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Introduction

Education is the cornerstone of individual empowerment and national development, a
truth profoundly evident in the Republic of Vanuatu, a vibrant archipelago nation in
the South Pacific. This book, "Education In Vanuatu: A Comprehensive Overview from
Early Childhood to Higher Education," embarks on an extensive exploration of the
nation's educational landscape, tracing its evolution, examining its current structures,
and envisioning its future trajectory. From the earliest years of a child's learning
journey to the pursuit of advanced academic degrees, this volume offers an in-depth
analysis of the policies, practices, and people that shape education across Vanuatu’s
diverse islands. It is a testament to the ongoing commitment to fostering knowledge,
skills, and cultural values within a unique Melanesian context.

Vanuatu's educational journey is a compelling narrative, deeply intertwined with its
history, culture, and aspirations for sustainable development. Navigating a complex
interplay of traditional wisdom, colonial legacies, and modern pedagogical
approaches, the nation has steadily worked towards building an inclusive and effective
education system. This book delves into the historical foundations that have shaped
the present, providing context for the current framework and the challenges and
triumphs experienced along the way. We will explore how Vanuatu balances the
preservation of its rich linguistic and cultural heritage with the demands of a
globalized world, a dynamic tension that often plays out within the classrooms and
communities of the nation.

The scope of this comprehensive overview is intentionally broad, reflecting the
multifaceted nature of education itself. We begin with the foundational importance of
Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE), recognizing its critical role in cognitive
and social development. The journey continues through the primary and secondary
education cycles, examining issues of access, equity, quality, and the pathways
available to students. Crucially, the book also dedicates significant attention to
Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) and the evolving Higher
Education landscape, acknowledging their vital contributions to workforce
development and national capacity building. Throughout these discussions, we will
consistently highlight the unique challenges posed by Vanuatu's geography, including
the provision of education in remote and rural areas, and the innovative solutions
being implemented.

Beyond the formal structures, "Education In Vanuatu" illuminates the critical elements
that breathe life into the system. This includes an examination of curriculum
development, the complex issue of language of instruction in a multilingual nation,
and the crucial role of teacher training and professional development. We will also
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delve into the financial mechanisms that underpin the education system, exploring
resource allocation and the pivotal contributions of both governmental and non-
governmental organizations. Furthermore, the book addresses cross-cutting themes
such as inclusive education, gender equality, and the profound impact of culture on
educational practices. By exploring these diverse facets, readers will gain a holistic
understanding of the intricate ecosystem that constitutes education in Vanuatu.

This book is intended for a wide audience, including policymakers, educators,
researchers, international development partners, and indeed, anyone with an interest
in the educational progress of small island developing states. It aims to provide
valuable insights into the successes achieved, the persistent challenges faced, and the
opportunities that lie ahead for Vanuatu’s education system. By offering a detailed
and nuanced perspective, "Education In Vanuatu" seeks to contribute to ongoing
dialogues and informed decision-making, ultimately supporting the nation's continued
efforts to empower its citizens through quality education and build a resilient and
prosperous future.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Foundations of Education
in Vanuatu

The educational landscape of Vanuatu, much like its diverse cultural tapestry, is a
product of centuries of evolution, shaped by indigenous traditions, colonial
interventions, and the aspirations of an independent nation. Before the arrival of
European explorers and missionaries, education in Vanuatu was an organic process,
deeply embedded within the social and cultural fabric of its numerous island
communities. This traditional form of education, often referred to as "kastom," was
informal yet highly effective, ensuring the transmission of vital knowledge and skills
from one generation to the next.

Traditional Education: The Unwritten Curriculum of Kastom

In pre-colonial Vanuatu, learning was not confined to four walls or dictated by a rigid
timetable. Instead, it was a lifelong journey, seamlessly woven into daily life. Children
learned by observing, participating, and listening to their elders. The "curriculum" was
practical and directly relevant to survival and community well-being in a Melanesian
context. This encompassed a vast range of knowledge, from intricate agricultural
techniques, fishing methods, and navigation skills to traditional medicine, storytelling,
and complex social etiquette.

Oral traditions played a paramount role in this system. Stories, myths, legends, and
chants were not merely entertainment; they were repositories of historical events,
ancestral wisdom, moral codes, and explanations of the natural world. Sand drawing, a
UNESCO-recognized intangible cultural heritage, served as another powerful tool for
transmitting knowledge and stories through intricate ground designs. These artistic
expressions were also complex cultural knowledge systems, fostering unity and
shared history. Through these engaging mediums, children learned about their
lineage, their island's history, the spirits inhabiting their lands and waters, and the
importance of communal harmony and respect for nature.

