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Introduction

The ultimate measure of success for any higher education provider is not how
high the enrolment figures are, the diversity of range of the Programr.ncs Emy
offer, the student flow, or the number of students graduf{t{ng. While these
may be some of the indicators, they are still inadequate, j.omtly or more 0
individually, to provide a comprehensive picture of the ql._lahty of progra{l1{nes
offered by higher education institutions. For example, high enrolment is just
one measure of an institution’s overall progress and development: the picture
it provides of the educational processes is far from con?plcte. The f:nrolrr:enl:
may indeed be rising, yet the higher educatior.x providers may mmply.dac
the capacity—in staffing, other resources and mfrastructur(.:—to_ provi f: a
high quality of educational service to their cl.ientclc, especially 11.1 mlectmg
the emerging requirements and rapid changes in the very demanding labour
market.

A more telling indicator of success for higher education providers is the
employability of their graduates in the dynamic current and f}lmrc labour
market. If their skills are limited or too few, graduates are likely tolﬁnd
themselves increasingly unemployable in future and this would constitute
a devastating assessment of the quality of the programmes they .havc
completed. Apart from difficulties and challenges w1tf1 financing, hlg.l'{ﬁl.‘
education providers are buffeted by major concerns rclatmg. t.o. employability
of pgraduates, and they cannot sidestep rightﬁ:ll responsibility '(Stephcns;
2009). Consequently, continuous constructive alignment and rcahgnmelll; ;)d
higher education programmes to make them curre.nt o rn.ect the mani od
expectations of contemporaty times and more so in meeting the demands
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of the changing conditions of the job market is vital for graduates to secure

better prospects for employment in a highly competitive global marketplace
(Ferns, 2012; Michael, 1998). '

This chapter reviews international literature on the changing conditions of
the twenty-first century globalised labour market. In addition, the literature
provides some insights about strategies higher education providers have
undertaken in some contexts to transform their programmes to address these
changing labour conditions. Finally, the chapter highlights implications of the
changing labour market conditions for providers of higher education in the
Pacific region, particularly in the Fiji Islands.

Taking the literature as the starting point

In all spheres of Iif:c—ranging from climate to technology to work—people
the world over are subject to relentless processes of change. Alteration in all
spheres has become undeniable and inevitable; that change in requirements is
also occurring in the job market is therefore not surprising at all.

The rapidity of change prompted Bernie Everard (1991) to propose a formula
to predict when change (C) will occur:

C = f{ABD)>X

In longhand, this formula states that change (C) is a function of (f):
A = extent of dissatisfaction
B = clarity of the vision
D = feasibility of the steps taken to initiate the intervention and
change will occur when these factors in combination are greater
than:

X = costs (financial, psychological) of the intervention to those
affected by it.

Although the formula might appear to be a gimmick, it does highlight certain
; crucial aspects that need to be considered, in particular: the necessity for the

changes and whether they are for the good of everyone. If, however, change
involves heavy financial and psychological costs then its continuation is less

g likely to be guaranteed. Conversely, if people feel that they derive great benefit

HIGHER EDUCATEON AND COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT IN THE PACIFIC

Graduate employability

49
An emerging challenge for Pacific region higher education providers




from the change then they are likely to continue with thcpraCticelj th';llt th:
hased in and with the passage of time, the chang
processes of change have p i . ne chanes
i i le’s lives. Change therefore, s
will become an integral part of peop should ne
i Fullan (1991: 4) bluntly sounded a w

occur simply for the sake of change. ‘ :

of caution against ill-considered implementation of educational change for the

Wrong reasons:

One of the most fundamental problems in educatio.n today is tza:
people do not have a clear coherent sense o.f meaning ar?‘ﬁut :Ir :c
educational change is for, what it is, and how it proceeds. : u? he .
is confusion, failure of change programs, unwarranted and misdirccte
resistance and misunderstood reform.

Any change to be phased in—whether be it in cc'lucation or in-ar}y f)thcr i?:tti::
of the economy—should be well thought out in c_)rdcr to mll’llml:lﬁ ail etes
and maximise the benefits to all concerned. In this regard, one shou
Fullan’s (1991} advice when introducing any change for that matter.

