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RETHINKING TOKELAU EDUCATION
TOKELAU AND THE ROLE OF NEW ZEALAND VOLUNTEERS



Introduction
• Volunteer Service Abroad has undertaken and published a series of case studies 

to provide evidence of the impact of our work on the families and communities 

we serve. 

• Previous studies include: Rebuilding Bougainville, covering development work in 

a post-conflict society, and Janis Blong Toktok, on early childhood education in 

Vanuatu.

• Lighting a Fire, a study in promoting education leadership in the Solomon 

Islands was presented on day one of this Conference.

• This case study, Rethinking Tokelau Education, charts the history of VSA’s 

decade long engagement in Tokelau. 



Scope of Case Study
Key research questions included:

• Why was the Volunteer Programme with Tokelau 

established and what were the objectives? 

• What Volunteer Assignments have been undertaken, 

and where? 

• What results and impact has the Tokelau Programme 

achieved? 

• What are the lessons learnt from this research 

project? 

• What conclusions can be drawn after ten years of 

VSA volunteers working in Tokelau?

• What should be VSA’s future engagement with 

Tokelau?



Methodology
A range of research methods were employed to 

gather data, including:

• Review of relevant literature, archival research

• Survey questionnaires completed by returned 

volunteers.

• Interviews with School Principals, Education 

officials, and  with traditional community leaders in 

Tokelau. 

• The researchers’ observations. 

• Return visit to Tokelau presentation and 

discussion of research findings and lessons learnt 

with key stakeholders.



Findings
The findings showed mixed results. Two 

viewpoints standout:

• There is good evidence to support the view that 

some volunteers were able to make significant 

progress and achieve good results as Teacher 

Trainers. Education officials and community 

members made many positive comments about 

the contribution of VSA volunteers to their 

children’s educational achievement. 

• All volunteers experienced considerable pressure 

to take up a large teaching load that limited their 

time and opportunities to fulfill their role as 

Teacher Trainers. 



Lesson 1. There are no simple answers 

– good change takes time

Tokelau is a complex and challenging environment in which to 

promote change - there are no simple answers and good 

change takes time:

• Tokelau is an isolated location; living and working on the atolls 

requires a tremendous amount of patience and flexibility. 

• Demographic, gender, cultural and economic factors impact on 

the schools and consequently the children’s education. 

• The pool of people on the atolls available and qualified to teach in 

the schools is very limited. Most teachers are unqualified.

• Governance of the schools is vested in the Taupulega (the village 

council), the Department of Education has an advisory role.



2. A planned, comprehensive approach is required

A planned, comprehensive approach is required to improve 

Tokelau Education, including:

• An improvement of the structure of school governance and 

strengthening management capacity. 

• The engagement of parents in their children’s education, building 

community interest and involvement in the school,

• Upgrading of school buildings, the development of Tokelau 

curricula, setting appropriate teacher remuneration, establishing 

relevant staffing levels, the implementation of a performance 

management programme for principals, 

• A range of professional development opportunities for teachers. 

Teacher training is just one element.



3. In-service teacher training is important in Tokelau

In-service teacher training is an important aspect of any 

programme of education improvement in Tokelau:

• Few local teachers are able or prepared to travel away to gain 

further knowledge, skills and qualifications.

• Those that leave rarely return – education fuels out migration.

• Few New Zealand-based Tokelauan teachers are prepared to 

teach in Tokelau as remuneration and conditions are poor

• The VSA in-service teacher training programme has led to 

increases in local teachers skills and knowledge, motivated them 

to develop fresh thinking and new approaches to teaching and is 

improving education opportunities for students.



4. Respectful, long-term partnerships are necessary

Respectful, long-term partnerships are necessary to ensure 

sustainable development:

• VSA has a long-term relationship with Tokelau, we visit annually –

a week-long boat trip.

• Tokelau society is structured and slow to change. Tradition and 

cultural knowledge are important. The continuity of VSA staff 

involved with Tokelau and the longevity of relationships has built 

trust and given local people confidence in VSA

• We have worked through a number of difficult issues together, 

gaining respect and earned the right to talk frankly about 

challenging matters.



5. A ‘Pacific’ perspective may be a way forward

Traditional approaches to formal education in Tokelau have had 

limited success, rethinking Tokelau Education from a ‘Pacific’ 

perspective may be a way forward:

• The Tokelau education system was a product of nineteenth 

century missionisation and colonisation.

• There is a movement across the Pacific to rethink education from 

a local perspective – it is time to rethink Tokelau education

• The use of Tokelauan language in ECE, during the first years at 

school, and the development of a Tokelau curriculum are a start.

• Volunteers who view their work through a ‘Pacific lens’ and have 

a Pacific sensibility are most successful.



Post-Research  consultations and afterword

On a return visit to Tokelau research findings were  presented 

to, and discussed with, key stakeholders: 

• The discussions validated the case study findings and reinforced 

the challenges of improving education opportunities in Tokelau.

• There was keen interest expressed in improving school 

governance and management, and suggestions of ways forward.

• Teachers appreciated VSA’s long-term engagement and 

commitment to in-service teacher training – a new programme to 

increase teachers’ qualifications and raise teaching standards is 

underway.

• Teachers were particularly engaged by the challenge to rethink 

Tokelau education from a Pacific perspective.



Final comment
• Though small, Tokelau is a complex and difficult place to undertake development 

work. Cultural and other unique local factors dictate the pace of change.

• Building respectful relationships, and developing trust with key people and each 

community is a long-term exercise requiring committed, personal engagement 

over time.

• VSA’s decade-long engagement with Tokelau and focus on in-service teacher 

training has led to a slow but steady improvement in education opportunities in 

Tokelau.

• The findings of this case study has led to a critical analysis of our work and a 

deeper understanding of our  development partnership with Tokelau.




