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The present investigation examined the underlying characteristics of the form and function of the school and their 
relation to student achievement amongst students in Papua New Guinea (PNG). Qualitative interviews were 
conducted with 11 primary school students and 4 primary school teachers from a combination of village and urban 
schools in PNG. Interviews attempted to elucidate the underlying dimensions of a key component of Okagaki’s 
triarchic model of student achievement for students in developing countries. Interviews were transcribed verbatim and 
analysed by content analysis. Analyses examined the three underlying dimensions of the form of the school: small-
group learning, teacher-student communication, and home-school continuity, and similar themes were apparent in 
relation to these dimensions across students’ and teachers’ responses. Furthermore, both perceived instrumentality 
and future goal orientation were highlighted as key dimensions underlying the function of the school. This 
conceptualisation of the form and function of the school can provide a template to guide future research into student 
achievement in developing countries.  

 
A large amount of research has investigated the processes underpinning student academic engagement 

and achievement. The vast majority of this research has focussed on students based in majority, developed 
educational systems, however this research has, in recent times, been extended to minority students who are 
often underprivileged, and living within these developed settings. A number of theories have been 
formulated in an attempt to explain how certain psychological constructs influence student academic 
achievement, and why it is that so often minority students in comparison to mainstream students, fail to 
engage and achieve at school. However, few studies have attempted to extend this body of knowledge to the 
developing world. This is unfortunate as extending this knowledge base to indigenous majority, third-world 
settings has the potential to contribute to enhancing education systems in such settings.   

 
Okagaki’s Triarchic Model of Student Achievement 

 
In her studies of minority students in the USA, Okagaki (2001) proposed that student academic 

engagement and achievement can be explained by a threefold model, conceptualising achievement in terms 
of three main characteristics – the characteristics of the school, the home, and the child. The current study 
focussed upon the first of these three components by investigating the form of the school (as defined by 
Okagaki) and the perceived function of education in student’s lives, which have both been found to 
contribute to students’ response to and motivation for schooling (Okagaki & Frensch, 1998; Okagaki, 
Frensch & Dodson, 1996; Okagaki & Sternberg, 1993).  

There are several facets of the form of the school that research has highlighted to elicit resistance to 
school from children. Studies looking at this student resistance in minority education have suggested that 
modest changes in the instructional practices of the school can facilitate the performance of underachievers 
(Vogt, Jordan & Tharp, 1993). In particular, positive changes have been found to be successful in three main 
domains: small-group learning, teacher-student communication, and home-school continuity. Firstly, studies 
have found that allowing minority students to work together in small group learning centres as opposed to 
whole class instruction and independent situations greatly facilitated their learning and achievement (Vogt et 
al., 1993). Vogt et al. (1993) proposed that this enhancement was due to the similarities between these small-
group, peer-assisted settings and what students are used to in their own cultural social structure. Secondly, 
changes in teacher-student communication, in which teachers adhere to the socio-linguistic and cultural 
conventions of the students’ local culture, have been found to successfully facilitate student involvement in 
learning (Tharp, 1989). Furthermore, positive student-teacher relations, characterised by open, flexible and 
honest communication, have also been found to be significantly related to academic resilience and 
achievement in minority students (Borman & Rachuba, 2001). Finally, and perhaps most importantly, 
continuity between students’ home and school environments has been positively related to achievement. 
Research has highlighted a number of ways in which discontinuity between home and school environments 
can interfere with student’s school learning, due to teacher-student misunderstandings, and minority 
student’s inabilities to discern certain culturally irrelevant situations (Okagaki, 2001). For example, studies 



among Native American students have found that discontinuity between their home environment, which 
emphasised sharing, cooperation and group needs, and their school environment, which emphasised 
competition and grading, inhibited students’ full learning potential (Sanders, 1987). These Native American 
children were often perceived by their teachers and other mainstream students as being ‘unmotivated’ 
because of their unwillingness to participate in competition and inability to participate in classroom debates. 
The minority students were often unable to participate on an individual basis in the classroom and preferred 
to engage in ‘choral’ responses. This was often viewed as ‘withdrawn’ and ‘unsociable’ and inhibited these 
minority students’ involvement in vital classroom activities (Greenbaum, 1985).  

Students’ perceived function or utility value of education has also been shown to be an important factor 
in student motivation, engagement and achievement. The utility value of schooling refers to the 
instrumentality of current task goals and their perceived value in reaching future goals (De Volder & Lens, 
1982). In her review of the literature Okagaki (2001) reported relations between succeeding in education and 
the belief that this leads to getting a good job, becoming a successful adult, and an increase in economic and 
social conditions. It has been found that when “education serves a relevant, pragmatic function in an 
individual’s life” (Okagaki, 2001, p. 12) a student will in turn be more motivated to achieve. Furthermore, 
the converse of education serving a practical function in one’s life is also relevant. Studies have found that 
students who believe that education and working hard in school will not serve any positive function in their 
lives are less motivated at school, which is negatively linked with engagement and achievement (Okagaki, 
2001). 
  