Changing conditions in the lanbour market

Recent decades have exposed the world to tremendous changes a1_: all lsv;i:
of life and sectors of the economy. As far back a‘s the 19895, L;:wm aJ:VhiCh
colleagues drew attention to widespread cconomlf: and social }fc (l)rn;sr,l,t -~

have outstripped education; these comments are su'll very much relev: ol thcsz
(Lewin, Little & Colclough, 1983). It cannot be 1grforcd that mctl)st o e

changes and developments, occurring as they c.io in dc\fclzﬁe c:l 1 islanci
spread fast and have an impact on all aspects of life, even in e smd.tions d
states of the Pacific region (Velayutham, 1998). Changes in the co:h i i
the labour markets abroad, for example, have.now ﬂox?rcd on to h(? rcint,
placing new demands on the higher education providers. On this pomt,

Furlong (2002: 3) has this to say:

If those in Higher Education are to take their role in professional
education seriously, they must work in diffffrcnt. \'vays from the p;z;
Prioritising practical theory demands that unlvcrstncs ?nd collcgc.s l
new and creative ways of working in partnership with professionals

across a broad range of activities.
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Furlong goes on to say that such ‘arrangements are already successtully in
place, burt there remain many weaknesses in the system and much more needs
to be done if the real potential of Higher Education is to be realised’ (ibid.).
What Furlong says applies not only to teacher education programmes but also
to all other programmes of study offered by higher education institutions. If
the educational response to the workplace demands made on graduates in
various fields is inadequate, the graduates higher education providers produce
may lack relevant knowledge, attitudes, values and skills for the ‘new look’ jobs
now available. This calls for ongoing adjustments of programmes to ensure
their relevance and quality and at the same time to enhance employability
prospects for graduates (Stephens, 2009).

Consonant with the global changes in the labour market, higher education
providers need to transform their programmes in order to prepare graduates
who meet the work expectations of the employing authorities. Continuing
to have unrealistic work expectations could jeopardise graduates® chances of
winning and holding a decent job. Employers are then likely to question the
kinds of skills and attributes higher education providers have developed in
graduates even though higher education providers are not solely responsible
for grooming graduates for jobs. Generally, higher education is expected to
provide general usable education such as knowledge and skills for lifelong
learning abilities. Despite this position of higher education institutions, they
should not ignore the demands of the employers and other stakeholders such
as trade unions and student organisations. They should respond also to the
requirements of the employers. Recently, the Network for the Development
of Higher Education Management Systems (DEHEMS) (2012: 10) noted
the concerns expressed by the student organisation that ‘[Higher Education]
institutions are to be at the forefront in supplying students in their transition
to the labour market, they need to be attentive to job market trends and
emerging opportunities’. Similar sentiments were expressed by Knight and
Yorke (2004) about increased demand from the government, industry and
students on accouneability measures of higher education institutions. This
calls for higher education not only to provide usable knowledge but also to
align the curricula to job market trends and to any emerging employment
opportunities for future graduates (Ewan, 2009; Michael, 1998). This will

then better prepare graduates for work and enhance entry into the labour
market and professional career paths.
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It is assumed that a well qualified graduate with suitable adaptable skills and
attributes will perform a job better, and produce more @d better goods or
services despite the challenges of the fast and cch-changmg_ global ma.rket.
Conversely, graduates without suitable adaptable slul‘ls and attributes are hal.)lﬁ
to display substandard performance at work. In this regard, graduates w1'cd
adaptable skills will be more marketable than those who.havc n(_)t mastere
the skills. Development of such skills in the higher education curricula would
benefit the graduates when entering the labour market.

The rapidity with which global changes occur, for in?tancc, creates the demiand
for quality assurance and benchmarking of cducanona.l programmes aga.msc:
other renowned or comparator higher education providers, now rc.cogmsc

as 2 worthwhile initiative for all higher education institutions (Martin, 20 1.0;
Stella, 2008). This might involve having external reviewers f:arry out quality
audits of the offerings at certain time intervals and then using the feedback
obiained for further strengthening of the programmes. Sl.lch changes ar'c
warranted in contemporary times for the good of the institutions and of thj:ﬁ'
graduates’ opportunities for future employment and to secure a productive

personal and professional life.

