happening. 
There is nothing happening around women’s issues, as well. That 
sort of stuff used to happen quite a lot in the Sixties when USP 
started. There were more active movements around the nuclear-
free movement and women’s rights and there was lots of activism 
happening back then, but now it has become a beautiful cemetery, 
as poetically described by the late Epeli Hau`ofa during USP’s 
silver jubilee celebrations in 1993.

This is not to say that there is absolutely no culture of critical inquiry 
among the youth in either country. To the contrary, I have been exposed to 
numerous young academics and activists—some of whom are represented 

7  University of Fiji, two campuses; USP, three campuses; Fiji National University, eight campuses, 
some of which focus on specific disciplines.
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in this book—whose intellect and insight are both inspiring and 
intimidating. These young people are prominent in Suva than in Honiara, 
which likely reflects the cause and effect of having a larger population of 
tertiary students and qualified research professionals and a more active 
critical civil society. The truth remains, however, that these youth are the 
exception rather than the norm.

The logical result of the limitation of young people’s ability to speak 
freely and to question authority and accepted wisdom is that young 
people internalise the belief that their opinions are not valid. The risk 
of this is that youth self-censor not only their speech, but also their 
thoughts. First coined by democratic theorist and economist Anthony 
Downs (1957), ‘rational ignorance’ describes a situation where people 
disengage from critical thought when they believe their input is not 
valued. As international development researchers Lawrence MacDonald, 
Bobby Fishkin and David Witzel (2014: 8) remark, ‘it’s rational not to 
invest time and energy in understanding an issue on which their opinion 
will make no difference’. In the education system, this plays out daily as 
students understand that their role is to accept the information provided 
to them without question. The longer-term impacts of a lack of training 
in critical thinking become more apparent when students are expected 
to make informed decisions about their lives beyond secondary school, 
where a focus on attaining skills that connote social status as opposed 
to skills with more obvious livelihood benefits leads to a saturation of 
applications for a narrow scope of university degrees.

The lack of diversity in career ambition can be seen to impact on what is 
considered a worthy career, as well as to crowd the market for certain skill 
sets at the expense of others. Nilan et al. (2006: 902) report that, in Fiji, 
approximately 20 applications are made to the appropriate institutions 
for enrolment in tertiary nursing places for every place granted. This has 
further impacts on gender relations, as nursing remains primarily the 
domain of women, who are, correspondingly, reticent to apply for tertiary 
places in male-dominated workforces. The effect of this, according to 
Nilan, is that:

Despite marked improvements in Fijian women’s educational 
performance in the past 15 years, and greater labour force 
participation, the inferior status of Fijian women in the labour 
market has not changed much, not least because the position 
of women overall in the labour market of the country has not 
changed much. (2009: 30)
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Educating girls
Any inquiry into the formal structures that are understood to most 
promote the potential of individuals and communities, such as formal 
education, must be cognisant of the social role of women and girls 
and how this impacts their engagement in these structures. Numerous 
academic works have noted that in many Pacific countries, women have 
significantly lower social status and less decision-making power than men 
(Bennett 1987: 13; Lee 2017; McLeod 2015; Morgan 2005: 11; Vakaoti 
2012: 3; Vakaoti and Mishra 2010: 22; Woo and Corea 2009: 11).

One of my informants, Tura Lewai from Fiji, is a women’s rights activist 
and a member of the UN Secretary-General’s Network of Men Leaders 
as part of the campaign to end violence against women (UN Women 
2008). He spoke to me of the socialised understandings that underscore 
the inferior social status of women and girls in Fiji:

When I say young people, I really mean young men. When people 
refer to young people in Fiji, they often refer to young men and 
not young women, as well. There is something about the word 
‘people’ that refers to men rather than men and women … You 
can see this in the way that a village or family eats, in the order 
they eat: the man will come first; then the children come and eat; 
then the young people; and then the women will eat the scraps 
and whatever is left on the table. Of course, they are doing all the 
hard work in the kitchen.

As stated previously, the marginalisation that Oceanic youth experience 
should not be read as a homogeneous representation of how youth in 
the region are regarded and engaged. Hierarchies are present across and 
even within disadvantaged and marginalised groups. Typically, at the 
apex of these hierarchies are able-bodied, cisgender, heterosexual young 
men from dominant ethnic groups. Joshko Wakaniyasi, a Fijian disability 
advocate, shared how this hierarchy can impact on the opportunities for 
young people considered to be of lower status. Discussing the education 
opportunities available to young people with disabilities, he told me:

If there are other siblings and if the family parents have to invest 
in the child’s education, it would take a very strong mother and 
father, if they have limited resource[s] themselves, to invest in the 
child [with a disability] to go to school. It’s more costly to send 
a disabled-bodied child to school than [an] able-bodied child, 
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because somebody has to take them to school, they may need 
constant care whilst in school and because, in Fiji, we don’t have 
accessible forms of transportation. It becomes a very costly exercise.