The Present Study 
 

The present study aimed to extend Okagaki’s research by examining the influence of the form and 
perceived function of the school on student outcomes in a developing country. Unlike the underprivileged, 
minority settings that past research has utilised, the current investigation was based in Papua New Guinea – a 
developing, indigenous and majority setting. Education in Papua New Guinea has experienced a long history 
of arduous challenges, dealing with low retention rates, poor literacy and ambivalent attitudes. Indeed, 
enrolment statistics in PNG have shown that only 1.5% of students who begin Grade One go on to complete 
Grade 12 (Avalos, 1993) and approximately 80% of all Papua New Guineans continue to make their living in 
their home villages (Browne & Scott, 1989). In order to address such issues, in both Papua New Guinea and 
developing countries alike, it is vital for us to gain a greater understanding of those factors influencing 
student engagement, achievement and progression. The present study used qualitative research methods to 
elucidate the extent of the presence and impact in PNG of Okagaki’s triarchic model’s first component – the 
characteristics of the school. In order to investigate this, the following research questions were posed: 
 

1. To what extent and for what purpose do schools employ small-group learning in Papua New 
Guinea?; 

2. What are the processes involved and properties of teacher-student communication in Papua New 
Guinea?; 

3. To what extent are students’ home and school environments similar or different in the domains of 
sharing and cooperation, working in groups, and competition?; and 

4. To what extent do students believe their schooling serves a purpose in their current and future lives? 
 

Methodology 
 

Participants 
 

The sample was comprised of a combination of PNG students and teachers from both village and urban 
primary schools. A total of 15 participants, 11 students and 4 teachers, were invited to participate in a 30 
minute semi-structured interview. The student participants comprised a combination of males (n=7) and 
females (n=4) and ranged from grade 4 to 9. The average grade for both village and urban participants was 
grade 7. The average age however for grade 7 village students was substantially higher for village students 
(M=16.60, SD=1.67) than it was for urban students (M=13.00, SD=1.87). The teacher participants were 
comprised of three females and one male, and their teaching experience ranged from one year to over twenty 
years in length.  

Village participants were invited to participate from PNG’s Central and Oro Provinces from along the 
Kokoda Track. Village students and teachers came from five primary schools from along the Track, a remote 



area in Papua New Guinea characterised by village subsistence living and low socio-economic status, and 
only accessible by foot or light aircraft. Urban students and teachers came from a large co-educational 
primary-secondary school in Port Moresby.  
 

Instruments 
 

Two separate semi-structured interviews, characterised by open-ended questions and prompts, were 
delivered to students and teachers individually. Both interviews were targeted at investigating the key 
influences of the form and perceived function of the school outlined by Okagaki (2001). Example student 
questions addressing the target areas included: 
 

x Do you work as a whole class, or do you break into smaller groups? Which one do you prefer and 
why? What is good about working in small groups? What is bad about working in small groups? 

x Do you always understand what your teacher is saying? What sometimes stops you from 
understanding what your teacher is saying?  

x At home, do you share with your family? What types of things do you share? At school, do you 
share with your friends? What types of things do you share? 

x How important is school for you? Do you think all children should go to school? What does school 
help you to do in the future? 

 
Example teacher questions addressing the target areas included: 
 

x Do students work harder in small groups? Why do you think small group-learning works well? 
x Do students understand when you are teaching them? What stops them from understanding?  
x Do students compete with each other in school? How? Do students compete with each other at 

home? How? 
 

Data Analysis 
 

Semi-structured were transcribed, scored and analysed by hand, utilising a content-analysis approach. 
Content analysis enables researchers to compress large volumes of data into fewer content categories based 
on rules of coding (Krippendorff, 1980; Stemler, 2001). A combination of a priori and emergent coding and 
analysis techniques were utilised to analyse the transcribed interviews. Initially an a priori approach (Weber, 
1990) was undertaken to analyse the data’s convergence with already proposed themes based on Okagaki’s 
Triarchic model of student achievement. For the form of the school, these themes consisted of three 
categories: small-group learning, teacher-student communication and home-school continuity. For the 
perceived function of the school, students’ responses were analysed for their future goals and utility value of 
schooling in reaching these future goals. Secondly, these categories were analysed for further emergent 
themes, and responses were compared and contrasted across both students and teachers. Finally, the 
categories were separated into key concepts and phrases identified that typified such concepts.  
 

Results and Discussion 
 

Table 1 outlines participants’ responses, summarised according to the key concepts within each theme. 
Students have been separated into village and urban subgroups. It was not feasible however to do the same 
with teachers’ responses and a majority of the teachers had spent much of their teaching lives in a 
combination of village and urban schools and based their responses on this experience. A presentation and 
discussion of student and teacher responses follows and is separated into the three themes of the form of the 
school and the single theme of the perceived function of the school. 
 

Form of the School: Small-Group Learning 
 

Three concepts emerged from teachers’ and students’ responses to questions targeting the first research 
question. The general consensus across students and teachers alike was that small-group learning is the 
preferred way of teaching and instruction and benefits students’ learning along three dimensions: 
participation, communication and understanding. In addition to these three dimensions, students also 
identified reciprocal helping amongst peers as a further advantage to small-group learning and instruction.  



