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This piece called “Oceania Dreaming” was painted
by Josua Toganivalu and exhibited at the Rarama Art
Festival 2022 at the University’s Gallery of Oceanian
Art. Josua Toganivalu is a self-taught artist and graphic
designer, currently working from Suva, Fiji. Toganivalu’s
artwork considers both his Indigenous Fijian identity
and his reflections on wider issues in society today. He
connects to his cultural traditions through earth colours
and grid-compositions, while maintaining contemporary
relevance through his illustrated motifs. Toganivalu was
a founding member of the Red Wave Collective, which
pioneered Fiji’s contemporary painting movement in
the 1990s and early 2000s. Over the past two decades,
Toganivalu’s works have been collected by institutions
and private collectors around Fiji and increasingly
worldwide. He has exhibited across the Oceania region
in group shows and represented Fiji through regional
Arts Festivals.

Editor’s
note.

Hello and welcome back!
In this modern day, information and communication technology (ICT) is one of the pillars of operations
in many organisations. ICT, like any other support service department, contributes significantly and
when we suggest that ICT is a “pillar,” we imply that we always need IT resources accessible to support
other pillars to keep the organisation on its feet so that it can achieve the vision and mission for which
it exists.
As we all know, technology, particularly ICT, has altered the way we operate. Because the Internet never
sleeps, we can now converse and exchange messages (emails) electronically from anywhere on the
planet and at any time. It is now unthinkable to imagine life in our world without the assistance of
ICT. This shift in attitude and behaviour toward the Internet is astounding. It demonstrates how ICT is
gradually becoming more important in our lives.
However, as the world came to a halt as waves of the COVID-19 pandemic struck and “stay at home”
orders were issued, vast parts of the global population developed an unprecedented reliance on ICT.
While many physical borders were erected, ICT enabled people to emerge from isolation and establish
common ground on which to assist one another. ICT platforms were repurposed to deliver corporate
services and virtual education.
As such, this issue looks at ICT governance and we find out how the University, its educators and students
navigated through the pandemic to maintain education continuity. We also feature reflections from
Tonga that experienced the Hunga Tonga-Hunga Ha’apai underwater volcano in the Pacific Ocean
disrupting all communication lines in the country.
I hope you enjoy the conversations and I always welcome your feedback! Please contact me at any
time with questions you have or ideas you would like to contribute.
Until next time…

Natasha Begum

Manager Public Relations and
Communications
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Feature
article.

Where there
is a will,
there is a
way
Graduating with a Bachelor’s Degree in Science from the
University of the South Pacific is one thing, but from a
Campus outside of the main Laucala Campus is unheard of.
Faatauvaa Apineru Tavita is the first USP student to have
studied and graduated remotely with a BSc double major
in Maths and Physics remotely, and as is for many other
graduates, his story was far from an easy journey to success.

If one person
couldn’t give
me my answer, I
moved on to the
next one. It was
here I met Ronna
Lee, Librarian
Shirley Devi,
Seulgee Samuelu
and Samoa
Campus Director
Dr Fanaafi AionoLe Tagaloa.
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Having started his first Degree in 2014, Mr Tavita, was
fortunate to secure a scholarship and travelled from Samoa
to Fiji to pursue his studies in engineering. He spent three
years trying to complete his degree but failed and returned to
Samoa with no degree and no scholarship and this became
the end of his journey in Fiji and the beginning of his journey
in Samoa. Christmas of 2016, Mr Tavita reassessed his life and
choices and was determined to go back to school only this
time in USP Alafua Campus, Samoa.
Though Alafua Campus is known to be an Agriculture
Campus, Mr Tavita knew that pursuing a Bachelor of Science
remotely and having to improvise to fulfil his laboratory times
and work experience times, the task to complete his degree
would be close to impossible, but Mr Tavita was sure he could
get the help he needed to achieve his goals.
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Mr Tavita said, “I couldn’t go back to Fiji, I was a
failed scholarship students so I needed to serve
a bond and I was stranded, but I set out to begin
work with a burning desire to complete my studies.
“In 2017 I got the chance to work and study at the
same time and the Government of Samoa was
doing a STEMP Programme for teachers in Physics
and Math, so I thought this is for me and that I
could actually get my degree in a much shorter
time span,” he added.
The youngest of five siblings hit rock bottom
once more, when the STEMP teachers left for Fiji
to complete their programmes leaving Mr Tavita
behind in Samoa, however, he refused to stop
chasing his dreams. Mr Tavita began taking a part
time job and would finish up and study at night.
“Nobody even saw me except for the cleaners
and the librarians at night, it was difficult because
unlike Laucala, in Samoa they don’t open the
library at night, so I had to plead with the staff to
help me and give me time to use the library at
night to study,” he said.
It took three years for Mr Tavita to complete his
second year of his Bachelor of Science Programme,
all of which done remotely. The youngest of five
siblings hit a breaking point in 2019 after losing
his mom, but her sounding advice to finish school
and get a degree kept Mr Tavita going.
In 2021 when COVID had hit most of the Pacific Mr
Tavita sacrificed his job to continue to pursue his
studies and heading into his third year the 27-yearold was not sure, whether USP would offer his
courses to him remotely in Samoa.
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“I had no job, but I came to the university, and I
started emailing, I started knocking on people’s
doors and pleading, he said.
For many COVID-19 was a hard time, but this period
of time was a blessing in disguise for Mr Tavita, as
majority of the courses at USP were offered online,
however, not all his courses were offered as many
he corresponded with were adamant Mr Tavita
needed to be in Fiji to complete his 300-level
science degree, and after weeks of pleading and
emailing, Mr Tavita was managed to get all his
courses approved with the help of Dr Fanaafi.
As he worked to complete his final year, Mr Tavita
would join his classes remotely and quickly
became known to his lecturers in Fiji as their
shadow student, since they were marking papers
from a student they had never seen in their classes.
Mr Tavita acknowledged a plethora of people at
USP in Samoa and Fiji for their unending support
and assistance to access computers and work
through some of the most difficult times of his life
to complete his degree.
During his time at USP and leading up to his
graduation, Mr Tavita spent time being a PASS
leader and IT intern and helped brief students who
were travelling to study in USP Laucala Campus.
I have big dreams to be a lecturer in USP one day
teaching Maths and Physics and get into academia.
My journey is not unique to that of anyone else, it is
one full of gratitude for all those who have helped
me along the way.
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Feature
article.

