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ABSTRACT

Different socio-cultural practices influence pedagogies in schools as indicated by in 

cognitive psychology, culture and curriculum. This has led to how teachers’ view 

social and cultural practices as either supportive or alienated from formal classroom 

learning. This study investigated teachers’ perceptions of socio-cultural factors 

affecting students’ academic achievement. Research has suggested that socio-cultural 

practices of teachers and students affect the way pedagogies are perceived and how 

they are manifested in formal classrooms. The current study focuses on teachers’

perceptions of socio-cultural practices on student’s academic achievement in Zone 

Five North Pentecost, Vanuatu. Meanwhile, this research indicates that despite the 

continuous support from different stakeholders, school practitioners will 

continuously marginalize students’ learning by not taking into account learners’ 

socio-cultural capital in classrooms.  

The study is based on a qualitative and ethnographic design. This approach allowed 

for inquiry into Zone Five school teachers in North Pentecost as ‘a culture-sharing 

group’ documenting their attitudes, perceptions, beliefs and their shared approaches 

towards socio-cultural and classroom practices in relation to students’ academic 

work. Teachers’ perceptions from both etic and emic perspectives within their 

cultural and social context, and their meanings and processes were investigated. 

Furthermore, the theoretical framework underpinning this investigation was based on 

post-Vygotskian socio-cultural theory and complexity theory. Vygotsky’s socio-

cultural theory of learning proposes that learning happens through interaction within 

the socio-cultural context. All contexts are complex with intertwining systems of 

collective behaviours and simultaneous interactions with the environment. The 

complexity-sociocultural framework is encompassed for this study in order to 

understand the relationship between context and teachers’ perceptions. 

An analysis of Zone Five teachers’ perceptions found that socio-cultural practices 

enhanced learning and contributed to moulding students into better citizens. Students 

are prepared to think analytically, demonstrate planning skills, show empathy 

towards others, appreciate religious and cultural aspects of their communities and 

make sense of vernacular and symbols in their everyday interactions. The researcher, 

who is from North Pentecost brought a valuable insider perspective to the study that 
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allowed for a crucial analysis of intertwined social and cultural issues affecting 

students’ academic achievement. Diverse socio-cultural factors affecting academic 

achievement were identified including kava as a socio-cultural keystone among Zone 

Five communities, religious responsibilities of community members, domestic 

commitments towards families and wider communities and traditional formalities 

such as bolololi, mateana and lagiana. These aspects of daily interactions among 

Zone Five communities influenced the relationship between pedagogies. Despite the 

setbacks to learning, teachers suggested the urgent need for a culturally inclusive 

curriculum to assist students to acquire important communal values, understand their 

spiritual and cultural phenomena, live sustainably with their environment and 

maintain a healthy life while adhering to the virtues of citizenship and governance.  

Three major recommendations have been suggested. Firstly, having a culturally 

inclusive classroom is uppermost. Results indicate a paradigm shift in education is 

needed that offers all children a contextualized quality education that reflects their 

lived experiences. It calls for a stringent outcome-based education that allows 

learners to pursue their academic journey in a culturally inclusive manner without 

marginalizing their cultural inheritance. The second recommendation for change 

includes shifting teachers’ mindset and perceptions. This suggestion implies that 

teachers have to be culturally grounded to make a positive impact on students. 

Teacher training providers need to develop effective programmes that foster 

teachers’ integrity and positive mindsets in order to guide students to learn actively 

and live sustainably within their cultural context. The final recommendation relates 

to a holistic curriculum for Vanuatu. The current curriculum focused primarily on 

‘learning to know’ and ‘learning to do’ pillars which can be considered imbalanced. 

The current curriculum needs to be reconceptualized both in practice and process so 

that holistic and lifelong learning takes place which includes ‘learning to be’ and 

‘learning to live together’. This must be strengthened to connect students with their 

unique society.  
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1.0  CHAPTER 1 – INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW 

1.1 Introduction  

1.2 Context of the Study  

1.3 Purpose of the Study  

1.4  The Research Problem and Overview of this Study  

1.5 The Research Aim, Objectives and Research Questions  

1.6 Overview of the Research Methodology  

1.7 Chapter Summary 

1.1 INTRODUCTION  

During the last thirty years, Vanuatu has gone through significant educational 

changes. Schools have experienced major reforms that were initiated by educational 

policy makers and planners within the Vanuatu Ministry of Education and Training 

(MOET). The 1990s and 2000s were decades of educational development initiated 

by international organizations and conferences and have had extensive influence in 

the way learning has been facilitated within schools in traditional societies. Parents 

and teachers influenced by schools, colleges and vocational centres embraced and 

supported recommendations of professional educators from Vanuatu MOET and 

educational partners. A recent comprehensive education reform gave birth to the 

Vanuatu Education Sector Strategy (VESS) and Vanuatu Education Road Map

(VERM) to initiate change in pedagogies within Vanuatu schools. The three strategic 

goals proposed within these official documents were to: (i) improve access (ii) 

enhance quality, and (iii) strengthen management at school, provincial and national 

levels. The VESS has been the guiding document for teacher development and a 

framework for building a caring education system for Vanuatu citizens. Changing 

directions within the MOET at the national level prompted a revision of pedagogical 

goals and teacher perceptions towards student learning in particular.  

Furthermore, a UNESCO Report has noted the changing trends in teachers’

perceptions towards socio-cultural practices in schools. The document outlines a 

need for a thorough preparation for teachers to develop students to uphold the 

principles of good human relations and a sense of responsibility within their 
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societies. The report also urges teachers to contribute significantly by teaching and 

being professionals with regard to the social, cultural and economic progress of 

individuals (UNESCO, 2006). In the Pacific, socio-cultural practices in traditional 

societies play a fundamental role in the daily lives of communities and their schools. 

These practices are daily societal aspects that have significant impacts on students’

academic learning. This notion has invited researchers to investigate the socio-

cultural relationship with pedagogies in formal schooling. In the educational context, 

parents, teachers and stakeholders perceive these societal practices as having 

implications on how students learn in schools. In this thesis, socio-cultural practices 

are perceived as the norms, characteristics and social behaviours that are found 

within a society. These are ways of life in which a person interacts daily with his/her 

immediate environment. In Vanuatu, particularly in North Pentecost schools, the 

socio-cultural backgrounds of pupils and teachers both determine the pedagogical 

strategies employed in classrooms.  

From the researcher’s experience, learners either accept ideas without questioning or 

discover ideas on their own by engaging themselves with different cultural tools that 

they feel comfortable with. Furthermore, the cultural context influences teachers’

beliefs and actions towards students and learning (Hongboontri & Keawkhong, 

2014). Therefore, it is deemed important to understand the socio-cultural practices of 

a society because it can assist in understanding relationships between different 

people within a society (Thaman, 2008). The core of this study is to find out about 

teachers’ perceptions of socio-cultural practices on students’ academic achievement 

in rural North Pentecost. The motive for conducting research into this area stemmed 

from the rich experience the researcher had during his career as a teacher in Zone 

Five on North Pentecost. Undertaking an ethnographic qualitative research approach, 

the study also examines the cultural practices of acquiring, transmitting and 

maintaining knowledge as well as beliefs, skills and values in the culture sharing 

group. Similar studies have also been conducted in global and regional societies, 

focusing on the effects of socio-cultural practices on students’ academic 

achievements. Recent literature has focused mainly on the favorable impacts of 

culture as ‘capital’ and formulating ways to incorporate cultural aspects into the 

education system to improve students’ academic achievement.  
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Finally, contemporary studies suggest that teachers’ perceptions about their students 

and their socio-cultural backgrounds are closely associated with classroom practice 

(Nisbet & Warren, 2000). The study of teachers’ perceptions and beliefs has become 

an important research area (Pajares, 1992; Thompson, 1984). According to Tarman 

(2012), understanding the relationship between teachers’ beliefs and achieving 

educational standards should be a focus for future educational research. 

1.2  CONTEXT OF THIS STUDY 

1.2.1 Context of Vanuatu’s Educational Development

The Republic of Vanuatu consists of a dual French and English education system that 

was adopted by a condominium government before independence on 30th July 1980. 

Both primary and secondary education systems in Vanuatu have a unified 

curriculum. The system is organized into three major phases namely: (a) 

Kindergarten or Preschool (b) Primary Education and (c) Secondary and Vocational 

Education. Students attending preschool in Vanuatu are aged between three to six 

years. Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) is communally owned and 

administered jointly by the national government and local communities. Children 

aged between 3-6 years attend ECCE for three years. Primary education begins at 

Year 1 and goes to Year 6 with official entry ages of 6 and 11 years respectively. 

Junior secondary education runs from Years 7 to 10. Students in Year 10 in both 

Anglophone and Francophone secondary schools sit an annual national examination 

that determines the best forty percent to advance into senior secondary level (MOET, 

2010).

The Vanuatu senior secondary cycle comprises of Year 11 to 13/14. Senior students 

in the English stream follow the Pacific Senior Secondary Certificate (PSSC). 

Though the PSSC programme is currently in use, the Vanuatu Senior Secondary 

Certificate (VSSC) programme is also amalgamated into the present system. 

Successful students at Year 12 level either do Foundation studies offered by The 

University of the South Pacific (USP) or the New Zealand Bursary. On the other 

hand, the Francophone stream do the ‘Centre de Formation à l'éducation de Base’

(CFEB) programme which is an equivalent to the USP foundation programme. 
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Students dropping out of either system can enroll in rural training centres (RTCs’),

vocational schools, the USP extension courses or correspondence courses, depending 

largely on funds for support.  

The bilingual education system for Vanuatu requires the national government and 

stakeholders to carefully monitor programmes and design curriculum that aligns with 

peoples’ needs. Currently, the government has worked in partnership with UNESCO, 

the UNDP and the World Bank to implement OPEN VEMIS and ECCE policies. 

Also, proposals have been put forward for teachers to upgrade qualifications and 

research into socio-cultural aspects of Vanuatu’s education system. 

Figure 1.2.1:  Diagram showing levels of schooling in Vanuatu 

Adapted from Vanuatu National Curriculum Statement (VNCS), p.15 

1.2.2 Roles and Responsibilities of MOET  

The Vanuatu Ministry of Education oversees the overall development of education in 

Vanuatu. Its primary function is to ensure that quality education is achieved across 

the country from ECCE to Year 13 and 14 including vocational institutions. The 

MOET is also responsible for the administration and management of educational 

policies and plans, the provisions outlined in the Vanuatu curriculum framework, 

smooth delivery of educational services, framing policy guidelines and providing 

guided directions for educational institutions and training education personnel 

(VNCS, 2010).  



5
 

The MOET is constantly faced with the challenge of remoteness and accessibility of 

rural schools across Vanuatu. The majority of government owned institutions are 

located in rural areas across the archipelago, making it extremely difficult to 

implement educational policies effectively. In addition, MOET is challenged with 

achieving educational standards relating to finance, human and physical resources 

due to inadequate professional development from MOET itself. Furthermore, the 

reconstruction and recovery programs in the aftermath of Cyclone Pam in affected 

schools; management of human resources and lack of appropriate tools to administer 

and manage data are some of the current challenges that MOET continues to tackle.  

The Education for All (EFA) review in Vanuatu has highlighted the pressing need to 

incorporate cultural aspects into Vanuatu’s curriculum and teacher education. 

Currently, the onus is on teachers as professionals to have a strong academic 

background in their specialized areas of work. The government has recently placed 

strong emphases on inclusive education which includes cultural tools for pedagogies 

at all levels. This recent trend places a priority for ni-Vanuatu researchers to delve 

into studies that focuses on socio-cultural aspects of traditional communities.  

1.2.3 MOET work towards achieving Quality Education 

As mentioned earlier, the Vanuatu government over time has initiated major 

educational reforms that focused primarily on improving educational standards at all 

levels. The government, through MOET, has encouraged various reforms and 

initiatives such as: (a) The Education Master Plan (1999); (b) Vanuatu Education 

Sector Strategy (VESS) (2008 – 2017), (c) Vanuatu Education Road Map (2009), (d) 

Vanuatu Inclusive Education Policy (1999), (e) Vanuatu National Language Policy

(1999), (f) Interim Vanuatu Education Sector Strategy French and English (2017-

2018) and the National Sustainable Development Plan (NSDP) 2016 – 2030 to build 

a knowledge-based society. These initiatives seek to align policy in achieving quality 

educational standards that uphold equality, sustainability and life-long goals for a 

prosperous Vanuatu.   

The MOET has worked in close partnership with international aid agencies, the USP 

Council, regional organizations such as Pacific Heads of Education Systems, the 
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Educational Quality and Assessment Program (EQAP), Pacific Islands Literacy and 

Numeracy Assessment (PILNA) and Non-government organizations (NGOs) to 

promote quality education across the country. Most of these have boosted 

educational standards and provided meaningful pathways for policy makers and 

planners to re-examine trends in local and global education arena. Vanuatu’s MOET 

is planning to phase out external examinations for Year Eight and Ten levels – a 

move that is considered a means to address EFA goals. 

1.2.4 MOET Vision on Cultural and Social Development in Schools

The MOET has a firm vision in cultivating and developing Vanuatu’s cultural and 

social aspects that encourage children to learn better and become better citizens in 

schools. The government institutions align their aims, objectives and vision with the 

preamble of the national constitution which states:   

WE, the people of Vanuatu, 

PROUD of our struggle for freedom, 

DETERMINED to safeguard the achievements of this struggle, 

CHERISHING our ethnic, linguistic and cultural diversity, 

MINDFUL at the same time of our common destiny, 

HEREBY proclaim the establishment of the united and free Republic of 

Vanuatu founded on traditional Melanesian values, faith in God, and 

Christian principles, 

AND for this purpose give ourselves this Constitution 

   (Constitution of the Republic of Vanuatu, 1979, p.4)  

The current Vanuatu education system focuses on implementing a curriculum that 

fosters fundamental values enshrined within the official document – the national 

constitution. Furthermore, the country’s national curriculum ensures that every 

young person has equal access to life-long skills, values and confidence to be self-

reliant and contribute to the development of Vanuatu (VNCS, 2010). The reports 

recently published by Vanuatu’s MOET reveal a student-centered education for 

Vanuatu citizens that is accessible, responsive and of good quality. This system has 
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proved to elevate the general livelihood of Vanuatu people, promoting civility and 

accountability, and focusing particularly on results. Government-owned schools are 

grounded in the best of ni-Vanuatu culture, which is also open to the knowledge of 

the world (MOET, 2010). The MOET has three major objectives which are: 

Improve the quality of education 

Improve and strengthen the management of the education system 

To increase equitable access to education for all people at all levels of 

education in Vanuatu 

In order to fully achieve the above objectives at the national level, legislation 

governs the affairs of MOET. These include the following: 

Vanuatu Qualification Authority Act No 1. of 2014 

Teaching Service Act No 30. of 2013 

Education Act No.9 of 2014 

Vanuatu Institute of Teacher Education Act No.25 of 2001 

Vanuatu Institute of Technology Act No.24 of 2001 

The above legislation has provision for promoting cultural and social aspects in 

formal learning both for teachers and students. These mandates provide a necessary 

avenue for government institutions to embrace a holistic learning experience for 

students across all academic levels. Furthermore, MOET developed an EFA 

Assessment in 2001 for its education system to tackle the need for a holistic 

education in schools, outlined by six EFA Goals in 2000. Disparities within the 

education system were highlighted and targeted in all six provinces of Vanuatu 

namely Shefa, Tafea, Malampa, Penama, Sanma and Torba. The areas targeted 

included improving the quality of education in literacy, numeracy and essential life 

skills; improving and expanding early childhood care and education for 

disadvantaged and vulnerable children; children in difficult situations having access 

to compulsory and quality education; improving adult literacy especially for women, 

eliminating gender disparities and achieving equality for all in education. 
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1.3  PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY 

Globally, curriculum content is rapidly changing within educational systems. This 

includes Pacific Island countries such as Vanuatu that have experienced several 

changes in its current curriculum – for instance the introduction of vernacular in Year 

1-3. These changes call for new approaches to pedagogy in schools as well as 

teachers’ awareness of internal and external factors that affect student’s academic 

achievements in formal classrooms. Socio-cultural practices have a tremendous 

impact on how teachers perceive learning and its impact in classrooms. In formal 

education, students come from different cultural backgrounds and have diverse 

experiences in terms of language use, gender, family socialization, cultural practices 

and beliefs. However, these cultural aspects are often ignored and overlooked by 

teachers. In schools, teachers as professionals often have opposing views of students’ 

efficacy and success largely because of their previous life experiences and different 

approaches to pedagogy. For instance, teachers in contemporary Vanuatu schools 

strictly educate pupils based on European epistemology and learning is primarily 

confined in classrooms. The cultural norms, beliefs, values and practices of students 

are not incorporated during lessons but are often overlooked or ignored. 

Therefore, this study seeks to investigate teachers’ perceptions of socio-cultural 

practices on students’ academic achievement on North Pentecost in Vanuatu. 

Studying teachers’ perceptions of socio-cultural practices and academic achievement 

in schools provides new insights for school authorities and stakeholders to formulate 

models and contextualize current frameworks that teachers can relate in their daily 

classroom practice. This study highlights cultural practices in North Pentecost that 

require close attention which in turn can help teachers and policy makers to 

progressively incorporate them into school practice at local and national levels. This 

study provides a workable platform that the Vanuatu Government, Provincial 

Education Authorities, aspiring educationists, community leaders, non-government 

organizations and regional organizations could utilize to maximize meaningful 

learning strategies. This research contributes to the overall enhancement of 

pedagogies in Vanuatu schools, creating an environment that is conducive, 

sustainable and worthwhile for successful and worthwhile learning. Furthermore, this 

investigation aligns itself with UNESCO’s Education for Sustainable Development
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(ESD) Goal 4 where culture is an inclusive concept in achieving equitable and 

quality education for countries around the globe. Furthermore, the findings presented 

in the later chapters of this study are a timely contribution to the work of regional 

institutions such as USP and international agencies like UNICEF and UNESCO that 

advocate for social and cultural inclusiveness in regional and global education 

systems. This research takes another leap to study about teachers’ perceptions of 

socio-cultural practices that has impact on students’ academic achievement in 

Vanuatu and the Pacific.  

1.4  THE RESEARCH PROBLEM AND OVERVIEW OF THIS STUDY 

This study focuses on teachers’ perceptions of socio-cultural factors affecting 

students’ academic achievement in Zone Five schools in North Pentecost. In 

Vanuatu, socio-cultural practices play a vital role in the pedagogical processes of 

children in schools. This research asserts that despite continuous support from the 

central government, MOET, regional and international institutions, local community 

support and educationists, Vanuatu teachers will continuously marginalize students’

by not taking into account their learners’ socio-cultural capital in classrooms. From 

the researcher’s experience, students’ socio-cultural differences are often ignored in 

classroom practice. Since Vanuatu is a multicultural and multilingual society, 

teachers often have diverse perceptions toward students’ academic success. The 

complexity of Vanuatu society, particularly in North Pentecost, prompts teachers to 

have different views towards academic achievement in the societies they work. 

Teachers are agents of change in society and have tremendous influence on students’

academic achievements. Therefore, their perceptions and beliefs are worth exploring 

so tangible academic outcomes could be achieved for sustainable livelihoods. 

Finally, this research aids teachers on how certain cultural practices could be 

incorporated into the national syllabus and the Vanuatu National Curriculum 

Framework to enhance learning and elevate overall academic achievements in 

Vanuatu.  
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1.5 THE RESEARCH AIM, OBJECTIVES AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

1.5.1 Research Aim

The aim of this ethnographic qualitative study is to investigate teachers’ perceptions 

of socio-cultural practices on students’ academic achievement in North Pentecost. 

The basis of this ethnographic and qualitative research is to listen to and document 

the world views, behaviours, values and the elements of teachers’ lives that affect the 

way they respond to students’ academic needs. The investigation aims to examine, 

through a teacher’s lens, the extent to which academic achievement correlates with 

social and cultural practices in the North Pentecost context. The emic information 

collected portrays how teachers perceive socio-cultural practices in schools and their 

impact on students’ academic achievement. Also, the etic day-to-day observations, 

talanoa experiences and interviews conducted conceptualize teachers’ perceptions 

thus achieve the overall aim of this study.  

1.5.2 Objectives

This research has three objectives aligned with its intended purpose. These are as 

follows:

To explore teachers’ perspectives on student’s academic achievement.

To consider the socio-cultural context in which students’ learning takes place 

and the interrelationship between learning and academic achievement. 

To describe and analyze teachers’ narratives about academic learning and 

achieving academic outcomes. 

1.5.3 Research Questions

The primary research question posed in this investigation is: What are Zone Five 

teachers’ perceptions of socio-cultural practices on students’ academic achievements 

in North Pentecost? This question is intended to explore how teachers perceive the 

effects of socio-cultural practices on academic achievement within their teaching 

contexts. The study revolves around three (3) sub-questions which are: 
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1. What are teachers’ perceptions regarding the socio-cultural practices 

affecting students’ academic achievements?

2. What do teachers believe are common cultural practices that promote or 

inhibit students’ formal learning in schools? 

3. How might certain cultural practices be incorporated to elevate students’ 

academic achievement? 

1.6 OVERVIEW OF THE RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 Denzin and Lincoln (1994) state that methodology denotes the nature of acquiring 

knowledge. Knowledge is derived from using a systematic research approach. 

Conrad and Serlin (2005) further explain that methodology is the “philosophical 

underpinnings and assumptions embedded on how knowledge is constructed by 

researchers” (p.43). This conception clearly points out that construction of 

knowledge depends on the researcher’s method during the research process. 

Moreover, this understanding explains that there is no absolute method that is 

appropriate in carrying out research since “research is not a one size-fits all 

enterprise” (Birmingham & Wilkinson, 2003, p.3). Nevertheless, it is claimed that 

quality research is one that employs the most convenient method in a thoughtful and 

cautious way (Birmingham et al, 2003).  

This investigation is qualitative and ethnographic in design. This approach allowed 

for inquiry into Zone Five as ‘a culture-sharing group’ documenting teacher’s 

attitudes, perceptions and beliefs, their shared approaches and classroom practices in 

relation to students’ academic work. This qualitative study permitted teachers’

perceptions from both etic and emic perspectives to be analyzed within the cultural 

and social context, their meanings and processes (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). As 

stated by Whitehead (2005), a qualitative research approach was employed in this 

investigation because of its “high flexibility and creative processes” (p.4). 

An approach to research, also referred as a paradigm is an interpretive framework 

which is viewed as a model for understanding and observing what people see and 

understand about the issue under investigation. Therefore, the type of questions 

asked in this study are based on a descriptive research approach (Creswell & 
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Creswell, 2017). Since the study focused on Zone Five teachers’ perceptions, social 

interactions and behaviours, an ethnographic research design was adopted (Reeves, 

Kuper, & Hodges, 2008). Hammersley (2006) describes ethnographic study as: 

A form of social and educational research that emphasizes the 

importance of studying at first-hand what people do and say in particular 

contexts which involve fairly lengthy contact, through participant 

observation in relevant settings, and through relatively open-ended 

interviews designed to understand people’s perspectives, perhaps 

complemented by the study of various sorts of document – official, 

publicly available or person. (p.4)  

Because of its direct contact with the participants, a qualitative study and 

ethnographic design was considered appropriate for the investigation. A qualitative 

approach was used to provide a rich and in-depth detail of the study. The events 

investigated were also viewed from a holistic perspective and derived meaning from 

human experiences and observations. The investigation involved close interaction 

with the participants which meant that data quality was the focus and participants’ 

details were reflected. Finally, a qualitative approach to this research was essential 

because a detailed understanding was required to promote authenticity and thus lead 

to reliable outcomes. This approach assisted the researcher by providing a complete 

understanding of the issue, thus having a comprehensive analysis of the research 

issue investigated.  

1.7 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

This chapter introduced the thesis - which examines teachers’ perceptions of socio-

cultural practices affecting students’ academic achievement in North Pentecost 

schools. It presented the context and purpose of the study. The chapter highlighted 

the research problem, aims, objectives and research questions that guided the process 

of the investigation. The literature review of the study presented in the next chapter 

provides foundational knowledge of the area of study upon which the following 

chapters depend. 
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2.0  CHAPTER 2 – LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Introduction  

2.2 VNCS national values and teachers  

2.3 Perceptions and Beliefs  

2.4 Perceptions and Beliefs of Context and Student Achievement  

2.5 Teachers Perceptions and Beliefs of Socio-cultural Factors in School  

2.6 Socio-cultural Factors  

2.7 A Socio-cultural Dilemma and Cultural Capital in School  

2.8 Student Academic Achievement in Pacific Context  

2.9 Culturally Responsive Teaching  

2.10 Chapter Summary 

2.1   INTRODUCTION 

This chapter focuses on various literature providing an in-depth overview of issues 

related to the research. The literature review is divided into different segments. It 

begins by providing educational information stipulated in the Vanuatu National 

Curriculum Statement (VNCS). The second part focuses on teachers’ perceptions and 

beliefs towards context, practice and student’s academic achievement and the latter 

examines literature that deals with socio-cultural factors affecting students’ academic 

achievement in schools. It finally presents teaching styles that are considered 

responsive to socio-cultural environments.  

2.2  VNCS NATIONAL VALUES AND TEACHERS 

In 2010, the Vanuatu National Curriculum Statement (VNCS) was officially released 

presenting guiding principles for learning and teaching to assist teaching practice in 

Vanuatu. The national document states that socio-cultural factors, particularly the 

current dual system of Vanuatu education which comprises of Francophone and 

Anglophone systems, has alienated students from their cultural epistemologies. 

Puamau (2004) points out that education systems in the Pacific, like in Vanuatu and 

Fiji, are manifestations of colonial histories. Vanuatu’s education system is a classic 

example of entrenched colonial practice having a totalizing effect on communities 



14
 

across the islands. From a closer observation, the curricula, management and 

administration models, languages of instruction and teaching methods very closely 

resemble the former joint condominium government before Vanuatu’s political 

independence from Great Britain and France on 30th July 1980. Teachers’ beliefs and 

perceptions towards students’ learning and academic achievement continue to be in 

hegemonic form. This affects learning both within schools and local communities. 

As Taufe’ulungaki (2002) puts it, “the failure of education in the Pacific can be 

attributed to a large degree to the imposition of an alien system designed for a 

western social and cultural context, which is underpinned by quite different values”

(p.15). Therefore, it is important to enshrine core values into a school’s curriculum 

that are relevant and contextualized (Taufe’ulungaki, 2009). Wheatley (1999) 

suggests that schools “create their own identity in their local context and 

community” (p.20). The Vanuatu Education Sector Strategy (VESS) had anticipated 

the VNCS which aims to offer an effective and relevant education for all ni-Vanuatu 

and guide the national government to achieving quality education standards, based 

on values derived from Vanuatu’s unique culture and beliefs. The official VNCS 

document was the recent platform that influenced the way teachers perceived their 

work and day-to-day interaction with students in their classrooms. The document 

was the first of its kind in Vanuatu that was also aimed at harmonizing the language 

and curriculum content of both Anglophone and Francophone streams thus achieving 

an integrated bilingual school system. The assessment and evaluation practices 

applied by teachers in schools have changed because of a more coherent continuum 

of learning that begins from kindergarten to Year 13. The Statement was framed in 

accordance with values relevant to Vanuatu’s educational needs.

The detailed values outlined in the VNCS are as follows: 

Aesthetic values: These guide students, behaviour and attitudes towards their 

surroundings and communities.

Cultural / Traditional values: These promote students’ faith and customs and 

the principles of connectivity with their cultural roots. These affect the way 

students perceive learning in classrooms. 

Social values: These help students to live in harmony with each other, 

between societies, regions and other nations. It also influences the way 
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teachers and students collaborate in schools, local communities and in any 

formal institutions. 