Table 1. Student and teacher responses to the form of the school 
 

Themes Concepts Responses 
  Teachers Village Students Urban Students 

 
Small-Group 
Learning 

 
Participation 

 
TI1, TI3, 

TI10, TI17 

  
SI14, SI16 

  
Communication 

 
TI3, TI17  

 
SI5, SI8 

 
SI12, SI15 

 
 

SI5 
 

 
SI14, SI16 

 Understanding 
Language 

 
Knowing 

 
TI3, TI10 

SI8, SI11 SI15 

  
Reciprocal Helping 

  
SI2, SI8, SI11 

 
SI12, SI13 

 
Teacher-Student 
Communication 

 
Explanation 

 
TI10, TI17 

 
SI2, SI5, SI6, 

SI8, SI11 
 

 
SI16 

  
Approachability 

 
TI10, TI17 

 
SI6, SI11 

 

 
SI12, SI14, SI15 

  
Clarity 
 

 
 

 
SI8 

 
SI12, SI16 

  
Understanding 
 

  
SI6, SI8 

 
SI12, SI13, SI14, 

SI15, SI16 
TI10, TI17  Language 

Dissuade Pidgin 
 

Encourage Pidgin TI1, TI3 

  

Home-School 
Continuity 

 
Familiar Materials 

 
TI1, TI3, 

TI10, TI17 
 

 
SI6, SI8 

 
SI12 

  
Sharing / 
Cooperation 

 
TI1, TI3, 

TI10, TI17 
 

 
SI5, SI6, SI8 

 
SI12, SI13, SI14, 

SI15, SI16 

  
Friendly 
Competition 
 

 
TI1, TI3, 

TI10, TI17 

 
SI2, SI5, SI8, 

SI11 

 
SI12, SI13, SI14, 

SI15, SI16 

  
*Discontinuity 

 
TI3, TI10, 

TI17 
 

  

* Discontinuity – Teachers comments that students educational space and available resources were not 
consistent between their home and school environments.  



Both teachers and students commented that small-group learning increases the likelihood of all students 
participating in classroom discussion and activities. Participants suggested that a small-group setting is less 
threatening and increases students’ confidence and comfort when participating in peer discussion. Teachers 
in particular emphasised that small-groups give students of all personalities and ability levels an opportunity 
to participate as is illuminated by the following comment: 

I think each of them have turns in talking and you know… show their understanding... where 
in big groups some of them might be shy, when I’m talking and giving them answers of things.
          (TI3) 

Teachers also emphasised that students are challenged by their peers to work harder in small groups and that 
taking part in talking increases their learning potential. 

When they get to be in small groups everyone is challenged to work and cos it’s a small 
group everyone will work.       (TI17) 

Students also commented on the idea that small-group learning settings increased their confidence to 
participate in comparison to whole-group settings. 

…for some students they don’t have the confidence to speak up [in the whole class], so 
they’re a bit nervous… most don’t participate.     (SI14) 

The second area which teachers and students thought small-group learning facilitated was 
communication. Teachers commented that students feel comfortable communicating with each other in 
small-groups and that this setting gives them the opportunity to share diverse experiences and knowledge. 

…I put them in small groups and I encourage them to talk and then share with the class, so 
it’s like a learning experience for everyone. And everything they get to share is like a window 
into each other’s society…       (TI17) 

Students also mentioned that small-groups are useful for their learning because they feel comfortable sharing 
with their peers, because it’s “easier to talk to each other” and because it facilitates discussion. 

The third dimension that was highlighted to be a benefit of small-group learning was the facilitation of 
students’ understanding of material. Teachers suggested that because of increased communication amongst 
students in small groups, this inevitably leads to a greater understanding of academic materials. Due to 
clearer communication within peer groups, students are able to understand each other and apply their 
understanding to their schoolwork.  

…they seem to be able to understand each other… they’re at the same level, and even the 
ones who are not so bright find it easier to talk to somebody who is in their peer group. 
          (TI10) 

Students also stated that small-group learning and peer communication increased their understanding of 
academic work and assisted them in engaging in study. The students however went one step further and 
defined this increase in understanding in terms of two concepts. They stated that firstly working in small 
groups is beneficial because they can communicate in both a language and at a level that increases their 
understanding. Students in the village schools particularly commented that they could explain material to 
each other in their mother tongue, ultimately increasing their understanding of the work: 

…we can just explain in our own language and we can teach ourself how to go about our… 
different activities and subjects.       (SI5) 

Urban students didn’t mention language as an issue with their learning, but suggested that small-groups 
enable them to explain material to each other in a way and at a level that they will understand: 

we get to talk with our… ah our level, so we understand each other much better.  
 
like teachers we don’t quite get it, but if we discuss with our peers, like we can explain to 
them or understand them in a way we understand.    (SI16) 

In addition to language continuity and peer level understanding, students also suggested that small-groups 
allow for students to share their knowledge and ideas which in turn leads to increased understanding. 