Skills were acquired through apprenticeship and hands-on experience. Young boys
would learn to build canoes, hunt, and cultivate gardens alongside their fathers and
male relatives. Girls would master weaving, cooking, childcare, and horticulture from
their mothers and other female elders. Rites of passage, often involving elaborate
ceremonies and specific training, marked transitions from childhood to adulthood,
imparting further specialized knowledge and reinforcing community values. This
traditional education system fostered a deep connection to the land, sea, and
community, ensuring self-sufficiency and the preservation of a rich cultural heritage.
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The Vanuatu Meteorology and Geohazards Department (VMGD) even recognizes the
traditional knowledge in predicting weather and climate as a more sustainable and
accessible method for many communities.

The Arrival of Missionaries and the Dawn of Formal Schooling

The mid-19th century heralded a significant shift with the arrival of Christian
missionaries, primarily from Presbyterian and Catholic denominations. Their primary
objective was evangelization, and they quickly realized that literacy was a powerful
tool for spreading the Christian message. Thus began the introduction of formal
schooling in Vanuatu.

The early mission schools were often rudimentary, conducted in churches or the
missionary's compound. The curriculum, while focused on reading and writing, was
initially geared towards translating the Bible into local languages and teaching
islanders to read the scriptures. Basic numeracy, agriculture, house building, and
elementary hygiene were also part of the instruction. The medium of instruction was
typically the local vernacular language. These schools, while driven by religious aims,
inadvertently laid the groundwork for a more structured approach to education and
significantly contributed to increasing literacy rates among local populations. For
instance, the Presbyterian missionaries alone established 75 schools across Vanuatu
by 1930.

Notable missionary efforts included those of the Presbyterians, who established a
seminary, numerous primary schools, and, in 1954, Onesua Presbyterian College. The
French Marists, representing the Catholic Church, also established training institutions
in the country. These early mission schools, though focused on religious conversion
and societal change based on Christian principles, undeniably introduced islanders to
new ways of living and learning. Many of Vanuatu's future leaders would emerge from
these mission schools, some even trained as Christian ministers or evangelists.

The Anglo-French Condominium: A Dual System Emerges

The late 19th and early 20th centuries saw the growing involvement of colonial
powers, Britain and France, in what was then known as the New Hebrides. To protect
the interests of their respective nationals—British missionaries and French planters—a
Joint Naval Commission was established in 1887, followed by the unique Anglo-French
Condominium in 1906. This peculiar arrangement, famously dubbed "pandemonium*
by some, resulted in a duplicated administrative system, with two currencies, two
police forces, two sets of laws, and, perhaps most profoundly for education, two
parallel school systems.

This meant that Vanuatu inherited two distinct education systems: one English-
medium (British) and one French-medium. Francophone and Anglophone communities
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often attended different schools with different curricula, leading to linguistic and
cultural divisions. The colonial governments, unlike the missions, were primarily
interested in developing an efficient colonial administration, and their schools aimed
to produce clerks, administrators, and public servants. Consequently, these
government schools primarily used English or French as the medium of instruction and
introduced foreign curricula and examinations.

This dual system, while perhaps efficient for colonial administration, was inherently
inefficient and divisive for the local population. It created cleavages in educational
experience and fostered a situation where children were exposed to instruction in only
one of the two languages, with the other taught as a subject only at higher levels. The
unplanned development, with communities and church groups initiating schools and
then seeking government support, further complicated the landscape.

The Path to Independence and Educational Reform

When Vanuatu gained independence in 1980, the newly formed government faced the
formidable task of unifying these disparate colonial-era structures into a single
national education system. The legacy of the Anglo-French Condominium meant
navigating a deeply entrenched dual language system that had created distinct
educational pathways and varying outcomes.

Under the leadership of its first Prime Minister, Father Walter Lini, the independent
government moved to reshape the education system with a focus on self-reliance. This
vision explicitly linked education with economic self-reliance and sought to reduce
colonial-era inequalities. Key reforms in the 1980s aimed at merging the dual school
systems into one national system under the Ministry of Education. While the ambition
was to have a unified administration and a bilingual curriculum, the practical realities
of a newly independent nation with limited resources meant a gradual process.

There was also a significant push to decolonize educational frameworks by promoting
indigenous languages and knowledge. The government promoted vernacular literacy
programs and supported rural training centers to reach communities outside the
formal school system. Organizations like the Vanuatu Rural Development Training
Centres Association (VRDTCA) emerged to provide non-formal education and
vocational skills in villages, empowering local people and fostering a "Melanesian
renaissance" - a revival of indigenous values.

Despite these early efforts, challenges persisted. The small size of the nation and the
lingering colonial legacy created practical constraints. Formal, Western-style
educational planning often clashed with local cultural realities, and political strains in
the early 1980s further hindered steady progress. Nevertheless, the groundwork for a
truly Ni-Vanuatu education system was laid, one that aimed to balance the
preservation of cultural heritage with the demands of modern development. The
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journey to fully integrate vernacular languages, Bislama, and culturally grounded
curricula would continue for decades after independence, reflecting a sustained effort
to decolonize education by embracing indigenous languages and knowledge. This
commitment to cultural relevance and self-determination remains a cornerstone of
Vanuatu's education policy in the 21st century.
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