Ethical, Moral and Spiritual values: These instill students with standards for 

behaviour and attitude and create strong and binding relationships with 

families and their circle of friends.   

(Vanuatu National Curriculum Framework, 2010, p.12) 

The values that VNCS targets identify students’ civility and expertise as paramount 

ingredients to better citizens. The national statement supports a coherent continuum 

of learning standards at all levels with recognition of diverse cultures and national 

identity. Several government reports and international recommendations like Re-

Thinking Vanuatu Education Together Conference (2002), Education Master Plan

(2000-2010), the Austin Report (2004), CRP Summit Resolutions and National 

Forums (2009 & 2010) have outlined the need to recognize and contextualize social 

and cultural elements in formal learning.  

2.2.1 VNCS paramount outcomes

VNCS identifies significant outcomes that apply to all students and teachers in 

Anglophone and Francophone schools regardless of ethnic and cultural background, 

socio-economic status, learning ability or geographical location. Because teaching in 

Vanuatu is multifaceted, VNCS has developed six (6) national paramount outcomes. 

They are as follows: 

Being independent – This outcome denotes students as self-reliant, knowing 

about their individual rights and who they are within their own society. With 

teacher support, they should be self-supporting, confident and take 

responsibility for their own present and future actions.  

Caring, sharing and participation – This outcome emphasises important 

ways of students living harmoniously with their families, neighbors and the 

wider community. Students learn to work and live together in their respective 

local society. In schools, teachers help them to develop a sense of belonging 

and take a lead in community programs and day-to-day activities.
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Planning and managing – This is a process that students should acquire so 

that they can identify procedures and tasks, time and cost estimates and 

responsibility in different tasks. An outcome that involves a closer teacher-

student involvement.

Valuing culture and religion – Both culture and religion play significant roles 

in a student’s academic life. Teachers ensure that student’s spiritual and 

cultural beliefs are nurtured through learning. This provision is also found in 

the country’s constitution.

Solving problems – This is when students find ways in schools to overcome 

difficulties or meet urgent needs. Learning problem solving skills in schools 

enhances learners’ ability to successfully live in different societies. It equips 

students with skills to tackle situations that demands critical decisions. 

Using language and symbols – Vanuatu has a very rich cultural heritage and 

oral traditions that have survived because of languages and symbols. Students 

utilizing these tools should appreciate different cultural elements associated 

with language and symbols such as singing, dancing, beating drums or 

making sand drawings. These elements are nurtured and handed down for 

generations as heritage.  

Furthermore, the Delors Report (1996) frames similar pillars in relation to the six 

paramount outcomes in the VNCS. The Delors Report advocates for lifelong learning 

proposing an integrated vision of education based on key concepts. The Report was 

the cornerstone for the framing and implementation of the VNCS. Furthermore, it 

aligns itself with the intellectual and moral principles underpinned by UNESCO 

making it more humanistic and market-driven. The Report affirms that equal 

attention should be paid to the four pillars of learning which is well-integrated into 

the VNCS. The Delors Report presents two key concepts that are well received: 

These are (a) learning throughout life and (b) the four pillars of learning to be, to 

know, to do and to live together (Delors, 1996). The Vanuatu education system 

recognizes the Delors Report concepts as paramount to students’ lifelong learning 

and a key reference for the conceptualization of education. In Vanuatu society, 

learning takes place in many different social settings thus affecting what students 

learn, how they learn and how well they interpret their learning. Here, the Delors 
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Report has visible impact on educational polices and practice at all levels, including 

teachers and students in schools (Tawil, Akkari, & Macedo, 2012). These four pillars 

of learning in the VNCS and the Delors Report influence the way teachers perceive 

the relevancy of student’s assessment in school. Learning to know provides cognitive 

tools that students need to comprehend and apply in their complex surroundings. 

Next is learning to be which provides students with social and self-analytical skills to 

develop their full potential during school work. Furthermore, learning to do offers 

students skills to enable them to participate in their society and finally learning to 

live together exposes students to values relating to respect, peace and inter-cultural 

understanding in society. These learning pillars, presented in the Delors Report serve 

as a pathway for educational reforms (Delors, 1996). Furthermore, these pillars serve 

as underpinnings for teachers’ beliefs and perceptions which are transformed in their 

practice. The VNCS and the Delors Report correspond well with Vanuatu’s 

Constitution which provides a firm foundation for individuals to be successful and 

become better citizens.   

The Constitution clearly states Vanuatu to be established on traditional Melanesian 

values and Christian principles. This is a paramount foundation for ni-Vanuatu 

citizens to embrace and capitalize on for success. In a study among youths in the 

United States, Loury (2004) found active teenagers in church obtain higher 

qualifications than non-church goers. Religious obligations reinforce important 

values that are conducive to attaining important goals in life (Regnerus, Smith, & 

Fritsch, 2003). These are crucial values that promote democratic values, good 

governance and the promotion of Pacific heritage (Manu, 2009).  

2.3  PERCEPTIONS AND BELIEFS  

The understanding of the perceptual processes in both practice and research in 

education is complex. Lewis (1999) asserts that practitioners, researchers and 

learners often have problems of understanding why a person behaves or learns in a 

specific way. The complexity of understanding human perception makes its 

definitions and theories interdisciplinary (McBurney & Collings, 1977; Zheng, 2015) 

and inconclusive (Johnson, 1994). In the teaching context, there are fundamental 

aspects of, and conditions for, perception. According to Jordann and Jordann (1986), 
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these fundamentals are in this order: First, there is a perceiver or an experienced 

person; secondly, something perceived which could be a relationship, an object, 

person or situation; then there is the context of the situation in which the relationship, 

events or objects are perceived. Lastly is, the process of experiencing multiple 

stimuli by the senses and reaching the formation of precepts. These fundamentals 

serve as an important platform for teachers, instructors, educators and students alike.  

Similarly, theorist Thomas Reid claimed that perception begins with some 

conception or notion of an object perceived. After the conception of object is 

perceived, the perceiver is irresistible and a very strong conviction and belief of the 

object exists (Pelser, 2010). From the researcher’s experience, teachers in schools 

often have conceptual framings about socio-cultural factors affecting students. This 

view gradually affects the way practitioners relate to pupils in the classroom. 

Meanwhile, George Pitcher’s A Theory of Perception affirms that “perception is 

nothing but the acquisition of beliefs about physical objects” (Kelley, 1980, p. 403). 

For the researcher, students are physical objects interacting within complex systems. 

The perception of these students (as objects) is a complex process and takes 

milliseconds to complete and is not fragmented (Jordaan & Jordaan, 1986). The 

conditions prior to any act of perceiving is that the sensory system should function 

normally and should be subject to basic sensory stimulation meaning that the 

stimulation should be in constant state of flux, both physiologically and 

psychologically. Generally, the perceptual process helps to gain information about 

our surroundings that is deemed important for survival (Otara, 2011). In perspective, 

perceptions and beliefs are terms that are used interchangeably in literature. 

However, both are mental states that influence the way we see things around us.  

The definition of perception is interdisciplinary in nature. Walter (1974) explains that 

perception is the process when a person becomes conscious of their surroundings and 

interprets it to satisfy their own frame of reference. Furthermore, Stephen (1989) 

defines perception as a process whereby an individual organizes and interprets his 

sensory impressions to be responsive to their environment. Giliner and Halter (1970) 

also clarify that perception is when a person is aware of situations thus adding 

meaningful associations to sensation. This process involves receiving, selecting, 

organizing, interpreting and checking the sensory stimuli or data. Theories of 
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perception like Reid’s theory highlight that perception is “judgement which is a 

matter of acquiring immediate beliefs about the physical world” (Pelser, 2010, 

p.361). Thomas Reid further argued that perception is “conception of and belief in 

the present existence of a material object” (Pelser, 2010, p. 359). For example, 

perceiving a tree using the seeing faculty before oneself gives a belief of its 

existence, magnitude, distance and figure which are included in the nature of 

perception. In schools, teachers perceive factors affecting students’ academic 

achievement through their personal judgmental lens.  

Conversely, belief is a strong conviction or acceptance about something. One of the 

overarching explanations for belief is one’s personal philosophy, opinion or 

conviction about learning and teaching (Czerniak, Lumpe, & Haney, 1999; Tarman, 

2012). A belief is an individual’s conviction that affects behaviour. Rokeach (1968) 

notes that belief is the individual truth one holds about physical and social reality. 

Unlike perception, Rokeach (1968) asserts that one’s belief does not require internal 

consistency and is purely internal. Beliefs are based on trust and confidence knowing 

that something exists or is true. Furthermore, Fishbein and Azjen (1975) claim that 

beliefs are the fundamental building blocks in our conceptual structure. Lewis (1990) 

advances this claim by arguing that the origin of all knowledge originates in belief 

and ways of knowing are basically ways of choosing values and beliefs. In schools, a 

teacher’s beliefs are based on their evaluation and judgement. Prior to teaching, 

student’s beliefs are well established by the time they enter college and these beliefs 

are shaped by formal knowledge, personal experience, schooling and instruction 

(Richardson, 1996). Pajares (1992) provides a synthesis of findings on beliefs stating 

that beliefs influence perception but are an unreliable guide to reality. These beliefs 

affect their classroom behaviour and improve teaching practices and professional 

preparation (Pajares, 1992). There is substantial research claiming that teachers’ 

existing beliefs are filters to interpreting new information and ideas on the basis of 

what they already believe or know (Fang, 1996; Kennedy, 1991; Richardson, 1996). 

They are in fact prioritized by connecting to other beliefs and it is relatively rare for 

adults to change their beliefs (Pajares, 1992). The behaviours, attitudes and thoughts 

of teachers in schools are influenced by these beliefs that are strongly deep-seated in 

us. Beliefs are strong in that they influence the way teachers and students relate 

toward schoolwork. It is the most valuable psychological construct that should guide 
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the framework for teacher education (Pintrich, 1990). Because of its importance, a 

teacher’s perception and belief should enthuse teaching and guide their teaching 

philosophy and practice (Brownlee, 2003). 

2.4 PERCEPTIONS AND BELIEFS CONCERNING CONTEXT AND 

STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT 

Beliefs, perceptions, expectations and attitudes have a profound impact in guiding 

and directing teachers’ and learners’ responses toward school and student

achievement. Clearly, studies have shown that teachers’ perceptions and beliefs 

influence both their pedagogical practices and students’ efficacy and success 

(Ferguson, 2003; Ryan & Patrick, 2001; Schirmer, Casbon & Twiss, 1997). The 

relationship held between teacher’s perceptions and student’s achievement in school 

is crucial for effective teaching and learning. For instance, teachers having higher 

expectations for student achievement greatly enhances their academic achievement 

(Brophy, 1985). Teacher expectations are their predictions about how pupils achieve 

academically over time (Sander, 2001). These expectations are powerful and 

particularly true when there is no prior knowledge of student’s experience and ability 

but a strong belief is developed. Brophy (1985) also claimed that teachers having 

higher expectations of students positively affect the way they interact with them in 

classrooms. The teaching strategies employed during different lessons tend to favour 

success and encourage collegiality when these expectations are cultivated. For 

instance, teachers expecting more from students have the tendency of investing more 

in teaching practice which can enhance student achievement.  

Furthermore, student’s perceptions and beliefs about their own capacity and ability 

for learning can be positively or negatively affected by teachers’ perceptions 

(Brophy, 1985). For instance, Fives (2003) claims that when teachers display 

negative expectation toward students, it may lower student achievement. Different 

teacher expectations may result from prior experiences they encounter. Equally, 

students coming from cultures that have unique systems of knowledge acquisition 

and epistemology influence their ways of thinking and behaviour, and in turn, their 

academic achievement (Thaman, 2014). For instance, an investigation by Griggs and 

Dunn (1995) on Hispanic students revealed that students prefer to work 



21
 

systematically and independently. The Mexican American culture influences their 

behaviour and attributes towards learning in schools.  

Teachers hold defined beliefs and perceptions about their surroundings. For example, 

Pajares (1992) surveyed a mainstream middle school in the United States and 

concluded that teachers hold certain beliefs about their students, their work and their 

roles and responses towards achievement. Personal beliefs in schools override 

professional knowledge which means that teacher’s beliefs about student 

achievement in school contexts is powerful and defeats teachers’ knowledge of the 

subject matter. Thus, student achievement is influenced by receptiveness to teacher 

enthusiasm and teaching philosophy (Ee & Cheng, 2016; Pohan & Aguilar, 2001). 

According to Tarman (2012), understanding the relationship between teacher’s 

beliefs and achieving educational benchmarks should be the focus for future 

researchers. This relationship could be cultivated in higher education institutions 

which are favorable grounds to ignite the right perceptions and expectations for 

teachers to achieve maximum academic results and improve their pedagogical 

decisions (Ee & Cheng, 2016; Noordhoff & Kleinfeld, 1993). This clear-cut pathway 

should also promote learning of both academic content and cultural norms or 

reinforce familiar cultural norms and academic content that are similar with those 

taught at home (Nelson & Guerra, 2014). Teachers are advocates of positive attitudes 

and agents of change for student success. This means that they are the ultimate key to 

social change and school improvement “since they define, develop and reinterpret 

the curriculum” (Hargreaves, 1993, p. 13). In support, Thaman (1988) argues that 

teachers are primary implementers and agents of change who “help determine the 

nature of formal education” (p.231). Haberman (2004) supports Thaman’s claim 

noting that teacher expectation and perception influences the outcome of student 

achievement in schools. Furthermore, collective teacher efficacy in school is crucial 

for student achievement. It is the “perception of teachers in a school that the efforts 

of the faculty as a whole will have a positive effect on students” (Goddard, Hoy & 

Hoy, 2000, p. 480). These are teacher’s expectations that they should achieve in their 

learning, which is an aspect of teacher’s professional behavior in context.
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2.5  TEACHERS PERCEPTIONS AND BELIEFS OF SOCIO-CULTURAL 

FACTORS IN SCHOOL 

Teachers’ perceptions and beliefs of social and cultural factors affecting pedagogies 

vary in context. In Pacific settings, both teachers and students attending schools 

bring their cultural baggage with them which include things learned and experienced 

from their societies (Nabobo-Baba, 2006). It is a challenge for teachers to deal with 

diverse attitudes, beliefs and perceptions affecting educational responses in schools, 

especially in Pacific Island countries. However, understanding that beliefs have a 

strong impact on teachers’ actions and students’ achievement will guide teachers in 

schools to relook at their pedagogies. The willingness to adopt new strategies for 

teaching in schools depend on teachers’ beliefs and perceptions. A number of studies 

have reported a decline in school improvement due to ignorance among teachers 

concerning beliefs and cultural knowledge (Garcia & Guerra, 2004; Nelson & 

Guerra, 2014; Sanz, Molt & Puerta, 2015). It is important for teachers to be aware 

that students’ local cultures frame their knowledge and how they arrive at knowing 

(epistemology). However, this significant information is not important for culture 

insensitive teachers. The lack of teachers’ cultural understanding in schools often 

assumes that students are unintelligent or ill-behaved if they do not adhere to the 

expected norms (Garcia & Guerra, 2004). Auxier (2003) recognizes that culture 

insensitive teachers respond to their students in three distinct ways: (a) they may 

ignore students’ present views of knowledge and ways of learning and promote their 

own; (b) they may ignore their own views of knowledge and beliefs about learning 

and attempt to completely accommodate their students, or (c) they may attempt to 

find a pedagogy that includes approaches to knowledge and learning that reflect the 

beliefs of their students and themselves. These are evident with teachers who are not 

confident with amalgamating traditional and formal teaching pedagogies. However, 

this could be internally resolved through willingness and perseverance of teachers to 

achieve higher academic goals that involve self-esteem, motivation, self-direction 

and the right attitudes towards academic subjects (Morrison, Wakefield, Walker, & 

Solberg, 1994). This scenario calls for a focus on teachers’ beliefs and perceptions as 

fundamental because of its influence on pedagogies (Thompson, 1984). This is 

further signposted by Topin, Tippins and Gallard (1994) who state that teachers’ 

beliefs are critical ingredients for student achievement and that “more research 
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should be taken to improve our understanding of the relationship between teacher 

belief and education reform”(p.64).

Both teachers and students experience the dilemma of pedagogies about knowledge, 

values and skills that are exclusively associated with their own culture. Thaman 

(2009) argues that teachers do not link students’ experiences with their teaching. 

Teachers in schools should recognize and understand this context so that they are 

able to influence their own actions and interactions (He, 2009; Ninnes, 1995). 

Understanding students’ socio-cultural environment is crucial to meeting their 

learning needs. Teachers understanding of socio-cultural environments are also 

critical because of their contribution to students’ academic success and positive 

teacher-student relationships. Carlsson and Jensen (2006) and Cushner (2005) 

respectively point out that it is important for schools to socialize students to act in 

accordance with their cultural norms.  

According to Dorovolomo (2014), teachers’ cultural assumptions in Pacific Island 

countries can often collide with the assumptions of students resulting in an impaired 

learning and teaching environment. For example, in a study conducted in the Fijian 

culture, Bakalevu (2000) stressed that Fijian students face problems with 

Mathematics because of the mismatch between the school’s expectations and 

students’ cultural backgrounds. Students’ academic success in Pacific schools is 

achievable if their socio-cultural backgrounds are accounted for and contextualized. 

In addition, a student’s socio-cultural background can affect both the teacher’s 

expectation and teaching strategies in schools. For instance, Gay (2000) reports that 

some classroom rites and social protocols are not in favour of students whose 

cultures are passive. Tierney’s (1971) work with rural Fijian students further 

concludes that communal responsibilities inhibit students from performing well in 

assessment. Nabuka (1983) also draws similar conclusions in a study between ethnic 

Fijian and Indo-Fijian students which concluded academic deficiency among pupils 

who are pressurized by family and community work. For this reason, teachers are to 

be vigilant and pragmatic by aligning classroom activities to meet students learning 

needs. In sum, Burnett (2004) concedes that teachers should be astute observers at 

reading their school context and be intelligent interpreters of their school community. 
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This will create a harmonious atmosphere that should promote academic success for 

learners.  

2.6  SOCIO-CULTURAL FACTORS  

Socio-cultural factors influence teacher performance and student achievement in 

schools. Vygotsky’s (1978) socio-cultural theory stresses the significant 

contributions that society makes to individual development. The psychologist argued 

that the MKO’s such as parents, teachers, peers and culture at large were responsible 

for developing higher order functions (Vygotsky, 1978). Thaman (2012) defines 

culture as “a way of life, thinking and being, of a group of people, which include 

their language, knowledge and value systems. This ‘way of life’ includes the way in 

which people store important skills, knowledge and values that are conveyed via a 

language and communicated to the young for cultural continuity and survival 

(Thaman, 2012). The different cultural elements in societies affect the way teachers 

and students interact in educational context. Moran and Lu (2001) describe five 

dimensions of culture as follows: (a) products – examples like tools, clothes and food 

(b) practice – examples include taboos, verbal and non-verbal languages (c) 

perspectives – examples are values and beliefs (d) communities - examples are 

religion, race and gender and (e) persons – individuals in particular. The Vanuatu 

national curriculum harmonizes Moran and Lu’s five dimensions of culture into the 

teaching programs. This crucial approach to teaching gained momentum after the 

VNCS was launched in 2010 whereby socialization and cultural participation were 

increasingly affecting cultural continuity and survival of societies. Dunsford (2010) 

reiterates the need to guard vital resources for future survival. This is achievable if 

Pacific education systems shape young people’s minds in tune with their 

surroundings (Laumann, 2007). Research reveals that socio-cultural practices evolve 

over time and this continuous change is rapid when our fate becomes increasingly 

intermingled with rapid exchange of information, trade and migration (Bruner, 1996; 

Cilliers, 2002).

Different people have concluded that cultural elements and socialization are strongly 

correlated with achievement differences in school (Erickson, 1986; Garcia & Guerra, 

2004). The way students in schools respond to different assessments is subject to 
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cultural and social influence. Cobb (1994) affirms that the roles of social interaction 

and cultural context in learning influences identity formation and knowledge 

acquisition. Markus and Kitayama (1991) also argue that culture serves as a source 

of lay theory about one’s world and shapes one’s way of thinking, reacting and 

crafting their philosophies and life views. In Pacific Island societies like North 

Pentecost, culture implies multiple lay theories that people utilize to make sense of 

daily interactions. Culture influences people by conditioning their perception and 

cognition by providing them with needs, life expectations and sets of values. 

Furthermore, Shavitt, Lee, and Johnson (2008) claim that culture has shared 

components that provide criteria for perceiving, communicating and believing, 

especially among societies that share a geographical location or language. Love and 

Kruger (2005) express the same insight of knowledge among uncommon societies as 

reciprocal and shared. Many schools in Pacific Island societies, for instance Lini 

Memorial College in North Pentecost, share an ecological and physical location 

which shape the way people believe and perceive their surroundings. Similarly, 

Kleinfeld’s (1994) ethnographic study discloses Eskimo children as having unusual 

intelligence in school which stemmed from cultural adaptation and ecological 

demands. The way people interpret and interact within their social setting is through 

their cultural lens (García & Dominguez, 1997; Triandis, 1989). This viewpoint 

derives from their cultural norms that have been learned through socialization which 

then guides a person’s behaviour and helps to interpret the behaviour of others 

(Nelson & Guerra, 2014). Bruner (1996) clearly points out that “culture provides the 

tools for organizing and understanding our worlds in communicable ways” (p. 3). In 

schools, teachers organize their work through their cultural lens because of their 

perception and the worldviews they have accumulated overtime. 

2.7 A SOCIO-CULTURAL DILEMMA AND CULTURAL CAPITAL IN 

SCHOOL

In Pacific schools, teachers and students often find themselves in ambiguous 

positions between their cultural norms and Western epistemologies. Generally, 

Pacific schools are modeled to be highly competitive with the individualistic quest 

for high grades, outstanding academic awards, placement in standard schools and 

scholarships. These attributes are proven to be in conflict with Pacific cultural values 
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that place importance upon equality and communalism in achieving tasks (Campbell 

& Sherington, 2007; Thaman, 2001). The competitive environment jeopardizes 

students from applying their culturally unique and preferred modes of learning, 

thinking, remembering and problem solving skills they have acquired overtime in 

their socio-cultural systems (Thaman, 2014).  

Equally, children attending school each day have their ‘virtual school bags’ with

them. These ‘bags’ contain experiences, skills and talents that have been learned at 

home and the wider world (Thomson, 2002). Students ‘virtual school bags’ contain

different things they have accumulated overtime which derive from a whole range of 

sources. Different socio-cultural variables are also linked to student’s educational 

risks including ethnic minority status, poverty, parent’s perceptions and beliefs 

towards education and their economic status (Garcia & Guerra, 2004; Veramu, 

1992). Because human beings are conditioned by their culture, the socio-cultural 

characteristics that children have acquired overtime could sometimes create “a 

wedge between what they are taught and what they learn” (Jegede, Fraser, & 

Okebukola, 1994, p. 9). Furthermore, Burnett (2004) points out that location, gender, 

social class, media and cultural background have profound influence on Pacific 

values. These variables, experienced from socialization and home environment, 

affect the way children proceed with their learning creating an unequal footing across 

groups (Miner, 1968; Nawele, 2006). A balance between culture and education 

should be a focus for schools so that students achieve a firm footing in their 

educational journey (Veramu, 1992). 

The concept of ‘cultural capital’ (Bourdieu & Passeron 1990) presents another way 

of looking at the great range of experiences and understandings that students acquire 

from their environment. Pierre Bourdieu’s cultural capital is a widely recognized 

concept in his theory of social reproduction that became popular and carefully 

examined by sociologists of education because of its important role in the 

educational process. The concept which has been extensively studied by other 

theorists and educationists is an important component in this theory because it relates 

to how students’ understanding and experiences are accumulated. This is similar to 

the way financial capital is accrued. Bourdieu, a French sociologist developed and 

popularized the term, together with Jean-Claude Passeron to explain the 
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accumulation of knowledge, behaviors, and skills that could be tapped into to 

demonstrate one’s cultural competence and social status. The concept of cultural 

capital was developed in the context of Bourdieu’s educational research which was 

initially a means to explain inequalities in the educational achievements of pupils 

from different socio-economic groups. Bourdieu (2011) claims that students coming 

from upper-class families perform better and become more successful than those 

from lower income groups. This is due to the power of cultural capital and not the 

ability or academic competency of the student.  

Both Bourdieu (1984) and DiMaggio and Useem (1978) further found out teachers 

within the dominant classes and have the most cultural capital tend to reward 

students who possess it (DiMaggio & Useem, 1978). Children who have more 

cultural capital feel more comfortable in school and easily communicate with 

teachers and in turn are more likely to excel academically. Within the educational 

field, cultural capital is considered most valuable. This means that schools should 

affirm the cultural capital of all students because of its positive impact on academic 

achievement and on the inclination to participate intellectually in the academic 

market. For instance, Gibson and Edward’s (2015) ethnographic work on young 

Europeans under care reveals a strong social network of participation and 

commitment to obligations. Bourdieu’s term of cultural capital has led to several 

socio-cultural theories which have contextualized the theory in different social 

settings (Fowler, 2000; Luke, 1992; Grenfell, 1998). Bourdieu originally formulated 

three forms of capital: economic, cultural and social, and later added symbolic. 

However, cultural capital serves as a supreme resource for groups to gain status or 

remain dominant within a society. Dumais (2002) argued that cultural capital 

elevates student’s ability or competency to the point where students become 

successful without special assistance by teachers. DiMaggio (1982) also argues that 

teachers favor pupil with more cultural capital and aiding them to achieve higher 

grades (DiMaggio, 1982). Bourdieu identified three forms of cultural capital: 

institutionalized cultural capital, which refers to the way society measures social 

capital – that is the educational credentials and the credentialing system. Next is 

objectified cultural capital, which refers to material objects that are used to indicate 

social class such as works of art and finally; embodied cultural capital, which is the 
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form of knowledge that resides within us to appreciate and understand cultural 

goods.  

Furthermore, Bourdieu’s theoretical model of practice presents a crucial component 

of cultural capital: habitus. Habitus is a set of one’s dispositions or one’s view of the 

world and one’s place in it. This is an important consideration in explaining how 

learners navigate their way through the education system. Habitus has a practical 

application which is necessary in order to consider one’s resources (capital) and the 

orientation towards using those resources (habitus) to fully comprehend the model of 

practice in the educational field. In contemplating the notion of ‘virtual schools bags’ 

and ‘cultural capital’ in schools, teachers place themselves in complex situations.

Teachers in schools often find themselves in vague positions. Windschitl (2002) 

identifies four types of dilemmas for teachers that influence their practice and belief. 

Firstly are the conceptual dilemmas where teachers attempt to understand the 

philosophical, psychological and epistemological basis of ideas and merging them 

with current beliefs. Secondly, the pedagogical dilemmas where teachers find 

difficulty in designing curricula and teaching it in schools. Thirdly is the cultural 

dilemma which reorient the roles and expectations among teachers and pupils in 

schools. Finally, the political dilemmas where the society resists when certain norms 

and privileges are changed. However, teachers are to be competent and culturally 

blend their work to suit student’s personalities and abilities for progress to happen. 

This means that teachers should be socio-culturally competent in working with a 

diversity of students’ to attain high academic results (Moll & Arnot-Hopffer, 2005). 

In other words, student’s academic achievement depends on a professional practice 

that is socio-culturally competent and students’ oriented. Gipps (1999) and Madden 

and Joshi (2013) recommend collaborative assessment within the framework of 

socio-cultural theory as effective because of its interactive and dynamic structure. 