Unity in times
of adversity and
uncertainty

T

he COVID-19 pandemic caused widespread fear for
people’s safety, but it also changed the usual way of
doing things for almost all sectors including education.
The pandemic brought a freeze to the traditional mode
of teaching, resulting from COVID-19 uncertainties and
created an opening for a mass movement to online
platforms through the use of technology.

USP also took
the initiative to
make available
700 tablets to its
students who did
not have access
to learning tools
from home.
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The University of the South Pacific’s (USP) Acting Director
of IT Services Fereti Atalifo said it was a time that brought
on a lot of challenges not just in the education space
but heavily on the IT support and services to enable the
continuation of classes for tertiary students not only in Fiji
but across the region.
He said, “We had to work to ensure that classes resumed
remotely due to the pandemic. From the time of remote
teaching, USP has taken several effective actions to deliver
students their courses successfully.”
“The Centre for Flexible Learning (CFL) together with our
teams played a huge role in making sure the Moodle was
ready for students, Zoom classes were being conducted
at all hours, with 20-30 students linking in for classes. Our
staff worked hard but worked well to ensure we did what
we needed to do.”
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“By the time Semester 1 for 2020 came around,
nearly 95% of all USP’s Semester 1 courses were
being delivered remotely via the online Moodle
learning and teaching platform,” Mr Atalifo
added.
All meetings for USP, comprising more than
twenty people were conducted via Zoom. The
major challenge was to ensure the courses
which were designed to be taught face-to-face
were converted appropriately to be delivered
remotely.
Mr Atalifo said, “Fortunately, this is where the
team at CFL came in. We provided the network
coverage, and the IT support, and CFL worked
to help have those Moodle learning platforms
interactive enough for students to get their
courses done”.
“It put us under pressure to deliver, but it
showed us what we were capable of doing as
the University was able to convert, within a
short period, 253 face-to-face courses, to online
modes, whilst meeting the required minimum
standard of online learning and teaching
delivery,” he said.
USP has had a very long history in flexible
learning and teaching, which include delivering
purely online courses. The CFL was committed to
the professional development of online courses.
CFL together with the ITS staff were even more
engaged in supporting interactions between
the teaching staff and the students and were
monitoring daily student participation levels.
Virtual tutorials and lab sessions were replacing
face-to-face discussions including mentoring
sessions and lab activities.
Course Coordinators were devoting additional
time to answer students’ queries, whether by
live chat, phone, or email. CFL ran a series of
online workshops to give guidance to students
on how to maximise their learning online.

base with the main Laucala Campus when in
need of assistance,” Sigabalavu said.
He said there were instances when students
found it difficult to log in from their homes. “We
had computer hubs opening up in Koronivia
and Walu Bay to ensure that students could get
to a reliable network source and get what they
needed for their respective programmes, with
support available at the centres”.
As time went on, all facilities at USP that were
able to open incorporated appropriate COVID-19
measures such as social distancing and other
requirements of member Governments.
Laucala Campus computer spaces were
adapted to observe social distancing provisions.
Computer labs that used to have forty computers
were halved to observe COVID-19 protocols to
ensure students had adequate space to study
and access their courses. All computer labs were
dedicated to students including sitting spaces
to accommodate students using Wi-Fi hotspots.

USP ITS Manager User Services, Peni Sigabalavu
shared that in the height of COVID-19, staff
worked around the clock ensuring classes
were run well and support was provided. They
also needed to make sure that COVID safety
measures including observing the curfew times
were adhered to.

During this time, USP also took the initiative
to make available 700 tablets to its students
who did not have access to learning tools from
home. From the initial set of data USP received,
about 89% of the students had some electronic
equipment or gadget such as a Laptop or PC,
tablet, or smartphone.

“We had student interns take over watching over
the virtual tutorials and lectures online to enable
learning continuity for all our students. Our
teams were stretched throughout the COVID-19
period. Our regional IT technicians also touched

The teams at all USP Campuses worked
incredibly hard to continue students’ learning
and according to most, the lessons learnt
during this time could be used to better current
processes and procedures for online learning
moving forward.
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Feature
article.