A small informal study conducted by Tuimaleali‘ifino €2007) to dcterm.mc
what a small group of Pacific students wanted from 1:11ghcr—levcl schooling
found that as well as wanting a well-paid job to serve their country, and wanted
to become marketable internationally. The subjects also firmly volunfeercd the
opinion that they were fortunate to have English rather than their mother

tongue as their language of instruction:

English being a universal language, was essential .to their success
and future goals because it was the language of their tcxtboc?ks .zmd
learning resources, it enabled cross cultural and global communication,
and it was the language of the workplace. The mother tongucz on the
other hand, was considered limited in its capacity to c?pe \WT new
developments and concepts foreign to their culture. (Tuimaleali‘ifano,

2007: 30)

The only criticism the people levelled against higher-level schooling was for
not sufficiently preparing students for the world of work. Even though this was
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a small-scale study, the findings provide some indications about what people
want to achieve as a result of higher-level schooling. This draws attention of
higher education providers to the need to put in place mechanisms for the
purpose of providing a higher quality of educadon to their clients, thereby
increasing their graduates’ prospects for employment.

For instance, in Fiji the introduction of a Performance Management System
(PMS) to measure civil servants’ performance (teachers would be included)
is expected to become mandatory in the not too distant future (Fiji Ministry
of Education, 2011). The ostensible intention is to increase productivity and
deliver high quality service to their clients. In this regard, tertary education
providers catering for the education and training of future teachers have
to be constantly on the lookout for changes in the real world of teachers’
work. Thus they will be better placed to align and realign or introduce new

programmes to suit the present and future needs of the educational workers
in the education sector.

Powering forces of change

Major causes of changesinclude the forces of globalisation and the advancement
of science and technology. As far back as the 1980s, Dube (1985) pointed out
the magnitude and majestic leaps science and technology continue to make
in ail spheres of life. These forces have accelerated the manifold changes in
all aspects of people’s lives, not least in the labour market. Information and
communication technology (ICT) is one big change that has permeated almost
all facets of life (Ramsey, 2000). Changes brought about by globalisation
and the fast growth and development in ICT have led to ongoing changes
in the wider society, which cumulatively have inserted significant challenges
and demands for the prospective workers hoping to enter and secure long-
term employment in the labour market. The chance of securing a job, which
hitherto relied heavily on discipline knowledge, is unlikely to remain good
for very much longer, as was expressed as far back as the 1970s and is gaining
momentum now (Faure er al., 1972). Discipline knowledge on its own is
regarded, in contemporary times, as insufficient to secure a long-term job in
the fast-changing conditions in the labour market. A result of modernisation
is that people are expected to possess suitable attributes and relevant skills
apart from mere ‘exam pass’ qualifications in order to become acceptably
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‘modern’ in their work practices. These f:xtcrnal forces, whlclTOVlia;c: ((,'lc‘j;;?(())?f
refers to as ‘exogenous forces’, v;r;ll continue t::.l ;ratiifo;zigznmandspmgion
the employment sector the wor .over, nor e
be excepted. These forces have an u:npact on the way uz bctter, tivery of
companies and other work organisauor'ls opcrat_c to cnSl:ll‘ civery o
i ients and at the same time to expect their OWI.I orga

?;:;;Z?ezctx}:ac;d expansion. The most significant chaﬁgc 1sotrl:§dnit;cilgf705
employability skills in the Jabour market. Watters, when e tll:ci)for S
that this change is desirable as it will offer bettcr. opporaunitie

in both life and work practices, was indeed foresightful.

Employabilizy skills

The term ‘employability’ is here deemed appropriate whc.n dislall-ssing clu:ltlcal;sl
i it i idely used in the international literature
f attributes, as it is more widely d in ' . hen
zthcr concepts when referring to certain skills ncc.dﬁd in the job rzaélgm e
highlighted by the Australian Council for Educational Research (

their review of international literature:

. .
Employability is more attractive as a descriptor th:[n Tmlljloynlzl:m
i f an individual’s long-
related since it conveys a greater sense (? :
capacity to build a career and to prosper in a dynanncciabmlzr-l{narkc;
ility impli ities of resourcefuiness, adaptability an
Employability implies qualities o ‘ _ o
ﬂexﬁaility, whereas employment-related suggests an one.nf:angn to orz
current state of the labour market, As such, employability has rrll :
otential as a term to signal the qualities needed for success not only 6m
1§aid employment but also in other domains of life. (ACER, 2001: 6)