These scholars claim that students making connections between cultural and 

scientific ideas foster sophisticated understanding of their world. Hence, exceptional 

students’ achievement in schools are achievable through collaboration and consistent 

awareness of student’s socio-cultural backgrounds. Teachers’ beliefs and cultural 

knowledge are essential inputs for school improvement initiatives in achieving high 

levels of academic achievement (Nelson & Guerra, 2014).  
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Though the above theory are true, Pacific Island teachers are in culturally ambiguous 

positions because of their professional training that commits to the culturally alien 

school curriculum while their personal identities are grounded in cultural norms and 

traditions (Thaman, 2009). The intellectual and lived experiences of teachers in 

school inhibit them from realizing cooperative learning in their setting. Teachers who 

have been raised and trained in their cultural setting will find it hard to merge a dual 

context for successful learning. However, professional development programs should 

enable leaders and teachers to be culturally competent. Gaitan (2006) and Garcia and 

Dominiguez (1997) argue that culturally competent teachers are those who know 

what, how and who is taught, how interaction is structured, how cultural identity is 

taught and how student’s behaviour is managed. These are skills that are essential for 

a competent social and emotional environment model that fosters learning. The 

relationship between pedagogies is crucial for effective learning in schools. Nuthall 

(2004) points out clearly that teachers can understand the teaching-learning 

relationship if they; firstly, understand how instruction, assessment and management 

affects pupils behaviour; secondly, teachers understand how the socio-cultural 

context influence pedagogies and also understand how students make sense of their 

daily classroom experience. These understandings imply that active learning and 

constructive processes are influenced by one’s existing preconceptions, 

understandings and beliefs. These existing knowledges and beliefs shape the way 

teaching and learning happens in schools. 

2.8  STUDENT ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT IN PACIFIC CONTEXT 

Students’ achievement is measured using various methods such as standardized 

assessments, tests, grade point averages (Perozzi, Rainey, & Wahlquist, 2003) and an 

array of learning stories, samples of work and observation check lists. Cognitive 

development in schools involves active teacher-student interaction to achieve 

desirable results. In a democratic classroom culture, teachers and students contribute 

to the process of understanding where they are encouraged to collaborate in dialogue 

to increase knowledge and understanding (Auxier, 2003). Cognitive development 

could be enhanced through appropriate cultural tools that could be used in ‘guided 

participation with companions’ that provides cognitive support to children’s 

understanding (Rogoff, 1990).  
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The Pacific Island region is one of the most culturally diverse on the planet. This 

means that the issue of curriculum relevance in Pacific schools becomes a greater 

concern as pupils learning are undermined by diverse perceptions, pedagogical 

strategies, irrelevant teacher education and professional development strategies. 

While oceanic culture is based on group primacy, schools promote individual merit 

(Thaman, 2009) as well as central governments and Pacific big business in their 

broad policies in promoting the individual. For example, Bank South Pacific (BSP) 

life insurance advertisements plastered over the side of high buildings in Suva, Fiji. 

Therefore, the need to realize quality education is where education systems focus on 

better learning and teaching strategies (Jordaan & Jordaan, 1986). Furthermore, a 

belief in oneself towards achieving quality education can create a harmonious and 

democratic learning environment that facilitates pupil growth (Moran & Lu, 2001). 

Likewise, self-concept which is a student’s perception of their attributes and abilities 

could help them to achieve more academically. This is supported by Hattie (2008) 

who claims that students attain higher grades when teachers make them feel good 

about themselves. Learners embrace learning when teachers motivate and inspire 

learners to raise the bar.  However, Roundell (2003) argues that a society is 

destroyed when its education system is undermined by negative perceptions. This 

means that student’s academic achievement is affected when pedagogical strategies 

conflict with the negative views of socio-cultural components in school.  

Schools and universities in Pacific Island states continue to make wrong assumptions 

about socio-cultural systems and academic achievement (Thaman, 2012). Thaman 

(2012) argues these systems greatly influence the relationship between teachers, 

students and learning. It does not promote effective thinking, remembering, problem 

solving and active learning. In Pacific states, students in schools have diverse 

perceptions and beliefs about academic achievement and the strategies for achieving 

higher grades. Hence, the process for building bridges of effective learning and 

teaching can be successful if teachers and students show respect and curiosity for the 

knowledge, values, understanding, beliefs and languages that they have (Auxier, 

2003). In a study conducted in Vugalei society in Fiji on how knowledge is acquired 

and transmitted, Nabobo-Baba (2006) points out that the ‘gap’ between school and 

indigenous knowledge and epistemology can only be bridged if teachers in schools 

understand children’s cultural background. Similarly, Amit and Qouder (2017) 
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reinforce this notion through a study conducted among Bedouin mathematical 

students in Arabia. They reveal that complex formulas and concepts can easily be 

addressed through the use of vernacular and traditional symbols. This implies that 

creating a harmonious environment that promotes academic standards is achievable 

through collaboration and mutual understanding between teachers, traditional 

communities and relevant stakeholders.  

Research in schools has found mismatches between pedagogy and students’ socio-

cultural backgrounds. A case study conducted in rural schools of Malekula Island in 

Vanuatu reported that the Western style education system alienates students from 

their heritage and local epistemologies (Shipman, 2008). Shipman reported the ‘gap’ 

that Western education systems have created in Vanuatu’s local communities thus 

alienating students from their cultural worldviews. This scenario depicts 

manipulation and inadvertently makes local people appear to have no agency and 

that disadvantages them. Also, a similar case study was conducted in an urban school 

in Vanuatu exploring teacher’s beliefs and attitudes towards at-risk pupils. The study 

was conducted utilizing focus group discussions, in-depth interviews and reflective 

journals. During the investigation, Mwaraksurmes (2012) revealed that teachers lack 

pedagogical knowledge in actively engaging students to maximize learning in their 

own ways. The fieldwork reports teachers’ not accepting student’s beliefs and 

lacking tolerance towards individual learning. It further revealed the weak teacher-

student relationship leading to ‘at-risk’ situations in schools (Mwaraksurmes, 2012). 

These case studies from Vanuatu reveal a systematic error in the education system 

that needs immediate attention at all levels. However, some Pacific island countries 

are taking the initiative to utilize local vernaculars as a tool to teach children. For 

instance, Willans et al. (2015) conclude that Vanuatu teachers using vernacular in 

primary schools boost students’ confidence and helps to make meanings clearer.   

Research reveals that achieving higher academic achievement in Pacific schools 

involves integration of student’s indigenous thinking and learning styles (Burnett, 

2004; Madden & Joshi, 2013; Nabobo-Baba, 2006; Thaman, 2012). Existing cultural 

knowledge and ways of knowing should be incorporated into current learning and 

cognitive structures so that meaningful learning can occur (Gowin & Alvarez, 2005). 

Recently, schools and universities in the Pacific Islands have encouraged Pacific 
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Island students to study their own cultures, languages and knowledge systems 

(Thaman, 2014). This is an emerging trend that promotes consistency between 

students’ culture and formal learning. During the last decade, an initiative known as 

Rethinking Pacific Education Initiative by Pacific for Pacific (RPEIPP) was formed 

to assist Pacific teachers to re-focus their planning by developing culturally inclusive 

content and pedagogies that emphasize the importance of Pacific values (Thaman, 

2009). The consideration of embedding Pacific values and knowledge in the 

curriculum and activities depict a decolonized system of pedagogies. Thaman points 

out that RPEIPP’s goal is to capitalize on the cultural strengths of Pacific societies to 

develop learners and help Pacific communities to survive. This initiative offers 

academic space and exciting platforms for scholars to excel academically in national 

and regional institutions. It provides exciting platforms for Pacific children to learn 

and develop. The University of the South Pacific (USP) has been a strong advocate 

through organizing regional symposia that gathers scholars, researchers, leaders, 

Pacific educators and emergent leaders to explore and reflect on issues relating to 

Pacific education. 

2.9  CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE TEACHING 

Studies reveal pedagogical attempts that seek to integrate cultural heritage and 

students’ prior knowledge in different learning environments (Darling-Hammond, 

2008; Gay, 2000). These approaches have been utilized to promote the idea of 

“making classroom instruction more consistent with the cultural orientation of 

ethnically diverse students” (Gay, 2000, p. 109). According to Gay (2000), effective 

teaching is when the cultural history of students is considered which promotes 

appreciation of different ethnic experiences and identities. Gay (2000, p. 25) points 

out that teachers need to ‘deliberately create cultural continuity’ which demonstrate 

“culturally responsive teaching” (CRT). CRT is described as instructional behaviour 

that responds to students cultural needs. Gay points out that CRT is multifaceted to 

learning and teaching which comprises of six components: (a) multidimensional (b) 

validating (c) transformative (d) empowering (e) comprehensive; and (f) 

emancipatory. Gay explains that these components of CRT “simultaneously develop 

along with cultural affirmation, academic achievement, competence and exchange, 
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individual self-worth and abilities, social consciousness, personal connections and 

ethic of caring” (p.43). 

The first component of CRT is ‘multidimensional’ meaning that instruction and 

curriculum are congruent with student diversity. Teachers are required to utilize an 

array of experiences and contributions based on assessments, classroom climate, 

student-teacher relationships, curriculum content and instructional techniques (Gay, 

2000). For instance, in a study among Fijian mathematics students, Bakalevu (2009) 

emphasizes that a contextualized curriculum should enhance students’ academic 

achievement. Cobb and Bowers (1999) argue that an ethical requirement to study 

student’s diversity is essential to validate learning. The ‘validating’ component of 

CRT integrates multicultural information and resources that are used in all school 

subjects. According to Koya (2009), devising multicultural competencies among 

teachers helps to facilitate learning outcomes that meets students’ needs and socio-

cultural backgrounds. It communicates the strength of student’s cultural heritage and 

acknowledges its legitimacy that affects pupil’s attitudes and approaches to learning. 

Teachers integrate the content examples from a variety of cultural groupings. Next, 

the ‘transformative’ component in CRT helps students to become socially critical to 

make reflective decisions and implement them. Koya (2012) reinforces this 

component via a pedagogy of Holistic/Ownership/Partnership/Empowerment 

(HOPE) in achieving progressive education in Pacific Island contexts.  

The transformation is twofold: it challenges the mainstream view of learning and 

develops social consciousness in students. CRT is also ‘empowering’ of students. 

Shor (2012) points out that CRT facilitates academic achievement levels and 

encourages the development of good citizenship in schools. Empowerment through 

CRT enables students the capacity to cultivate personal integrity and empower them 

to be competent, ambitious and confident. An empowering education provides a 

platform for students to be risk takers and critical thinkers (Shor, 2012). Furthermore, 

the CRT component of ‘comprehensive’ involves instruction that incorporates all 

aspects of learning including mental, affective and communal (Gay, 2000). 

Incorporating student’s culture and background in school gives students a sense of 

value and acknowledgement thus increases engagement and continuity between 

home-school experiences (Madden & Joshi, 2013). The knowledge, skills and 



34
 

expectations are interwoven and is inclusive in all curriculum content and classroom 

processes.  The final ‘emancipatory’ component in CRT liberates students by 

removing the veil of authority and students see themselves as scholars. They are free 

from the hegemonic ways of knowing to venturing into new ways of obtaining 

knowledge. Madden and Joshi (2013) point out that sophisticated understanding of 

the world is developed when students make their own connections between scientific 

ideas and culturally based stories. Ladson-Billings and Henry (1990) explain that 

students are unrestricted to develop their own learning. Students in schools will excel 

academically if they perceive that their classroom environment is supportive and 

teachers care about learning. Teacher’s creating positive learning environments 

fosters acceptance and engagement in instruction (Callahan & Clark, 1998). 

Ladson-Billing (1994) presents the theory of culturally relevant teaching which is 

parallel to Gay’s description of culturally responsive teaching. Ladson-Billing’s 

(2001) culturally relevant teaching is when students are allowed to choose academic 

success but maintain their culture. The author reveals three common attributes of 

culturally relevant teachers. First, culturally relevant teachers concentrate on student 

academic achievement. They embrace very deep beliefs that all students can learn 

and hold high expectations for all pupils in school. Secondly, teachers develop the 

cultural competence of their students. This is where teachers regard students and 

their culture as their strength and assist pupils to uphold and identify with their own 

culture. Villegas and Lucas (2002) use ‘socio-culturally conscious’ to refer to this 

situation. Teachers help students to develop socio-political consciousness where they 

can question the status quo and work towards a better and equitable society. 

2.10  CHAPTER SUMMARY 

The literature review in Chapter 2 has examined teachers’ perceptions of socio-

cultural practices on students’ academic achievement. The review has revealed the 

complexities involved in pedagogies in schools that are associated with socio-

cultural factors. The understanding of diverse cultural elements should allow teachers 

to fully integrate approaches that promote high academic achievement. The 

understanding of perceptions and beliefs involved with pedagogical strategies 

outlined in the literature should prepare teachers to face the challenges in schools. 
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However, a harmonious and successful pedagogy is reflected through a positive 

outcome that stems from a changed perception. Research into teachers’ perceptions

and socio-cultural factors has shown that countries around the globe are restructuring 

their curriculum against international educational standards to meet the needs of 

children. Educational research advocates for cultural accommodation and cultural 

knowledge acquisition via unified curricula amidst socio-cultural diversity. Finally, 

achieving lifelong goals is the underpinning component for a successful learning 

experience. A research method was designed to produce data that would explore 

current teachers’ perceptions, beliefs and attitudes towards classroom practice and 

academic achievement. The theoretical orientation of the study presented in the next 

chapter is the foundation upon which the following chapters depend. 
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3.0 CHAPTER 3 – THEORETICAL ORIENTATION OF THE STUDY 

3.1 Introduction  

3.2 Socio-cultural Theory and Teaching Practice  

3.3 Complexity Theory and Teaching Practice  

3.4 Complexity Theory and Teachers’ Perceptions 

3.5 Complexity – Sociocultural Framework  

3.6 Conclusion  

3.1  INTRODUCTION 

Teachers’ perceptions, attitudes, beliefs and practices are significant for 

understanding and improving educational processes. They influence student 

motivation and achievement, shape their learning environment and are primarily 

linked to teaching strategies employed in teachers’ professional lives and well-being. 

Research has revealed a variety of beliefs and practices that are relevant and 

contextual for school improvement and effectiveness (Cohen, 2006; Cohen, McCabe, 

Michelli, & Pickeral, 2009). Literature reveals that school effectiveness and quality 

learning environments affect students’ academic outcomes because variables such as 

social and cultural capital, cognitive and motivational capacities and socio-economic 

background are readily modified (Harris & Chrispeels, 2006; Scheerens & Bosker, 

1997). Professional activities at the school level such as co-operating in teams also 

shape the learning environment thus affecting students’ academic learning (Darling-

Hammond, Holtzman, Gatlin, & Heilig, 2005). 

Students’ academic achievement in schools is incorporated in the established theory 

of Vygotsky (1978). Firstly, Bandura’s (1969) Social Learning Theory (SLT) posited 

that pupils in any culture learn from diverse sources which include observing the 

behaviour and attitudes of others. In a natural-learning setting, self-regulated learning 

is closely associated with self-efficacy that affects achievement of a learner. Bandura 

stated that self-efficacy is one’s belief in one’s ability to succeed in an academic 

environment (Bandura, 1982). Walker (2014) further argued that self-efficacy affects 

academic achievement which is a “fundamental element of the current paradigm of 

pedagogies” (p.12). Secondly, Kolb’s (1984) Experiential Learning (EL) presents the 
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notion that experiences from a reflection lens develop into concepts that provide 

direct experimentation and application. This implies that learning is cyclical and 

feedback is critical in the process. For example, the work of Estepp, Roberts and 

Carter (2012) deals with an experiential learning model where senior teachers taught 

other agriculture teachers using their field experiences and reflections. Next, Rogers’

work (Rogers & Farson, 1957) is associated with Student-Centered Learning (SCL) 

where the focus is primarily on students’ discovery learning and active engagement. 

In SCL, pupils are discouraged from depending on objectives set by teachers in 

classrooms but to take charge of their own progress and learning development. 

Furthermore, Skinner was associated with Operant Conditioning (OC) where 

repetition of stimuli develops a conditioned response. Here, learning is transmitted 

rather than discovered by the student. Walker (2014) stated that students in operant 

conditioning are expected to “react to and learn from punishment and reward for 

their behaviour” (p.38). For instance during childhood, behaviour modification 

perceives as a tool for teaching. Finally, Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory 

proposes that learning happens within a context and social learning is paramount.  

These learning theories presented above, do not provide a complete explanation of 

what was experienced in North Pentecost schools in Vanuatu. This is supported by 

Jarvis (2006) who presented three questions: (1) Is it possible to research learning? 

(2) Is it possible to have a universal theory of learning? (3) Is it possible to control 

the learning process and expect guaranteed results from employing existing theories 

of learning and teaching? From the researcher’s standpoint, the above theories do not 

fully address the conflict between teacher’s personal beliefs and perceptions and the 

outcome of students work in rural schools where socio-cultural factors heavily 

influence pedagogies. 

The theoretical framework of a study serves as a structure that forms a basis for 

conducting formal research. It consists of interrelated concepts which determine what 

things will be measured and what logical explanations will be found. The theoretical 

framework underpinning this investigation is based on post-Vygotskian sociocultural 

theory and complexity theory. These are combined coining a complexity-

sociocultural framework for understanding the relationship between context and 

teachers’ perceptions and beliefs. Moreover, understanding teachers in schools and 
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their impact on student’s achievement involves a paradigm shift in research whereby 

teachers’ thought processes are investigated in order to make sense of their work 

(Calderhead, 1987; Carter, 1990; Clark & Yinger, 1977). This study is framed using 

a complexity-sociocultural framework. 

3.2  SOCIO-CULTURAL THEORY AND TEACHING PRACTICE 

The socio-cultural perspective of learning and academic achievement gives value to 

the culturally and socially situated nature of learning within a society. This view has 

been theoretically inspired by the work of Lev Vygotsky. Vygotsky’s theory of social 

constructivism states that knowledge is constructed through interaction with others 

within the society. It proposes that learning occurs within a context and student’s

social learning is paramount (Vygotsky, 1978). The theory stresses connections 

between people and socio-cultural context where they interact in shared experiences. 

It states that the end product of socialization are cognition and consciousness. 

Sociocultural theory, also known as social constructivism, views cognitive 

development to be evolving out of a learner’s social interaction in a socio-cultural 

context (Sigelman & Rider, 2014). Vygotsky argued that knowledge was constructed 

socially and culturally and did not see cognitive development to be happening in 

stages. Likewise, Cobb (1994) suggests that an individual’s knowledge is greatly 

influenced by his or her participation in a cultural setting. This view argues that the 

mind is located in the individual-in-social-action, meaning that effective learning 

takes place when the learner is interacting with people in meaningful ways. Social 

constructivists perceive that knowledge and reality are culturally and socially 

constructed and learning itself is viewed as a social process. Slavin (2000) argues 

that culture affects how children in a society think. Regarding cognitive development 

and sociocultural practices, Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory emphasizes three major 

themes:

(a) Firstly, the process of cognitive development is promoted through social 

interaction. 

(b) Next, the more knowledgeable others (MKO), which refers to anyone with a 

higher ability level than the learner could be a mentor, teacher, or parent. 

Furthermore, the zone of proximal development (ZPD) - the gap which refers 
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to different tasks where children can solve alone and what the child can do 

with the support from others. 

(c) The upper limit of ZPD is the level requiring additional support of an MKO 

and is accepted by the child. 

Vygotsky (1978) states that cognitive development happens within the ZPD - a space 

or zone that accommodates a process of learning (Vygotsky, 1978). In this socially 

constructive approach, Vygotsky (1978) realized the cultural and social influences in 

this process of acquiring knowledge depends on collaboration and guidance and 

different forms of social interaction that are culturally and socially loaded. Vygotsky 

proposed two key elements of learning, namely mediation and internalization. These 

elements indicate mutual relationships between students and teachers in schools. 

Mediation is the role that mediators such as language can play to elevate a student’s 

learning while internalization refers to the absorption of shared public knowledge 

into a private thought domain (Vygotsky, 1978). This is the heart of socio-cultural 

theory from which other socio-cultural theorists have formed their propositions. For 

example, Rogoff (1990) developed a theory of distributed cognition while Engeström 

(1999) developed activity theory. Lave and Wenger (1991) wrote on communities of 

practice and Kirshner and Whitson (1997) wrote extensively on situated cognition.

Socio-cultural theory has been utilized by researchers to evaluate the “intersection of 

mental, cultural, social, physical, historical, and recently political aspects of people’s 

sense-making interaction and learning” (Lewis, Enciso & Moje, 2007, p.2). It 

appeals to the researcher in this work that students play an active role in learning 

while teachers facilitate the learning processes. Hence, this investigation aligns itself 

with Vygotskian socio-cultural theory. 

3.3  COMPLEXITY THEORY AND TEACHING PRACTICE 

Many researchers such as Pajares (1992) highlight the significance of context in 

learning processes. Solomon (1998) defines context as “a property of the 

understanding of a situation which is jointly negotiated or constructed by the 

participants” (p. 378) and a “reciprocal relation between persons and practice” (p. 

387). Teachers’ perceptions and beliefs are examined by several researchers under 

this lens. Pajares (1992) asserts that beliefs are ‘context-specific’ and are created 
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through social construction and enculturation processes. Teachers’ beliefs are 

accumulated through socialization between others in the society. Kim (1988) defines 

enculturation as a cultural adaptation whereby an individual adapts to the 

surrounding cultural forces through years of socialization. Though the social 

construction process has a different emphasis, Gergen (1985) defines it as a 

“perspective which believes that a great deal of human life exists as it does due to 

social and interpersonal influences” (p.4). The socio-cultural context influences the 

adaptive activity of teacher’s beliefs and perception. During pedagogical processes, 

context is critical both in cultural and social aspects, paving way for complexity 

theory to enlighten academic success for learners. 

Complexity theory (CT) regards context in a frame where teachers respond in 

intentional ways to meet contextual needs of teaching. CT originated in the mid-

twentieth century and was utilized in diverse disciplines like physics, chemistry, 

mathematics and biology (Feryok, 2010). The word ‘complexity’ denotes “a chaos of 

behaviors in which the components of the system never quite lock into place, yet 

never quite dissolve into turbulence either” (Waldrop, 1996, p. 12). Furthermore, 

Lewin (1999) explains complexity as the ‘edge of chaos’ referring to the point 

between complete unpredictability and mechanistic predictability. The outcome of 

practice and student achievement depends on this point because the system is 

unpredictable (De Bot, Lowie, & Verspoor, 2007). Students’ achievement and socio-

cultural variables interacting in the system over time cannot be predicted at the ‘edge 

of chaos’. System in this ‘context’ is a set of things that form an organic whole or 

unity. Different elements or agents dynamically interact and change between 

components of a system giving rise to “the systems collective behaviour and 

simultaneous interaction with its environment” (Cameron & Larsen-Freeman, 2007, 

p. 1). CT has been applied to cognitive development and teaching practice where 

systems are studied as a whole and not in parts (De Bot et al., 2007; Smith & Thelen, 

2003). The theory emphasizes mutual adaptation, non-linearity, dynamic interaction, 

unpredictability and co-evolution for organizational life (Zheng, 2015). 
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3.4 COMPLEXITY THEORY AND TEACHER’S PERCEPTION

Extensive research has confirmed what teachers perceive influences their practice, 

prior learning, experiences and interaction between their beliefs and context (Borg, 

2003; Clark & Peterson, 1984; Pajares, 1992). Teacher’s perceptions and beliefs are 

a complex system with dynamic interactions involved (Zheng, 2015). Complexity 

theory highlights a teacher’s perception and belief system as complex and 

heterogeneous composed of diverse components (Cameron & Larsen-Freeman, 

2007). The systems are dynamic in nature pointing to change and development of 

teachers’ beliefs as non-linear in nature, making it complex (De Bot et al., 2007). 

Gradual changes in the system create unpredictable differences in later 

developments. CT examines what teachers believe, know and think and identifies 

them as active decision-makers, emphasizing “interconnectedness of components of 

the system producing the whole” (Cameron & Larsen-Freeman, 2007, pp. 38-39). 

Furthermore, CT provides a framework and instrumentation that permits researchers 

to capture diverse systems, their interaction and shows “how these interactions can 

lead to student development and success” (Borg, 2003, p.13; Woods, 1996). From a 

theoretical stance, complexity theory presents an illuminating prism for analyzing 

teachers’ belief systems (Zheng, 2015). With CT, teachers’ beliefs and perceptions as 

components of a system can be woven together to produce a framework for students’ 

academic success. 

3.5  COMPLEXITY - SOCIOCULTURAL FRAMEWORK

Teachers’ conceptions have been noted as complex, contextualized and dynamic 

highlighting “the need for a systematic approach” to investigation (Borg, 2003, p. 

12). Integrating socio-cultural theory with complexity theory views context as a 

component of a teacher’s belief system. The compound interaction between teachers’ 

beliefs and context results in a complex system where context affects a teacher’s 

belief system and a teacher’s belief system influences context. Both socio-cultural 

and complexity theories consider the interwoven relationship between context and 

complex teacher belief in schools. Teachers’ beliefs and perceptions in schools are a 

complex system with interacting components because they are developed in context 

which embodies diverse socio-cultural sources of influence (Smith & Thelen, 2003; 
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Van Geert, 2007). Both theories attach great importance to context and the 

“understanding of relationships and interconnectedness between contexts and 

individual teachers” (Kramsch, 2003, p. 21). The complexity-sociocultural 

framework in this thesis analyzes systems of beliefs and interactions of teachers that 

work at the systems level especially in schools. Complexity-sociocultural theory 

frames an understanding of the relationship and interconnectedness of students, their 

teachers and context. CT regards context as part of teacher’s belief systems which 

affects students’ academic achievement. The complex features of teachers’ 

perceptions and beliefs in schools though have different components, co-adapt with 

context to satisfy the ultimate objectives of schools – an enhanced academic standard 

for pedagogies. 

3.6 CONCLUSION 

This chapter presented socio-cultural and complexity theories as a theoretical 

framework for this study. It forms the conceptual basis for understanding the 

relationships of variables and concepts that are investigated in the following 

chapters. The framework connects teacher’s perceptions and practice within the 

study area. The next chapter presents the research methods used to explore teachers’ 

perceptions, beliefs and attitudes towards classroom practice and academic 

achievements.  
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4.0 CHAPTER 4 - RESEARCH DESIGN  

4.1 Chapter Preview  

4.2 Description of Study Area  

4.3 Overview of the research aims  

4.4 Overview of the research design  

4.5 Qualitative Study  

4.6 The Researcher as an Insider-Outsider  

4.7 Research Site and Participants  

4.8 Sampling Procedure  

4.9 Data Collection Methods  

4.10 The Field Work  

4.11 Data Processing and Analysis  

4.12 Addressing validity and reliability  

4.13 Triangulation  

4.14 Ethical Considerations  

4.15 Entry and Departure Protocol  

4.16 Chapter Summary  

4.1 CHAPTER PREVIEW 

This chapter focuses on the research design and methodology employed in this study. 

It describes the location of the study area and its basic demographic features. It 

presents the research aims and design that directed the study as qualitative 

ethnographic research. Because of its nature, this section also clarifies the 

researcher’s stance and the type of participants involved during data collection. A 

sampling procedure is also highlighted together with the four data collection methods 

that were utilized during the study – interview, participant observation, talanoa and 

field notes. Furthermore, this chapter explains how data was processed and analyzed. 

It also addresses validity and reliability of information with a focus on triangulation 

of sources and ethical considerations in the field. Finally, the entry and departure 

protocol in the field is highlighted to show the researcher’s approach towards the 

study area and its people. 