Rising from the Ashes:
Tonga Volcanic
Eruption –
A Reflection
Contributed by: Dr Poliana P. Fa’oliu-Havea, PhD
The University of the South Pacific, Tonga Campus

T

he resounding roar, rumble and explosions
of the Hunga Tonga-Hunga Ha’apai
underwater volcanic eruption followed by a
nationwide tsunami created havoc while making
history for the small tranquil island, Kingdom
of Tonga – a small Polynesian Constitutional
Monarchy in the midst of the Pacific Ring of Fire
within the world’s largest and vast South Pacific
Ocean. Two weeks later, the threat tripled as the
nation was exposed to its first positive COVID-19
community case since the pandemic outbreak
two years ago. Fearing rapid transmissibility,
the Kingdom immediately plunged into
lockdown adding to an already traumatised and
recovering nation.
It all started as people went about their usual
Sabbath preparations a few hours before sunset
on Saturday 15th January 2022. In the midst
of a clear blue sky, sudden atomic-like blasts
concurrently shook the land as reverberating
sounds of monstrous eruptions made their
way upwards from the volcano core forcefully
shooting through the atmosphere like rockets.
Accompanied by deafening soundwaves, the
scene was spectacular albeit, frightening. It
was a spectacle like nothing before; out of a
war movie, a nightmare or even, the foretold
apocalypse.
Time seemed to stop as people froze to gaze up
at the dark mushroom-like clouds engulfing the
skies. Could this be doomsday? Could it be from
the awful sulphuric smell in the air? While the
nation was thrown into a perplexed and panic
frenzy, they also took haste to rush inland and
for higher grounds – a drill the nation prepared
itself for in case of a high magnitude earthquake
as the 2009 tsunami that hit the island of Niua
Toputapu and neighbouring Western Samoa.
In minutes, darkness befell the land while
eruption debris gracefully descended the skies
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covering a once white dusty limestone island
with a layer of black spread. This was followed
by prolonged ash fall carpeting every inch of the
land with thick volcanic ash. As this all unfolds,
people take refuge in shelters and higher
grounds while fierce tsunami waves ravaged
through shores tearing apart coastal homes
and livelihoods. Within the blackness of it all,
came a merciless thief in the night depriving us
of place, of home.
Sadly enough, some tidal waves emerged before
the blasts swiftly submersing small nearby
islands in water before any warning. These
islands experienced the brunt of the tsunami as
people hurriedly fled inland, for higher grounds
or climbed trees. Unfortunately, these islands
are small and mostly flat providing little to no
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safety. Homes were destroyed, vegetation and
livestock ruined, lives lost and people displaced.
Coastal western and urban Tongatapu and the
proximate island of ‘Eua were also severely hit as
people fled for safety.
Anxiety consumed a populace that once
took pride in its COVID-free status; its Mate
Ma’a Tonga solidarity and unique sovereignty.
Heartbeats heightened as power and internet
connections were lost. Fear was in the air
adding to the ash fall seeping into every nook
and cranny. People gathered their loved ones
close while the thought of loved ones afar in
outer islands or other village areas pierced
hearts leaving a sense of uncertainty, sadness
and longing. Family members and kāinga
(kin) never felt more important, valuable, and
precious.
What remained was our collective call for mercy
and repetitive prayers for the Lord to save
us from this calamity. Prayers of repentance
were extra soulful and authentic. We could all
attest that amidst the difficulty, we truly felt
the Lord’s presence taking us through and
out of this storm. He hovered over us and our
land – a land dedicated to Him by our beloved
first king. Feeling the Lord’s presence and
merciful embrace was soothing and reassuring
while outside, through the falling ash, nature
continued to display its unending creation story.
In solidarity, people opened doors to strangers,
shared food, and water and ultimately, cared for
one another. The Royal family also opened their
palace doors to the public; comforting passersby seeking refuge at Vila on the Mataki’eua
plateau. As daybreak peeked in, it gave the
nation a glimpse of hope. Sunlight and a new
day reassured an end to the misery promising
survival and continuity. It softened hearts,
cleared minds and enlightened a way forward
for people and a land barren and bare. It offered
courage and empowered collectivity – to stand
up in harmony and rebuild our nation and
restore our land.
Uplifting when our monarchy and beloved
king, His Majesty King Tupou VI, addressed the
nation through a broadcasted heartfelt and
soothing tō folofola (official statement) quoting
hymn 652: “Ko e Pāletu’a ‘a Hotau ‘Otua’, Tu’i
‘o Langi, ‘o fai mai mei mu’a: Fāingatāmaki ‘a
Hono kakai’, Kae fokotu’u Ia ko e tauhi ki ai“
(Our refuge is our God in the Heavens, since the
beginning: While His people suffer, He is being
bestowed as their keeper). This birthed more
hope, faith and a stronger will to move on and
to help ourselves. We cannot always rely on the
government or foreign aid to make the first
The Conch | Issue 9 | September 2022