llc y hty 1 Cric 1 a“.si ab llS arc fOI Of Skllls
T Cnlplo abl Sk]l S, gen Skll 5 Ortr [+ ¥ lc Skl TS
h g
an(l attIlbutCS that CducathIl S}lould am to dCVCIOP 1 therr Iaduates bcfolc
thc leave [hc instimaon to ]0111 tht‘. W Orce Illc cquisioon Of dlese
elevants 15 Ulb €5 18 essental ror uates not o y q 1
S 1f grad nl fOI thc Llal tative
g ]0
ment O tll t
CIlIlCh f cir own ll\fcs bu als() 101 thClI ChallCCS Of securing a b alld
cevEen O OImMin (8) aIkctablC mn mp }’m t seC - y p by
1 fbf:c m g more m dlc < 1() en eCtor Ila.l[ll ut.
A g
y d S Ilccd not OIlly dlSClpllIlaIy kIlO Vlcd c alld
m Contcmporal tmes gra yate. O
k.lu ut als() ar (& Of Sultabl tes that COIIlplCIllCIlt thc acadellllc
S S b ang Lot attllbll
Sld: :f therr um :IS“) :EIUCaucn As Sugg:sti: n th: ht:t [Ll[:, 1t 18 I~1:t
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only the education level of the workers, such as their degrees, diplomas or
certificates, that makes the difference in organisations’ output; at Icast equally
important are nhon-cognitive outcomes of academic study, such as certain
skills, values, attitudes, behaviours and attributes (Lewin, Little & Colclough,
1983). Included here are such attributes as creativity, curiosity, independence
and social and co-operative skills, which, being highly valued in the typical
workplace, should be developed and encouraged. With reference to creativity,
education systems in developing countries have been criticised for not doing
cnough in this area. Such an education system generally, ‘stifles creavity,
over-emphasises information, negiects knowledge, and shows litde concern
for wisdom’ (Dube, 1985; 67). Positive work attitudes and behaviour are also
essential. But what we see is thar educational Systems are not able to respond
rapidly, effectively and in dynamic ways to prepare graduates for the challenges

faced by organisations in contemporary times (Dube, 1985; Sharrok, 2012 ).

In Canada, the term employability skills is quite common whereas in other
jurisdictions other terms prevail: in the United States, workplace know-how;
in the Unired Kingdom, core skills; and in Australia, key competencies. As
far back as the 1970s, Mertens (1974) proposed a set of generic skills that
governments and enterprises considered prerequisite for any employment.
These were divided into three broad dimensions of an individual’s life:
individual development, career progression and civic engagement as a way of
enhancing one’s growth, social interaction and civic engagement, as well as to
attain success in the job. Even though most of these generic skills are driven

by the business sector, they are widely applicable in all domains or walks of life
(Rychen & Salganik, 2000).

The development of employability skills is not an entirely new thing, as the
literature illustrates that many countriesin the European Union, such as Austria,
Germany, France, and Sweden, and other developed countries have already
embarked on this exercise to raise productivity in all sectors. The cmployers
were the key people to identify the attributes and skills that graduates need in
addition to the discipline knowledge for effective and efficient performance
in the workplace. For example, the DEHEMS (2012) even identified on the
basis of feedback from the stakeholders the general competencies such as social
and communication skills, job self-efficacy, adaptability, flexibility and team
work as a prerequisite for entering the labour market. Australia, the United
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Kingdom, Canada and the United States have articulated a set of generic skills
framework for the benefit of future workers {Bennett, Dunne & Carre, 2000;
McLaughlin, 1992; Werner, 1995).

In the case of Australia, criteria specified by organisations’ such as the Australian
Chamber of Commerce and Industry and the Business Council of Australia’s
Employability Skills for the Future (ACCI & BCA, 2002; Commonwealth of
Australia, 2009) have exerted pressure on higher education institutions to
develop students’ employability skills as a means to improving graduates’
prospects for employment in the dynamic labour market. As a result, higher
education institutions have taken constructive steps to develop students’
work related skills and attributes in settings similar to their future workplace
(Business/ Higher Education Round Table, 2002; Ferns, 2012; Robertson &
Scott, 2010). For the Australian context, both government and enterprises
recognise ¢ight key competencies as important: collecting, analysing and
organising information; communicating ideas and information; planning and
organising activities; working with others and in teams; using mathematical
ideas and techniques; solving problems; using technology; and cultural
understandings. Some of these competencies, such as communication, team
work and problem solving, are similar to the ones included in the United
Kingdom, Canada and the United States skills frameworks.