44
 

4.2 DESCRIPTION OF STUDY AREA 

4.2.1 Profile of Zone Five

The Zone Five area is located in North Pentecost in Vanuatu. It is one of the seven 

zones within Penama province that the Vanuatu government has recently established 

to provide educational and financial support to schools within its range. The zone has 

a mixture of both Francophone and Anglophone schools that are administered under 

school heads. The zone covers approximately seven square kilometres with over 

5000 residents, making it the most heavily populated zone of the province. Over the 

years, the Zone, like other zones within the province has been overseen by different 

Zone Curriculum Advisors (ZCA). The ZCAs which are appointed by the Teaching 

Service Commission (TSC) provide advisory services to their schools. The Zone is 

currently coordinated by a School Improvement Officer (SIO) in collaboration with 

the Provincial Education Officer. The Zone has twenty-three schools altogether and 

comprises of seventy-four teachers in total. Each year, Zone Five teachers convene at 

a selected school to discuss important issues that affect them. This is because they 

are fairly close to each other. A Zone Annual Plan provided by the Ministry of 

Education together with a designed Zone Five academic policy guides the overall 

running of the schools.   

4.3 OVERVIEW OF THE RESEARCH AIMS 

The aim of this study was to determine teachers’ perceptions of socio-cultural factors 

that affect students’ academic achievements in the Zone Five vicinity. First, the aim 

is to collect and document teachers’ perceptions of socio-cultural factors in Zone 

Five. Secondly, the investigation is designed to determine whether or not socio-

cultural factors have an impact on students’ learning and teachers’ work. Finally, the 

aim is to gauge how cultural practices affect students’ academic achievement in 

terms of knowledge acquisition and skills development. The overall results of this 

study are expected to provide educational practitioners, schools, non-governmental 

organizations and the MOET with relevant data to evaluate different factors affecting 

students’ learning and determine if changes need to be made to the national 

curriculum.
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4.4 OVERVIEW OF THE RESEARCH DESIGN 

This was a qualitative study that employed an ethnographic design. This qualitative 

study primarily captures teachers’ perceptions from both etic and emic perspectives 

within their cultural and social context, their meanings and processes. This design 

was employed because of its flexibility during the fieldwork processes. Since the 

study focused on Zone Five teachers’ perceptions, social interactions and behaviours, 

an ethnographic research design was adopted (Reeves et al., 2008). The descriptive 

and ethnographic research design was used because it locates the researcher in a 

natural setting where teachers’ work and make sense of their social interactions and 

their worldviews (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). Utilizing a qualitative approach 

provides a rich, in-depth approach to the study. Likewise, the research design applied 

prompted the events investigated during the fieldwork to be viewed holistically to 

produce meaning from human experiences and observations.  

4.5 THE ETHNOGRAPHIC APPROACH OF STUDY 

This investigation was an ethnographic study of teachers’ perceptions of 

sociocultural factors on students’ academic achievements. Because of its uniqueness, 

this ‘culture-sharing group’ provided collective perceptions of socio-cultural 

elements that were anticipated to pave future directions for current teachers within 

Vanuatu schools. Talanoa methodology was used in this investigation as a research 

tool for data collection. The ethnographic approach as the underpinnings of this 

investigation is defined by Creswell (2007) as a study of an intact culture or social 

group based primarily on observations and a prolonged period of time spent by the 

researcher in the field. During the study, the ethnographer “listens and records the 

voices of the informants with the intention of generating a cultural portrait” (p.242). 

The study delved into Zone Five as a unique culture-sharing group. Creswell (2007, 

p.241) defined ‘culture-sharing group’ as:

the unit of analysis for the ethnographer, as the researcher attempts to 

understand and interpret the behaviour, language and artifacts of people. 

The ethnographer typically focused on an entire group - one that shares 
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learned, acquired behaviours to make explicitly how the group works (p. 

241).

Zone Five was the ‘unit’ of study that encompassed teachers, students, parents and 

local communities. Creswell (2007) stated that culture is an abstraction - something 

that one cannot study directly. From observing and participating in a culture-sharing 

group, an ethnographer can see "culture at work" and provide a description and 

interpretation of it. It can also be seen in the behaviors, language, and artifacts of the 

social group. 

Though ethnographic studies use the concept of ‘informant’ to refer to participants, 

this study uses ‘participants’. The researcher was stationed in the natural setting 

where social interactions of participants were observed. Hammersley (2006) 

describes ethnographic studies as:  

A form of social and educational research that emphasizes the 

importance of studying at first- hand what people do and say in 

particular contexts which involve fairly lengthy contact, through 

participant observation in relevant settings, and through relatively open-

ended interviews designed to understand people’s perspectives, perhaps 

complemented by the study of various sorts of document – official, 

publicly available or persona (p.4) 

From the above description, this qualitative ethnographic study was carried out to 

identify, analyze, describe and interpret the issue investigated. The nature of study 

itself suited a qualitative and ethnographic research design.  

4.6 THE RESEARCHER AS AN INSIDER-OUTSIDER 

The researcher was a former member of Zone Five which was a fundamental 

challenge in capturing non-biased data and taking an objective stance toward 

participants. The researcher categorized himself as a native insider undertaking the 

study among his own people. The researcher is from North Pentecost and has taught 

at Lini Memorial College, which is a school within Zone Five, for eight consecutive 
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years from 2005 until 2012. Being ‘Ata Raga’ (North Pentecost native) to the subject 

area and its people made the researcher very mindful of his own subjectivity. As an 

insider, the extensive experience with the Zone Five community persuaded the 

researcher to focus this study on the zone and reveal the factors affecting learning. 

Being a native insider, the study provided an opportunity to interact with participants 

using ‘hano’ dialect, the local language spoken by North Pentecost people. This 

cultivated willingness and openness from participants and were comfortable in 

providing reliable information to the researcher. The researcher’s role as an insider 

blended well with social functions like funerals, traditional weddings, religious 

functions and fundraising that took place during the fieldwork.  

Ethnographic design mandates researchers to take an ‘outside’ stance before 

becoming native to the field as the study progresses. Browning (2013) defined an 

‘outsider’ as a person whose personal characteristics differ from others being studied. 

For this study, the researcher adopted Bernard’s (2017) ‘outsider’ paradigm adopted 

by other researcher’s over time in similar qualitative studies. Though the researcher 

has ‘inside’ information about Zone Five, the researcher was an ‘outsider’ because of 

the five years of absence from the study area. Therefore, the researcher had to be 

reborn into Zone Five as a ‘culture-sharing group’ in order to make the study clearer 

to outsiders. The researcher included ‘in-group’ affiliations to solicit data and to 

collect information that the researcher lacked due to his absence from the study area.  

4.7 RESEARCH SITE AND PARTICIPANTS 

Fieldwork is necessary to gather teachers’ beliefs, perceptions and attitudes as 

cultural concepts (Wolcott, 1999). Central to this qualitative ethnographic 

investigation are field issues of reciprocity, data ownership and profound respect for 

the site and the participants. The researcher was guided with strict protocols relating 

to data access, personal presentation at the research site and reciprocal procedures. 

Hammersley (2006) refers to these as ‘sensitive issues’ that researchers encounter

with culture-sharing groups.  

The Zone Five area was selected as the research site because of the researcher’s 

familiarity with the community and also his genuine interest in the different socio-
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cultural practices that relate to pedagogies in Vanuatu. The site was chosen because 

of its ‘naturalistic context’ where participants engage naturally in teaching, carrying 

out their roles and responsibilities in school and their daily relationships with 

students and the surrounding communities. Along with these responsibilities and 

roles displayed by teachers are inherent beliefs, norms and perceptions that made up 

the Zone Five culture. The Zone Five area was one of the first zones among others in 

the province that was established on Pentecost Island with very strong underpinnings 

of North Pentecost values and Christian principles. Its vision and mission stipulated 

in its policy handbook illustrated the shared beliefs and values embraced within the 

group. Finally, participants have been chosen based on their expertise in teaching and 

the experiences they have accumulated over time within the zone. These participants 

were identified after an initial “big net approach” was initiated (Hill, 1993, p.60). 

This is an ethnographic approach whereby the researcher interacted with Zone Five 

teachers in different settings and identifying whomever that meets the research 

criteria. These criteria include (a) island of origin (b) years of teaching experience (c) 

usual residence (d) knowledge of North Pentecost culture and (e) teaching status. 

Over time, the identified contacts provide additional persons within Zone Five for the 

researcher to contact. A screening questionnaire was used to select participants. (See 

Appendix 1).  

4.8 SAMPLING PROCEDURE   

A purposeful sampling procedure was employed for the project so that vital 

information was well-captured. This sampling method is intended to increase the 

likelihood of findings from different dimensions. During the sampling procedure, 

socio-cultural and economic factors of participants were considered important as 

well as their teaching experiences and expertise. Flexibility was also integrated into 

the sampling process to accommodate possible withdrawals or absences of 

participants. Furthermore, the researcher built rapport in one week of field work 

within the zone to capture participants’ confidence and to establish relationships of 

trust. This bond made the researcher’s presence felt and was easily accepted before 

interviews and talanoa sessions were administered.   
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After the researcher identified key participants for the study, a code was created to 

differentiate them during the research study. This was appropriate as all participants 

were teachers, so TE001 to TE045 stands for each participant respectively. Each of 

the informants was given a code and their responses were coded with different 

coloured strips of paper representing the type of questions asked. Patton (2002) 

discusses that key informants are people who are knowledgeable – those whose 

insights are useful in helping the researcher understand the phenomenon being 

studied. Therefore, the key informants during the study were identified and coded 

along with their responses.  

4.8.1 Teacher Profiles

There were forty-five teachers who were identified from Zone Five in North 

Pentecost to provide qualitative data for the study. An analysis of teacher’s profiles 

was crucial for understanding their perceptions, which will be discussed in later 

sections. These teachers’ profiles are analyzed in four distinct categories namely:  

Cultural background and gender  

Teaching experiences 

Roles and responsibilities  

Qualification of Teachers 

4.8.2 Cultural Background and Gender of Sample 

Teachers originally from the North Pentecost cultural group make up the teacher 

sample. All teachers within the sample are related to each other either through 

kinship relations or matrimonial ties. The selected teachers are those whose parents 

and grandparents originated from North Pentecost society. In relation to gender, 

seventy-five percent of the sample were female and twenty-five percent male. This 

was a consistent statistic with gender distribution of teachers at the Zone level where 

three-quarters were female while male teachers made up the lowest number.  

The cultural background and gender of the sample is summarized in Table 5.2 below. 
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Table 4.8.2:  Gender and cultural background of participants  

Cultural Origin Male Female Total

North Pentecost 11 34 45

Total 45

Generally, there is an imbalance in gender and ethnicity. Teachers tend to find solace 

in working within their immediate cultural boundaries. The teaching experiences of 

teachers in the sample is discussed next.  

4.8.3 Teaching Experiences

The number of years teaching was closely related to the level of experience with 

students’ academic work and different socio-cultural factors associated with 

pedagogies.  More than half of the teachers in the sample have more than ten years of 

teaching experiences. Another important observation is that twenty-one percent of 

teachers have between five to ten years of teaching experience. Only one teacher, 

representing two percent of the sample has less than five years of teaching 

experience.  

Table 4.8.3  Number of years of teaching  

Years of Teaching Number of teachers 

< 5 years 1

<5-10 years 9

>10 years 35

Total 45

One of the possible reasons for the high number of experienced teachers was the low 

transfer rate. The majority of the teachers were comfortable with their current post 

and refused to be posted to schools outside of the Zone Five area.  

4.8.4 Roles and Responsibilities
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From the sample of participants, six were school Principals, four Deputy Academic 

Principals, seven HOD’s, nineteen secondary school teachers, eight primary class 

teachers and one ECCE facilitator. All forty-five practitioners had more than one role 

as key players in their school’s academic success. Though twenty-two percent of 

participants are administrators, all teachers had dual roles of teaching and 

administration. The responsibilities overlapped as teachers in rural areas have 

multiple roles. All the teachers (TE001-TE045) that were interviewed had significant 

roles and responsibilities in the school while also having certain roles in their 

community. Investigating teachers’ perceptions of socio-cultural factors affecting 

academic success is a concern at hand that is crucial to the way academic standards is 

achieved in schools. This matter is dealt with next. 

A total of forty-five participants qualified as the sample. This sample is considered 

satisfactory as all participants met the “big net approach” criteria conducted prior to 

interviews. Observations, field notes and talanoa sessions were carried out together 

with interviews within the sample. The sample of the participants used is 

summarized in the table below: 

Table 4.8.4 Research Participants in Zone Five schools  

Name of School Stream Primary/Secondary No. of 
Participant 

Abuanga Primary School Francophone Primary School 4

Aligu Primary School Anglophone Primary School 3
Atavtabanga Junior Sec. School Anglophone Secondary School 4
Atavtabanga Primary School Anglophone Primary School 4
Gamalmaua Primary School Anglophone Primary School 4

Herenhala Primary School Anglophone Primary School 5

Latano French School Francophone Primary School 2
Lini Memorial Secondary Anglophone Secondary School 5

Lini Primary School Anglophone Primary School 4
Vulumanu Junior Sec. School Francophone Secondary School 3
Sori Mauri School Anglophone Primary School 5
Tamua Primary School Anglophone Primary School 2
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4.8.5 Qualification of Teachers in the Sample

The inquiry into the academic qualification of forty-five teachers revealed an 

affirmative stance about teachers’ professional background and training in Zone 

Five.  

All teachers in the sample went through professional teacher training either 

through teacher education institutions or professional development (PD) 

workshops. In fact, ninety percent had a Diploma in either primary or 

secondary education. 

Ninety-six percent of the participants were trained professionals. The 

Vanuatu Institute of Teacher Education (VITE) trained students in a three (3) 

year programme to teach in classrooms. It was a MOET requirement for pre-

service and in-service teachers to obtain a formal qualification from a 

recognized institution. Teachers who had Certificate and Diploma in teaching 

from VITE are required to enroll and subsequently obtain a Degree in 

Education either at USP or other recognized external institutions.  

Ninety percent had a Diploma and Certificate in teacher training and are 

currently enrolling for the Bachelor of Education programme. This included 

teachers who are engaged in the Untrained Teachers Programme (UTP) and 

Science Teachers Accelerated Programme (STAP) jointly administered by 

MOET and USP. This indicates progress and development of pedagogies 

among Zone Five teachers and MOET at large.   

The qualification of teachers in the sample are summarized in Table 4.8.5 below. 

Table 4.8.5  Academic qualification of participants 

BED/BAGCED/ 

PGDED

Diploma in 

Education 

(Primary) 

Diploma  in 

Education 

(Secondary) 

Certificate in 

Primary 

Education 

Teacher 

Training 

(PD)

4 (9%) 4 (9%) 21 (47%) 14(31%) 2 (4%) 
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4.9 DATA COLLECTION METHODS 

During the investigation, four procedures were utilized to solicit data. These were 

interview, observation and note-taking and talanoa as a research tool. Because of its 

ethnographic design, observation and interview were the primary methods of data 

collection. According to Creswell (2007), these instruments are not structured but 

fairly flexible to accommodate opportunities during fieldwork. Observation was 

unobtrusively carried out, blending with staff and students, dialoging with them and 

later recording what was observed. Field notes were taken detailing the objective 

descriptions about everything that happened during data collection. The interviews 

were fairly flexible and unstructured allowing participants to feel confident and 

comfortable while talking about their personal experiences and viewpoints. Talanoa 

(vevhuriana) sessions were held to substantiate data collected from interviews and 

observations. Unlike the interviews, vevhuriana sessions were unstructured and 

unplanned dialogue between the researcher and participants. Although vevhuriana

fosters knowledge creation, the sessions always remained natural. 

4.9.1 Interview

Interview was one of the main tools for soliciting data for this study. This was 

chosen primarily for the following reasons. Firstly, it gives participants ample time 

for long and complex responses. Secondly, it is a probing tool for qualitative research 

where follow-up questions can be asked for clarification or explanation. Interview is 

a flexible tool whereby the order of questions asked or topics discussed with the 

participants can be changed during the sessions. Finally, an in-depth inquiry into the 

issue investigated is achievable. Participants were identified for interviews within 

Zone Five whereby the researcher took a “big net approach” by mingling with 

teachers on purpose (Fetterman, 2009). During this social interaction, potential 

participants were identified for interviews. These were considered the key 

participants because of their lengthy service and crucial roles held in schools within 

the zone. The interviews were completed using an interview guide (Appendix 2).  

The key participants shared their beliefs and perceptions about the socio-cultural 

factors that affect students’ academic achievement within their zone. The flexibility 
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of semi-structured interview methodology adopted for this research meant different 

intervals for interviews ranging from thirty minutes to an hour, carried out 

separately. Furthermore, the researcher was given permission in good faith for 

interview sessions to be recorded including notes. These were transcribed and later 

returned for approval by participants for the researcher’s usage. After each interview 

and transcription of data, participants received their transcripts for verification, 

which was appropriate for the study. The overall questions for the interviews were 

specifically framed to capture the perceptions of teachers on socio-cultural factors 

affecting academic achievement and their attitudes towards practice. Both English 

and Hano languages were used to carry out the interviews. However, Hano was the 

dominant language for communicating questions to participants.  

4.9.2 Participant Observation and Note-taking

Participant observation (PO) was also a crucial tool that was utilized during 

fieldwork. Leedy and Ormrod (2005) stated that during PO, the researcher collects 

extensive data on different programs or individuals under investigation by spending a 

week or so on the site. The participant’s real activities and their environment are 

observed, which provides the researcher with an in-depth understanding of the site. 

Bernard (2001) further explains PO as the foundation of cultural anthropology 

whereby the researcher works very closely with participants and makes them feel 

comfortable so that they can be observed and record information about them. The 

researcher spends an extended period of time on site to collect data (Burns, 2000).  

Therefore, with minimal disturbance to their daily routines, a PO approach was taken 

on a day-to-day basis at the research site. It was carried out both during formal and 

informal hours of work within the zone. The relationship patterns, language use and 

daily interactions of participants were closely observed on a regular basis. Having 

participants’ interactions under a spotlight clearly gives the researcher a snapshot of 

their shared beliefs and perceptions. The observations made were condensed and 

recorded in the researcher’s field diary at the site. During PO in the field, each record 

was carefully dated and given a detailed description of the context where data was 

collected. The accounts were further expanded while reflecting on the experiences at 

the end of each session. Finally, during PO the researcher lived within the studied 
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environment, participated in their daily activities and recorded information. This 

meant that the researcher actually sat among the teachers and students noting down 

everything that was relevant to the study. PO was used at: 

Parents Teachers Association Meetings 

Zone Five Head Teacher’s Meeting

School general assembly every Monday and Friday 

Extra-curricular activities like work parties, sports and devotions 

Furthermore, during data collection within Zone Five, field notes were recorded as 

substantial information. Field notes and observation have dual components; firstly, 

they are recordings of occurrences and events during the investigation and secondly, 

these notes are the recordings of the researchers’ own feelings, impressions of 

happenings, expectations and assumptions. Furthermore, field notes are reflective 

and descriptive which provide the researcher with a comprehensive and a holistic 

view of Zone Five as a ‘culture-sharing group’. The field notes recorded by the 

researcher were subsequently colour-coded and analyzed. Multiple colours were used 

for different themes that surfaced in the notes so that they correspond with other data 

collected.  

Moreover, Beach (2005) scrutinizes the concept of field notes using well-known 

divisions of inscription, transcription and description. The collected data as field 

notes by the researcher were inscriptions which were textual in nature. The field note 

transcriptions were the ‘recorded’ inscriptions of meanings that participants had 

during the researcher-participant encounter. Inscription field notes favoured the 

researchers’ own interpretative conventions making the researcher become the sole 

recorder and observer of events. Finally, during data collection, field-notes were 

descriptive in nature whereby the researcher took notes of events when trying to take 

a neutral position.

4.9.3 Talanoa as Data Collection Tool

Talanoa is a methodological tool used in this study to solicit data. It is a data 

collection tool used throughout Fiji, Marshall Islands and Samoa to capture rich, 
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descriptive and authentic data. According to Nabobo-Baba (2003), talanoa refers to 

informal discussion and storytelling when information is communicated from one 

person to another. Vaioleti (2003) argues that talanoa methodology is a more 

culturally appropriate tool of investigation for Pacific Island people. Talanoa, also 

known as ‘vevhuriana’ in Raga society, is an effective way of collecting data in 

North Pentecost especially from key informants of vital information. Though it was a 

additional method of collecting data, the tool was utilized to contextualize the study 

and findings by capturing the experiences of forty-five teacher participants during 

‘vevhuriana’ sessions. The emic information collected through talking and listening 

captured teachers’ subjective world views, values and experiences. The participants 

were invited to dialogue with the researcher on different occasions, using Hano, the 

North Pentecost dialect. These were later translated when data was analyzed. The 

translation was carefully conducted to ensure accuracy of both actual and implied 

meaning contained in the recorded data. After each talanoa (vevhuriana) sessions, 

baked food and malogu (kava) were presented to the gate-keepers as tokens of 

appreciation. To gain access to authentic information, the gate keepers for the talanoa 

sessions were treated with binihimarahi (respect), and gogonaiana (reverence). The 

researcher listened attentively and spoke with humility to participants. Obtrusive 

manners were avoided and disruptions were minimal to allow participants to fully 

express themselves.  

Johansson-Fua (2009) states that talanoa is a research tool used for data collection 

and data analysis. During the process, knowledge is socially constructed via talanoa. 

Talanoa (vevhuriana) was productive during data collection since the first language 

of participants was used. The researcher was in the context and part of the setting, 

making the study more naturalistic in nature. Finally, the talanoa tool aided the 

researcher to capture the zone teacher’s moral conduct of respect, reciprocity and 

values such as trust, caring and helpfulness.   

4.10  THE FIELD WORK 

The fieldwork was navigated by the guiding questions formulated to achieve the 

objectives of the study. The field work was designed to observe, to record and 

understand the issues and opportunities relating to student’s academic success. It was 
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conducted in January and February 2019, covering two months of work. Further 

work was conducted in June 2019 in selected schools to substantiate former data 

collected earlier during the year.   

Below is the outlined timetable for the field work. 

Table 4.10:  Fieldwork Timetable Zone Five in 2019 

Date Activity 

07th – 21st

January 

Visited Zone Five and make necessary arrangements with 

School Improvement Officer (SIO). Research began within the 

area. Potential participants were identified and consulted, 

informing them about the nature of the research. Rapport was 

established.

23th – 25th

January 

Participants were briefed with requirements for data collection 

procedures. Dates were assigned for interviews and talanoa with 

participants

26th – 29th

January 

Observations and field notes continued. Interviews began with 

participants. Talanoa sessions were held with participants. 

Transcription of raw data continued.

01st – 04th

February

Talanoa continued with participants. Transcription and 

recording continued.

06th – 11th

February

Interviews continued with participants. Coding and 

transcription continued

12th – 15th

February

Talanoa with participants. Transcription continued 

17th – 20th

February

Observations and interviews continued. Transcription and 

coding continued.

21st – 26th

February

Verification of data by participants. Final stages of fieldwork 

and securing data. Return to USP Laucala Campus, Suva Fiji. 

3rd – 19th

June 

Further observations and interviews for authentication of data. 

Data were coded, transcribed and verified. The researcher 

returned to Suva, Fiji.



58
 

4.11 DATA PROCESSING AND ANALYSIS 

In this study, data was analyzed using the steps outlined by Creswell (2007) and 

Depoy and Gitlin (2015). First, data analysis is a systematic process of searching and 

arranging obtained information from the field with the intention to broaden 

understanding of them and present them it so that it becomes meaningful to others. 

During this study, all textual data collected were analyzed. This began informally 

during interviews, field notes, talanoa and observations and continued during the 

transcription process where categories, themes and patterns were identified. Once 

data was collected, participants checked and verified the transcripts by initialing 

them. After verification, the researcher arranged data in chronological order. Then, 

data was analyzed into meaningful groups using manual colour coding and the 

NVivo software. 

Lofland and Lofland (1995) state that coding is a process of sorting data into 

different groupings and arranging it and rendering it. Depoy and Gitlin (2015) 

pointed out that coding schemes like NVivo 12 software have been used for data 

collection in order to develop a more specific focus relating to reviewed themes. 

During data collection, colour coding was utilized at the end of every interview and 

talanoa sessions to minimize the risk of losing valuable data. Specifically, talanoa 

sessions consisted of a lot of information. Therefore, colour coding and NVivo 12 

assisted the researcher to organize data in meaningful sequences. The researcher 

devoted a lot of time for analytic coding with the primary focus of classifying and 

categorizing data. Coding of data was progressive which involved a selection of 

themes and coding these themes using coloured strips of paper. Each colour used 

represented a theme or category where all data from interviews, observations and 

note-taking and talanoa are categorized. The data that was contained under the 

themes were later revisited and verified for accuracy and consistency. As stated, once 

data was collected from interviews, observations and note-taking and talanoa, it was 

transcribed then checked by each participant before being sealed for confidentiality. 

Furthermore, a diary of field notes was also kept so that important themes and 

categories could be captured and fit into the coded information. Additionally, a voice 

recorder was used as a supplementary tool to make transcribing easier and minimize 

time.
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The groupings of data were categorized under a set of themes or categories that were 

identified from the literature. After the categorical analysis, the researcher identified 

emerging categories or themes and placed items together with similar coding. From 

this, the researcher began exploring the relationships between the categories and 

pinpointed major themes that surfaced. Finally, mutual arrangements were negotiated 

with participants to check for unclear data which was also coded after verification. 

Data was secured in a database using a laptop and external drives which was later 

retrieved and traced for identifying themes and patterns. The field note data were 

also stored in a computer database for processing and Microsoft Excel was used for 

tabulating and analysis. The themes and patterns that relate to each other were drawn 

from the data and were amalgamated under respective codes in the data matrix. The 

matrix contained an array of data variables presented in a table which have been 

classified by the researcher for analysis.  

4.12 ADDRESSING VALIDITY AND RELIABILITY 

During an ethnographic qualitative study, researchers are cautious of the reliability 

and validity of the data collected. Both validity and reliability are important 

components of qualitative studies. McMillan (1996) points out that during qualitative 

research, data credibility depends on the researcher’s interpretation of interviews, 

observations, attitudes and behaviours and others. Therefore, the researcher’s 

preconception and subjectivity can impact the credibility of the study. During data 

collection for this project, field notes that were taken during observations and 

interviews enhanced reliability. Moreover, various sources were consulted during 

data collection, including the qualitative design, participant negotiation for data 

usage and several criteria for ‘good ethnography’ set by Spindler and Spindler (1987) 

as: 

observation was contextualized; hypotheses emerge in situ as the study 

goes on in the setting; the native view of reality is obtained through 

interviews, observations, and other eliciting procedures; the 

ethnographer elicit knowledge from informant-participants in a 

systematic fashion; data collection instruments, codes, schedules, 
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questionnaires, agenda for interviews, and others are generated in situ

as a result of the inquiry; a transcultural, comparative perspective is 

present, though frequently an unstated assumption; the ethnographer 

makes explicit what is implicit and tacit to participants and, the 

ethnographic interviewer must not predetermine responses by the kind 

of questions asked (p.18). 

Furthermore, in order to ensure that the groupings, interpretations and meanings of 

the researcher reflected the reality of Zone Five as a ‘culture-sharing group’, the 

following provisions were carefully considered during the data collection process to 

maximize research credibility (McMillan, 1996):  

1. having  a clear method of selecting participants 

2. having a clear theoretical framework of the study 

3. field notes should capture detailed objective descriptions of daily 

happenings 

4. the research credibility should be addressed.  

5. multiple methods of data collection should be used by the researcher 

6. the study period should be lengthy enough 

7. interpretations and descriptions of data should be separate 

8. the degree of researcher’s involvement in the study area should be 

specified.  

The above requirements pointed out by McMillan (1996) were stringently adhered by 

the researcher during the study in order to make the investigation reliable and valid. 

Also, the use of multiple methods to collect data for the study was also important as 

it reinforced the entire research making it valid and reliable. 