Source: Tonga Geological Services

move, but rather, true resilience is through ala
nima and fetāaki nima (working and working
together).
In the face of adversity, Tonga is a true testament
to a phoenix rising from the ashes to rekindle
what is rightfully theirs. It beckons us to take
back our nation and return it to God – Maker
of the Heavens and earth. A time for utter and
complete transformation of the heart, mind
and soul. A time to embrace our kinsman and
kāinga closer. To forgive and move forward; to
renew our minds and our love for one another. A
time to declare our salvation through the blood
of our Lord Jesus Christ. A time to act on our
ability to live sustainable lives; to take heed of
the survival skills and ecological knowledge of
our forefathers. A time to become more resilient
and a time to stand and rise as one nation
under God to recreate our Island Kingdom – our
beloved Tonga dedicated to the glory of God
and the pride of its people.
So, you see, while the world lost contact with the
so-called dot on the world map, we remained
visible only to God and the grey-covered sky
blanketing us away from civilization. While the
world thought we were wiped off the face of the
earth, we were in fact, holding hands wiping
and sweeping away ash from our homes, roads,
communities, and runways. While scientific
experts had not yet understood or explained
the entirety and essence of what happened and
how a blast was felt and heard as far as Fiji and
ash travel to outer continents, we only looked
to the Heavens and thanked God for seeing
us through this catastrophe and allowing us
to thrive once again as people of an enriched
heritage, of resilience and utter faith in our
Maker.
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Feature
article.

Prospects for
technological
advancement increase
during COVID-19
Contributed by: Priynka Sharma
Assistant Lecturer, in Computing Science & Information
Systems

I
The
pandemic has
increased the
prospects for
technological
advancement
and confirmed
a rare
opportunity
to study the
research and
practice of
technology.

CT has additionally demonstrated its importance in boosting
long-term resistance to the pandemic and in managing
the added issues that emerge in a dejecting environment. In
everyone’s lives, this was a highly crucial and perilous phase.
From every single country in the world, the same message could
be heard: “Stay at home and be Safe.” The globe had not been
operating in this manner for the previous 50 years, so this was
a very diverse situation ever since the novel virus was declared
in Wuhan, China, in December 2019. Numerous businesses
were compelled to shut down totally or permanently and were
switched to remote workforces. From office workers to world
leaders, the change to work from home (WFH) has influenced
millions of people thus encouraging them to use technology in
order to empower their operations locally.
Similarly, our university, The University of the South Pacific (USP)
was known for being flexible, adaptable, and focused on meeting
the educational needs of its students. Early in 2020, in response to
the COVID-19 pandemic and its effects on USP’s core operations,
significant developments regarding the Learning and Teaching
Continuity Team (LTCT) were confirmed. Making sure that the
courses, which were intended to be taught in person, were
adequately adapted so that they can be successfully offered
remotely. These developments were made to guarantee that all
students would continue to receive high-quality guidance and
assistance throughout the challenging period. In order to reduce
the threats and challenges posed by the recent lockdowns in
Fiji, it was composed of significant stakeholders throughout the
University and has resumed its regular meetings.
The COVID-19 outbreak that started in Fiji in April 2021 was
seriously affecting the nation. Besides, there were no signs that
the COVID-19 situation in Fiji would get better at that juncture.
Consequently, to ease the strain of learning on our students,
the university implemented several innovative initiatives. For
instance;
1.
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A new financing plan was one of them, allowing our students
to purchase laptops.
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2.

The institution also reduced fees to lessen
the difficulties for students who were
struggling financially during the second
pandemic wave.

3.

Our Radio Pasifika (RP) station stood to
congregate the contents for broadcasting if
the Course Coordinators opt to pursue this
as an option. The goal was to quickly reach
out to those students who do not have smart
or dependable web access.

4. The Offline Print Packets (OPPs) were
essential in supporting our students. Thus,
to eliminate the challenge in distribution
the university extended its support funds,
for the printing and delivery of the OPPs
through courier service providers DHL and
TNT.
5.

A greater depth of support was provided by
our front-line teaching and support staff to
ensure all students were in the safe zone
and were not falling behind in their Moodle
participation. In such circumstances the CFL
and ITS sustained successful interactions
between the teaching staff and the students.

6. The Information Technology Services (ITS)
and the University’s Centre for Flexible
Learning (CFL) were solely focused on the
delivery and development of online courses
under the guidance of Course Coordinators.
7.

Toll-Free-Line - From 15th May 2020, any
telephony service provider (Fiji) could be
reached by calling the University’s new CallFree number, 1568, for all Fiji carriers.

8. The USP Call Centre was operational
Monday-Friday from 8 am to 8 pm and on
Saturdays from 11 am to 4 pm to deliver
added support to students and staff.
9. The University also took the initiative to
make available 700 tablets to its students
who did not have access to smart learning
tools from home.
10. Mobile apps via smartphones/distributed
Tablets and video-conferencing tools were
additionally used.
11. For students to access educational
resources, Fijian telecommunications firms
had been kind enough to offer free domain
access and other packages.
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Certainly, these efforts were rewarded after the
utmost efforts placed by all our teams at The
University of the South Pacific. The University
was placed in the top 50 universities in the
category of “Crisis Management (in dealing
with external shocks such as the COVID-19
pandemic)” in the 2021 ranking, and without a
doubt, USP was placed 11th in the list.
Finally, on a positive note, the pandemic has
increased the prospects for technological
advancement and confirmed a rare opportunity
to study the research and practice of technology,
including information management, workplace
procedures, and design besides the usage of
technologies in our Pacific. The rapid adoption
of telemedicine, telework, and online education
in response to the coronavirus vulnerabilities
served as a reminder of the numerous
advantages of digital technology and how it
could be used to manage and lower the risks
associated with the lockdown during and
after the pandemic. The pandemic has also
developed a digital divide, as we’ve witnessed.
Without a doubt, this is a life-changing
experience that none of us will ever forget. We
also hope that it has aided us to learn some
important concepts that will support us in
becoming better educators.
Remember continuous improvement is better
than delayed perfection!... Mark Twain.
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Poem.

