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The First National Curriculum
Reform Conference

“Sustainable Curriculum Development –the
PNG Curriculum Reform Experience.”

A Conference sponsored by the PNG Department of
Education, the Australian Government, and the Curriculum

Reform Implementation Project (CRIP), July 13th – 15th 2005,
Port Moresby, PNG.

Michael Jones, Diane Wroge (SIL PNG Literacy Department) and Mara
Iyama (BTA & STEP Vice Principal) attended to give a presentation of
the STEP course.  The following article gives Mara Iyama’s response
to a paper presented by Dr Michael Mel (abstract below).

Abstract
The need for strong and balanced communities through education: Kang
Rom (Story-telling) as a way of building communities in PNG.

Michael A. Mel (PhD), University of Goroka

This paper joins the growing concern in our region that as much as
there was a need to have an educated community for industry there is
also a need for an educated and responsible citizenry – the need for
social capital for our communities. The Education Reform in PNG
has been a wake up call for an education system that must, amongst
other things, educate its citizenry in terms of both human and social
capital needs. In my paper I offer a perspective on why we should
make cultural education an elemental part of any formal curriculum.
Cultural education in indigenous communities served to provide the
building blocks for an aspect to life that built social capital of a
community. The paper focuses on the age old traditions of story-telling
as important and significant vehicles for building a sense of place
and a sense of belonging in a community – aspects very much to do
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with social capital. The ways of story-telling in kang rom/tom yaya
kange in the Melpa and Ku Waru areas in Mt Hagen have been the
basis for a small workshop that began last year and is the beginning
of a journey to record the stories and their story-tellers, write the
stories, tell the stories and even train the story-tellers for tomorrow.

Oral Literacies – Choice in Cultural Destiny
A Response by Mara Iyama

It was a great privilege to attend the National Conference. I’m very happy to be
able to learn from others working in education. We bring ideas together to help
and  encourage one another. When people were sharing, I realized that there are
a lot of us out there doing literacy and community work. It makes me want to
increase my effort to help encourage others so the work can continue.

Michael Mel talked about going back to our cultural roots. He shared a story
about Margaret, a teen-aged girl standing between two worlds: the tumbuna
(traditional world) and the modern world. She was not able to choose where she
belonged, because either choice would rob her of respect in the other culture.
She would either become an outcast in her own traditional culture, or be rejected
by her modern world peers. So indecision brings her to a standstill, trapped by
fear and risk, and therefore stunted in her maturity and growth.

Mel said, “When knowledge is made more important than local knowledge
there lies the danger”.

The significance of this is clear to me. It is crucial to build a curriculum that
respects and encourages local knowledge because this will give people the
freedom to value older member of a society, to maintain their cultural identity and
to retain the local language, while still giving them the understanding to choose
change where appropriate. With this foundation the student can embrace global
knowledge and communication (English language) without losing the respect
and security of her people.

I see this in my own Gadsup(Eastern Highlands, P.N.G.)  community. We are
losing our culturally rich activities one by one. The middle aged men like me have
lost a lot of the traditional songs, so to fill the gaps of these missing songs, they
pick up songs from outside of our language area. We feel powerless to stop this.
There are only a few older people still alive who know the traditional songs. Once
these elders are gone, so are the songs. Our local communities need to decide
what they value in their culture and make a deliberate effort to sustain them. Our
Gadsup identity is preserved through songs. We have songs that describe our
life, history and experiences. There are warfare songs, love songs, and songs



31

about legends. My generation needs to be deliberate in creating opportunities for
these to be taught to our young people. This will retain and promote local oral
literacies.

The education reform, with its return to vernacular education for the first three
years of school is helping us value and regain some of our traditions. We are
promoting this in the STEP course too. The curriculum planning aspect of the
course makes time to include local experts to help with cultural theme development.
Leaders in the community are invited to tell traditional stories, share knowledge
on gardening, building, hunting, and cultural singing and dancing so that these
may be incorporated into the curriculum.

This is of great benefit to school children today living under the education
reform.  Unfortunately, my generation has not had this benefit and has grown up
with a “modern” education, which has often eroded cultural values.  However, it
is this generation that is making the choices in our communities.  How can they
understand the importance of cultural identity for our youth if they themselves
have not grown up valuing their culture?  I believe it is not as difficult as it seems.
People my age recognise Margaret’s situation, and many have daughters and
sons this age struggling with the same issues.

Somehow we need to involve the whole community, so that those with local
knowledge can share it in practical ways with those who do not. While Christian
celebrations are good, sometimes they have diminished some of our better
traditional customs, and it would be good to reintroduce some of these.  For
example, community events could be planned around regular aspects of village
life.  The following are some suggestions for putting this into practice:

• During the harvest season the old people could perform the traditional
harvest songs while the rest of the community prepare the harvest feast.
This tradition is disappearing.

• Lamenting songs are sung for one to two days after a funeral to grieve the
loss and to support the families emotionally. The whole community shares
their respect for the dead, and comforts the grieving.  This is where the
youth learn and adopt these songs very naturally, and it still happens in
many communities.

• Another example of community singing and dancing is at the birth of a
couple’s first child. As soon as the new wife is visibly pregnant and until
the baby is 6 months old a celebration is planned to reward the mother’s
family with food and gifts. There are special songs that are sung to celebrate
with the couple. These are not heard very often now, but could be
reintroduced.
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• During Christmas the village used to come together around nightly
campfires, sharing songs and stories. In a friendly family atmosphere the
elderly were celebrated as they were given this space to share the origins
and legends of their people.

• The initiation of our older children is also an important social event. Here
parents recognize their child’s development and pass on instructions about
the law, family values and expectations of and responsibility to the clan.
These ceremonies are organized by the parents for the purpose of preparing
their children for adulthood and married life, and are also a time for parents
to affirm their desire to help guide their son or daughter towards the right
marriage partner. The community needs to support the parents and recognize
these new young adults by giving them the protection and strength of
their community.

Holding onto our cultural heritage will demonstrate it’s importance and help
ground the next generation with good moral values, respect for elders and self
confidence. It establishes the village leadership, empowering them with the ability
to disciple and reward. The important issue here is community choice. It must be
a process involving community leaders who know and speak for the community,
discussing and deciding what is beneficial and what is not.  There may be choices
made to adopt new technology in exchange for the old, or to reject the new
because the old is more beneficial, but they need to be informed choices. This is
what gaining control of our cultural heritage is all about.  Having the choice
enables us to question new technologies, and have the freedom to hold onto
good traditional practices, and allows us to embrace the modern world with
confident cultural identities. This will still take a community effort.  We must be
responsible for determining the shape of our own culture. We need to celebrate
our heritage with self-assurance as we look towards the wider world. Our people
will then have the strong identity needed to excel nationally and internationally.

In these examples, the older people retain their position and respect in the
community as the possessors of local knowledge, and yet are able to incorporate
what they consider the best of the modern world through informed choices. The
young people look to them for this valuable wisdom knowing that they have their
best interests in mind. Reestablishing the older people’s role in our communities
completes the knowledge transfer cycle. We are able to retain the old and yet still
embrace the new.

This conference experience has given me confidence to lead others to motivate
their communities to consider the benefits of taking control of their cultural
destinies.