4.13 TRIANGULATION 

The validity of data collected during field work can only be credible if the researcher 

uses methodological triangulation. Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2007) state that 

triangulation is the use of two or more methods to collect data in a study of human 

behaviour. Therefore, triangulation is an integral part of data collection and final data 
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analysis for the project. This common technique was used in this ethnographic 

qualitative research to enhance its credibility and increases accuracy of information 

obtained.  As mentioned, multiple approaches were utilized to verify and consolidate 

data. The research instruments used were interviews, observations, field notes and 

talanoa (vevhuriana) sessions. These different sources validated findings by 

examining whether different sources presented similar information. Also, the process 

aided the researcher to further develop an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon 

being investigated. Data source triangulation was used particularly for two reasons: 

wherein participants in interviews are asked the same questions but gathered diverse 

responses because of the different perceptions from the questions asked. Also, the 

responses during interviews vary because of the participants’ varied teaching 

expertise and personal experiences.  

Furthermore, this research involves a large pool of experienced teachers so that 

responses collected were varied from different teachers thus achieving data source 

triangulation within the research sample. Because this ethnographic qualitative 

research required a high degree of validity, PO provided the “opportunity for 

continual data analysis and comparison to refine constructs, to ensure the match 

between scientific categories and participant reality” (Goetz & Le Compte, 1984, 

p.221). PO among the participants was carried out in a naturalistic setting which was 

real and concrete. 

4.14 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

This research adhered to strict ethical standards such as informed consent and 

endured confidentiality of participants which encourages an environment of 

accountability, trust and respect towards each other. During interviews, observations 

and note-taking and talanoa, ethical guidelines guided the researcher by showing 

respect, courtesy and social responsibility towards teachers and students as human 

subjects.
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4.14.1 Informed Consent

Prior to data collection, participants were thoroughly informed about the study’s 

purpose, aims and objectives, including the confidentiality of the interviews and 

talanoa sessions that were to be conducted (See Appendix 3). Participants read and 

discussed what and why the project was being executed in Zone Five, where their 

school is located. After making informed decisions, participants were requested to 

sign the informed consent forms before the interviews (See Appendix 4). This was 

done as evidence that interviews had been conducted in good faith with participants 

in the field. Furthermore, an ethical clearance was granted by the University of the 

South Pacific’s Research Committee to carry out the field work in North Pentecost 

(Appendix 5). Finally, the MOET granted approval for the research to be conducted 

in Zone Five (Appendix 6). 

4.14.2 Confidentiality

Throughout the investigation, participants were assured that all information provided 

would not be made available or accessed by anyone outside the study. They were 

thoroughly informed of the objectives, purpose, aims and the overall nature of the 

research before they were interviewed. Also, participants involved were fully aware 

of being anonymous and that their personal details were to be withheld during the 

study. In cases where personal quotes are used, codes are inserted to avoid personal 

exposure.  

4.14.3 Protection from Harm

Ormrod and Leedy (2005) discuss that protecting research participants is the most 

important ethical principle. Throughout the investigation, the researcher ensured that 

participants were not subjected to embarrassment, unusual stress or being exposed to 

psychological or physical harm.  
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4.15 ENTRY AND DEPARTURE PROTOCOL 

The researcher began the study by seeking official approval from the Vanuatu 

MOET (see Appendix 7). The content of the letter introduced the researcher and 

detailed the purpose of the investigation in Zone Five. After receiving MOET’s 

approval, a copy of the confirmation letter was emailed to the Penama Provincial 

Education Officer and Zone Five SIO. Because of the researcher’s lengthy absence 

from the community, negotiating access to the study field was challenging. However, 

upon arrival, the researcher personally met the Zone Five SIO. This relieved the 

researcher’s uncertainties resulting in an exchange of ‘tavnago’ that was made to the 

SIO office and the researcher was warmly accepted to collect data. Tavnago is a 

traditional form of advance recompense in North Pentecost culture and creates 

friendship and ignites cooperation and faith, granting the researcher a right to access 

information from participants in the area. During tavnago, traditional gifts such as 

bwana (valuable mats), pigs, traditional food and kava are exchanged between two or 

more parties. A consensus is achieved when parties accept the gifts thus creating a 

bond of friendship and trust. Patton (2002) highlights that a researcher’s entry into 

the field involves two distinct parts: a) negotiating with gate keepers about the nature 

of the study to be carried out and b) actual physical entry into the setting to begin 

data collection. Gaining entry permission into the Zone Five vicinity was largely 

because of the researcher’s establishment of rapport and trust. Prior to data 

collection, a general staff meeting was summoned and the researcher presented the 

aims and objectives of the study for familiarity and rapport purposes. A joint 

agreement was established between the researcher and Zone Five SIO, on behalf of 

all zone affiliated schools. This formally presented the researcher to the Zone in 

order to avoid any disappointment during the research process. Finally, before 

departure, Zone Five as a ‘culture-sharing group’ received a ‘bwana’ (valuable 

traditional mat) from the researcher as a token of appreciation for faithfully 

collaborating with participants to solicit data. In return, the researcher was 

complimented for documenting information that was never done before by a 

researcher in the community.  
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4.16 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

This chapter presented the methodology used to solicit the data that is presented in 

the next chapter. It highlighted the profile of the research site and the stance that the 

researcher took during data collection. It presented the data collection methods and 

the protocols and procedures that the researcher utilized to guide the entire data 

collection process and acquiring of concrete data. The next chapter presents data that 

was collected during field work.   
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5.0 CHAPTER 5 - RESEARCH FINDINGS 

5.1 Introduction  

5.2 Teachers Perceptions  

5.3 Socio-cultural Practices affecting Formal learning  

5.4 Culture Inclusiveness in Classroom Pedagogy  

5.5 Conclusion  

5.1  INTRODUCTION 

This chapter presents the findings of the study conducted in Zone Five.  The study 

sought answers to the following research questions: 

1. What are teachers’ perceptions regarding the socio-cultural practices 

affecting students’ academic achievement?

2. What do teachers believe are common cultural practices that promote or 

inhibit students’ formal learning in school?

3. How might certain cultural practices be incorporated to elevate students’ 

academic achievement in school?  

The research findings are presented under three thematic headings derived from the 

research questions posed. These themes include teachers’ perceptions, socio-cultural 

practices affecting learning and cultural inclusiveness in classroom pedagogy. These 

themes have emerged during the data analysis.  

5.2  TEACHERS PERCEPTIONS 

It was crucial to investigate teachers’ perceptions and beliefs of socio-cultural factors 

on students’ academic achievement. Thompson (1984) states that teachers’ 

perceptions are important because they are believed to influence teachers practice. 

Prawat (1992) further argues that teachers’ beliefs influence teachers’ philosophy of 

teaching in classroom. These beliefs are well established soon after a prospective 

teacher enters university (Pelser, 2010). It is argued that teachers impart learning by 

utilizing the ways they were taught. After interviews and talanoa (vevhuriana)



66
 

sessions, the respondent’s perceptions are analyzed under sub-themes: Independent 

individual, resolving conflicts, managing and planning skills, making sense of 

vernacular and symbols, appreciating religion and culture and finally caring, sharing 

and participating.  

Research Question 1: What are teachers’ perceptions regarding the socio-cultural 

practices affecting students’ academic achievement?

5.2.1 Independent Individual 

The fact that students should be independent and be self-reliant is a theme that 

emerged from the study. During talanoa sessions with Zone Five teachers, it was 

revealed that the social practice of imparting survival and personal skills is 

paramount in achieving academic independence. For instance, a head teacher 

discovered over the years that students coming from very remote villages are eager to 

find solutions to complex questions. These are confident students who are willing to 

experiment with new ideas particularly in science-related subjects. Participants 

claimed that socio-cultural practices in North Pentecost reinforce the ‘can do’ 

attitude which eventually equips students to be confident in meeting new challenges 

they encounter. A total of forty-six percent of participants stated that students 

become self-reliant as they participate in different socio-cultural practices enabling 

them to be confident, being active and willing to communicate with their peers. A 

school Principal reported that male students who are active in group work and 

sharing ideas are those that engage in a lot of community work.   During interviews, 

ninety-two percent of the participants claimed that socio-cultural practices in North 

Pentecost encouraged academic productivity specifically driving students towards a 

quality and worthwhile education. For example, a teacher explained that communal 

practices like gardening and fishing develop students to manage resources such as 

time and stationery effectively. Students apply these skills to studies which enhance 

their learning. From close observation, North Pentecost culture and social ties were 

strong and influenced students’ academic achievements. 

In response to the questions regarding participants’ perceptions towards socio-

cultural influence, most female teachers stated that North Pentecost culture is 
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somewhat special because it trained individuals to be competent, self-reliant and 

become independent thinkers. Participants shared their experiences similar to the 

ones demonstrated:  

“The traditional practices here builds children and young adults to be 

self-reliant and having the confidence to face realities of the wider 

society. Chiefs and the elderlies often help younger ones to understand 

and solve complex issues too” (TE008).

“Students participating in social and cultural activities outside of school 

promote meaningful learning by acquiring life skills. This means 

children obtain first-hand information to live harmoniously with each 

other” (TE032).

“My eldest son is performing well in class because of his exposure to 

cultural values like respect, honesty and humility. These virtues are 

learnt from his chief at the nakamal and definitely helped him to do well 

in class” (TE021).

According to the response of teachers, a large majority stated that North Pentecost 

indigenous language, values, knowledge and skills imparted in the ‘gamali’ (meeting 

house) shapes students’ way of behaving towards formal learning. The common 

elements of custom and shared beliefs of North Pentecost that is upheld in the 

‘gamali’ enabled students to be self-reliant, become independent thinkers and 

eventually excel academically in school. One of the participants, TE037, put it this 

way: 

“The ‘silon vanua’ here is simple but rich in traditional wisdom. The 

ways of life around here depend on how you commit yourself to 

church, ‘kastom’ and education. You can only become successful if you 

balance these three things. These three-legs is our pillar for 

independence and progress” (TE037).
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Being independent was a theme that surfaced from the data analysis. Teachers felt 

that when students associate themselves well with cultural practices, they become 

aware of their rights and responsibilities thus they can defend themselves well and 

take personal responsibility of their own actions.  

5.2.2 Resolving Conflicts

The involvement of students in different socio-cultural practices in North Pentecost 

equip learners with skills and abilities to solve problems. During talanoa sessions, 

participants revealed that actively participating in cultural practices equipped oneself 

with very good problem-solving skills. One of the teachers saw North Pentecost 

cultural practices in this way:  

“the trial and error experiences within Raga society is the single-most way to 

solve simple and complex problems” (TE011).

Engaging students in different socio-cultural activities develops strategic thinking. 

During talanoa discussions, teachers stated that important steps are taken once 

students know their way around difficult situations. Participants commented 

similarly as demonstrated below: 

“Several students in my class use their own strategies and knowledge to 

solve social problems they face” (TE040).

“I know a student will be successful if he/she apply diverse approaches 

to resolve real life situations. Academic success depends on how you 

approach it” (TE017).

Students finding their own ways to meet their immediate academic needs is an 

indication of independence, progress and commitment. One respondent (TE035) 

stated: “I feel proud to see my students plan their work and work independently with 

minimal supervision”.

Another teacher said: 
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“Socializing promotes critical thinking for young children. Learning 

from each other is part of our up-bringing. It’s good for their education 

and life” (TE017).

According to participants, cultural aspects of North Pentecost society equipped 

learners with skills to resolve issues that they face. Student’s involvement in 

communal activities and traditional practices encourages independent thinking and 

strategic behaviour that is vital for academic growth.  

5.2.3 Managing and Planning Skills

Planning and managing different activities was a theme that surfaced during the 

study. More than half of the teachers agreed that socio-cultural practices promoted 

critical thinking in identifying workable procedures and tasks in real life situations. 

Teachers commented in these ways: 

“Involving in social activities encourages students to develop planning 

skills in order to achieve successful outcomes. Knowing how to plan 

empowers students to achieve their academic goals” (TE016).

“Daily processes of traditional activities like ‘lagiana’ ‘mateana’ and 

‘bolololi’ demands a lot of thinking skills. These skills if contextualized, 

will help students to manage their daily routines in school very well”

(TE022).

“If students can effectively organize social events outside of school, they 

are demonstrating competency at planning and managing their school 

work. This is important for them later in life” (TE039).

During the study, teachers felt that engaging in social events and cultural activities 

enhanced planning and management skills. These organizational planning skills help 

individuals to accomplish life-long goals and contribute towards academic success. 

Observations revealed learning in Zone Five communities as relational. After school, 

students especially boys would meet at the nakamal (traditional meeting house) to 
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learn traditional songs, dances or sit around the fire listening to a custom story. It is 

during these occasions that important skills are learnt from chiefs and older people. 

On one occasion, the researcher observed students from a school sitting among other 

people and planning a traditional marriage. The way communities are governed is 

reflected through the behaviour of young people who are enthusiastic to learn new 

ideas and skills.  

5.2.4 Making Sense of Vernacular and Symbols

A considerable proportion of teachers perceived that using first language in school, 

home and within their cultural boundaries enhanced students’ academic achievement.

Observations concluded that ‘hano’ dialect is the first language used by all 

participants at home and in the workplace. The local Raga language is somewhat 

complex and varies in symbols and style. It was the primary means of conveying 

important information like facts and emotions between teachers and students. As the 

following teacher noted:  

“An excellent understanding of “Hano” language definitely assists 

student’s intellectual development in schools. It also helps students to 

construct learning in English and French as foreign subjects taught in 

the classroom” (TE015). 

It was observed that eighty-eight percent of teachers used Hano language to deliver 

classroom content, communicate foreign concepts and explain mathematical 

formulas. The instructions for work lines, sport and class meetings were delivered 

using the language. Some typical experiences from participants are described below: 

“Hano dialect is a useful tool to be used in classrooms to enhance 

learning. I believe it to be beneficial because important facts and 

information in subjects such as mathematics and science can be 

understood better” (TE029).

“I usually introduce new topics using local symbols and Hano dialect. 

During revisions, students are encouraged to ask questions using Hano 
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because they feel confident with it. I am happy with that because they 

are learning after all” (TE007).

“…cultural symbols and traditional activities like performing ‘bua’, 

‘singsingi’, ‘savogoro’ and ‘iboi’ learnt from elders in our ‘gamali’ 

enhance students learning because students incorporate them within 

their assessments like prepare talks and speeches” (TE020).

Data analysis revealed that the use of local vernacular and symbols in classroom 

pedagogy enhanced students learning and contributed to academic acceleration.  The 

link between Hano language and learning in Zone Five schools is inseparable as 

students learn and interact confidentially. For teachers, utilizing student’s first 

language enhances learning and making meaning clearer during lesson delivery.  

5.2.5 Appreciating Religion and Culture

The role of culture and religion played a significant role in academic achievement. 

The current curriculum in North Pentecost schools was inclusive of all aspects of 

culture and religion. During a talanoa gathering, all the participants favored cultural 

inclusiveness as a platform for success and meaningful life. Also, during the 

interviews, one of the teachers put it this way: “being included in different cultural 

practices shapes us, our actions and our thoughts. It defines student’s way of 

interpreting life in school” (TE031).

Some perspectives of participants are described below:  

“Involving in religious activities develops a sets of values and behaviour 

that directly influences what students and teachers do, say and think. 

The school and church are both training grounds for children here”

(TE033).

“Attending traditional practices within our communities equips one to 

understand relationship of things including people, wealth and 

prosperity” (TE041).
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“I often encourage my siblings to be faithful to religious obligations to 

develop their spiritual understanding of things around them. Church 

leaders are teachers here who nurture our children through sermons. It 

surely helps them to be successful in class” (TE008).

According to the participants, appreciating religion and culture equips learners to be 

leaders in all aspects of life. The religious and cultural principles of respect, unity, 

reciprocity and democracy provide Zone Five students with a stairway for 

meaningful and abundant living. Adhering to Zone Five cultural and religious 

environment encourages a spirit of harmony and equitable interaction among the 

people.

5.2.6 Caring, Sharing and Participating

The different roles that students took during social, cultural and religious activities 

within their respective communities influence the way they behaved towards studies. 

A teacher commented during the interview that:

“students participating in socio-cultural activities outside the classroom 

acquire leadership skills that promote active participation, delegation and 

sharing of ideas”. 

During talanoa sessions, teachers commented on students’ involvement with cultural 

practices as: 

“From my experience, students who engaged themselves actively in 

socio-cultural matters in their villages tend to be more collaborative in 

class activities. They care for each other and participate towards a 

common goal. This really helps them to achieve good marks” (TE025). 

“As head teacher, students achieve good marks in class participation, 

group tasks and project presentations because they share ideas and care 
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for each other’s progress. The way our culture teaches students here is 

that they are eager to learn and support others as well” (TE033). 

“I feel that socio-cultural activities help students to share their views 

well and debate collaboratively on issues that affect them. This is good 

because it enhances their conceptual framings and understanding their 

worldviews” (TE02).

According to the participants, student’s exposure to socio-cultural activities within 

their communities promoted their positive attitude of sharing and participation 

toward group tasks. During talanoa, teachers felt that leadership skills like 

recognizing others, team-building, helping others and building confidence are 

acquired within the communities which are essential for formal learning. For Zone 

Five, accountability and intellectual curiosity are leadership qualities that mean 

individuals in school become accountable to themselves and arouse curiosity during 

class discussions, research work and solving problems. It was observed that students 

at lower secondary level (Year 7 & 8) are very curious about learning Mathematics. 

The fast-working students voluntarily help the others to complete their work. 

Students show leadership qualities of sharing ideas and caring for others to do the 

same. Teachers view leadership and learning as indispensable to each other. For 

Zone Five, the socio-cultural practices empower individuals which effectively 

articulate and work towards their personal and learning goals.     

Research Question 2: What do teachers believe are common cultural practices that 

promote or inhibit students’ formal learning in school?

5.3  SOCIO-CULTURAL PRACTICES AFFECTING FORMAL 

LEARNING 

Different socio-cultural practices in North Pentecost affected learning in schools. 

According to Zone Five teachers, some of the socio-cultural practices identified are 

perceived to be learning barriers to both teaching and student learning. However, 

these socio-cultural rituals are also deemed to encourage Zone Five children to 

achieve their full potential in school. Themes that surfaced during talanoa and 
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interview sessions include; kava as a socio-cultural keystone, domestic 

commitments, religious responsibilities, traditional formalities and cash-crop 

farming.  

5.3.1 Kava as a Socio-cultural Keystone

North Pentecost produced a lot of kava (piper methysticum) for traditional 

ceremonies, domestic use and commercial purposes. Kava was abundant and a 

significant crop for North Pentecost culture. However, the excessive consumption 

and higher market value of kava in markets posed subsequent social problems to 

students. Participants reported the crop as both beneficial and an obstacle to students’ 

academic learning in Zone Five. 

Teachers perceived that extreme kava drinking affected students’ academic 

attainment. During interview sessions, one teacher commented that: 

“All cultural obligations in North Pentecost are associated with kava and 

this steals parent’s time and money and not providing enough academic 

support for their children”. 

Two participants (TE018 & TE033) similarly stated that students are not entitled to 

quality care at home because their parents are always away from home during the 

evenings. One of the teachers (TE037) described a scenario below: 

“I am a usual visitor at a nearby kava bar during the evening. I see 

many parents there whose children attend my school. They chat and 

drink kava every night. Some of them stay up very late. On several 

occasions, I observe students that are sent on errands to buy kava, 

tobacco and cigarette for their parents and elder siblings” (TE037).

It was observed that students were involved in kava preparation during 

communal gatherings such as lagiana, mateana and bolololi. This social 

responsibility often made students sit until very late at night. The researcher 

observed that during such gatherings, important cultural values, appropriate 
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skills and attitudes are acquired. Young people are thought during food and kava 

preparation at the nakamal. One teacher (TE044) mentioned during an informal 

gathering that whenever there are visitors and guests at the nakamal, students 

are the target to grind and squeeze kava for them. Some of the teachers 

commented that:

“During morning work, boys in particular are sleepy and feel lazy to do 

exercises because they stayed up late at the nakamal. They often feel 

tired and not concentrating in class” (TE009).

“The good solar lights for home use are used at the nakamal for kava 

sessions. This deprive students of good lighting for private study at 

home. However, several students sell kava and purchase their own”

(TE045).

“I must say that most parents do not help students with homework 

because they spend most time at the nakamal for drinking kava and 

story-telling. Children are not supported but neglected to work alone”

(TE018).

According to participants, excessive kava drinking took up student’s quality time 

during the evenings. Parents involved in drinking kava are not supportive towards 

their children’s studies. Participants mentioned that staying up late affected students’ 

learning habits in school. Observations revealed that kava is the major cash crop in 

Zone Five that finances school fees, transport costs, stationeries and personal needs 

for students. Ninety-three percent of the participants stated that the return of 

investment on kava helps schools to build new classrooms, purchase new textbooks 

and students’ provisions. 

5.3.2 Domestic Commitments

Doing domestic chores was an issue that affected students learning in school. 

Students returning home after school often found themselves doing housework rather 
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that doing homework or private study. During interviews, teachers commented on the 

following: 

“I think students often find themselves in difficult situation of balancing 

school work with the demands of daily chores at home. More time is 

allocated for family commitment than what the school requires” (TE034).

“Students whose parents travel overseas as seasonal workers often spend 

their free times doing gardening. Students may show frustration in class if 

stress at home is unbearable. Older siblings often take responsibilities as 

care-takers” (TE013).

“Single-parent family depend on older siblings for household chores and 

gardening. At times, these students skip classes only to attend to family 

matters. Some students with family issues are often depressed especially 

when their fees are not paid” (TE029).

According to participants, family obligations are an impediment to students’ 

academic success. Although teachers see education as a route to higher economic 

achievement, Zone Five students devote a lot of time to household chores. One 

teacher reported that boarding students achieve better academic results than day 

students. Students coming from unstable turbulent homes tend to be depressed which 

affects their learning. While the Vanuatu government purports that education is free, 

it was observed that some families view their children’s time in school as an 

imprudent investment. From observation, North Pentecost is a male-dominated 

society which to an extent, prevents some village children from attending school. 

Family obligations remain an inhibiting factor towards developing academic 

competencies. Responses have pinpointed financial constraint and lack of 

devotedness to children’s education at home and what was urgently needed for 

success. Participants have mentioned that there is limited correspondence between 

academic achievement and family environment.  
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5.3.3 Religious Responsibilities

Families in North Pentecost communities devoted a great deal of time to religious 

duties. Participants stated that communities do not balance church-related activities 

and school. In North Pentecost, church played a significant role in people’s 

livelihood. It is a place to socialize with each other in prayer and devotion. It is 

where significant information is exchanged between individuals and different 

communities. The researcher observed that as families get together during services, 

they have the opportunity to share their experiences regarding student discipline, 

home management and attitude towards communities. One respondent stated during 

an interview that: “Most students are very active in youth meetings and prayer 

conventions. This is good for them because it build confidence and hope, which is 

beneficial to school work. However, these social activities often exhaust students 

which affect their learning” (TE042). Schools in North Pentecost align their annual 

plans, to a certain degree with churches they are associated with. Below are some 

comments from participants: 

“Zone Five schools honor a lot of holy calendar days observed and 

celebrated by churches. These celebrations help students to learn and 

experience life-skills. However, they disturb classes which 

disadvantaged the slow learners”. Also, syllabus are not thoroughly 

covered which affects examination classes” (TE025).

“I believe that church plays a significant role in shaping students to be 

better individuals. Students feel good about themselves because it builds 

their relationship with God and others. However, the school should not 

be “over-churching” by investing quality time and money on every 

events. It looks reasonable to communities but is a detriment to student’s 

academic work.” (TE028).

“In my view, church directives in North Pentecost ‘grips the mind’ of 

students and teachers thus taking away the notion of quality learning. 

There has to be a compromise between school and church to free 

students for study” (TE043).



78
 

Teachers of Zone Five unanimously agreed that religious obligations was both 

beneficial and have detrimental effect on students’ academic achievement. The 

ongoing church-related events within the school premises and the surrounding 

communities posed difficulties for teachers to complete their annual syllabus. 

Similarly, students devoted more time to religious duties than school work. The 

overall commitment to religious matters in Zone Five communities portrays churches 

as teaching institutions that positively affect students’ behaviour toward their school 

work.   

5.3.4 Traditional Formalities

North Pentecost people heavily associated themselves with ‘alengan vanua’ or the 

ways of the land. These ‘ways of place’ are traditional ceremonies that both moieties, 

i.e. Bule and Tabi are involved in. A teacher commented that the: “tradition of North 

Pentecost is very influential that conditions young people to conform to cultural 

protocols and alengan vanua” (TE027). North Pentecost people are inundated with 

traditional responsibilities thus placing much importance on communal duties 

especially mutual obligations and practices. 

Typical experiences related during interviews are described below: 

“I must say that in North Pentecost, most parents respect communal 

obligations. They are attentive to their duties and responsibilities 

towards alengan vanua. This commitment is not healthy for their 

children because it is time consuming and a waste of resources. In fact, 

parents should be concentrating to school activities” (TE002).

“During the last five years, Zone Five schools produced a lot of 

underachievers because social functions such as bolololi have taken 

precedence in many homes. Most parents do not see the value of 

education because they do not appreciate it. This affected students 

learning both at primary and secondary level.” (TE023). 
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Bolololi, Mateana and Lagiana Ceremonies  

Teacher’s revealed that a lot of resources are spent during bolololi, mateana and

lagiana ceremonies. Participants stated that a lot of time and money are heavily 

invested on purchasing tusked pigs, bwana (valued red mats), and food rather than 

students’ academic needs. One teacher commented that these traditional practices are 

democratic so most parents willingly exercise their traditional rights to acquire 

status, wealth and establish relationships with limited resources that they have. When 

participants were asked about their views on traditional ceremonies, almost all of the 

participants talked about its influence similar to the ones demonstrated below:   

“The current condition of communities within Zone Five is not 

conducive for good learning. The cultural cycle of events here especially 

funeral periods demands a lot of resources from the people and low 

priority on education. Parents coming from surrounding communities 

are struggling to pay their children’s school fees on time. It disturbs 

them mentally” (TE026).

“Traditional obligations such as deaths, marriages and pig-killing

ceremonies really disturbs students. Because students are part of the 

community, they are obliged to show respect by attending. If they are 

missing classes, they are affected! I feel that a ‘negotiated space’ must 

be reached between the communities and school to resolve this cultural 

conflict” (TE008).

“The Raga traditional way of life promotes togetherness because it is 

communally oriented. This feeling of “being home” makes students 

comfortable and are reluctant to attend school every day. Teachers are 

often blamed for student’s failures which is wrong. It is our cultural way 

of doing things that lead to student’s academic downfall” (TE010).

One particular respondent mentioned that Zone Five schools are very open to cultural 

activities happening outside their boundaries. Students whose immediate families are 

affected with either mateana, lagiana or bolololi are exempted from school activities. 
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Because these traditional rituals normally took place over long periods of time, they 

definitely affect students’ academic work. The participants all agreed that heavy 

involvement in these cultural obligations inhibits students from achieving better 

academic results. However, participants agreed that these practices hindering 

learning could be resolved through meaningful dialogue so that a ‘negotiated space’

could be reached between, homes, communities and schools. The model of 

‘negotiated space’ should empower students to realign their focus towards learning. 

According to participants, resources such as time and money are heavily spent on 

traditional practices and not for educational purposes. Comments from participants 

indicated that a student’s local environment is not favorable towards enhancing 

students’ formal learning. Participants stated that this could be addressed at the home 

and school level. The cultural cycle of annual traditional rituals consumes quality 

time for students. Data revealed that if schools negotiate learning spaces for students, 

the practices affecting learning could be addressed.   