Because when we work in small groups … that gives you more knowledge to understand the 
subjects.          (SI6) 
 
…you get to know other people’s ideas and their opinions… and you get to compare it with 
your own and see… you know the difference, and you work out things.   (SI15) 

The final dimension that was reported by students to be a benefit of small-group learning was reciprocal peer 
helping. Students from both village and urban schools stated that the small-group setting encourages students 
to give each other assistance, which facilitates their learning and understanding. A number of students also 



acknowledged the fact that they not only help their peers when they are struggling, but that they assume their 
peers will assist them when they too are struggling. 

I prefer working in small groups because we help each other in whatever work is given…. we 
help each other to get answers       (SI2) 
 
I like it because they help me, if I don’t understand things… Cos I don’t know some… I don’t 
know some things but my friends do… cos, like if I … help him he returns the favour and 
helps me         (SI13) 

Teachers however, did not seem to comment on any observed practise or benefit of reciprocal peer helping. 
Future studies would need to target this dimension further to determine whether teachers are unaware of the 
practise of peer assistance in small-group settings, or whether they are aware but do not see any benefit of 
encouraging it for students’ learning potential.  

Hence, increased participation, communication and understanding have been highlighted as important 
benefits of small-group learning settings by both students and teachers in PNG schools. Furthermore, 
reciprocal peer helping has also been identified by students to be a beneficial outcome of small-group 
learning and future research needs to target highlighting the mechanisms underlying this phenomenon in the 
PNG classroom.  
 

Form of the School: Teacher-Student Communication 
 

Students and teachers interviewed outlined a number of factors that they believe contribute towards 
positive teacher-student communication in the classroom. Although there was a certain degree of consensus 
between the two groups, both students and teachers also highlighted a selection of different factors they 
believe to influence communication. Hence, the student and teacher responses will be discussed separately. 
 
Student Responses 
 

Students identified five key components of positive teacher-student communication: explanation, 
approachability, clarity, understanding and language. The first of these components, explanation, was 
suggested by students to increase student understanding by use of example. Students commented that when 
they were unable to understand a certain concept, further explanation by their teacher was forthcoming and 
assisted them in their understanding. 

 …if we did not understand, he’ll do more example… and we put our hand up and ask teacher 
to explain it more... and yeah… we’ll understand it.    (SI8) 

Students emphasised teachers’ willingness to provide them with enough examples for them to understand the 
material they are attempting to learn. 

The second component that students identified as contributing to positive teacher-student communication 
was their teacher’s approachability. Students emphasised the importance they felt in having a teacher whom 
they felt comfortable approaching especially when they were confused or needed direct explanations and 
assistance. 

…sometimes I can just go ask for the answer. For some help.   (SI12) 
The third component that students stated as assisting teacher-student communication is a teacher who is 

clear and whom shares his or her ideas with the class. Students explained that this clarity and openness 
assists teachers in their explanations of material and ultimately students’ understanding.  

[A good teacher is] clear… and an open teacher… She doesn’t keep to herself. She keeps on 
talking to make us understand.       (SI12) 

Whilst the third component deals with expressive language ability, the fourth component focuses 
on receptive language ability, that is, teachers’ ability to demonstrate understanding to their students. 
Student’s emphasised that a teacher who understands their ability level and cares for students 
academic needs, is beneficial to positive communication, and helps them to engage and improve.  

A good teacher would be someone who… cares about the students, who would listen to them, 
their ideas, opinions, their questions… and answer them. And help them in their disabilities 
and improve them in the everything they are good at.    (SI15) 

The final component that characterises positive teacher-student communications was only reported by 
students from village schools. Students in PNG normally speak a minimum of three languages by the time 
they reach primary school. All children learn their mother tongue (vernacular language) however this is 
slowly becoming replaced with English particularly in urban schools. Village students however speak their 



vernacular language fluently as well as normally either Tok Pisin (Pidgin) or Motu. Students are taught in 
their vernacular language in elementary school (Elementary Prep, Grade 1 and Grade 2) however when they 
reach primary school, instruction changes to English. Ad hoc comments made by village teachers and 
students in the present investigation suggested that due to this change in language is was necessary for them 
to find some ‘common language ground’ in order to facilitate instruction. Teachers are often not from the 
student’s village and so therefore do not speak their vernacular language. Teachers will often attempt to learn 
the local vernacular but will often have to resort to speaking in Tok Pisin (Pidgin) or Motu – two of PNG’s 
official languages. Village students therefore often responded that their teacher’s usage of Tok Pisin (Pidgin) 
to explain and interpret unknown or difficult English was a beneficial tool for enhancing teacher-student 
communications and understanding.  

…sometimes we... find it hard to understand English, then he can speak in Pidgin and… 
that’s better         (SI5) 

Teachers’ opinions about the use of Tok Pisin (Pidgin) in the formal educational setting however were 
mixed. The following section describes the components put forth by teachers in PNG as to the contributing 
factors of positive teacher-student communication. This section begins with the debate over the use of Pidgin 
in education. 
 
Teacher Responses 
 

Teachers in Papua New Guinea expressed mixed opinion as to the value of utilising Tok Pisin (Pidgin) in 
formal educational practise. Those teachers, whose majority teaching experience had been spent in small 
villages, expressed a strong encouragement for the use of Pidgin in school. They reported that village 
students often struggle with English instruction and that it is vital for them to find a common ground to be 
able to assist communication.  