While the chiefly and big-man systems that dominated traditional Oceanic 
social structures indicate that men have disproportionately held positions 
of decision-making influence, there are strong suggestions that the status 
of women diminished because of interaction between Pacific cultures 
and European missionaries and colonisers (Lee 2017: 70–73; Vakaoti 
and Mishra 2010: 22). Rosie Catherine, a women’s rights activist from 
Fiji, told me that a struggle with contemporary Fijian men, particularly 
iTaukei, is that ‘Christians misinterpret the Bible based on “a wife should 
submit to her husband”, but the next Bible verse says that a husband 
should respect his wife’.

I do not intend to imply that the role of women is not valued at all in 
Oceanic states. In Fiji, for example, women’s roles may be separate from 
formal decision-making procedures, but they have traditionally been 
valued for their contributions to the livelihoods and social activities of 
their communities. Buell Quain (1948: 178) commented on this in his 
ethnographic study of a Fijian village from 1935 to 1936, while noting that 
a ‘sexual division of labor in industrial activities’ existed. Anthropologist 
Martha Macintyre (2017: 2) has also written about the fact that 
women did not have to struggle for suffrage or access to education and 
employment opportunities during the independence movements of the 
Pacific. Despite gender discrepancies that showed men were more likely 
to participate in formal education at higher levels, women’s status was not 
universally low in the region. Similarly, Vakaoti and Mishra’s (2010: 9) 
more recent analysis of youth leadership in Fiji noted that while ‘ascribed 
forms of leadership in the formal sense are dominated by male adults … 
women have important support functions’.

Why women are seen to occupy a subordinate position to men matters for 
two main reasons. First, by understanding the causes of marginalisation, 
communities can debate the worth of the reproduction of such structures. 
Second, if women’s status is understood to be natural and part of kastom 
when it is something that has been at least partially imposed or enforced 
through European intervention, then arguments for the maintenance of 
the status quo as a means of upholding tradition dissolve. This is one of the 
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great tensions for the outsider academic or development practitioner who 
is attempting to maintain a sense of cultural relativity, and is summarised 
thus by legal anthropologist Jean Zorn: 

We who would like to do better are faced with a problem. We want 
to respect the integrity of the indigenous cultures of the Pacific, 
but we also want those cultures to act in ways that affirm the 
integrity and dignity of all persons. (2003b: 137) 

It also presents a conflict for activists within communities which promote 
their ‘traditional’ livelihoods and belief systems in contrast to those of 
the West—most notably, as embodied in the feminist movement, which 
has sought methods to hybridise and indigenise concepts of women’s and 
human rights in spaces where they may be rejected under the auspices 
of tradition (Domingo et al. 2014; Fletcher et al. 2016; Jolly 1996; 
Merry 2006; Moser 1993; Okin 1998).8

The studies into young Fijian women’s lack of autonomy in education 
and career choices by Nilan (2009; Nilan et al. 2006) give evidence of the 
need to address how girls and women exit education into the employment 
sector, as well as the impacts this has on corresponding issues such as 
status and feminine stereotyping. This need is supported by Macintyre 
(2017: 7), who argues that men’s superior social, political and economic 
status in contemporary Oceanic states reflects the greater number of men 
who achieved formal education in the years following independence. 
Anthropologists Stephanie Lusby (2017) and Jenny Munro (2017) 
further argue that the differences in educational attainment of men and 
women in the past 50 years have contributed to juxtaposing attitudes that 
educated men should navigate cultural interactions with modernisation 
while women should maintain ‘tradition’.

Tura Lewai spoke of the prevailing cultural attitudes that place higher 
value on male upskilling:

If you had $50 and school fees are $50 and you had two kids, they 
would often send the male because you will be the head of your 
household one day, so you need to be educated, so you can look 
after your family.

8  For a broader discussion of the contestation of the universal applicability of human rights and 
gender rights to non-Western belief systems and practices, see Mutua (2001) and Narayan (1998).
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This is a problem that has existed in the Pacific for generations. Reflecting 
earlier comments about young women’s status in relation to that of young 
men, Seah Chee Meow (1983: 13) referred to this in a study of education 
and employment challenges facing youth and women across Asia and the 
Pacific in 1983, saying: ‘Females are thus a minority group, not in numbers 
but in status vis-à-vis their male counterparts.’ Naidu summarises: 

With the relatively high population growth rates and the demand 
for education there is a severe shortage of both schools and teachers 
in Melanesia. The prospect for girls being educated in larger 
numbers continues to be limited in the Melanesian countries. 
(2003: 24)

This is not simply an issue of rights or equality. As mentioned earlier, 
educating girls also has widespread social and economic benefits. Klasen 
and Lamanna (2009) have found evidence from across the Middle East, 
North Africa, East Asia and South Asia that gaps in formal educational 
attainment and employment between girls and boys are correlated with 
significantly weaker economic growth, as well as poorer health and social 
indicators. As they write: ‘The costs of discrimination toward women in 
education and employment not only harm the women concerned but also 
impose a cost for the entire society’ (Klasen and Lamanna 2009: 117).