5.3.5 Cash Crop Farming

Domestic gardening is mandatory at the village level in North Pentecost. Students are 

obliged to plant roots crops and rear animals such as pigs, chickens and cattle for 

subsistence use. Observations revealed that students are supported financially from 

selling crops and domestic animals. Recently, the domestic and international market 

demand for kava products (piper methysticum) together with its soaring prices has 

created a large demand for kava planting in North Pentecost. During an interview, a 

teacher (TE025) stated that: “truancy is now an ongoing issue in school because 

students are skipping classes to plant kava and taro (colocasia esculenta)”. Students 

are diverting their interests from school work to planting more cash crops in the hope 

to generate quick cash. When participants were asked how this social change affected 

students learning in Zone Five, nineteen percent of the participants had very similar 

responses as demonstrated in the following comments: 

“Kava is an important cash crop to almost all household in North 

Pentecost. Its higher economic return drives students to their gardens to 

plant more kava. In fact, the income helps to finance school fees, 
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transportation costs and food. This helps parents to send their children 

to school. Meanwhile, a few students skip classes for gardening which 

affect both student’s attendance and teacher’s lessons” (TE040). 

“Students who have large gardens of kava and taro plants do not value 

the importance of education. Kava as our ‘Green gold’ improves the 

quality of life in our communities. Even parents are not taking the 

responsibility either to persuade their children to attend school”

(TE017). 

“I have witnessed our students that have left school and were selling 

kava and earning money. This scenario is an indication that good 

education is no longer needed for a decent living. Students seek money 

rather than attaining good grades. Schools must work closely with home 

and communities so that a ‘negotiated space’ can be reached” (TE028). 

According to the participants, students’ interest in formal learning is slowly 

declining. Teachers revealed a dwindling trend of class enrolment over the years. 

During a talanoa session, a school Principal reported that in 2018, the number of 

Year Six students in the school dropped from forty-one to thirty-three pupils. It was 

suggested that more attention is drawn towards farming for economical purposes. 

This current trend is perceived to affect pedagogy and school’s academic output. 

Research Question 3: How might certain cultural practices be incorporated to 

elevate students’ academic achievement in school?

5.4 CULTURAL INCLUSIVENESS IN CLASSROOM PEDAGOGY 

The inclusiveness of indigenous culture in the curriculum and teaching approaches is 

a theme that surfaced during the interviews. Participants stated that the current 

Vanuatu curriculum does not stipulate practical avenues for cultural renewal and the 

teaching of indigenous values, skills and knowledge that are situated in local contexts 

- particularly Raga epistemology. Participants discussed ideas and viewpoints that 

they felt should be adapted and integrated within the current curriculum in order to 
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train students of Zone Five schools. They are categorized into five themes as 

presented by the literature: Acquiring of communal values, understanding spiritual 

and cultural phenomenon, environmental sustainability, living a healthy life and 

citizenship and governance

5.4.1 Acquiring of Communal Values

North Pentecost culture is richly grounded in cultural values and practices and 

indigenous epistemologies. Participants stated that community values and cultural 

practices should be strictly encouraged and put into practice throughout the school’s 

academic year. One of the teachers commented during interview that: “students that 

are well equipped with these ideals promote healthy environment by building good 

relationships” (TE0019). When asked about their perceptions regarding cultural 

inclusiveness, participants commented similarly to the remarks demonstrated below:  

“I believe that teachers are the critical facilitators of worthwhile 

education. If our Hano language together with cultural values of caring, 

respect and cooperation is instilled within the school, students will excel 

and be better citizens of our country” (TE013). 

“The school curriculum should be re-designed to encourage pupils to 

engage in activities that reclaim the values of mutual respect and 

cooperation. This values are slowly fading out. The teaching strategies 

utilized by teachers should place strong emphases in promoting ethical, 

personal and social values” (TE025). 

“The indigenous values and western knowledge should run parallel by 

establishing a consortium to achieve holistic learning. Communal values 

must be integrated in schools too!” (TE026).

“The concept of ‘Kastom Skul’ should be integrated into classroom 

pedagogy. The knowledgeable ‘kastom’ practitioner should be mandated 

by the school council to teach subjects like vernacular, ‘alengan vanua’ 

and traditional enterprise to students” (TE043).
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According to the participants, community values are deemed vital for student’s 

holistic learning and interaction with the outside world. During interviews, 

participants expressed the need to revive important communal values in classrooms 

such as sustainability and respect. Respecting oneself keeps young students from 

violence, alcohol and substance abuse, stealing and vandalism. From observation, 

North Pentecost has a uniquely traditional way of transmitting vital knowledge and 

values to younger generation which could be integrated into classroom pedagogy. 

Several teachers stated that Hano language is used to communicate ideas and 

concepts that have a bearing with Raga epistemology. If these values are well 

integrated within the school curriculum, then the participants felt it was effective. 

5.4.2 Understanding Spiritual and Cultural Phenomenon

Developing a cultural and spiritual understanding was a theme that surfaced during 

data analysis. Participants perceived that a strong connection with the cultural and 

spiritual realm definitely boosts Pentecost children to excel academically. During 

talanoa and interviews, almost all the participants commented positively on culture 

and religion as demonstrated in these responses:  

“Zone Five students should be encouraged to execute activities like 

sketching family trees, playing traditional games and plays such as 

‘gai’, ‘visvisi’ and ‘gorogorovwengo’. Our culture teaches allegiance to 

superior being. This traditional knowledge of relationship fosters 

indigenous philosophies whereby students and teachers relate their own 

spiritual domains with their learning environment” (TE040).

“Religious Education and Culture Education respectively should be 

assessed subjects like Mathematics and English. These areas definitely 

assist students to understand themselves, their own beliefs and 

addressing important social and moral questions. These subjects inspire 

students to live harmoniously with others” (TE003).

“Traditional rituals of performing birth, marriage and death ceremonies 

should be taught in school. The traditional songs and dances are 
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important for us because they link our social world with the 

supernatural. Acquiring and interacting using traditional rituals 

identifies who you are anywhere” (TE035).

According to the participants, the understanding and application of cultural and 

spiritual aspects of the society was appropriate in nature. Observations revealed that 

North Pentecost is an intact society where life revolves around unwritten regulations. 

Peoples’ daily lives are guided by the invisible web of totems, norms, spirits and 

principles relating to clans, family structure or church. Participants felt that if culture 

and religion blends well into the formal curriculum, students will be more 

independent and respond well to social responsibilities.  

5.4.3 Environmental Sustainability

The need to protect and sustain the environment is a theme that surfaced during the 

collection of data. Teachers revealed during the interview sessions that it was 

necessary to integrate indigenous ideologies and traditional activities that promote a 

healthy and sustainable environment. Nearly all the participants presented their views 

similar to the ones demonstrated below: 

“I view the environment as the important source of people’s livelihood. 

In order to maintain its sustainability and productivity, the school should 

implement a workable environmental education framework that teaches 

students to develop civic values and skills for creating a sustainable 

future” (TE015).

“A whole school approach towards educating students to take action on 

environmental issues should be a priority for the school. This means the 

administration should develop a vision and mission for itself and the 

surrounding community on how local environmental issues such as 

climate change, deforestation and over-exploitation could be addressed 

by teachers, students and families” (TE038).
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“Our land and sea is our spiritual home. Teachers need to incorporate 

appropriate concepts about conservation and sustainable development 

in their teaching pedagogy. This means involving students in 

establishing conservation areas like botanical gardens and maintaining 

them” (TE022). 

“Indigenous knowledge of sustainability such as seasonal calendar for 

farming and fishing is necessary for survival in this contemporary 

society” (TE006).

According to participants, the sustainability of the local environment including 

significant natural resources was important for people’s livelihood. Field 

observations revealed an ongoing process of accumulating knowledge relating to 

sustainability of marine and forest resources and establishment of reserve areas. For 

example, Lini Memorial College has an established botanical garden within its 

boundary which is used by teachers and village chiefs as ‘natural classroom’.

Traditional concepts such as sharing of resources, respect, conservation and 

biodiversity is reinforced in school. Teachers of Zone Five stated that more can be 

achieved if viable steps are taken by all communities. Teachers as ‘agents of change’ 

can incorporate concepts of conservation and resource management in pedagogies. 

Students can only appreciate their surroundings if appropriate measures are 

integrated into the curriculum to create a sustainable future.  

5.4.4 Living a Healthy Life

Developing the wellbeing of people was a theme that surfaced during data collection. 

Nearly all participants felt the need for the community to emphasize healthy attitudes 

and practices. These include making informed decisions about lifestyle and 

individual’s health. During interviews, teachers expressed their opinions similar to 

the ones presented below: 

“Though healthy living is taught in schools, people still do not eat 

healthy. Most food served in the kitchen is imported. Therefore, 

traditional methods of cooking and food preservation such as ‘tutunuva’,
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‘saga’ and ‘vavwaligi’ should be taught. This reckless lifestyle is 

affecting our young people. Elderly people should be invited to share 

their knowledge about this” (TE037).

“In recent years, North Pentecost experienced an increase in rape cases, 

incest and drug-related issues. Students are also involved in drugs, 

vandalism and stealing! I suggest the school administration to talk 

openly and freely to students regarding child abuse, safe sex and 

prevention of sex-related infections” (TE013).

“Adopting a healthy lifestyle is vital for effective learning. The health 

centers should work closely with schools to encourage teeth cleaning, 

hand washing, balance food and exercise. These are antidotes for one’s 

academic success” (TE036). 

According to the teachers, healthy living is paramount for young people to achieve 

their life-long goals. Teachers stated that students are obligated to respect themselves 

as individuals and caring for their health and personality. These include respecting 

social relationships with the opposite sex, appropriate dressing and blending with 

cultural norms. It was observed that although communities depend on subsistence 

farming, people buy imported food such as white rice, flour, noodles and frozen 

meats to supplement their daily diet. Teachers were concerned with the high 

prevalence of disease such as cancer, diabetes and hypertension among Zone Five 

communities. According to participants, teaching students to develop and improve 

their health boosts their learning.  If measures of addressing healthy life are well 

integrated within the school’s annual calendar, then the participants felt it was 

effective. 

5.4.5 Citizenship and Governance 

Taking responsibility and carrying out civic duties towards one’s democratic society 

was another theme that surfaced during the collection of data. Participants felt the 

urgent need to include citizenship and governance education as a discrete subject into 

the school syllabus. Teachers perceived that the inclusion should encourage students 

to draw on their philosophies and traditional ethics to be productive citizens. 
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Throughout the interviews, teachers offered views similar to the ones demonstrated 

below:

“North Pentecost has a unique governance system known as ‘gamali’.

This system must be imparted to children because it recognizes the 

social and traditional structure of diverse societies. Traditional leaders 

with good governing and decision-making skills should invest their skills 

and knowledge to the younger generation in schools” (TE012).

“Education is a core institution. Therefore, students should be 

encouraged to engage in realistic projects that tests their decision-

making skills while appreciating the culture and heritage of others. For 

example, internal social issues such as stealing and teenage pregnancies 

can be debated openly in the communities” (TE026).

“Citizenship and governance is vital for sustaining democracy. In fact, 

democratic classrooms breed good citizens. For example, students 

should not be penalized for using Hano language in classrooms. It is an 

instrument that empowers a leaner to be a worthwhile citizen” (TE021).

Teachers pointed out during talanoa that citizenship and governance is an ingredient 

in sustaining democracy. Having a well-informed population encourages a healthy 

and sustainable community. During interviews, teachers stated that citizenship 

education helps students to acquire a sense of responsibility toward themselves and 

the wider community. A school HOD pointed out that appropriate pedagogy for 

citizenship education can lead to greater participation in class and empowerment of 

students which could lead to more self-concept and an increase in self-confidence. 

Students’ confidence promotes discussion in class which denotes higher order 

thinking. It was also observed in schools that unless Hano language is used, students 

are not confident in expressing themselves during class discussions. If these civic 

duties are cultivated in schools, then teachers felt that learning should be enhanced.  
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5.5 CONCLUSION 

This chapter has presented the details of the findings of this investigation gathered 

from three distinct data sources, namely interviews, observation and field notes. The 

results were presented under three main themes: teacher perceptions, socio-cultural 

practices affecting formal learning and culture inclusiveness in classroom pedagogy. 

The next chapter, Chapter 6 discusses the findings in relation to the three research 

questions posed during the study.   
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6.0 CHAPTER 6 - DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS 

6.1 Introduction  

6.2 Teachers Perceptions towards Socio-cultural Practices and Learning  

6.3 Socio-cultural Practices versus Formal learning  

6.4 Culture Inclusiveness in Classroom Pedagogy  

6.5 Summary  

6.1  INTRODUCTION 

The findings from this study suggest that socio-cultural practices, from the teacher’s 

perspective, affects students’ academic attainment and that meaningful learning 

closely relates with diverse societal aspects found in traditional communities. This 

chapter presents a thematic analysis of the findings presented in the preceding 

chapter. It will relate the findings to the research questions, the literature review and 

other literature to validate the results. Furthermore, the discussion will be presented 

under three major themes namely: Teachers perceptions towards socio-cultural 

practices and learning; socio-cultural practices versus formal learning and cultural 

inclusiveness in classroom pedagogy.  

6.2 TEACHERS PERCEPTIONS TOWARDS SOCIO-CULTURAL 

PRACTICES AND LEARNING 

Research Question 1: What are teachers’ perceptions regarding the socio-cultural 

practices affecting students’ academic achievement?

The analysis of teachers’ perceptions regarding socio-cultural practices in societies is 

crucial for academic learning. Thompson (1984) posits that teacher’s perceptions are 

fundamental because they influence pedagogies. The study in North Pentecost 

reveals diverse perceptions that influence the way teachers regard pedagogies, 

predominantly academic achievement. This correlates with other similar studies that 

focus on teacher perceptions and academic achievement in different contexts.  
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Analytical Thinker 

Zone Five teachers revealed that students’ active involvement with socio-cultural 

practices promotes independent individualism thus leading to self-reliance and 

independent thinkers. The results deriving from the first research question suggest 

that as students associate themselves with cultural practices, they eventually become 

responsible individuals academically and excel in assessments. However, collective 

responses affirmed a slightly negative picture that North Pentecost teachers view 

culture as a vibrant component in influencing academic productivity and competency 

among students, therefore they become independent individuals. The traditional 

practices in North Pentecost hinders learning but through dialogue between home 

and school, a ‘negotiated space’ can be reached for successful learning. A healthy 

space creates an independent learner whose behaviour is positive towards learning. It 

provides a neutral room for students to reconstruct their approach towards schooling. 

Furthermore, students’ having a stake in their learning become more committed to 

their learning, resulting in higher academic achievements. These perceptions are 

consistent with similar research by Griggs and Dunn (1995) on Hispanic students’ 

learning styles whereby Mexican American students prefer to work alone and have a 

higher degree of structure than other cultural groups. The belief that students are able 

to become independent thinkers emerge from the fact that socio-cultural practices 

within one’s society influences behaviour and cognitive attributes of learners. Lev 

Vygotsky (1997) supports teachers’ beliefs that knowledge is socially and culturally 

constructed. The socio-cultural activities and values embedded in North Pentecost 

culture fosters a unique way of student conduct towards learning. The values 

acquired at ‘nakamals’ and homes become the basis for a new set of practices around 

formal schooling. Just like Cobb’s (1994) suggestion, individuals in North Pentecost 

schools construct their own knowledge through participation in their cultural setting. 

This means knowledge itself is situated, shaped and learned within one’s socio-

cultural setting. Students become more socially competent when virtues are 

developed and moral reasoning becomes a concrete habit. This connects with the 

VNCS which clearly encourages the ‘gamali’ way of imparting traditional skills, 

knowledge, values and shared beliefs that promote growth and independent 

individuals. The ‘gamali’ way of imparting knowledge within Zone Five aligns itself 

with Vygotsky’s social constructivist development theory whereby the MKO’s for 
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the ‘gamali’ known as ‘vuigin gamali’ or elders are mentors to younger generations 

via social and cultural interactions. The mediating tools in the ‘gamali’ like ‘Hano’

dialect is pivotal in elevating student’s knowledge both outside and inside the 

classroom. From the study, the MKO’s which are chiefs provide additional support 

for learners to achieve upper limits of ZPD. Just like classroom teachers, certain 

practices and cultural ideals such as tolerance, generosity, humility and eloquence 

help Zone Five students to become better thinkers and leaders.   

Furthermore, the results derived from research question one are aligned with 

Kleinfeld’s (1994) work which report that Eskimo children tend to have unusually 

high visual memory and remarkable strength in spelling. The cognitive strength of 

students is enhanced through cultural adaptation and ecological demands within their 

particular environment. This supports the notion that North Pentecost environment of 

‘anvanua’, ‘gamali’ and ‘tataro’ is demanding a lot from younger people. Although 

some practices within the Zone hinders learning, the learned cultural tools acquired 

in North Pentecost culture provide a platform for learners to excel academically and 

become independent thinkers in schools. If parents believe that religion, culture and 

education are stepping stones to their child’s independent future, they are 

emphasizing independence over conformity which are indulgent towards students 

and allowing them to make their own decisions especially at a younger age. This 

study indicates that the culture of North Pentecost instills problem-solving skills and 

abilities. This promotes independent thinking and strategic behaviour which affects 

learning behaviour. Though somewhat complex, the way learning is perceived 

emanates from beliefs about MKOs within the society.  

In Zone Five, chiefs and elders at the nakamal have the capacity to scaffold and 

create learning spaces that cultivates personal independence. The findings suggest a 

more comfortable approach toward conflicts if students have cultural capital acquired 

from traditional MKOs. It is apparent from the interviews that people with higher 

cultural capital are independent thinkers and have skills to solve complicated 

problems. Therefore, if students can solve problems independently, they come from 

cultures that have unique systems of organizing the world around them (Thaman, 

2014).
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Demonstration of Planning Skills 

This study suggest that students’ involvement in socio-cultural activities such as 

lagiana, mateana and bolololi promote planning skills which assists students to 

accomplish life-long goals. The accumulation of experiences and understanding of 

one’s surroundings develop skills that are applicable to their everyday tasks. These 

are skills that if exploited by teachers in schools, then students are more likely to be 

empowered and have high self-esteem towards academic achievement. This is 

consistent with Koya (2009) who outlines ways of devising lessons that considers 

students’ needs and backgrounds. As students become more dominant in learning, 

their academic credentials increase so they become successful later in life. 

Bourdieu’s (2011) cultural capital explains that students coming from upper-class 

contexts become successful because of their cultural capital. This is consistent with 

teacher’s perceptions in this study where students become better managers and 

planners if they blend well with diverse socio-cultural practices to acquire cultural 

capital within their own social boundaries. The North Pentecost culture emphasizes 

obligations toward the ‘gamali’ which is perceived to be the focal point of learning 

and teaching at the local level. This instills values of cooperation, acceptable 

behaviour and respect which are crucial for learning. In fact, it is the traditional 

space, as Bourdieu termed ‘habitus’ where knowledge, skills and spiritual powers are 

regulated. North Pentecost culture is male-dominant and this may influence mainly 

male students to take responsible actions for their own learning journey. The way 

North Pentecost culture exerts influence on students clearly affects the habitus of

learners. Student’s dispositions of navigating their way through the education system 

reflect how a student has acquired cultural capital over time. Here, students do not 

see schools as a hostile environment but an environment where skills are portrayed. 

Demonstrating productive skills in classrooms reflects high cultural capital that has 

been accumulated over time from families, home and other sources. The 

interconnectedness of communal life and pedagogy is a system in itself that 

influences learning.  

For Zone Five communities, learning is ongoing which is choreographed through 

relationships and connections between chiefs and the elders at the gamali, teachers, 

students and the complicated system of social events affecting each other. Likewise, 
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in school, students are linked to a complex web of teachers, communities, peers 

which are then linked to a more complicated netting of other schools, teachers, 

policy-making bodies, and so on. Students in schools are connected in multiple ways 

both internal and external since schools are interdependent. Because of these, 

students rely on the skills and knowledge they have acquired at the nakamal, garden-

making and traditional practices. Students can fully utilize their skills to enhance 

their learning if teachers appreciate and embrace them as part of their teaching 

methodologies. The understanding that classroom work links with larger and 

complex institutional systems means a thorough preparation is required in planning 

and management of learning for young people to meet the challenges of working in a 

sensitive learning ecology. 

The Art of Caring, Sharing and Participating 

Furthermore, if students’ planning and management skills are improved, they should 

also participate effectively in formal lessons. The results from the study suggest that 

pupils from a unique background like Zone Five often display a ‘caring and sharing’ 

attitude towards assisting their peers to succeed. For instance, Mathematic students in 

Zone Five voluntarily helped their peers in class to complete their work. The fast-

working students displayed a ‘caring attitude’ which led to a positive outcome. Love 

and Kruger (2005) provide the same insight that knowledge is reciprocal and shared 

which emphasizes sharing of ideas, collaborating in group tasks and paired work. 

Participants claim that if a ‘negotiated space’ could be reached between home, 

nakamal and the school, then the ‘room’ should promote active participation in class 

and students are more likely to excel academically. The dialogue between home and 

school should resolve and better comprehend the conflicts that students encounter 

between learning and cultural practices. This notion of sharing and active dialogue is 

parallel with the ethnographic study by Gibson and Edwards (2015) on the 

participation of young people growing up in care in Europe. They concluded that 

students create wider social networks outside their care systems which is consistent 

with the existing social networking web in Oceania. The ‘Pacific Way’ of sharing 

and caring is a social norm that is rich in itself with cultural capital such as 

knowledge, ideas and attitudes. This is a key feature that fosters cooperative learning 

in an ‘Island Way’. In fact, knowledge in the Pacific is both cultural and sharable 
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through dialogue. Although the knowledge web is complex, the art of caring and 

participating makes it easier to utilize it formally.  In this study, North Pentecost 

students are able to participate academically in different ways because of the cultural 

capital they built from their society through mechanisms such as ‘gamali’ system of 

culture and social activities. If culture can facilitate young people to bond well, it 

will be enhanced because of a constructed network with others. Though teachers see 

socio-cultural events as a component on hindering learning, meaningful dialogue 

between parents and school could be reached to achieve maximum participation 

within a society which is an important concept whereby pupils are empowered. This 

learning space could facilitate students in Zone Five to express themselves fully thus 

building lasting relationships. On one hand, as culture encourages sharing and 

participation in schools, it helps both academic attainment and socialization outside 

their ‘cultural boundary’ thus reinforcing a sense of independence. In fact, learning is 

a joint voyage of investigation whereby as students collaborate in schools, a wider 

set of opportunities through diverse contacts with others is open. This should make it 

easier for students to accept other cultures and beliefs of the groupings. 

Appreciating Religion and Culture  

The findings from the study suggests that culture and religion play a significant role 

in elevating students’ academic attainment. They are perceived to provide a stairway 

for progress and change among students. In North Pentecost, religion and culture are 

perceived to be common strong grounds that learners in school embrace and 

capitalize on for success. This is consistent with Loury (2004) who found the same 

relationship in her study among a sample of youths in the United States where active 

teenagers in churches obtained higher qualification than those who were not. The 

findings in North Pentecost corresponds with Regnerus et.al (2003) theory stating 

that “religious service attendance constitutes a form of social integration that has the 

consequence of reinforcing values conducive to educational attainment and goal 

setting” (p.645). These values are underpinnings of addressing different socio-

cultural practices that affect learning in Zone Five schools. The study posits that 

culture and religion has positive effects on academic learning mainly through 

fostering beliefs that influence individual traits such as work ethic. A ‘negotiated 
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space’ for students provides a way to choose the ‘best of both’ worlds in order to 

promote a balanced learning.  

Making sense of Vernacular and Symbols 

The results indicate that the use of local vernacular and symbols within student’s 

boundaries enhances academic achievement. The use of Hano as a tool for 

instruction and cultural symbols in schools by teachers provides an insight that an 

understanding of complex concepts is achievable if the medium of instruction used is 

familiar and simple to grasp. This finding is vital because both teachers and students 

across the Pacific Islands often face setbacks relating to foreign language use. For 

instance, in rural primary schools of Vanuatu, teachers are competent in using 

vernacular to teach and this builds confidence among students to do the same during 

discussions, narratives and group activities (Willans et al., 2015). Also the 

integration of traditional concepts of mathematics and symbols learned from elders is 

an emerging trend that teachers admire in schools. The perception that students 

appreciate cultural symbols and draw meaning from them corresponds with research 

done by Amit and Qouder (2017) explaining the connection between mathematical 

content and the culture of learners. The persistent difficulties that young Bedouin 

students experience with mathematics have been addressed through the use of local 

vernacular and traditional symbols integrated into classroom pedagogy. For Zone 

Five students, utilizing traditional symbols, as cultural capital in everyday 

applications should reinforce and develop students’ motivation and curiosity to solve 

more complex problems.  

Summary 

Participants’ perceptions regarding socio-cultural practices towards students’ 

academic attainment is negative. Teachers reveal that socio-cultural practices within 

Zone Five inhibits learning and do not mold students into better citizens. However, 

teachers emphasized that meaningful dialogue between home, nakamal and schools 

for a ‘negotiated space’ could resolve and reconcile the negative impacts of cultural 

practices affecting learning. The ‘negotiated space’ provides alternative ways of 

thinking about practices affecting learning and helping students to respond positively 
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towards formal schooling. In doing so, students are molded into thinking 

analytically, demonstrating essential skills, showing empathy towards others, 

appreciating religious and cultural aspects of their communities and making sense of 

vernacular and symbols in everyday interaction.  

Research Question 2: What do teachers believe are common cultural practices that 

promote or inhibit students’ formal learning in school?

6.3 SOCIO-CULTURAL PRACTICES VERSUS FORMAL LEARNING

Kava as a Socio-cultural Keystone 

The findings from the study suggest that the practice of kava planting, its preparation 

and drinking is impeding to students’ academic learning. Teacher’s perceived that 

quality time and resources for students are deprived by the different kava processes 

and parents are not supportive towards children’s academic work. This findings 

suggests that traditional communities do not see the importance of formal learning 

but appreciate the way society revolves around kava use. This is consistent with 

Nawele’s work with forty-five Fijian students who stated that excessive yaqona 

(kava) drinking has negative implications towards student’s academic work (Nawele, 

2006). Unsupportive parents at home means students are not monitored and this habit 

paralyzes students because homework will be left undone. Children are much freer 

when left unattended and may roam around the village involved in stealing, smoking 

or drinking kava. Parental negligence in this study relates with Veramu’s (1992) case 

study in rural Fijian schools whereby students have low self-esteem because parents 

do not invest quality time at home. Like rural Fijian parents, Zone Five parents 

devote their evenings to kava sessions thus neglecting their children. Kava is 

perceived as a stimulant that gathers men at the nakamal. Though kava has 

considerable effects on parents, the study revealed that the over-use of it is negative 

towards studies in school.  

However, kava ceremonies in Pentecost play a significant role within village settings. 

This study found that the traditional plant encourages identity maintenance, 

community support and financial backing for families. Teachers reveal that parents 
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establish agreements with school teachers and negotiate school fees during kava 

drinking sessions at the nakamal. This demonstrates the complexity of balancing 

family commitments with kava drinking. Teachers themselves are parents and if they 

are involved in frequent kava drinking, their roles, competencies, professionalism 

and attendance will be undermined which eventually hampers student learning. 

Because learning is dynamic and participatory, it is crucial for teachers, learners, 

parents and communities to collaborate and negotiate a learning space for students in 

school and home so that quality learning is promoted. The time spent by parents and 

teachers at night for kava drinking eventually jeopardizes academic goals and 

economic growth. However, the cultural embeddedness of kava within North 

Pentecost is crucial because it helps the survival of many Zone Five schools. Data 

revealed that most rural schools survive by the revenue earned from kava and school 

infrastructures is financed from kava production. This is positive for students 

learning because most parents are subsistence farmers. The dilemma of being 

obligated towards kava as a socio-cultural keystone reasserts the complexity on the 

traditional/educational tension. Kava’s position in this traditional/contemporary 

society remains the central theme of a complex web that challenges modern 

education. In fact, these challenges could be addressed at the home and school level 

so that learning is enhanced and teachers complete their syllabus.   