The problem is English I think. Language is a problem… Well I might explain a bit again on 
the topic or some other things that they might not understand … um… speak in Pidgin again 
for them to really understand, they might not understand English.  (TI3) 

However, other teachers reported that the use and encouragement of Pidgin is not beneficial and in fact 
hinders students’ uptake and correct implementation of the English language – the official educative 
language of PNG. They believed this was a problem for two main reasons. Firstly, Pidgin provides students 
with a distraction and a barrier to hide behind during formal class lessons.  

Pidgin’s the language that they get to speak all the time [at home] – this Tok Pisin. … that 
really really distracts their learning in class, cos even in class they’re speaking Pidgin and… 
at school they [speak] Pidgin then [when] they’re not supposed to. It doesn’t help, but most 
of the children here I think speak Pidgin outside of school at home. Apart from English it’s 
Pidgin so... so it does distract... distract them from their learning of English. (TI17) 

The second reason why Pidgin hinders students learning is due to the fact that Pidgin is a broken form of 
English. This results in confusion and misunderstandings for students attempting to grasp English spelling, 
grammar and sentence structures. 

…the children who speak Pidgin at home are the most difficult to teach when they’re teaching 
them in English. I think they’re already very confused…. they found difficulties in English, 
because they already spoke Pidgin at home.... they found it rather confusing… [for example] 
If you asked a child who knew how to speak English [to] spell in Pidgin the word “house”… 
he would spell the word house “haus”. Ok, you ask him to spell the word house later on and 
he’ll spell “haus”. He’s not wrong, but it is wrong in English… that’s the kind of thing… not 
only in written work, it’s also in speaking… it is hard to teach a child English if he’s already 
learnt Pidgin.         (TI10) 

This phenomenon needs to be investigated further with a larger sample of teachers and students to 
determine: (i) what is the difference between village and urban students’ use of Pidgin at school; (ii) how 
does using Pidgin in instruction influence student engagement and achievement; and (iii) what alternatives 
need to be provided to ensure a smooth transition for students from vernacular instruction elementary school 
to English instruction primary school.  

The final two components that were identified by teachers as contributing to positive teacher-student 
communications are similar to two of the factors identified by students – approachability and explanation. 
Firstly, the teachers believed that they must be seen to be approachable by students in order to assist them in 
overcoming fear and feeling safe to ask for further explanation. 



I’ve gotta be their friend to be able to help them. You know, I find that if I tell the children 
right from the beginning, ok, look I am not just your teacher, I am your friend… and I think 
the relationship then grows to a stage where we hide nothing from each other. And if the kids 
don’t understand something, they don’t hesitate to put their hands up and say “teacher I 
really don’t know what you’re talking about”… you know, that type of attitude grows into 
them.          (TI10) 
 
…sometimes I guess it’s fear [that stops them understanding]… I talk to them a lot about 
that, sometimes they’re just afraid, they’re too hesitant to ask.   (TI17) 

In addition to this, teachers also emphasised the importance of providing students with explanations in 
order to increase student engagement in class and ultimately their performance. Teachers believed that it is 
important to provide enough explanation in order for students at all levels to gain an understanding of the 
material. 

… if they don’t answer the question the way I gave it… I try it another way. And I keep going 
until I get something from at least one of them... I find that how I worded my question, may 
have been too difficult for them to understand what I wanted. So I try to make it simpler… 
          (TI10) 

Hence there was some convergence between students’ and teachers’ responses to positive- teacher-
student communication. Both teachers and students emphasised the importance of approachability and 
explanation. Students however also emphasised the importance of teachers being both clear and 
understanding towards students as two important features of positive communication and relations. Finally, 
there was some discrepancy as to the usefulness of utilising Pidgin as an educative tool. Whilst students and 
village teachers emphasised the value of having a medium in which they could communicate via, teachers 
whom had a lot of experience in both urban and village schools believed that Pidgin was both a distraction 
and a source of confusion, hence hindering students’ learning. Further research needs to investigate all these 
factors both qualitatively and quantitatively to determine how they relate to student engagement and 
achievement.  
 

Form of the School: Home-School Continuity 
 

In accordance with past research on home-school continuity in minority cultures and in line with 
Okagaki’s model, the results of this study suggested that continuity between PNG students’ homes and 
schools assists them in their learning and their desire to engage in classroom activities. The results did differ 
however from some studies which found that minority, non-Western students’ homes espouse cooperation 
and sharing, whereas their schools often espouse competition and grading (Sanders, 1987). Interviews 
however with both teachers and students from PNG identified three key themes in which students’ school 
and home environments are similar, and one key theme in which they differ. Continuity existed between 
home and school environments along three dimensions – familiar materials, sharing and cooperation, and 
friendly competition. The discontinuity arose with the differences in available resources between students’ 
home and school environments.  

The first area of continuity between school and home environments was the use of familiar materials. 
Teachers emphasised the importance or and need to use materials that are culturally appropriate and familiar 
to students in order to benefit their understanding. They emphasised the benefit for students to identify with 
the objects in which they are being taught with in order to (i) capture their attention; (ii) hold their 
concentration; and (ii) see the relevance of what they are learning. These processes will then ultimately lead 
to greater achievement in school. 