Comparing Fiji and Solomon Islands
It is important to note that while the formal education systems of 
both Fiji and Solomon Islands appear to not be providing an avenue 
for positive social and economic opportunities for most of their young 
people, the reasons for this and the way it is experienced by different 
youths vary significantly. 

Youth with whom I spoke uniformly identified the discouragement of 
critical thinking as constraining the ability of young people in Fiji and 
Solomon Islands to achieve their potential. Rather than being encouraged 
to analyse social issues and use ingenuity to understand and address them, 
young people are expected to learn by rote. The cultural expectation that 
youth be deferent, combined with minimal social pressure to reform 
the curriculum in a manner that best represents the needs of Fijian 
and Solomon Islander societies, is resulting in recurrent generations 
learning similar material in a similar fashion with similar social and 
economic results.
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Fiji’s establishment institutions of education—most notably, the Queen 
Victoria School and Adi Cakobau School, which were established to 
educate elite boys and girls, respectively—demonstrate the gulf in the 
social presence of education institutions between Fiji and Solomon 
Islands. Though secondary education institutions are present throughout 
Solomon Islands, they carry less social cachet with citizens than do Fijian 
schools, which is evident by the prevalence of students and alumni 
from the latter tattooing the initials of their secondary school on their 
hands. The establishment schools are also symbolic of the difference in 
educational opportunities. In general, Fijian secondary schools are long-
established and cater to children of all social backgrounds, while many 
schools in Solomon Islands are still recovering from the impacts of the 
Tensions (Commonwealth of Nations 2020) and service provision is 
uneven. Further, Suva’s tertiary offerings, which are both a cause and 
a consequence of its status as a regional hub, are much more expansive 
than those found in any part of Solomon Islands.

Similarly, in both Fiji and Solomon Islands, those in rural locations 
appear to have a lower likelihood of access to quality formal education. 
In each location, it appears that difficulties in attracting qualified staff and 
providing regulatory oversight are contributing to rural young people not 
being provided with the same educational opportunities as their urban 
peers. With both countries displaying this difficulty in adequately training 
staff and enticing them to rural locations over a protracted period, this 
trend seems likely to continue, at least in the near future.

A greater focus on vocational training was offered by informants of all ages 
from both countries as one potential remedy for the disconnect between 
education and employment outcomes, as well as rural–urban migration. 
Achieving this would require a substantial overhaul not only of social 
attitudes to vocational education, but also of the structure and delivery of 
TVET throughout each country. This is not a quick or easy fix, but it is 
one that surely bears consideration. 

Conclusion
It is clear that formal education systems across Fiji and Solomon Islands 
are inadequately designed and administered in relation to the skills 
and knowledge they provide young people to secure their individual 
livelihoods and contribute to the social and economic development 
of their communities. Central to these problems are formal education 
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institutions not operating in accordance with local needs but more closely 
replicating foreign modes of teaching and learning, unequal standards 
of teacher training, and a mismatch between the outputs of secondary 
and tertiary education institutions and the demands of local employment 
sectors. The impact of these issues is that young people are receiving an 
education in name, but not necessarily being equipped to better engage 
with local, national and global societies.

The limitations of education on Fijian and Solomon Islander young people 
are not restricted to formal education. The social expectation of youth being 
passive observers rather than being supported to take control of their own 
learning pathways reinforces ideas about which forms of education are 
desirable and assist to stymie critical thinking. Rather than youth being 
provided with the skills to forge their own futures and be partners in driving 
national and regional initiatives through their education experiences, they 
are being further enculturated to be seen but not heard.

At an individual level, this has clear implications for the capabilities 
of young people to achieve self-actualisation. The systems that are 
theoretically designed to help them discover their individual abilities and 
desires instead approach them with formulaic standards to which they 
are expected to conform. For young people better suited to vocational 
training, social pressures dissuade them from engaging in this with little 
regard for its potential holistic livelihood benefits. A lack of adaptability in 
the system results in a lack of adaptability being inculcated into them. At a 
broader societal level, the lack of focus on critical thinking further limits 
the ability of young people to contribute to public discourse about the 
imagined self-determined developmental futures of their communities.

Those with whom I spoke discussed the limitations of the education system 
largely in response to issues of unemployment and a failure to prepare young 
people for their post-schooling livelihoods. The issues associated with formal 
education in these states go beyond a mismatch between formal training, 
qualifications and formal employment opportunities. The shortcomings of 
formal education in Fiji and Solomon Islands speak to larger issues of youth 
agency and opportunities for active, informed engagement in their societies. 
The civic engagement of youth is minimised in a manner that seems to 
simultaneously reflect cultural notions of young people being expected 
to learn through passive observation, as well as structures introduced and 
maintained through formal education that privilege the authority of the 
teacher over the critical inquiry of the student.
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