The study further reveals that student interest towards formal learning is dwindling. 

Schools in Zone Five are experiencing truancy among students as they opt into 

planting cash crops, particularly kava and taro than attending classes. The recent 

‘kava boom’ attracts young people to engage in the industry. This current trend 

within Zone Five is perceived as having implications towards formal learning. This is 

not academically healthy as absenteeism and lack of participation in school activities 

disrupts teachers’ plans to complete the syllabus. If kava farming involves manual 

labour, students will be tired and often get ill which affects their school work. This 

practice hinders learning in Zone Five schools but through dialogue between parents 

and community leaders, rigorous measures for truant students could address this. 

Furthermore, conformity to the ‘normal trend’ of cash farming is lucrative and calls 

for Agriculture teachers in schools to incorporate ‘farming for cash’ schemes into the 

school curriculum. This should address truancy and promote economic self-reliance 

for financially deprived schools. Given the increasing prevalence of kava drinking, it 
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is vital for parents to harness the cooperation between teachers to explore ways of 

promoting learning at the home level. This should promote academic achievement 

and community identities.  

Domestic Commitments 

The results from the study suggests that students are obligated to domestic chores 

after school. The home environment is not conducive to students’ learning - a 

hindrance to students’ academic achievement. The household chores, as reflected by 

participants, pressurizes students and limits them from doing what the school 

requires. The researcher’s observation validates teacher’s arguments about cultural 

duties in the home environment. This is consistent with Tokalauvere’s (2008) 

ethnographic work with rural Fijian students who asserts that pressure for conformity 

to family/community links to low academic achievement. The obligation towards 

communal responsibilities is a barrier to achieving good academic grades. The home 

commitments lead to truancy as students have traditional roles if their father is a 

traditional chief. This scenario explains that education is still a low priority for some 

families. The study concludes that this trend is affecting schools and students are 

experiencing under-performance in internal and external assessments.  

Family issues such as parental separation and financial difficulties result in children 

with extra responsibilities at home. After school, older siblings are expected to cook, 

wash clothes and collect food from the gardens ready for the next day. The way 

students are treated reveals a lack of time for private study and assistance by parents. 

These findings are similar with Nabuka’s (1983) study comparing ethnic Fijian and 

Indo-Fijian students being burdened with housework. Family complications are 

detrimental because of their association with psychological breakdowns among 

students. Human culture itself is a complex system which is relational to academic 

achievement of students. Different components within the system such as stress, 

financial status, study space and location affect one’s academic drive. Furthermore, 

schools in Zone Five are scattered which means students travel long distances each 

day for classes. Inaccessibility prevent students from completing their studies 

because of long hours and physical exhaustion from walking. This happens in remote 

areas where parents cannot afford boarding fees for their children.  Infrastructure in 



99
 

North Pentecost is poor and students are often stranded especially during bad 

weather. Unreliable sources of income for many parents mean that school needs, 

such as, umbrellas, walking shoes (slippers) and handbags are unaffordable. Students 

coming from larger families are more burdened with domestic chores. This is a 

dilemma for weaker students as they must balance home and school work. The 

difficulties that students face at home, coupled with financial and geographical 

adversity influences the way learning happens in classrooms. Although the study 

suggests that teachers in Zone Five are generally qualified to teach, the education 

system itself cannot address household commitments and elevate learning unless 

communities and school work together to address students learning needs.  

Zone Five schools and parents are obliged to create a ‘learning space’ for students so

that more time and resources are invested on learning. If ‘spaces’ are negotiated, 

students will be empowered to orchestrate their skills and abilities and learning 

enhanced. Addressing home commitments as sources of resistance to learning should 

provide students with a psychological space and physical territory to affirm their 

stance towards schooling. The commonalities and differences between self and Zone 

Five schools can be understood clearly for maximum results. 

Religious Responsibilities 

The results from this study reveal that students invest a great deal of time toward 

religious obligations. Church-related events attract students to socialize with others 

during free time which is perceived to hamper academic learning. Students often 

become exhausted during the weekends having a negative effect towards learning. 

The relationship that students have with spirituality denotes that there is a strong link 

between the natural and the supernatural in Zone Five. This ethnographic study 

discovered that people have a greater sense of belonging to their cosmic world which 

materializes during student’s free times. Religious obligations become a norm for 

young people which means prayer and supplication determines everything and is a 

means for survival for communities. The commitment of students toward religious 

obligations in Zone Five indicates that certain aspects of ‘alengan vanua’ that are 

taught at the ‘gamali’ corresponds with Christian principles. This reflects the 

perception that both church and ‘alengan vanua’ echo the same teachings of moral 
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and ethical principles. In Zone Five, observing and honoring holy days by investing 

quality time and money proves that young people maintain a strong faith in 

supernatural forces whether ancestral or Christian belief. Although teachers see this 

relationship and commitment as detrimental towards academic success, it is a natural 

phenomenon in predominantly Vanuatu communities. If students can balance ‘over-

churching’ with studies, academic goals can be achieved.  

Student’s affiliations to different church groups within Zone Five is a challenge for 

school administrators. Different churches like Seventh Day Adventist, Anglican and 

Catholic and renewal groups within Zone Five have distinctive programmes that 

clash with school activities. This is a dilemma for students as schools organize 

programmes that are geared towards enhancing academic achievement. Though 

students see these religious programmes as irrelevant, it contributes towards their 

success. If church activities promote kindness, respect, generosity and cooperation, 

then these values are important for North Pentecost students to excel. Important 

values learned from MKO’s become the basis for a new set of practices in 

classrooms. Church leaders are ‘teachers’ themselves who have the opportunity to 

foster learning through their sermons and religious activities. Both church and school 

teachings are relevant for developing a learner fully and becoming a responsible 

citizen. Religious Education (RE) is a subject taught in Zone Five schools which 

encourages students to take part in religious activities. If RE is a recognized subject 

within the VNCS, then teachers and church leaders within the Zone can 

harmoniously work together to elevate students’ academic achievement. This will 

acculturate students with a sense of educating a whole person. In fact, religiosity 

helps students to engage in positive activities and avoid risky behaviours such as 

alcohol consumption, marijuana or skipping classes.  

Young students adhering to religious ethics are more likely to behave well and 

refrain from unacceptable behaviours such as sexual activity. The way students are 

‘over-churching’ themselves to prayer meetings and holy day celebrations depicts 

that a lot of godly teachings are cultivated which may enhance their self-esteem 

towards life. A more optimistic approach toward academic success and life is 

guaranteed through prayer and support from church leaders. Although participants 

felt the ‘over-churching’ is detrimental to academic work, religious obligations and 
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academic matters are parallel aspects of good life for students Students’ impression 

of feeling good about themselves by attending prayer meetings and religious services 

may reflect a positive impact on academic attainment. It can be assumed that if 

students are faithful to religious responsibilities, then better grades are obtained 

which should increase the likelihood of pursuing further studies. Church attendance 

for Zone Five students’ is a space that provides room for active engagement with 

others. It is a place that is guided by principles of balance, respect and reciprocity 

which promotes cooperative learning in schools. The link between spiritual 

wellbeing and academic achievement remains salient to North Pentecost learners.  

Traditional Formalities 

The findings from the study suggest that traditional formalities within Zone Five 

communities such as lagiana, bolololi and mateana hinders students’ academic 

attainment. The ‘alengan vanua’ demands a lot of time and resources from parents 

and students alike. This include adhering to lengthy days of rituals which affect 

student’s formal learning. The results from the study reveal that the communal 

structure of North Pentecost insists on a strong sense of loyalty to ‘alengan vanua’

ethos. This is contradictory to teacher’s negative and stereotypical assumptions that 

traditional formalities affect students’ academic achievement. Within Zone Five, the 

total submission to the ‘alengan vanua’ denotes loyalty and devotedness to the welen 

vanua – the key concept to action and thought in Pentecost Island. Being of service 

to others and giving respect to cultural obligations within students’ traditional 

villages is an indication that the same is practiced in Zone Five schools. Though 

teachers perceive student’s submission to societal obligations as having a negative 

implications on learning, the act of compliance to various social obligations may 

serve as a platform for student’s conformity to school policies and regulations. 

Furthermore, teacher’s generalization of cultural practices having negative impact to 

learning in North Pentecost schools is a ‘mismatch’ between student’s cultural norms 

and teacher’s expectations because it can affect the way teachers deliver learning in 

classrooms. For students, maintaining communal solidarity is a norm that precedes 

school activities which is an issue to teachers. This is a complex scenario which can 

affect pedagogy. Through dialogue between students, school administration and 

parents, consensus can be reached to accommodate traditional formalities in the 
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zone. The study further suggests that social links within Zone Five are maintained 

and recognized which helps to boost self-esteem for studies among other students 

who will be less socialized.  

The way teachers perceive students adherence towards cultural norms within Zone 

Five denotes that schools do not value indigenous epistemologies and value systems 

surrounding students. Students place greater emphasis on traditional formalities 

because they see their own schools as unfriendly places that provide irrelevant 

content and practices. If teachers wish to retain students within the school to improve 

marks, it is imperative that schools formulate academic policies that are culturally 

inclusive. Also, teachers themselves need to keep abreast of the trends that affect 

learning, particularly in remote schools. This study revealed that most traditional 

formalities that happen within Zone Five are organized either at the ‘nakamal’ or in 

churches. These are two communally owned buildings that are governed by elders 

and high-ranking chiefs of the traditional society. Vygotsky (1978) refers to these 

elders as MKO’s who are responsible for developing higher order functions. This 

means students attending these traditions acquire important teachings that are 

beneficial for them later.  The culturally approved behaviours such as humility, 

reciprocity, respect and sharing are taught outside of school - ‘gamali’ and church 

which are extremely beneficial to students. From the study, the acquisition of 

knowledge at the gamali is the expected obligation for the daulato (young girl) and 

mwalangelo (young boy) - young unmarried men and women who are the future 

MKO’s for their clan and villages. 

Finally, students attending traditional formalities outside the school boundaries 

acquire critical skills and knowledge via observation, imitation and participation. 

Intense verbal interaction is rare which is contradictory to verbalizing in formal 

schools. Teachers could capitalize on traditional attitudes of Zone Five and plan 

innovative lessons that are more relaxed and casual. For instance, group work and 

peer learning that encourages students to make mistakes and correcting them in 

informal manners. This will foster learning and confidence thus preparing students 

for life. The balance between culture and education should be the focus for both 

schools and traditional communities so that students achieve a firm footing in the 

notion of ‘quality education’ (Veramu, 1992). Finally, the ‘nakamal’ elders and 
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school could establish a ‘negotiated space’ to provide room for students to extend the 

parameters of their knowledge base, which is crucial for learning. If two cultural 

paradigm namely school and ‘nakamal’ purposively facilitate learning for students, 

then a balance towards ‘alengan vanua’ and schooling could be achieved. 

Summary

Teacher’s perceptions of the different socio-cultural factors affecting students’ 

academic achievement in North Pentecost includes kava as a socio-cultural keystone 

among Zone Five communities, religious responsibilities, domestic commitments 

towards families and wider communities and traditional formalities. These practices 

hinder learning but through dialogue between home and school, a ‘negotiated space’

can be reached, which may positively affect both pedagogy and practice. The 

distance between ‘alengan vanua’ and learning becomes congruent as a balance is 

reached.  

Research Question 3: How might certain cultural practices be incorporated to 

elevate students’ academic achievement in school? 

6.4 CULTURAL INCLUSIVENESS IN CLASSROOM PEDAGOGY 

The study suggests cultural inclusiveness to be incorporated into classroom 

pedagogy. Participants felt it was appropriate to include aspects of Raga culture 

including Hano language in the current curriculum that engages students to re-visit 

indigenous skills, knowledge and values for a sustainable society. This view aligns 

itself with Vygotsky’s (1998) sociocultural theory describing language as a tool to 

share and negotiate meanings. This is an on-going trend within Pacific schools 

particularly Zone Five schools. This is consistent with Darling-Hammond (2008) and 

Gay’s (2000) work that reveals attempts to integrate cultural heritage into students’ 

learning environments. As articulated in the Pacific Education for Sustainable 

Development Framework (2006), cultural inclusiveness in schools empowers people 

to make informed decisions about immediate and future needs. The cultural 

continuity embedded within a four walled classroom discourages differences in 

experience and diversity. Both Byrne (2005) and Zone Five teachers pointed out that 
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knowledge in an ecosystem such as Zone Five schools must be contextual and 

relevant for life-long survival. The end result of knowledge acquisition should 

provide a promising results within schools that fosters acceptance and engagement in 

aspects of CRT (Callahan & Clark, 1998).  

Acquiring of communal values 

The study reveals that community values should be highly encouraged in schools for 

life-long and holistic learning. Participants felt the urgent need to integrate 

communal values in schools that should reinforce good relationship and enhance 

academic learning in North Pentecost schools. Although family in Vanuatu is 

regarded as the prime agency for value development, the experiences of teachers 

regarding communal values may stem from close observations that essential values 

are being eroded and that cynicism in North Pentecost is increasing. In fact, the 

VNCS calls for schools to train students to act responsibly, live creatively and 

peaceably. The idea of incorporating important values through worthwhile education 

has been best expressed in the Constitution of Vanuatu. The national Document 

encompasses the values necessary for a harmonious life and its sustainability which 

stood the test of time. It is the fundamental duties of every Vanuatu citizen to nurture 

ethical development and inculcating values for a harmonious life. Simply, in a 

climate of uncertainty, citizens should always remain firm and holding fast to values 

that promote happiness and good citizenship. Furthermore, values in an ideal sense, 

provides students with an epistemic perspective that formal learning is necessary. 

This view should intersect the conflict between student learning and traditional 

formalities that hinders their learning. 

Teachers in Zone Five see an important role for values education to respond to the 

rapid socio-cultural changes that distort important values in schools. This is 

consistent with Manu’s (2009) concern for Pacific Island institutions to re-

conceptualize basic education and focus on democratic values, good governance and 

maintenance and enhancement of Pacific heritages. School is an organized institution 

and a microcosm which is ought to be a hub for promoting important traditional 

values and human excellence. The importance of cultural values and indigenous 

epistemologies expressed by participant’s calls for school leaders to shift from the 
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conventional pedagogy of ‘Chalk and Talk’ to an environment that facilitates and 

creates relationships. This is parallel to Koya’s (2012) transformative approach to 

progressive education on the pedagogy of HOPE. The way co-curricular activities 

are organized in schools should now place more emphasis on value-oriented 

education where students learn desirable values. For instance, one respondent 

revealed the need to integrate ‘Kastom Skul’ in Zone Five schools. This is a way of 

inculcating values to equip learners with communal values so that they can live in 

accordance to the ideals of North Pentecost society. Participants feel that essential 

values are being eroded the school has to take the initiative to train students to 

become ethical individuals.  

Furthermore, the dual education system of Vanuatu focuses primarily on cognitive 

but neglecting affective domain. Coupled with the current major social forces such as 

mass media, consumerism, globalization and materialism, student behaviours have 

changed. From the study, students indulge in violence, stealing, drugs abuse and 

vandalism. If students are envoys of the future, then teachers feel that urgent need to 

instill values which will have bearing on their lives in the future. The urgency for 

students to acquire communal values could be ‘empowering tools’ which will help 

them to meet the challenges of their contemporary social world. Furthermore, the 

practices that hinders learning such as “lagiana’, ‘bolololi’ and ‘mateana’ in North 

Pentecost schools could be reconciled via a process of ‘vevhuriana’ and dialogue in a 

respected way. An intercultural space is vital so that conceptual links and 

incongruent practices are negotiated for quality learning. Vanuatu is a multilingual 

and multi-religious country and so having a young population that share common 

values about life will appreciate each other’s culture and will feel included in the 

society despite their gender, religion or community (Appendix 8). These behaviours 

should reflect the society’s balance between individuals and the wider community. 

Because learning in North Pentecost is considered as holistic and cyclical, social 

cohesion among students in schools is the ultimate passion for teachers in North 

Pentecost.  
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Understanding Spiritual and Cultural Phenomena 

The findings from the study suggest the need for students to acquire an 

understanding of cultural and spiritual phenomena that interplay with formal 

education. This is parallel to the VNCS that calls for provision for education in 

social, cultural, moral and spiritual values. The ethical teachings of religions in 

Vanuatu and greater understanding of one’s belief is extremely vital because of its 

influence towards attitudes and values of the people. The study suggests that students 

should learn and have the attitude of appreciating diversity of cultures. If this is fully 

implemented in schools, then younger generations will be nurtured to develop 

interfaith and wider cultural understanding of different phenomena around them such 

as denominations and gender. Students in school will develop key values and 

attitudes that will distant themselves from unethical behaviours, for example violence 

and dogmatism. Subjects such as Religious and Culture Education respectively are 

taught which should help enforce traditional and spiritual rituals because they link 

our world with the supernatural. The Pentecost people have always seen the 

relationship between spiritual realms and human life as a way for community 

members to have a sense of belonging to their surroundings. For Zone Five, its 

holism actively embraces spirituality which is cosmological and cyclic. Therefore, if 

this relationship is related to classroom practice, then it can help students to belief in 

themselves and work collaboratively with others to achieve their academic goals. 

Students coming from different villages and clans within Zone Five will also 

establish a sense of security because of the notion that each ‘gamali’ is connected 

with the gods that is the enlightenment of both traditional and modern knowledge. 

Perhaps, the ‘gamali framework’ for Raga society would be appropriate to refer to 

the complex links that each gamali (meeting house) binds with the people, their 

ancestors, land and the ways of knowing. The knowledge of doing certain things 

within the Raga complex ecosystem known as ilo and the extraction and 

interpretation of meaning called mataisao are valuable things that students vie to 

achieve.

Furthermore, North Pentecost’s traditional practices of initiation ceremonies, dances, 

pig-killing rituals and sand drawing have supernatural links. These are cultural 

practices that fosters one’s allegiance to their spiritual world. This means that the 
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transmission of traditional and secret knowledge to younger generations is through 

the spirits from the cosmic world and not via formal teaching. This implies that 

students obtain knowledge through cultural intuition which is contradictory to 

modern processes of acquiring knowledge. Therefore there is a gap between Western 

scientific knowledge and cultural context. This scenario can create learning gaps 

among the students unless it is fully recognized by traditional knowledge keepers and 

teachers to be implemented in schools. As Bakalevu (2009) states, a contextualized 

curriculum should bridge the gap between curriculum and home cultures. The current 

curriculum itself is a culture that leads a scholar to attain a degree or certification. 

This means teachers in Pacific Island schools have to stretch themselves by 

embracing the complex modern-traditional form of curriculum. Teachers themselves 

should also be knowledgeable about the values embedded in the traditional activities 

being carried out in the classrooms otherwise they may be detrimental to learning. 

Working in a non-linear manner to cultivate ethics among students is a teacher’s role 

towards a community of learners. However, if Zone Five head teachers recognize the 

culture gap and devise workable frameworks for addressing it, it will be used 

effectively as a springboard to elevate learning in schools. Indeed, in a complex Zone 

Five cultural group, teachers have to be ‘eco-technicians’ to understand the learning 

web ecology that exist so that each learner can fit holistically into the landscape of 

sustainable learning. The study reflects that teachers as cultural mediators could 

mediate between students socio-cultural backgrounds and curriculum to achieve a 

holistic education. If a student’s spiritual connection and inherent cultural beliefs and 

practices with their land, sea and spiritual realms are identified and addressed, it will 

surely boost indigenous children to excel academically.  

Environmental Sustainability 

The study suggests the importance of integrating indigenous ideologies and 

traditional activities within Zone Five curriculum – a framework that promotes a 

healthy and sustainable environment. This is a call for ethical duties towards 

sustaining natural environment for future generation. North Pentecost is a populous 

area with agriculture and fishing as the main economic activities. This means 

resources such as trees, wildlife, soil and sea creatures are rapidly depleting at a 

faster rate. Zone Five participants feel the urgent need to address this issue at the 
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school level. Indigenous sustainability like the seasonal calendar, conservation 

practices and sustainable development are ideas that should be advocated and 

incorporated in schools via a workable plan. This view is consistent with 

Taufe’ulungaki’s (2009) concern about enshrining core values into Pacific school’s 

curriculum about sustainable livelihood. Like Zone Five teachers, she questioned if 

the transmission of cultural values regarding sustainability in communities are 

culturally inclusive and contributing to creating sustainable Pacific communities. The 

call from Zone Five teachers to integrate appropriate cultural tools for environmental 

sustainability is parallel with Dunsford’s (2000) inspirational opening speech at 

Oceania Conference on Creativity and Climate Change which reflects Pacific 

Islander’s guardianship of resources for our future survival. As perceived, people 

will live in tune with nature if schools take up the initiative to nurture and encourage 

resource management and traditional perseverance. 

It is a timely call for Pacific schools such those in Zone Five to encourage children 

sensitive to their immediate surroundings. The study suggests that students can only 

realize the interdependence between themselves and their environment if values of 

care and concern for their environment and its resources is emphasized in schools. In 

this study, participants refer to the land and sea as spiritual homes. This is the link 

that teachers feel should be instilled in students using a workable environmental 

education framework in schools in the context. Laumann (2007) made a similar 

statement that education is a key in shaping young people’s perception of themselves 

in relation to the environment and the world around them. The livelihood of 

individuals in Pacific societies such as North Pentecost cannot be maintained unless 

younger generations become conscious about living sustainably. This means 

adhering to the traditional protocols of preservation and sustainability of the 

environment such as the seasonal calendar used for gardening and fishing in Zone 

Five.  It is a call for synergic living within one’s cultural setting where teachers and 

students together create and shape their immediate environment that meet their 

needs. Generating a momentum of environment sustainability in an educational 

environment demands collective work from community leaders, parents, education 

departments and the plethora of relevant agencies (Mason, 2008). The study found 

that with the pressing issues of climate change, deforestation and overexploitation of 

natural resources, it is vital for schools as catalysts to instill social responsibility and 
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social consciousness among schools. The values enshrined in Vanuatu’s constitution 

regarding sustainability and the love for the country can be richly cultivated in 

schools so it becomes part of student’s life when they leave school. For instance, 

observations revealed that Lini Memorial College has an established botanical 

garden within its premises, which is an example for other schools to do the same. 

The drive for living sustainably is a global theme for transformation such as UN’s

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). If teachers are agents of change, then living 

sustainably within one’s social context and aligning one’s priorities with SDG’s is 

inevitable particularly in Zone Five. When people see themselves as part of an 

ecologically interdependent world, then they become conscious of their behaviour 

towards societies.  

Living a Healthy Life 

The study suggests the urgency to inculcate healthy practices of living a healthy life. 

Traditional cooking practices such as “tutunuva, saga and vavwaligi of ‘slow food’

and preservation styles” is required for healthy living (TE037). Achieving life-long 

goals through healthy living is a concern that schools in Zone Five are urged to 

address. Health is critical for learning and performance of children in schools. It is a 

complex phenomenon because of its interrelationship between emotional, physical, 

social, spiritual and mental development. From the study, healthy living is a growing 

concern in Zone Five which implies a concern for high prevalence of diseases such 

as diabetes, cancer, hypertension and others. The increased incidence of health 

problems coupled with reckless lifestyles is creeping into Pacific societies thus 

affecting youths and adolescents who are yet in schools. Although Zone Five schools 

have extra-curricular activities such as physical education (PE), sports and work 

parties, it is crucial for schools to promote healthy living. Although the Pacific 

traditional food has always been healthy, abundant and nourishing, unhealthy habits 

was observed to be present in traditional homes. This means postcolonial diets that 

resulted from Vanuatu communities moving away from a healthy subsistence 

lifestyle to colonial co-dependent lifestyle should be addressed through creative 

solutions in schools.  Without a healthy life, a learner cannot perform to the best of 

his/her ability. A successful learner in schools is required to have a balance diet, 
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adequate rest and sleep, cleanliness and adequate exercise, to name a few, in order to 

excel academically.  

The integration of healthy practices may not only affect learning but a peace of mind 

and a healthy social system. As suggested in the study, the soaring health problems 

within Vanuatu societies and the Pacific can be addressed if schools collaborate with 

health authorities within the Zone to educate people about living a healthy life. If 

health is wealth, then schools are the forefront agents that will help generate a 

healthy people within a social system. In fact, an individual human being is a 

component of the complex web of people, ideas, programmes, and so forth. 

Therefore, to sustain a community, all components such as students, teachers, health 

centres and parents must function well to ensure the system’s continuity.

Citizenship and Governance 

The study suggests citizenship and governance education to be incorporated as a 

separate subject in schools. Participants claimed that citizenship and governance are 

ingredients for a healthy and sustainable community. This is consistent with VNCS 

stipulating the urgency of ‘learning to be’ whereby learners are trained about 

personal development, social and cultural values and citizenship (VNCS, 2010). This 

is essential for a democratic country such as Vanuatu because it sustains democracy 

by informing citizens about the responsibilities, duties, rights, laws and skills for 

effective management of communities such as schools and villages. A respondent 

stated that being members of a wider community, it is vital to incorporate unique 

systems such as the ‘gamali’ system of governance into schools so that young people 

develop their decision-making and critical skills by drawing from their traditional 

ethics, philosophies and beliefs. These a sets of components that interplays within a 

complex system – a wider community (Zheng, 2015).  

As stated by participants, contextualizing activities such as using Hano language 

during class discussions helps students in effective dialogue and instill confidence 

and empowering them to become worthwhile citizens. Likewise, acquiring the 

teachings from an established citizenship and governance syllabus should encourage 

respect, loyalty, peace, building consensus and responsibility towards different 
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cultural groupings. However, if students remain indifferent and ignorant to the duties 

of citizenship in Pacific societies, then the core purpose of a holistic education is 

defeated. A well-defined program in school that addresses governance and 

citizenship will enable children to develop self-esteem, cultivate sensitivity towards 

his/her environment and become responsible towards his/her local, national and 

international duties. This means that positive behaviour towards academic learning 

will be cultivated resulting in improved internal and external assessment marks. For 

Zone Five teachers, education is a core institution that links younger generation to 

the wider community and so providing avenues that aspire them to progress socially, 

economically and academically is critical.  

Furthermore, the trend of shifting decision-making to lower level in Vanuatu, known 

as the bottom-up approach, gives opportunities for young people to debate openly 

and be heard (VNCS, 2010). Because Vanuatu is a democratic country, citizens are 

obligated to contribute equally towards important decision-making. For instance, 

addressing Education for Sustainable Development Goal 4 at local level can be fully 

realized as young people take responsible actions in achieving better societies. If 

teachers see Zone Five schools as civic institutions, they themselves will take 

responsible actions to instill a sense of belonging and connectedness that should 

inspire students to appreciate and celebrate the diversity, communities and 

individuals. If teachers have high expectation for students, they will influence them 

to do well academically (Brophy, 1985). From this study, an advantageous school 

promote a democratic classroom with a holistic learning resulting in breeding of 

good citizens. Therefore, achieving academic excellence for Pacific Islanders 

involves teachers, students, traditional communities and stakeholders to equally 

demonstrate the values of cooperation, fairness, inclusion, equality and the genuine 

interest of the common good in schools. These are ingredients for a safer learning 

environment which should lead to achieving quality education. In fact, these a 

‘cultural capitals’ that students may tap on for survival and achieving status within 

their own communities. For Zone Five students, student’s inheritance of cultural 

capital, which has been passed down over generations from parents, ‘gamali’ and 

schools promotes educational success and good citizenship (Bourdieu, 2011). 
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Summary 

In summary, teachers suggest that Zone Five curriculum to be culturally inclusive 

and democratic. An established and inclusive scheme should assist students to 

acquire important communal values, understand spiritual and cultural phenomena, 

live sustainably with their environment and maintain a healthy life while adhering to 

the virtues of citizenship and governance.  

6.5 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

This chapter presents the discussion of the major findings in the study. Firstly, it 

examined teacher’s perceptions towards socio-cultural practices and learning. 