In the New Zealand context a term ‘marketable identity’ has been coined to
refer to the total competencies which the graduate is capable of offering to
the labour market, such as skills, qualifications, experiences, and behaviours
{Yorston, 2013). The term was founded by Careers New Zealand. Such terms
directly and indirectly indicate the importance of acquiring and at the same
time being able to demonstrate critical elements of employability capabilities
in order to have a smooth transition into the labour market. Team work, for
instance, is a good attribute for any context as it will encourage employees to
work collaboratively with other colleagues in the workplace. Working together
will surely yield better results on the job than an individual working alone.
In a similar vein, the ability of the employecs to solve problems will enhance
productivity and this will be good for any organisation, as all organisations
need to raise their outputs. The development of the skills as stipulated in
the various skills frameworks would certainly enhance graduates’ chances for
employment and they in turn would be able to contribute positively towards
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th o
o su;);ﬁix;ganogal growth and development. Having the desired attributes
graduates to enter into their preferred j
. . job and at the same t
;I}C;‘;;SC tlg-:l.chai(]ce of securing the job and more so increase their chan:::z
mobility. (The employer will find it easi
of jot . . ier to guarantee the job
individual displaying these arttrib o e o
utes and find less reas “fire” hi
] on to ‘fire’ him or h
or poor performance and employ somebody else as a replacement.) o

;l‘he em[.>10yability skills could vary from job to job but on the whole th
dl;(; :;\frphl(czlal:c t;) any job (ACCI & BCA, 2002). In the case of Vicmar:ly
orld Bank {2012) reported that for whi j ’
te collar jobs employers gi
gizt;rcncc ;o cm;;loyces who have attributes such as critical thiikiflg skgiﬁ;c
em-solving, leadership and communication ski ,
_ ; n skills, and team k
problem-solving skills for blue ¢ , B
ollar workers. This clearl
what the employers are now looki i ! oo o o
ng for in people before recruiti
employment. Also, it has been re o e o
, ported that those work ho mi
developing countries to industriali ol e o
strialised countries have difficult i j
: . es gettin
becablllse they {ack SL}ltablC attributes such as communication collagboral:irc:l ;23
problem-solving skills (Herbest, 2008). Such a situation could pose a threat

Doing a better j i
0 lfbo tter job of meeting the emerging demands and expectations in
ur market necessitates some constructive alignment of academic

PIO ramimes Of hl hCI CduCauoll P[OUldeIs IU'thtClS ‘c'l[ld CllI'US (2008) aptly

as being important across the sev i

i g1 . portant across several dimensions of individuals® lives

n a changng so .Cty is not on vork and work th
h £ society. Itis t 1}' WOr, WOor organization at

chanee . s s .
. g- , b}]t tflc ways in which individuals interact with others and with
social institutions that evolve.

Apa:t &Om thc llccd k)l review O O v
il f pr gl‘ammcs, tht'l‘c 113 (+ a.ISO bCCl’l CaHS
f()l an authclltlc asscssment SyStCln to measur € te y tll h V
€ achievement
Of thCSC gCI‘lCL’lC Sk.llls, many Of thcm cannot bC mcaSLlICd USlllg pCIICll and

aper or onli
pap o. online tests. Teamwork, for example, needs to be measured i
appropriate context. o
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The 11igher education systems produce graduates and. school .lcavcrs who are
supposed to have a certain level of knowledge and skills for different areas of
specialisation. Their education and training should have prepared them f‘or a
smooth transition to their chosen employment. In other words, they enter into
the general society for which their education was supposec.i to prepare them. It
is therefore important for employers to know what is being produccd.by the
educational system. The future graduates would then have a clearer idea of
attributes and skills they need to possess and the stakeholders and employers
would be better prepared to know about the suitability of the graduates for
work in different sectors of the economy.