The
Meeting
Contributed by: ‘Ana Heti Veikune
Fellow in Curriculum & Literacy, IOE, USP
Inspired by the Hunga Tonga Hunga Ha‘apai
eruption & tsunami
15 January 2022

Watching and waiting
For so long to meet you
Face to face
Fire in my bellies
Aching to show you me
In all my glory
For years and years
I have flirted with you
Winking at you
Sending sultry spirals of smoke
To make you run
towards me and
stand at the shore to
watch me
half afraid and excited
We both retreated then
It was not the right time
So, I have been watching and waiting
Biding my time
Anticipating
What you will do
When you do see me
For real for the first time
I have sent you
Sidelong glances
Artfully arranging myself
To look harmless
When you sail or fly past me
Hoping you would stop, stay awhile,
curious, to check me out
You never do
Even in the dark
I can see you
As your eyes
Scan the horizon
Looking for lights or land
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Or something
Or training
Camera lens
Down
Looking for something or someone
Those who know
I am here
Probably often wonder
When and how
They will meet me
Their machines cannot fully predict
Most of the time
You ignore me
Some of you
Don’t even know
I am here…but I am
And when we meet
It will be told
forever and ever
over and over again
embellished over time
handed around, passed down
through the ages
fananga fodder even
Studied under microscopes
And drones
And simulations
And FB lives
Written into lore and poetry
Sung and immortalized
Reported in the most
Graphic ways
Creatively described and explained
Romanticized in prayers
Philosophized around the kava bowl
Fusion of Fact and Fiction
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told and retold
lived and relived
over and over again
With different iterations
In every telling
By those who met me
That day
My who and where and what and how
And why did you choose
Me?
And of course your own
Who and where and what and how and
why
I did not mean to scare you
Intruding so rudely
On your lazy Saturday afternoon
The air laden with ‘something’
You did not understand, but I did…
I would be meeting you for real for the first
time
First, three or was it four sudden bursts of
sound
Like pitu or was it fireworks or just an
exhaust pipe explosion
Then, the decorative floating white plumes
I sent to warn you…
Then in my excitement I lost control
Swift darkness descended and confusion
catapulted
You firstly into frozen fear, then
Making you flee from your home
Causing children and grown-ups to
Cry and scream and panic,
Sudden running feet, shouted warnings,
hastily
half-packed
possessions,
muttered family prayers, forgotten food,
cars clamouring, neighbours urging
neighbours to run
To higher ground
I did not mean
To displace and divide
To destroy and decimate minds and hearts
To cause calamity and chaos
In crowded cars and queues
At seaside homes
In fleeing families
I only wanted to meet you
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And the noise
Fear makes
Is deafening
Sirens did not sound
But the sirens in your mind did
and the voices in your head were fed by
Panic and alarm
In fast approaching night and fast
descending light
and swift tsunami waves, as swift as
thieves in the night
Amidst swift radio announcements and
blaring horns
And FB updates and lives
(before being cut)
Telling you everything
And nothing
Telling you what to do
And not
My filmy white ash
Was replaced by black and covered
You so swiftly
Soft but
Stifling and uncomfortable
In teeming cars with AC off
And the rain that I thought
Would cool you down
Turned black ash
to sludge rendering
Wipers useless
Scaring you even more
I could see you
Struggling to see
In the nothingness
Blackness feeding demons
Of my making
Horrified
I forgot my winks and sultry stares as
I watch you suffer, scramble,
clamber to seeming safety
hungry and thirsty
Helpless to help
Or calm you down
I’m sorry
Our first real meeting
Had to be
This way.
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Feature
article.

Lad travels beyond
home to access
connectivity for
studies

“

I am not the only student that found it difficult
to study when COVID-19 hit our shores, there
were so many of us.”
Vilikesa Mata vividly recalls the late nights of online
meetings that were held when he logged in
from The University of the South Pacific Lautoka
Campus. Originally from Natalecake Village, Ba,
with maternal links to Matawalu Village in Lautoka,
Mata would travel from his village in Ba to use
resources at the Lautoka Campus as connectivity
was a huge hurdle for him.
The oldest of five siblings, Mata was pursuing a
Bachelor of Commerce when COVID-19 shut down
most of Fiji and moved most of the courses and
programmes online. He started his studies in 2019
and worked hard as did many of his classmates to
finish his degree.
“In 2019, I was lost and worried on my first day
because I was new to the environment and I didn’t
know what to do,” he said.
“It wasn’t easy being away from family, but they
trusted that I would come to Suva for studies and
would return home making them proud. Then
COVID arrived, and I returned to the village in Ba,”
he said.