Teachers felt that adhering to cultural practices and values fosters positive attitudes 

and skills among students. An individual can contribute positively towards local and 

wider communities when important values learnt from the MKO’s at home, churches 

and ‘nakamals’ are incorporated in their daily interactions in schools. Teachers 

perceive different socio-cultural factors that inhibit students learning in Zone Five 

such as negative attitudes towards kava, commitment towards religious and 

household commitments and the cycle of traditional routines that happen daily at the 

village level. Suggestions for a ‘negotiated space’ through meaningful dialogue 

between home and school was recommended in Zone Five for positive learning. 

Furthermore, collaboration between home and school to respond to complex and 

changing realities of Zone Five was recommended.  Despite these restraining barriers 

to learning, the need for a culturally inclusive and democratic curriculum is 

fundamental in assisting students to acquire important communal values, understand 

spiritual and cultural phenomena, live sustainably with their environment and 

maintain a healthy life while adhering to the virtues of citizenship and governance.  
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7.0 CHAPTER 7 - SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS & 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

7.1 Introduction  

7.2 Summary of major findings  

7.3 Recommendations for change  

7.4 Further research  

7.5 Limitations of the Study  

7.1  INTRODUCTION 

This study was conducted to gain a better understanding of teachers’ perceptions and 

beliefs about the socio-cultural practices affecting students’ academic achievements 

in North Pentecost, Vanuatu. This was achievable by exploring Zone Five teacher’s 

perceptions of the relationship between socio-cultural practices and academic 

achievements. The research questions that guided this investigation were:  

1. What are teachers’ perceptions regarding the socio-cultural practices 

affecting students’ academic achievements?

2. What do teachers believe are common cultural practices that promote or 

inhibit students’ formal learning in schools? 

3. How might certain cultural practices be incorporated to elevate students’ 

academic achievements in schools? 

A qualitative ethnographic research approach was employed in this study to delve 

into studying the beliefs, perceptions, feelings and ideas of participants. The data was 

collected in Zone Five, as a ‘culture-sharing group’ in North Pentecost covering

twenty-three schools altogether. A total of forty-five teachers were identified using a 

purposeful sampling procedure. The researcher solicited data using three procedures 

namely interview, observation and field notes and talanoa (vevhuriana) as a research 

tool. All forty-five teachers engaged primarily in interviews and observation which 

was crucial at every step to satisfy its ethnographic design. A qualitative analysis of 

data was executed and presented in the preceding chapters including the discussion 

of the major findings.  
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This final chapter will present the summary of major findings and recommendations 

on how to improve the overall process of elevating students’ academic achievements 

and teacher performance are put forward. Suggestions for future research are also 

provided.

7.2 SUMMARY OF MAJOR FINDINGS

7.2.1 Teachers Perceptions towards Socio-cultural Practices and Learning 

The analysis of teachers’ perceptions towards socio-cultural practices affecting 

students’ academic learning reveals an unfavourable outlook. Teachers revealed that 

socio-cultural practices hinders pedagogies in Zone Five schools. However, these 

practices deemed to contribute significantly in moulding learners into better citizens 

of their communities. Students are shaped overtime into thinking analytically, 

demonstrating planning skills, showing courtesy and civility towards others, 

appreciating religious and cultural aspects of others and their own communities and 

making sense of vernacular and symbols in their daily interactions.  

Although some practices hinder learning, the study revealed that certain cultural 

practices found in North Pentecost equipped students to become independent 

thinkers and self-reliant. According to participants, the socio-cultural practices within 

Zone Five communities promote students to be responsible individuals which 

enhances their academic achievement. The accumulation of experiences and 

understanding of pupils’ surroundings assists and gives learners a sense of belonging 

and empowerment which helps them to achieve long-life goals. Data reveals that 

student planning and management skills improve as they collaborate actively within 

their societies. The greater exposure to socio-cultural activities build students cultural 

capital which promotes active sharing, caring and participation in class. Furthermore, 

participants revealed religion and culture as paramount stairways for progress and 

change among learners. Student’s inclination towards cultural tools and Christian 

faith stimulates one’s learning and contributes positively towards academic work. 

Finally, teachers’ claim that the use of cultural tools such as vernacular and symbols 
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enhance learning and provide useful insights in understanding complex concepts and 

meanings in classrooms. 

Although teachers see Zone Five socio-cultural practices as having an affirmative 

impact towards academic achievement, teachers have identified practices that 

hampers learning. These are processes and habits within communities of Zone Five 

that jeopardizes students’ academic growth. This is summarized next. 

7.2.2 Socio-cultural Practices versus Formal Learning

The socio-cultural practices within Zone Five plays an important role in students’ 

academic achievement. Zone Five teachers made claims that students’ involvement 

in social and cultural practices hinders worthwhile learning. Teachers have identified 

different practices that have an impact on students’ formal learning in schools which 

include excessive kava drinking, religious obligations that students are involved in, 

different domestic commitments towards families and the wider community and the 

cyclic traditional formalities within communities. These aspects of day-to-day 

interactions among the communities influence pedagogies.    

The study revealed that kava planting, preparation and excessive drinking prevented 

students from performing well in class. Both parents and young students capitalize 

on the traditional plant for self-satisfaction, which is impeding to learning. The 

unsupportive and negligent nature of parents at home leads to poor academic results. 

Interviews revealed that students are interested in planting kava than attending school 

although kava and its usefulness encourages identity maintenance, community 

support and financial backing, its implication towards academic learning is greater. 

The study also found that students’ homes are not conducive to learning. Issues 

pertaining to family, finance, location and infrastructure influences how learning 

happens in schools. Likewise, teachers revealed that student’s quality time are

invested on religious activities instead. Students engaged themselves more toward 

external religious activities that were deemed unfair to activities organized by 

schools. This trend is similar to student’s cultural obligations outside the school 

premises. Traditional formalities such as lagiana, bolololi and mateana in North 

Pentecost demands time and resources from people. Most teachers felt that these 



116
 

‘alengan vanua’ ethos disturbs students’ learning. However, a ‘negotiated space’ can 

be reached via dialogue between home and school to address these concerns. 

Establishing bonds and entering into relationships creates room for a balanced 

academic wellbeing of learners. Both the home environment and communities in 

North Pentecost are not conducive to students’ academic learning which calls for 

teachers to devise practical steps that should help to address student academic 

achievement.  

7.2.3 Culture Inclusiveness in Classroom Pedagogy

The study reveals the urgent need for inclusiveness of indigenous culture into the 

current curriculum. Teachers explained unambiguously that an established and 

inclusive scheme should assist students to acquire important communal values, 

understand spiritual and cultural phenomena, live sustainably with the environment 

and maintain a healthy life while adhering to the virtues of citizenship and 

governance.  

Teachers felt that vital communal values should be integrated into the current 

curriculum. The Vanuatu’s education system focuses more primarily on the cognitive 

domain of learning. Therefore, teachers felt that affective and psychomotor domains 

should be incorporated in schools to respond to the rapid socio-cultural changes that 

distorts important values in Zone Five schools. Similarly, teachers revealed that 

students should be taught to understand spiritual and cultural phenomena that affects 

both their social and academic life. Nourishing student’s understanding of their 

cultural and spiritual world in the curriculum develops a sense of responsibility 

towards academic work and life itself. Also, teachers stated that indigenous 

ideologies and traditional activities that foster environmental sustainability should be 

promoted in schools. Meanwhile, results revealed that appropriate concepts about 

conservation and sustainable development should be incorporated in the curriculum. 

Furthermore, this study found that healthy living is paramount for young people to 

achieve their life-long goals. Schools should ensure to teach students to develop and 

improve healthy habits. This was suggested as healthy attitudes leads to successful 

learning in schools. Finally, this study found that citizenship and governance are 

ingredients to a healthy and sustainable community. A well-informed people make 
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better decisions and become productive as they incorporate traditional governance 

systems with their daily interactions at local and national levels.  

7.3 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CHANGE

The following proposals for change are presented in accordance with the current 

research findings. Teacher’s recommendations from this study, together with the 

proposals made in the Delors Report (1996) and Vanuatu National Curriculum 

Statement (VNCS, 2010), provides guidance for change. The recommendations 

revolve around three important areas affecting pedagogies as follows: 

Culturally Inclusive Classrooms 

Shifting Teachers’ perceptions

A Holistic Curriculum 

Culturally Inclusive Classrooms 

This research has highlighted that while Zone Five teachers are generally competent 

in teaching, the majority held beliefs and perceptions that curriculum and teaching 

are non-culturally inclusive in nature. Teachers felt that existing pedagogies do not 

present students with learning opportunities that would lead to rewarding and 

fulfilling lives. Teachers felt that the education system itself does not equip students 

and teachers alike to collaborate, connect and co-construct meaningful learning 

experiences. Therefore, a framework is anticipated to support teachers and learners to 

be competent and culturally aware to develop a local curriculum that is culturally 

inclusive.

For Vanuatu’s educational context, a culturally inclusive classroom is one that takes 

into account the theories, knowledges, methodologies and processes that are 

contextualized in the Vanuatu way.  Therefore, this study recommends that 

Vanuatu’s unique culture should be embedded in the curriculum so that equitable 

outcomes are achieved by all learners. For Vanuatu students to be academically 

successful in school, teachers, parents, extended families and communities must play 

a critical role in their success. This means adequate time, environment and resources 

are allocated for effective learning to take place. This recommendation is supported 
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by The Delors Report (1996) which pointed out democratic participation and realistic 

synergies in education as crucial for improving classroom learning. If communities, 

schools, homes and MOE collaborate, learners are certain to be wholly developed, by 

engaging and interacting with others in positive ways. In fact, for school teachers, 

VNCS (2010) proposes teaching practice and responsive pedagogies that are 

multicultural.  

Next, this study recommends that teachers utilize cultural and traditional concepts 

that have been transmitted by our ancestors. The richness and diversity of Vanuatu 

culture must be incorporated in classrooms so that learning can be contextualized. 

Teachers are urged to create a learning environment that is supportive and 

productive. In doing so, assessments must be designed that connects Vanuatu 

students with their communities and beyond their classrooms. The way learning is 

imparted here should cultivate interdependence as well as challenging students to 

develop in-depth thinking.  If Vanuatu classrooms are inclusive, then students’

interests, needs and backgrounds are reflected in every lessons. 

This study proposed a paradigm shift in Vanuatu education that offers all children to 

receive contextualized quality education that reflects their lived experiences. This 

study highly recommends an outcome-based education for Vanuatu schools that 

allows students to pursue their studies in a culturally inclusive manner without 

marginalizing their diversity. Re-conceptualization of pedagogies is necessary to 

recognize the commonality of teachers and students to tailor a more cohesive and 

holistic education.  

Shifting teachers’ mindset and perceptions

The study reveals that teachers in Zone Five have diverse beliefs and approaches 

towards pedagogies in schools. Beliefs and values affect the way learning takes 

place, for instance, Brophy (1985) claims that teachers having higher expectations of 

students for student achievement positively affect the way they interact with them in 

classrooms. In contrast, Fives (2003) affirmed that teachers displaying negative 

expectations toward students may hinder student achievement in classrooms. The 

mindset of teachers affects the way they perceive the curriculum, their work and 
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student learning. The Delors Report (1996) recommends teamwork as essential to 

improve the quality of education. This include meaningful dialogues between home 

and school for ‘negotiated spaces’ so that learning in enhanced. Achieving a common 

goal in education requires all affected by the education system to synergise and work 

collaboratively for the common good. This means national education systems should 

work in alliance with Provincial governments, SIOs, school heads and traditional 

MKOs to shift the focus from blaming the curriculum to devising an indigenous 

worldview pathway that would respond to the needs of ni-Vanuatu. The study reveals 

suggestions for knowledgeable people in the community to participate in formal 

schooling. The VNCS (2010) advocates for teachers to involve more knowledgeable 

locals to teach in schools. Therefore, this perception should be encouraged and 

teachers should see their roles as pivotal to the wider community and should continue 

to improve their understanding of socio-cultural practices affecting students’

academic achievement. In doing so, teachers will integrate other perspectives with 

theirs to avoid unforeseen undesirable clashes such as false episodic teachings. This 

suggested shift as exemplified in the Delors Report proposes education professionals 

to devise new ways of delivering education in Pacific schools. Teasdale, Tokai and 

Puamau (2004) recommend that teachers have: 

“responsibility to help students make effective and appropriate use of 

this knowledge which requires a capacity to critically appraise all of the 

material available to them and to make value judgements of it, often 

from moral and ethical perspectives. School curricula therefore need to 

focus on developing the critical capacities of students, enabling them to 

know themselves, to think for themselves, and thus become active and 

confident learners” (p.5)

This conception implies that teachers have to be grounded with appropriate skills and 

knowledge to make a positive impact on students. Finally, teacher training program 

to develop effective instructions that fosters teacher’s integrity and positive mindsets 

in order to guide students to learn actively and live sustainably. This is assumed that 

teachers will be able to reconcile and resolve cultural conflicts that hampers learning 

in our society.  
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A holistic curriculum for Vanuatu 

This study suggests that the present syllabus for Vanuatu schools focuses mainly on 

the two pillars of learning as stipulated in the VNCS – ‘learning to know’ and 

‘learning to do’ – which is regarded by teachers as an imbalanced and unfair 

curriculum. Contemporary national curriculum and current reforms call for a better 

balance between academic subjects with skills for self-reliance, self-sufficiency and 

life. The current curriculum needs to be re-conceptualized both in practice and 

process. This means the holistic process of lifelong learning which includes ‘learning 

to be’ and ‘learning to live together’ must be strengthened to connect students with 

their unique societies. The VNCS emphasizes a balanced and holistic curriculum that 

fosters ‘doing’, ‘knowing’, living together’ and ‘being’ which is fundamental for an 

individual to become a whole being in the society. As pointed out by Thaman (1992), 

Vanuatu’s current curriculum needs critical rethinking that necessitates cultural and 

linguistic literacy. It is important that the curriculum is democratic and that “it is 

grounded on local cultural systems of knowledge and wisdoms” (Puamau, 2004, 

p.10). Rethinking about weaving indigenous epistemologies and contemporary 

academic discourse would suffice the concerns presented in this study. Furthermore, 

parents and teachers alike should support the spiritual development and moral 

education of children under their care. This will build morally strong citizens for the 

communities and nation at large. The notion that formal schooling is foreign and 

irrelevant in rural schools could be addressed if schools synchronize with the culture 

of students such as involving local MKO’s in teaching. This will cater for high 

failure rates and underachievement experienced in Vanuatu schools. All in all, a 

holistic and balanced Vanuatu curriculum is one that all stakeholders desire that 

develops a learner in all aspects of social, academic, spiritual, cultural and physical 

development.

7.4 FURTHER RESEARCH 

Minimal research has been conducted in Vanuatu on the socio-cultural context of 

students relating to academic success in schools. The ideas that were presented in 

this study by the researcher were not able to be developed further because of time 
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constraints and the limited scope of this study. Below are three suggestions for future 

research. 

Firstly, it is suggested that further research is done on how teachers deliver learning 

in rural classrooms around Vanuatu. This will provide more details on the teaching 

methods and curriculum content of peripheral schools. Having such an analysis 

should enable MOET and educational planners to devise pedagogical techniques that 

are relevant and contextual for students at all levels. 

The second suggestion is to explore the socio-cultural practices affecting academic 

learning using case study methods. One of the limitations of this study was that the 

perceptions and beliefs of teachers’ were not fully captured through interviews and 

observations as it encompasses a wider area. Therefore, succinct data could be 

sought via a case study approach, which was not pursued in this study because of 

time constraints.  

Finally, parents’ conceptions of the relationship between formal education and socio-

cultural practices could be explored. Though this study focused on teachers’

perceptions, parental perspectives are equally important as they help to shape the 

way their children learn. Research in this area may provide insights into the socio-

cultural practices affecting learning in the current study. It is unfortunate that this 

study concentrated only on Zone Five, as a single zone among the seven zones within 

Penama province. The researcher envisaged that future research on North Pentecost 

education may be extended to other zones within the province or expanded to other 

provinces. 

7.5 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

This study, like other studies undertaken within Pacific Island societies has 

limitations which require consideration. Firstly, the geographical separation between 

the researcher and participants demanded ample time, negotiation and thorough 

planning for data collection in Vanuatu schools. Since the researcher was in Suva Fiji 

and travelling to Vanuatu for fieldwork purposes, it was time-consuming, which 

could have had an impact on the research data. Time constraint, for instance, may 
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have incurred deception of information from participants. Moreover, as knowledge is 

relational, participants may have planned beforehand to withheld confidential 

information from the researcher as an ‘outsider’.

Secondly, the research was conducted during the normal school term which meant 

that it was quite difficult to interview and talanoa at ease with all the participants 

during a short period due to their busy schedules. Incomplete data provided by 

participants was due to time constraints. Because of this, the researcher liaised 

closely with school Principals before and during the study informing the school body 

what was expected of them during fieldwork. Some of the incomplete questionnaires 

were later emailed by school heads after the fieldwork was completed at the research 

site. Though all collected data were verified, time constraints at the site prolonged 

the analysis of data. 

Since the researcher was a USP postgraduate student, it was apparent that some 

participants became reluctant to provide their honest views about the topic though 

they had signed a confidentiality agreement. This friction may have affected the 

truthfulness of the data and so participant observation was sought for validity of the 

results. At times, this situation was resolved by asking the school Principal to 

conduct the interview instead. Furthermore, being an ‘outsider’ and ‘stranger’ to new 

teachers in Zone Five could have inhibited vital information. Therefore, building 

rapport during the first week within Zone Five schools made the researchers’ 

presence felt and was easily accepted by the ‘culture-sharing group’ so that data was 

gathered in the shortest time possible.  

Finally, the researcher’s North Pentecost cultural background could have created a 

‘cultural bias’ during the analysis by omitting or altering information. This had been 

addressed by strongly adhering to the signed USP Ethics form. The overall fieldwork 

was closely guided by USP’s handbook for research students so that a code of ethics 

are respected and followed. 
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APPENDIX ONE 

SCREENING QUESTIONAIRE FOR PARTICIPANTS 

*You may not write your name 

1. Name of school: …………………….

2. Age: ……………….  Sex: Male  Female  

3. Are you from North Pentecost?   YES  NO

4. Where did you live?  

1 year ago? …………………….. 3-5 years ago? ………… 6 -10 years ago? 
…………

5. Years of Teaching experience in North Pentecost schools:  

1-5 years  6-10 years  11-15 years  More than15 
years 

6. Which applies to you? Permanent  Temporary  Contractual 

7. Qualification: MED  BED  BA/BCOM/BSC GCED 
 Diploma  Certificate   Other (Please specify) 
……………

8. Are you knowledgeable about socio-cultural practices in North Pentecost?  

9. If yes, which of these practices appeals to you as a teacher?  

10. Do you see a link between socio-cultural practices and students’ academic 
learning in North Pentecost schools? Give reason. 

THANK YOU VERY MUCH! 
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APPENDIX TWO

DESIGNED GUIDELINES FOR TEACHERS IN ZONE FIVE 

North Pentecost, Vanuatu 

QUESTIONAIRE ONE FOR TEACHERS 

1. What does socio-cultural practice means to you? 

2. How do socio-cultural practices (kinship, cultural practices, etc.) directly or 

indirectly influence students’ academic achievement?

3. What socio-cultural practices in North Pentecost promote learning in school? 

Explain 

4. Identify the socio-cultural practices that limits/prevents student from 

achieving academic excellence in school? 

5. In your opinion, what can be done to incorporate certain cultural practices to 

improve student’s academic achievement in school? 

6. From your experience, which socio-cultural factor (s) greatly influences 

student learning behaviour in school? Why? 

7. What is your students’ attitude towards teaching in the classroom? 

8. What challenges do you face when your students involve in social activities 

outside school programs?  

9. What measures are you taking to improve student’s achievement in school? 

10. In what ways, if any have you incorporated certain cultural practices in your 

teaching methods? 
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QUESTIONAIRE TWO FOR TEACHERS 

11. How do you feel about teaching in a culturally-sensitive community?  

12. Describe your experience in dealing with socio-cultural practices in North 

Pentecost? 

13. What do teachers need to know about socio-cultural practices in North 

Pentecost schools? 

14. What do you think should be done by the Ministry of Education to protect 

cultural practices that promotes learning in schools? 

15. What have you observed in terms of teachers’ attitude towards socio-cultural 

practices in school? 

16. How important is socio-cultural practices to you and work? 

17. What are the main cultural practices or values that you had incorporated in 

you teaching?  

18. What are the major cultural perceptions, values or expectations of the school 

community that you conform to during teaching? Are there any aspects of 

culture your always conscious about during teaching?  

Participant Signature: …………………………………

Interviewer’s Signature: …………………………… Date: ………………

Thank you very much 
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APPENDIX THREE 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 
 

Project Title: TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF SOCIO-CULTURAL 
PRACTICES ON STUDENTS’ ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT IN NORTH 
PENTECOST 
 

My name is Dominique Mahuri and I am a current Master of Arts in Education 
Candidate of the School of Education, Faculty of Arts, Law and Education at USP, 
Suva, Fiji. I am also an in-service teacher who has taught in Pentecost Secondary 
schools for over ten (10) years and currently possessing a Bachelor of Education 
(Secondary Education) and a Postgraduate Diploma in Education. This research 
project utilizes qualitative procedures and is informed by the 
constructivist/interpretative paradigm where it is intended to explore teachers’ 
perceptions of socio-cultural practices on student’s academic achievement in Zone 
Five schools. Socio-cultural practices in North Pentecost plays an important role in 
student’s development and learning needs as well as teachers within the classrooms. 
The mental mode that teachers have towards socio-cultural practices and students’
academic achievement in the school is important that calls for research to help 
construct a society that will progress and contextualized. Therefore, I am inviting 
participants to contribute in this study by giving information that will contribute to 
improve the current curriculum, pedagogical processes and future educational 
developments. 

This study involves teachers who are currently teaching in Zone Five schools. Forty 
five (45) teachers will be interviewed, where identities will be collected but will be 
strictly confidential for the researcher and my supervisors only. During the study, 
there will be risks that are associated with the research processes. For instance, 
participants may feel uncomfortable because I will learn about the reactions and 
perspectives towards the topic. You may also feel guilty and as a result, may lose 
self-confidence in your job as a teacher. Also, participants may be socially harmed if 
my association as a teacher and researcher impacts their social situations and how 
you function in the school.  

The participants will be involved in one-on-one interview which will be chaired by 
the researcher through systematically posing semi structured questions and 
encouraging participants to contribute actively based on their personal 
conceptualization and interpretation. The interview processes will last between 20-30 
minutes, depending on the nature of the interview. A laptop and a voice recorder will 
be used to record the conversation between the researcher and participants. 
Participants during the interview are encouraged to participate since all information 
will be kept confidential and can only be accessed by the researcher and the 
supervisor.  
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This study has been ethically approved by the Human Ethics Committee at USP to 
collect data which means it strictly adheres to ethical standards. The data collected 
will only be used by the researcher where it will be properly stored. All data that are 
collected will be electronically stored in computer hard drives with double backups 
so that they cannot be destroyed or hacked. They will be protected with strong 
passwords that only the researcher can have access to. The transcribed materials will 
be destroyed once used and electronic copies will be wiped out once analysis of work 
is completed. After the completion of the project, it will be shelved at the USP 
Library and a copy will be taken to the USP Sub-Centre in Penama Province in 
Vanuatu for public access.  

The participants in the study have the right to withdraw or refrain from participating. 
As a respondent, you are under no obligation to accept this invitation. If you decide 
to participate, you have the right to:  

• decline to answer any particular question; 
• withdraw from the study (specify timeframe); 
• ask any questions about the study at any time during participation; 
• provide information on the understanding that your name will not be used unless 
you give permission for this to the researcher;  
• be given access to a summary of the project findings when the project is 
concluded.” 
• “ask for the recorder to be turned off at any time during the interview.” 

Should you require further information, please feel free to contact me on 
(679)7497784 or s01005110@student.usp.ac.fj or my supervisors below: 

(1) Principal Supervisor:  Dr. Jeremy Dorovolomo  
Email: jeremy.dorovolomo@usp.ac.fj Tel: (679) 3232220

(2) Co-Supervisor: Dr. Amton Mwaraksurmes  
email: amton.mwaraksurmes@usp.ac.fj  Tel: (678) 222748 

Thank you 

Dominique Mahuri 

Student Researcher 
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APPENDIX FOUR 

PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 

Dominique Mahuri 
USP Laucala Campus, SUVA 

04th December 2018 

PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 

TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF THE EFFECTS OF SOCIO-CULTURAL 
PRACTICES ON STUDENTS’ ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT IN NORTH 

PENTECOST 

Consent to participate in the research 

I have understood the nature and objective of the above-named project described in the 
Information sheet. I have been given adequate information and therefore agree to participate 
as a subject in the study. I understand that the opinions and information provided will be 
strictly confidential so I consent to publication of the results of the project/the information 
given to me on the understanding that my anonymity is preserved. 

I have given permission for my interview to be recorded and I understand I may withdraw 
anytime during the study process, as well as withdrawing and destroying any information 
that I have provided. 

I am aware that this project has been reviewed and approved by the University Research 
Ethics Committee at the University of the South Pacific. 

I agree to be part of this research project. 
I agree and promise to keep the interview proceedings confidential
I would like to obtain a copy of the findings once completed. 
By duly agreeing to the conditions stipulated above, I herewith place my signature  

Name (please print) 
________________________________ 
Signature 
________________________________ 
Date 
________________________________ 
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APPENDIX FIVE 

UNIVERSITY’S HUMAN ETHICS APPROVAL
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APPENDIX SIX 

RESEARCH PERMIT 
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APPENDIX SEVEN 

REQUEST LETTER FOR RESEARCH PERMIT 

Dominique Mahuri 
USP Laucala Campus 
Suva, Fiji Islands 

02nd November 2018 

The Director General 
Vanuatu Ministry of Education and Training 
Private Mail Bag 028 
Port Vila, Vanuatu 

Dear Director General 

Firstly, I take this opportunity to formally congratulate you on your appointment as 
our new Director General within the Ministry of Education in Vanuatu. 

Briefly, I am Dominique Mahuri who is currently doing a Master of Arts in 
Education programme (MA) at the University of the South Pacific in Suva, Fiji. I am 
planning to complete and submit my research work to the USP research committee 
later this year. My research topic is: "Teachers perceptions of the effects of socio-
cultural practices on students’ academic achievement in North Pentecost, 
Vanuatu". Because it is a field inquiry, I will be travelling to Zone Five in North 
Pentecost to collect data in the coming months. Teachers at the school will be 
interviewed. Consent will be sought from Participants and confidentiality agreements 
will be established during data collection. Furthermore, the project is strictly guided 
by Human Ethics - this means I will adhere to all ethical standards as approved by 
the USP Human Ethics Committee.  

Therefore, I wish if your office could grant permission in writing for the research to 
be carried out in the Zone Five schools. 

For further inquiry, you can directly contact my thesis supervisors: 

(1) Dr. Jeremy Dorovolomo (Based in USP Laucala Campus, Suva) 

Email: jeremy.dorovolomo@usp.ac.fj 

Telephone: (679)3232220 

(2) Dr. Amton Mwaraksurmes (Based at USP Emalus Campus, Vanuatu) 

Email: amton.mwaraksurmes@usp.ac.fj 

Telephone: (678) 222748 

I believe that this thesis once completed will provide accurate and timely information 
to the Ministry of Education, stake holders, aid partners, etc. for the overall 



147
 

achievement of quality education in Vanuatu. On this note, a copy will be presented 
to your office once completed. 

Thank you very much for your kind cooperation and I look forward to hearing from 
you soon. 

Yours in Education 

Dominique Mahuri 

Principal Researcher 
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APPENDIX EIGHT 

MAP OF VANUATU 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