More recently, United States Department of Education S?ccrcf:tary A‘rn.e
Duncan has proposed to implement ‘gainful employment” lf:glslanon. Thl.S is
simply to prevent some higher education institutions in mal_ung fal'se Promlscs
to the students about job prospects after completing their studies in th(-)SC
institutions. At present, he said, ‘while a majority of career colleges play a vital
role in training our work force to be globally competitive, some bad actors are
saddling students with debt they cannot afford in exchange for degrees and
certificates they cannot use’ (Duncan, 2012). When th.ere are ‘many actf:)rs
providing higher education, some tend to use deceptive ta.c.ucs to entice
enrollees, such as promising students unrealistic job opp.ortumues. thn the
regulation is enforced it will require institutions to provide greater disclosure
about their programmes of study and the costs involved, and at the same
time, realistic information about students’ job prospects. Suc1.'1 regulation is
necessary to ensure that higher education institutions keep their progranTmes
current, that is, not only well aligned with the job market, to ensure gainful
employment of their graduates but also to meet the cc.)ntcmp.orary needs of
the society and the world. Otherwise broken promises wil contmu:?, gradu_atcs
will have difficuities finding decent paying jobs and employers will continue
to be disappointed in the quality of new entrants in the graduate labour POOI'
This is now an emerging concern for employers of graduates from hlg?lcr
academic institutions in some Pacific Island countries. In a recer'lt meeting
between the Fiji Ministry of Education and the School of Education staf:f of
the University of the South Pacific, the Permanent Secrctary for Education,
Dr Brij Lal, expressed concern about the lack of preparation of: graduates from
higher education institutions in the work expected of tl:lcm in s.chools. One
reason for this could be the failure of the higher education curricula to kecp
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up-to-date with changes in the nature of work. This necessitates monitoring
of the labour market to better prepare graduates for work.

Higher education providers in the Pacific region

Indications are that the number of providers of higher education in the
region is increasing. Evidence is also giving ground for increasing concern
about marketing strategies various providers use to lure students to enrol
in their institutions rather than in others. Strategies that were never heard
of or were used only discreetly hitherto, such as active reaching out to
students in the different parts of countries for enrolments, TV advertisement
of programmes and the use of slogans, banners, open days and roadshows,
are now quite common. For the University of the South Pacific (USP), the
emphasis is on Towards excellence in learning and knowledge creation, The
images different providers portray in all their marketing reflect an unabashed
stand on qualitative aspects of the education they offer. In this respect, these
advertisements are encouraging as they provide some relevant information,
attractively packaged, about what the institutions have in store to offer to
the general public. However, the advertisements may be short on ‘hard
facts” about the offerings or may gioss over the realities of service delivery
to the clients on a day-to-day basis in areas such as student support services,
facilities and the learning and teaching environment. Who knows? Some of the
marketing and recruiting tactics employed by some of these institutions could
be wittingly or unwittingly deceptive, like the ones highlighted in the United
States by Arne Duncan. Also, the increase in demand for higher education
and the simultaneous decline in public expenditure on higher education could

lead to a downward spiral in the quality of provision (Johnstone et al., 1998).

According to Ward (2007) there is pressure on higher education the warld

over to demonstrate better performance in terms of proviston of suitable

facilities, more support and addressing workforce issues for future graduates.

In the Pacific region, other players from metropolitan countries are noticeably
more visible. Burnett and Lingam (2007: 306) point out that ‘tertiary
education providers in Australia and New Zealand and those in other developed
countries offer attractive scholarships and a glossily presented study experience
in their institutions (see, for example, Australian tertiary sector marketing on
Australian government television broadcasting beamed across Asia and the
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Pacific)’. Budgetary constraints prevent most of the regional higher cducanfm
institutions from doing this. With limited marketing resources and c:_\pcfnsc
by comparison to those in developed countries, higher education institutions
in the region face stff competition.