I use sticks, stones, whatever I could find… they can identify with the stuff that you’re using… 
leaves and whatever. I think that they can identify with that. You introduce a block that 
maybe they have never seen before, their interest in maths is not there… they’re looking at 
this new thing, so you’ve lost their concentration altogether.   (SI10) 
 
The things that they use... they’ve been using… they’ve been playing with it…. so…. Without 
realising it, they’re using maths.       (SI3) 

Students also commented on how their teacher’s use of familiar materials in the classroom setting assists 
them in a great understanding of the concepts they are learning. They identified objects which they are 
continually exposed to in their home environments and which they can identify with. 

…they use objects like stones, or sticks… That helps me understand better. (SI6) 



The second dimension that both students and teachers highlighted as being similar between their home 
and school environments was their endorsement of sharing and cooperative behaviours. Both teachers and 
students reported this sharing / cooperative culture is evident and encouraged both in the school and home 
environments.  

…we do a lot of sharing and it’s what makes our school a family school and a better place of 
learning. We’d share our lunch... our ideas on things with each other… our assignments 
sometimes when there’s group assignments… we do [share at home]... we share our things, 
our clothes, our toys.        (SI15) 

Furthermore, teachers commented on this being an innate part of PNG culture.  
I think Papua New Guineans are normally… it’s a normal thing. Everybody shares with 
everybody else.         (SI10) 

They reported that families and communities naturally share workloads, chores and possessions with each 
other, and that helping and assisting their fellow villagers is a natural part of village life. This behaviour is 
also extended to the school environment where teachers encourage cooperative learning and students report 
how this benefits their understanding and learning. Furthermore, students reported that they work in small-
group situations both at school and at home, thus creating another medium by which continuity occurs.  

The third dimension in which teachers and students reported home-school continuity was that of friendly 
competition. Although not as conclusive as the findings of sharing and familiar materials, over sixty percent 
of students reported being involved in friendly competition with their peers both at school and at home. 
When at school, students suggested that the competition is entered in to mutually by all participating (i.e., no 
student is forced into competition) and is mutually rewarding. Students consistently commented that they 
were not necessarily comparing their grades, but instead were comparing their answers so as to gain a greater 
understanding for the materials. Students stated that this competition is beneficial because: (i) it motivates 
them to try harder; (ii) it enables them to see in what areas they made errors, and (iii) it helps them to 
understand in the future. 

So like, after we get our marks we try to compare who got the highest and where did we go 
wrong… I think it’s a really good thing. It helps us try to get… gain more marks and stuff like 
that.            (SI16) 

Furthermore, students indicated that this friendly competition was also promoted in their homes and 
villages/communities in areas of sports, chores, homework and school progress.  

Teachers also indicated their observance of friendly competition in both students’ home and school 
environments. They stated that this competition helps students’ learning and understanding because it 
encourages students to learn from their mistakes. Furthermore, they emphasised that such competition 
challenges them to work harder and to strive for improvement. They too indicated that students compete both 
at school and at home.  

Thus, home-school continuity for students in PNG is observed in the areas of familiar materials, sharing 
and cooperative learning, and friendly competition. In addition to these 3 areas of continuity however, 
teachers identified a single dimension in which discontinuity exists between students’ home and school 
environments, i.e., the differences in resources, educational space and opportunities that are available to 
students. Teachers suggested that even in the most under-resourced schools, the resources available to 
students for learning are still much greater and accessible in their school environments than they are at home. 
Teachers reported that there was an extreme shortage of educational resources and study space in students’ 
homes and that even the basic materials required to be involved in extra-curricular activities (e.g., homework 
and study) such as power and light were often not available to students at home. Teachers stated that because 
of this discontinuity, they encouraged students to stay longer at school and to complete what they would not 
complete at home, in the school environment. Furthermore, teachers suggested that some students do not get 
the same support from their parents for their schoolwork as they do from their teachers. They suggested that 
the outcomes of this discrepancy can lead to one of two responses from children: (i) they become ambivalent 
and do not strive for improvement; or (ii) they increase their effort and engagement at school.  

These areas of home-school continuity and discontinuity need to be examined further to determine how 
they predict student engagement in the classroom, actual involvement in extra-curricular (at-home) 
educational activities, and instructional methodologies employed by teachers to overcome discontinuity and 
encourage continuity.  

 
 
 
 



Perceived Function of the School: Utility Value and Future Goals 
 

The current study recorded and examined student responses (only) about their goals and aspirations for 
the future and how important they believe school is in reaching such goals. The study identified eight 
categories of future goals that student reported as being important to them. These categories were to ‘be 
somebody’, to ‘get money’ to ‘find work’, to ‘look after my family’, to ‘contribute to society’, to ‘go to 
university’, to ‘keep me off the streets/out of crime’, and to ‘fulfil my ambitions’. Furthermore, for these 
entire eight future goal categories, students commented on the importance and value that school plays in 
meeting such goals. Table 2 outlines the responses made by students in regards to the role education plays in 
order for them to meet these eight categories of future goals.  