Youngsters in the
village and especially
my four younger
siblings look up to me
12

“I didn’t do well in some of my units during the
pandemic, but it didn’t deter me from redoing it
again and moving forward,” Mata added.
Mr Mata said he was thankful to his parents and
grandparents for their prayers and support. He
understood the responsibilities that came with
being the eldest in the family and he made the
commitment and sacrifice to travel to the Lautoka
Campus whenever he could to catch up with
readings, assignments, presentations, and class
meetings to complete his studies.
“Youngsters in the village and especially my four
younger siblings look up to me,” said the 22-yearold who graduated with a Bachelor of Commerce
from The University of the South Pacific earlier
this year.
He did a double major in Human Resources and
Land Management.
“I would like to dedicate my achievement to all
my family and friends back at home,” he said. He
encouraged all young Fijians to always put God
first in everything they did, even if there was so
much uncertainty.
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Feature
article.

Online support
helped Peni excel
during Covid

C

OVID-19 restrictions did not deter Peni
Turagabaleti from excelling in his studies. He
has a Master’s in Land Management and was
also a recipient of the gold medal for the most
outstanding Master by Research.
Peni said that despite the lockdown and having
to stay on campus in his dormitory room at the
Laucala Campus, he took advantage of the online
learning support offered by the School of Business
and Management to be on track and complete
his thesis.
“It wasn’t easy, but, I’m glad that I continued with
my studies despite not being able to go home to
see my family,” he said.
“The COVID-19 restrictions allowed me more time
to study and focus on my thesis, and I’m thankful
that my hard work paid off and I managed to get
a gold medal.”
Fortunately, because of USP’s time-tested
experience in distance learning and teaching since
1970 and online learning since 2000, the University
was able to entirely convert to online mode in a
short amount of time while meeting the required
minimum standard of online education and
teaching delivery. The University implemented
several essential initiatives to guarantee that
students continued to get high-quality education
despite the effects of the pandemic.
While the University was optimistic that staff and
students would fully adapt to remote teaching, it
was also aware of pupils who might find online
learning challenging to adapt to. The grading
system was altered to provide for greater flexibility
to address this. When students resumed face-toface classes in late 2020, the grading system was
restored to its prior state.
Peni said he was thankful to his parents for their
support of his studies. He added that despite not
being able to secure scholarships to further his
studies, his father, Eparama Debalevu, did not
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hesitate to pay for his education.
“I’m thankful to my parents and their support
towards my studies. My father did not hesitate to
offer his assistance when I decided to further my
studies and I’m always going to be grateful for his
support.”
Mr Debalevu said it was an emotional moment
seeing his son receive his Master’s and his gold
medal.
“It was an emotional time for us as parents to be
able to witness our child achieve his Master’s and
a gold medal for excelling in his studies. We’re
very proud of him.”
Peni also shared some words of advice. He
encouraged youths intending to pursue higher
education to, “Believe in yourself and remember
that some might say negative things and try and
stop you; you must stay on track and believe in
yourself”.
Peni added that education was his escape to a
better life, and youths should value education as
it would take them places securing better careers
and promotions.
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COVID-19 impact report for
Feature Bachelor of Engineering
article.
(Electrical and Electronics)
and Bachelor of Engineering
(Mechanical)
Contributed by: Professor Maurizio Cirrincione
The University of the South Pacific

C

onducting classes during COVID-19 for
science-based subjects proved to be a
huge challenge as laboratory experiments and
work experience times needed to be logged
especially for the Engineering programmes.

ensure the continuity of learning and teaching
without significant interruption to the progress
of students, specific academic regulations
had been amended to enable the progress of
students in an adjusted learning environment.

The University of the South Pacific’s (USP)
Head of School of Information, Technology,
Engineering, Mathematics & Physics (STEMP)
Professor Maurizio Cirrincione submitted the
following COVID-19 Report to Engineering New
Zealand that outlined methods of teaching
during the pandemic and the innovative
solutions made to continue students’ learning.

This included student and pastoral support
from the library. Now since 2017, the library and
its resources are available online unremittingly,
so library services were not impacted by the
lockdown. Students were encouraged to use
the Library’s gateway https://www.usp.ac.fj/
library for access to services and collections as
the University community in Fiji studied and
worked from home.