In the island region there are now several providers c?f hi.ghc.r education, Fiji
alone boasts three university-level higher education msn.tuno.ns. 'ic' oldcs.t,
the University of the South Pacific (USP), is a regional university with ltj\l n;;lln
campus in Laucala, Suva. The other two major caml?uscs for US.P are 3
in Samoa and Emalus in Vanuatu, the bases respectively for Agn:lculturc an
Law Schools. Ownership and management of the USP are vested in the twel'vc
member island countries and smualler campuses in rr_:ost .of them compn?e
the distance and flexible learning synapses of the university. V‘:’ho knows. in
future, the possibility of small island states in the Nonfh Pacific bccommi
part of the USP. The University of Fiji (UOF}, bas?q in Lauto!ca, .opcnc
its doors in 2005 and is owned and operated by a r'chglous organisation, t:c
Arya Samaj. The third is the Fiji National University (FNU} owned by t ;
Government of Fiji. Its main campus is based in Suva and branches te'rmtle
campuses are distributed widely throughout the. country. The .F"NU is ! 1‘;
result of the merger in 2009 of 6 tertiary institutions, r?amcly, Fql‘fchoc; o
Medicine, Fiji School of Nursing, Fiji College of Agncultur.tlt., Fiji .Col cgt;
of Advanced Education, Lautoka Teachers College and Fiji I.rll.sntut.c 0l
Technology; some other tertiary-level institutions, sucl} as the Fiji Nat{onal
Training Council, have also been absorbed. Thefstabllshment ofa [;lanona
university is recognised as a big achievement for.FlgL The country also Caé ;.g;
non-government teachers colleges, Corpus Christi Teachers College ( .
and Fulton College (FC), owned by the Catholic and.Sevenfh—day Adven.tlst
churches respectively. Beyond Fiji and in the region, higher educatdon
institutions include the National University of Samoa (NUS), the Vanuatu
Institute of Teacher Education (VITE), the Tonga Teachers College {TTC)
and the Solomon Islands College of Higher Educatior‘l (SICI—I.E). .El.sewherc,
too, some larger small states have also established nau(.)nal universities, apart
from their membership of a regional university. This, it has bccn. suggcstefi,
could become a source of tensions and adversely affect collaboranc')n (I\/Ilart;n
& Bray, 2010). For example, it is possible that SOL:nC of the Pacific Ts :hn .s
countries, having established their own national universities, scale back their
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attention to the regional university in terms of funding or sponsoring their
students for studies there.

In 2012, the heads of most of these institutions formed an Association of
Heads of Tertiary Institutions in the Pacific Islands and elected the USP Vice
Chancellor and President, Professor Rajesh Chandra, as the President of the
Association. Speaking in this office, Professor Chandra (2012: 2) said:

[The Association] would provide an important forum for them [the
Heads] to collaborate and ¢o-operate, avoid duplication, and promote
the tertiary sector as a whole in the context of increasing importance
of knowledge as a prerequisite to development and competitiveness.

It will be important for the small island states to take heed of this remark
of the Association President, for the common good of all higher education
institutions. Collaboration and ¢o-operation provide the most fruitful modus
operandi on all fronts in the region and collaboration and co-operation among
the different providers afford a good model to showcase. The avoidance of
duplication would be a milestone achievement for the survival of all higher
education institutions, minimising wastage of the meagre resources. However,
on the basis of the author’s work and experience in the region, the comment
can be made that a measure of duplication in the programmes the institutions
offer is already a fact. Teacher education is one such glaring example. It is
offered in almost all higher education institutions in the region,

In the case of Fiji, apart from the two non-government teachers colleges,
(Fulton and Corpus Christi), the USP, FNU and UOF are all offering teacher
education programmes. This is a classic example of duplication of programmes
and the quicker we circumvent this the better it will be for all in the long
term. The result could otherwise be a situation similar to the one experienced
by many countries in the 1970s, that is, a sizeable body of the ‘educated
unemployed’ (Lewin, Little & Colclough, 1983). For the employability of
the graduates, the regional governments need to establish a strong partnership
with these institutions to see that the institutions offer education of a quality
that can help the nations in the development of all facets of life. In the case
of Fiji, the establishment of a Higher Education Commission as a buffer
organisation is a good sign but more work needs to be done to add credibility
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to the work of the Commission, membership from abroad could provide
desirable supplementation. Such an organisation could seriously look into
qualitative aspects of the higher education providers and mount ongoing
checks to avoid mere qualification-mill operation or any other malpractices
relating to academic fraud that could adversely affect graduates’ chances for
employment. A case was reported in the Fiji Times (2012: 2 June) about one
of the higher institutions here in Fiji facing difficultics in meeting the quality
of education it promised and also for demanding extra money for a course
in the middle of the semester while the course was still being raught. Such
comments in the newspapers do nothing to improve the reputation of the
higher education institutions and in turn the graduates they produce.

Apart from duplication, many of the higher education programmes may
be suffering from a combination of underinvestment, poor quality and
having weak links to employment markets. Unless the qualitative aspects are
addressed, graduates may leave the institutions still lacking the basic skills and
suitable attributes for the destined jobs. Some of the training provided may
not even be geared towards areas characterised by labour shortages and as
such, there could be an oversupply of graduates in some areas.