It is worth noting a few points about the comments made by students in regards to their perceived value 
of education in contributing towards their meeting of their future goals. Firstly, students often spoke in terms 
of expectations, conclusiveness and finalities when commenting on their perceived value of education in 
meeting future goals. Rather than saying “Going to school might help you to get a job one day”, students 
reported that going to school and doing well in school would ensure you got a job one day. 

…if I’m good at maths and science, I’ll be a pilot in future…   (SI8) 
 
… if you go to school… then you go and do the work…    (SI2) 

The second interesting point to note is concerned with the student reported future goal of looking after 
their family. Students (in particular village students) often commented that looking after their family was not 
only a future goal and desire of theirs, but also an assumed duty.  

…go to school is good because in future all of us are going to look after our families and relatives 
and clan members.        (SI5) 

The final interesting point to note was students reported great hope for their prospective futures despite 
the lack of post-educational activities available in PNG. This point needs to be investigated further for two 
main reasons. Firstly, it was not clear as to whether students were not aware of this lack of opportunities and 
still had hope regardless of these limitations, or whether students were not greatly aware of the limitations 
their futures could hold for them. Although students commented on the large amount of crime in PNG, and 
the increased likelihood that education will keep you from a life of crime, they did not comment on limited 
work and financial prospects. Students from the villages spoke of completing school and one day finding 
work in the city (Port Moresby) and eventually returning to their village to support their family members. 
However, although they reported that receiving an education would result in getting a job, they did not 
comment on the proportion of jobs that they thought were available. Future research needs to clarify whether 
or not this is still hope in the face of adversity, or a general unawareness amongst students of the reality of 
the status of PNG’s vocational opportunities. The second reason as to why this needs further research is 
because these preliminary findings contradict research (although limited) that has investigated future 
aspirations and educational opportunities in PNG. Research by Demerath (1999; 2000) suggested that due to 
the lack of post-educational opportunities in PNG, students from the Manus province in PNG ultimately had 
ambivalent attitudes towards the value of school. Demerath (1999) uncovered that a majority of students in 
PNG were implicitly preparing themselves for a life of subsistence in the village. Those who did however 
have dreams and aspirations to undertake education and work in the formal economy would often hide these 
desires to avoid ridicule and disapproval. These findings however differ vastly from the findings of the 
present study. Hence future research needs to: (i) identify students’ beliefs as to the availability of post-
educational opportunities; (ii) determine if they still express hope and high aspirations in light of these 
limited opportunities; (iii) characterise the nature of students’ aspirations and the extent to which such 
aspirations are achievable in PNG; and (iv) examine how this relates to students’ current instrumental value 
of school and educational engagement and achievement.  
 

Conclusions 
 

Education in developing, majority, indigenous countries is under-researched. In order for educators and 
policy makers to gain a greater understanding of what influences academic achievement it is necessary for us 
to gain an understanding of the mechanisms underlying the influence of the school, the family and the child 
themselves. This study has highlighted some preliminary findings underlying teachers’ and students’ 
interpretations of the form and perceived function of the school and how they believe these contribute to 
student engagement and achievement. More specifically, this study identified the dimensions of small-group 
learning (participation, communication, understanding and reciprocal helping), teacher-student 



Table 2. Student’s example comments on future goals and utility value 
 

Future Goals Utility Value 
 

 
Be Somebody 

 
…the future, I wanted to become ‘somebody’, and to be the best in 
class helps you to do that… (SI2) 
  
Cos if, ah I want to be ‘someone’ in the future I come to school and I 
learn certain things so I can… I can be a successful person… (SI13) 
 

 
Get Money 
 

 
If you go to school then you get money from there… (SI2) 

 
Work 

 
Because if you wanna get… do better in your work, or get a job you 
have to go to school and learn something… (SI12) 
 
Yeah [school’s important]… Because it can help you to get a job in 
the future… (SI14) 
 

 
Look after Family 
 

 
…go to school is good because in future all of us are going to look 
after our families and relatives and clan members… (SI5) 
 
Yes, it’s [school] very important… in future, I’m going to help my 
family members… I’ll finish my school and get better job and help 
my family members… (SI8) 
 

 
Contribute to Society 

 
 [School] helps me… become a successful person, a person who 
contributes to the society… person who helps people… (SI13) 
 

 
University   

  
It will give you better grades so can grow up and… grow up to 
university, will understand your grades and you can teach in 
something… (SI12) 
 

 
Keeps you out of 
crime / off streets 

 
… it’s [going to school] a must for students. Like… sometimes, it’s 
not just like a place where you go to learn, but keep us from trouble 
and keep us off the streets… (SI16) 
 

 
Ambitions 

 
…it’s [school] definitely important… it helps us… prepare us for 
our long term ambitions. Like if you want to be a doctor or stuff like 
that, come to school to learn stuff and be prepared for your future… 
(SI16) 
 

 
 



communication (explanation, approachability, clarity, understanding and language) and home-school 
continuity (familiar materials, sharing and friendly competition) as being beneficial to student engagement 
and achievement. Future research needs to examine these properties quantitatively to determine whether they 
do indeed predict student outcomes and what aspects facilitate the implementation of such factors. 
Furthermore, the current study highlighted the main goals that PNG students espoused for their future and 
their strong belief in the utility value of education as a means of reaching these goals. Future research needs 
to draw these components together and examine them in contexts other than that of the school, for example, 
the family and community and the child. Ultimately, Okagaki provides a solid triarchic framework in which 
such an investigation can be based.  
 