The report included a summary of the
University’s response to COVID-19 and how
this had impacted, either temporarily or
permanently, programme content, programme
delivery, assessment or student achievement of
graduate outcomes.
Part of the significant changes made was to
the 2021 and 2022 Academic Calendar and with
the announcement of new cases of COVID-19
infections on 21 April 2021, the University
tentatively extended its mid-Semester-1 break
by one week until 2 May 2021. However, the
situation in Fiji did not improve. The University
then required its entire academic staff to prepare
for fully online delivery. Teaching remotely was
resource intensive and gave staff ample rest
whilst meeting the demands of both semesters.
Semester 1-2022 commenced on 21 March 2022.
The late start accommodates the late release of
Fiji Year 13 grades and avoids the administrative
and teaching challenges of staggered start
dates for different groups of students.
There were also changes to Academic
Regulations in the Year 2021. In 2021, similar
to the 2020 academic year, the COVID-19
pandemic necessitated changes in how the
University conducted its academic activities. To
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The Disability Resource Centre also allowed
students with disability to be assigned language
interpreters to assist with online learning
and student buddies. Counselling Services
were offered remotely to staff and students
via telephone (Free of Charge) across Fiji and
via Skype to the region. This service provided
by Empower Pacific was critical given the
widespread anxiety, fear and uncertainty that
some staff and students experienced during
the lockdown.
Student Learning Support (SLS) at all Fiji
campuses were provided virtually and regional
campuses without SLS staff were supported by
the Laucala Campus.
The above initiatives and the innovative support
from teaching and support staff during the
lockdown period in Fiji helped ensure student
withdrawals were minimal in the Year 2021.
For the rest of the year 2022, the Learning &
Teaching Continuity Team continued to monitor
students accessing the University’s Learning
Management System, Moodle; noting that the
access rates were high (about 90%) throughout
the first five weeks of lectures.
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USP also conducted Assessment Adjustments
where Course coordinators could allow students
to submit take-home assignments, online tests,
remote access to labs and project presentations
over ZOOM (with most of the projects softwarebased). Besides, the final exams were conducted
online (essay-type of questions and open-ended
problems were given to the students to answer).
Tests and final exams during the COVID-19
outbreak were held online which presented
several issues in regard to plagiarism and the
ethical conduct of students. Some measures
were specially developed to counter the above
problems. As per the practice during the faceto-face exams, all Tests or Final Exams were
made with multiple sections each in a specific
area of knowledge for the course. During the
conversion to the online exam, each section
was made to have multiple alternatives and
the school guideline was to have four possible
alternatives per section or question. This would
result in a pool of questions. USP’s online learning
platform, Moodle, allows randomisation of the
multiple possibilities. Moodle would dip into
the pool of questions and place the questions
appropriately.
Courses with presentations were done online
using conferencing software e.g., Zoom. Where
the student had internet outages, pre-recorded
presentations were accepted and in some cases,
labs were converted to fully software-based
labs. In other cases, labs were done and video
recorded. These videos were placed online for
students to watch to better facilitate them to
answer questions and perform calculations and
software tools.
In both above cases, lab reports were still
mandatory. These reports were screened
through a Plagiarism detection system. The
system purchased by USP for plagiarism
detection is “Turnitin”. Lectures were conducted
online using Zoom and Big Blue Button (BBB),
and they were also saved and uploaded onto
Moodle for students to view later.
Some of the students did not do as well as
they would normally do during face-to-face
assessments and exams. It was also noticed that
some students did work out the exam questions
in groups. As a result, some cases of plagiarism
were detected and appropriate action was
taken. Software-based projects turned out to
be a little easier for the students; hence, some
of the lecturers introduced an oral assessment
component to ensure that the quality did not
get affected. It was also observed that some
students who resided in remote areas with poor
internet access were adversely affected and
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had difficulty completing the assigned tasks on
time. In some cases, special consideration was
given to such students.
All staff had to work from remote locations and
for longer hours. Online work assessments take
more time to mark and provide feedback to
students. The tutorial sessions took more time
and effort as the solutions were prepared using
PowerPoint and explained to the students in
the online sessions. No additional staff were
hired and it was a lot more work for the existing
staff since what the Lecturers normally write
on the whiteboard or the Doc-cam, was to be
typed for online lectures.
There used to be additional online support
sessions for the students to get their doubts
clarified and questions answered. We would like
to continue this. However, there may be staffing
implications for this. It was also observed that
the students were interacting more with each
other by forming Viber groups. Such interactions
would be encouraged where students can help
and support each other.
Video recordings of labs and experimental
results were uploaded to Moodle and the
students were asked to make the necessary
calculations during the lockdown period. This
practice may be helpful in situations where
some students cannot visit the Laucala Campus
due to any restrictions or health concerns.
Some students who resided in remote areas
experience poor internet connection. Also,
some students do not have personal laptops.
Consideration was given to such students
by giving them extra time to complete the
assessment tasks. Since the questions were
from a question bank, it is hoped that these
students completed their tasks honestly.
However, their answers were checked for any
possible plagiarism.
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Humans
of USP.

Our Alumni.
Gabiriele Bulivou

Can you tell us about your time at USP?
USP always brings back special memories,
from undergraduate to postgraduate studies.
In every course you take, you meet new people,
and form long-lasting friendships from all over
the Pacific region.
Was there anyone you met at USP who has had
an impact on you?
Apart from my wife, whom I met at USP when
we were in our undergraduate years, the
teaching team inspired me to work hard and go
further with my studies. I remember a lecturer I
had once during my 100-level. The way that he
taught during the lectures was just so clear and
effortless, that it gave me the desire to teach
like that as well.
What has been your journey since finishing
your course?
Since finishing my undergraduate studies, I
went on to teach Mathematics, and Chemistry
at various high schools around Viti Levu for a
total of 9 years. During that time, I also served as
HOD Science and HOD Maths in two schools. In
2019, I decided to come back to USP to pursue
my master’s in Mathematics.
What has been the highlight of your career?
Coming
back
to
USP
and
tutoring
undergraduate Mathematics courses has been
special for me.
What is your favorite aspect of your current
role?
Helping young mathematicians from the
Pacific understand and gain a liking of the best
subject in the world – Mathematics.
What advice would you give graduates wanting
to pursue a similar profession?
In any profession, you must do your research
and find out the qualifications that are required.
Upgrade your qualification if necessary, and
when you are given an opportunity in that
career, work hard and make yourself useful and
valuable.
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What are your passions outside your work?
I am passionate about working with teens
and youths in the area of spiritual and social
development, and also have a keen interest in
music.
Use one word to describe USP.
QUALITY
Have you always wanted to pursue the kind of
career you have embarked on? When and how
did you realise this?
I did not know that I would end up in the teaching
profession. During those study sessions with
my friends before the final exams, I realise
that once I understood a particular concept, it
became easy for me to explain it. From there
I realise that I had a passion for teaching and
that I could be a teacher one day.
What advice do you have for women interested
in doing mathematics, science etc.?
My advice to women who want to study
mathematics is this, “Tell yourself every day
that you can do it, then go out and do it. The
mountain of mathematics can be conquered
through persistent effort”
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Humans
of USP.