In addition, the curricula for the various programmes and approaches to
teaching also matter. We see now most higher education providers are moving
towards the use of ICT in the delivery of courses, such as online using the
Moodle platform or blended modes of delivery. The University of the South
Pacific has, for example, many courses and programmes in blended mode
of delivery (Lingam, 2010; Lingam & Burnett, 2008). In this approach the
face-to-face contact with students is severely reduced. These methods purport
to emphasise student-centred approaches to learning and teaching, as they
encourage students to study independently and at their own pace. Generally
speaking, though, throughout the region, despite the paucity of research
being carried out, we all know very well that interaction between students
and teachers makes a positive contribution to students’ learning. Equally or
even more importantly, on-campus life and the constant inter-student and
staff interaction, interchange and stimulations are major educational factors
that no amount of flexibility can compensate for. The use of ICT could, who

knows, act as a significant barrier to effective student learning, especially when
lecturer:student ratios are high, reducing interactive approaches in learning
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would ensure minimum quality standards, provide recognised qualifications
and protect students from bogus providers.

STAR project: the case of USP

As the literature suggests, it is not the disciplinary knowledge alone; other
relevant skills and attributes are essential not only to ensure future employability
of graduates but also for them to secure a meaningful life. As aptly stated
by Delors (1996: 12) ‘the view of the Commission that, while education is
an ongoing process of improving knowledge and skills, it is also—perhaps
primarily—an exceptional means of bringing about personal development and
building relationships among individuals, groups and nations’. In this regard,
the USP has responded well to the perceived need proactively, undertaking a
major exercise of transforming all its academic programmes under the Strategic
Total Academic Review (STAR) project. The project involves:

a comprehensive, far-reaching, transformational review of USP’s
academic portfolio, policies, procedures and services to ensure the
development of graduates who can take advantage of opportunities,
secure meaningful and well-paid employment, appreciate multiple
perspectives and live harmoniously with others; dealing effectively with
the challenges of a globalised economy. (USP, 2011: 2)

In this regard, the University has considered it important to transform
programmes in order to realign them to the overarching graduate attributes to
meet the contemporary needs of employment sectors. These employability skills
were thought of as equipping graduates better for employment opportunities
in the turbulent environment with unpredictable changes taking place at all
times. All the graduates need to compete with each other for the limited
positions that are available in the job market. Not only should they be able to
secure a job but they should also be able to learn new things while on the job
and continue to improve themselves throughout their professional careers.
Thus they can remain resourceful throughout their careers. All employers
need workers who have the capacity to learn to learn, and if such capacities
are developed in the graduates then they are likely to learn independently and
in so doing contribute positively to the improvement and development of
the organisation in which they are working. In this regard the USDP’s move
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to include the development of graduate attributes is encouraging in view of

; -
ts rCSpOI.lS.lblhty to graduates’ employment prospects and the economies and
communities of the Pacific region.

Final comments

.For graduates, mastery over discipline knowledge alone is no longer sufficient
in thc': dynamic contemporary employment sector. The recent suree in
atten.um-'l tc? skills and attributes of graduates in the employment secfor is
one indication of the inadequacy. Topping up the subject knowledge with
the necessary skills and suitable attributes will enable graduates to compete
.for ]f)l:)s locally and internationally. In fact these skills and attributes \Sc
implicitly needed earlier but they were not usually explicitly nurtured l;e
f:ducators or requested by employers. Now they are emphasised ex licitly
in the e.mployment sector. This calls for higher education providers tg havz
strong links with both the private and public sectors in order to be aware of
the latest reforms and developments, so that their response to the varyi
.employer demands and expectations can be more effective and dynamjc‘ %Eg
In turn will prepare graduates better for competition in both local and -lobz
modern 'markctplaccs. Instead of focusing on the training and cducatlin of
prospcct.we workers only for a particular context, providers should tailor their
prepeu:an'on‘ to equip their graduates to function effectively and operate in
other jurisdictions within and even beyond the Pacific region. Acknowledgin
the need for global currency in the education and training programmes qulg

bc a Stc[) n thC Ilght dlICCthIl fO[ all lll he[ Cdl.l atron OV de 1 [Ilc
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