About the Authors 

 
Genevieve Nelson graduated with a Bachelor of Psychology (Honours) and conducted her research in the 
field of motivation and learning processes within educational and cross-cultural psychology. Her interest and 
passion for the Kokoda Track led her to extend the body of knowledge to this country and she is currently 
developing a model of educational achievement for students in PNG for her doctorate. 
Email: g.nelson@uws.edu.au 
 
Dennis McInerney is Professor of Educational Psychology at the University of Western Sydney, Australia. 
Dennis has a strong interest in cross-cultural research and has published extensively in refereed international 
journals, written numerous book chapters and conference papers, particularly in the area of motivation and 
learning. His textbook Educational Psychology: Constructing Learning (3rd ed, 2002, Prentice Hall 
Australia, co-authored with Associate Professor Valentina McInerney) is the top selling educational 
psychology text in Australia and is widely used as a standard text in most Australian universities. Dennis's 
latest texts are Helping Kids Achieve Their Best: Understanding and Using Motivation in the Classroom 
(Allen & Unwin, 2001), Publishing Your Psychology Research: A guide to writing for journals in 
psychology and related fields (Sage, 2001), and Research on Sociocultural Influences on Motivation and 
Learning Vols. 1 & 2 (with Shawn Van Etten, Information Age Press, 2001 & 2002). 
Email: d.mcinerney@uws.edu.au 
 
Rhonda Craven is Deputy Director of the SELF Research Centre, is Associate-Professor in the School of 
Education and Early Childhood Studies, and is Honours Research Degree Coordinator, College of Arts, 
Education and Social Science, University of Western Sydney. As an Educational Psychologist her research 
focuses on large-scale quantitative research studies in educational settings. She is a highly accomplished 
researcher having successfully secured over 1.8 million dollars in prestigious, external competitive funding 
for over 24 research projects. Her research has resulted in scholarly publications in books and academic 
journals of international repute. Her research interests include: the structure, measurement and enhancement 
of self-concept; the relationship of self-concept to desirable educational outcomes; the effective teaching of 
Aboriginal Studies and Aboriginal students; and interventions that make a difference in educational settings. 
Email: r.craven@uws.edu.au 
 
Contact Details 
 
Genevieve Nelson 
PhD candidate  
SELF Research Centre 
University of Western Sydney 
Locked Bag 1797 
Penrith South DC NSW 1797 
g.nelson@uws.edu.au 
Phone: +61 2 9772 6832 
Fax: 61 2 97726432 
 



References 
 

Avalos, B. (1993). Ideology, policy and educational change in Papua New Guinea. Comparative Education, 
29(3), 275-292. 

Borman, G. D., & Rachuba, L. T. (2000). The Characteristics of Schools and Classrooms Attended by 
Successful Minority Students. Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Educational 
Research Association, April 24-28, New Orleans, LA.  

Browne, C., & Scott, D.A. (1989). Economic Development in Seven Pacific Island Countries. 
Washington, D.C.: International Monetary Fund. 

de Volder, M. L., & Lens, W. (1982). Academic achievement and future time perspective as a cognitive-
motivational concept. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 42, 566-571.  

Greenbaum, P. E. (1985). Nonverbal differences in communication style between American Indian and 
Anglo elementary classrooms. American Educational Research Journal, 22, 101-115. 

Krippendorff, K. (1980). Content Analysis: An Introduction to Its Methodology. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 
Okagaki, L. (2001). Triarchic model of minority children’s school achievement. Educational Psychologist, 

36(1), 9-20.  
Okagaki, L., & Frensch, P. A. (1998). Parenting and children’s school achievement: a multi-ethnic 

perspective. American Educational Research Journal, 35, 123-144.  
Okagaki, L., & Sternberg, R. J. (1993). Parental beliefs and children’s school performance. Child 

Development, 64, 36-56. 
Okagaki, L., Frensch, P. A., & Dodson, N. E. (1996). Mexican-American children’s perceptions of self and 

school achievement. Hispanic Journal of Behavioural Sciences, 18, 469-484.  
Sanders, D. (1987). Cultural conflicts: an important factor in the academic failures of American Indian 

students. Journal of Multicultural Counseling and Development, 15, 81-90.  
Stemler, S. (2001). An overview of content analysis. Practical Assessment, Research and Evaluation, 7(17). 
Vogt, L. A., Jordan, C., & Tharp, R. G. (1993). Explaining school failure, producing school success: two 

cases. In E. Jacob & C. Jordan (Eds.), Minority education: Anthropological perspectives (pp. 53-65). 
Norwood, NJ: Ablex.  

Tharp, R. G. (1989). Psychocultural variables and constants: effects on teaching and learning in school. 
American Psychologist, 44, 349-359.  

Weber, R. P. (1990). Basic Content Analysis, 2nd ed. Newbury Park, CA. 
 

 