Our Students.
USP students build
resilience during
COVID-19

T

umi G., a Bachelor of Science student
specialising in Mathematics and Information
Systems, is eternally thankful to The University of
the South Pacific (USP) for its assistance during
one of the most difficult periods of his studies
when COVID-19 struck.
Tumi said, “My biggest struggle was direct, muchneeded communication with lecturers. I also
found it very difficult to have to continually pay for
credit for internet data, since I am self-sponsored”.
He added that he felt supported by USP staff and
lecturers when they were able to restructure the
schedule and courses to fit the lockdown struggle.
“The partnership between USP and the Vanuatu
government was also very helpful to relieve the
burden of paying for the internet,” he said.
Tumi shared that he struggled with not being able
to move around because of the lockdown and at
times, wasn’t able to get online for days which was
stressful.
He said, though the majority of the lessons were
taken online he knew he would have to put in
the extra time to get things accomplished online.
However, he highlighted that online learning
taught him and a lot of other students selfdiscipline, to continue their learning and keep up
to date with their work.
“ICT had a positive impact because it created for us
a more professional online experience - something
we have not learned before in secondary schools,”
Mr Tumi added.
He said, “I missed the environment of working
in groups and feeling a sense of trust with my
teachers as face-to-face gave me a feeling of
being heard and cared for, and the ability to share
immediately my questions and struggles”.
For 22-year-old Veronica M, internet connectivity
was her main struggle during COVID-19.

Tumi G

Veronica M

Veronica said being self-sponsored in 2020 made
paying for data difficult, but her family helped
her and in 2021, she received a scholarship which
helped her buy the needed data.
“At first it was difficult, but over time I was able to
learn and manage independent learning. I learned
a lot about self-sufficiency. USP was helpful in this
learning process, and they even provided me with
a personal tutor to have zoom calls with which
helped during the difficult times,” she said.
Ms Veronica shared her opinion that she would
rather have face-to-face classes as she would have
better and easier access to her teachers. Despite
this, she believes that online learning has taught
her and her classmates to have patience in their
studies and work.
“I saw progress between the students and
teachers. I saw the teachers more responsive and
flexible to the students’ requests which improved
our studies and helped us to be more consistent,”
added Veronica.

“I wasn’t able to connect on campus because of
the lockdowns, so I had to pay for my data, which
was very costly, especially since Moodle and Zoom
take too much data to run,” she added.
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USP ranked again in THE
World University Ranking
2023

Recap.

USP has been ranked for the second year in a row on
the Times Higher Education (THE) World University
Rankings after making it for the first time in the 2022
rankings.
THE World University Rankings 2023 data, places USP
in the band from 1001 to 1200. USP Vice-Chancellor and
President, Professor Pal Ahluwalia, said these rankings
validated the excellence of USP and the resilience of
our people.

US announces $5m commitment
to USP for fellowship programme
The United States (US) announced a commitment
of $5m to establish a fellowship programme in
partnership with USP under its Roadmap for a
21st Century U.S. – Pacific Islands Partnership. The
Resilience and Adaptation Fellowship Programme
for Rising Leaders is a commitment by the BidenHarris Administration together with the US.
Congress which will link USP and premier universities
in the US, and offer rising leaders in the Pacific
Islands the opportunity to gain expertise in natural
resource economics and management, climate
resilience, sustainable food systems, renewable
energy development, water security and waste
management.

USP Pacific TAFE places
well in national culinary
competition
USP’s Pacific Technical and Further Education
(Pacific TAFE) students performed above
expectations as they won two gold medals and
one bronze medal in respective categories at the
FMF National Salon Culinaire 2022 that was held
at the Sheraton Fiji Resort in conjunction with
HOTEC 2022. USP’s Salon Team. This is the best
performance by a team from USP at the National
Salon Culinaire to date as previous teams in 2017
and 2019 won one gold medal for each year,
respectively.

Look back
in History.

In 1971 the University of Hawaii (UH)
initiated the Pan-Pacific Educational
and Communication Experiments by
Satellite (PEACESAT).

Satelite terminal.

Follow us
on Social
Media!

This programme, using the
experimental ATS-1 satellite at VHF
(136-150 MHz, near the amateur 2-meter
band), at first linked the Manoa and
Hilo campuses of UH. It was rapidly
expanded to include Wellington
Poly- technic in New Zealand and The
University of the South Pacific.
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