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Background 
 
The Honourable Minister of Education and the Permanent Secretary for Education will shortly 
be accompanying the Prime Minister on a State Visit to the Republic of China. They plan to visit 
selected schools to observe the use of ICT, mainly at upper secondary level and to explore the 
possibility of ROC support in assisting our senior secondary schools through an IT project. 
 
This briefing is intended to give some background on existing ICT activity to which any such 
assistance might be linked, explores some new development in ICT and comments on how 
they might  support teacher professional development.  
 
Note that the discussion below concentrates on the technology. In order to leverage these 
technologies effectively, suitable guiding strategies and policies need to be developed by 
MEHRD. Capacity development – particularly the capacity to develop eLearning content - and 
training are also required.  
 
In addition, strategies need to be developed to cater for the maintenance of rural ICT. It may 
be useful to note that the S.I.G. is currently receiving assistance from AusAid to develop ICT 
capacity, including support for Ministries IT, and a strengthened central IT Support Unit (in the 
Ministry of Finance).   
 
1. Low cost laptop technology 
 
A lot of effort is being put into developing low cost laptops aimed at the developing world. The 
most well-publicised is the “One Laptop per Child” (http://laptop.org) initiative started by the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT).  These are very affordable, in the target range of 
only USD 1-200, or to put it another way equivalent to a teacher’s monthly wage or less. 
These computers have built in clockwork chargers and are less reliant of electricity supplies. 
 
DLCP is in negotiations with a UK manufacturer that is developing such a type of low-cost 
laptop, and it is hoped that they may become available later in 2006. This is in regard to an 
offer that PIU has received for Rotary Club funding of NZD 10,000. PIU has asked the DLCP 
Manager to follow up for a pilot at – possibly – Eleoteve CHS for various reasons, not least it’s 
good showing in the DLCP site selection process. 
 
These laptops have another highly significant benefit. They are also very low power – 
dramatically reducing the cost of sustainable power supplies (particularly solar power). It 
would be conceivable to put a small computer lab in every school, for much less than the cost 
of a single classroom - including power supply. 
  
Despite their appearance this new generation of IT equipment is actually highly in keeping with 
latest developments, for instance they are all wireless enabled and optimised for networking, 
use solid-state technology (i.e. ROM-drive) that is very robust and long lasting – but they can 
also link to any number of USB drives including hard drives, projectors, etc.  
 
 



 

 
 
 
The total cost can be seen in the table below, which shows the approximate equipment cost of 
a 10-computer lab with solar power, for three options: standard PCs, standard laptops and the 
new type laptops. This is a rough estimate only, using current prices as experienced by DLCP. 
There may be additional costs, including for deployment and training. The aforementioned UK 
company’s target price of USD 250 is used for option 3.  
 
Equipment Option 1 Option 2 Option 3 
 PC computers Standard laptops Low-cost/power laptops 
Computers 70,000 120,000 20,000 
Solar power 300,000 80,000 25,000 
TOTAL SB$ 370,000 SB$ 200,000 SB$ 45,000 
    
 
This technology is also highly scaleable, due to the low cost. 
 
Computer labs based around this type of equipment, in combination with a means of delivering 
content cheaply to a large number of schools, would be a very attractive way of supporting 
teachers and teaching in rural areas. The next section describes a highly efficient means of 
delivering the content. 
 
Suggestion for Stabex:  
§ To gain access to the MIT laptops, this has to be done at government level and 

the minimum order is 1,000,000 but maybe this can be achieved as a 
consortium of small states. The other UK type might also be a solution. Needs 
TA to achieve this.  

§ Costs: TA plus implementation costs plus USD 100 per child  
 
2. Hybrid and one-way satellite systems  
 
There are various examples of one-way satellite that broadcast data without making individual 
connections with remote stations. This can mean there are no connectivity costs (because the 
remote sites receive only and do not transmit). The most widely known is operated by the 
Worldspace Foundation, using their digital radio network. Receivers cost less than USD 100, 
although a cheap TV satellite dish is needed in the Solomons due to weak signal. Radio 
programs can also be broadcast over this type of system (Worldspace also transmits 
commercial radio broadcasts over this system, but one has to pay small license fees to access 
those services). 
 
This is a way of delivering electronic content (i.e. for teachers and schools) to remote schools 
for very low cost. Content could be “pushed” to the schools according to a schedule, or if there 
is any other means of communication (such as a PFnet email station), the remote schools can 



 

then use that to make requests for specific data (this then becomes known as a “hybrid” 
satellite system).   
 
The diagram below shows how this works:  
 

 
 
 
The equipment needed is very low cost – only USD 300 for the TV dish and digital radio set. A 
laptop computer is also needed. A projector could be added to increase the classroom utility.   
 
The provider (SoE, CDC, MEHRD, etc) would send the electronic content over the Internet (by 
FTP) to the Worldspace Foundation via a partnering organisation. The satellite then broadcasts 
the data continuously and any remote station “listening” will automatically download the 
content over a few hours.   
 
This system is already being piloted by DLCP. DLCP is installing 9 sets in PFnet email stations 
including all provinces. All the partnerships required to facilitate this in Solomon Islands have 
been negotiated and agreed, with assistance from the US-based RANET non-profit organisation 
(www.ranetproject.net). The Meteorology Department is also participating. Australia’s Bureau 
of Meteorology will facilitate the FTP uploading via their servers..    
 
Note. There is no capacity to browse the Internet using this system. This therefore places more 
onus on the education provider (CDC? SoE? USP?) to “push” the content to the teachers. 
Therefore, a parallel project to develop elearning content linked to the appropriate curriculum 
or teacher training course would be necessary. Of course, there is a huge range of generally 
supportive open (free) content available, for instance to support K-12 curricula. The laptops 
can be be preloaded with these, as well as eBooks and other offline elearning materials and 
documents that have been assessed and for their relevance to the curriculum.   
 
Suggestions for Stabex: 
§ Evaluate DLCP pilot and consider expansion to significant number of schools.  
§ Combine with low-cost laptops / computer labs in rural schools 
§ Should be linked to some content development strategy     



 

§ Should be linked to teacher training and capacity development of CDC and SoE  
§ Costs: Infrastructure/eqpt costs about USD 3000 per school (inc solar and 

laptop) plus TA plus implementation costs 
 

3. Personal Digital Assistants (PDAs)  
 
PDAs are also small, low-medium cost computers. These handheld devices can be kept by the 
teachers. This “personalisation” adds value and usefulness from their point of view. There is 
good evidence of the creative uses that teachers have made of PDAs – for instance the 
DFID/Open University’s DEEP project in Africa (http://www.open.ac.uk/deep). PDAs can be 
loaded with content such as eBooks, etc. Particularly useful as a teaching tools, combined with 
projectors, etc.    
 
Suggestions for Stabex: 
§ Consider projects using PDAs in rural schools. Supply selected teachers with 

PDAs loaded with supportive teaching materials (eBooks etc). Monitor and 
evaluate impacts. Perhaps a pilot in Honiara and then extend to provinces. The 
project designers should refer to experience elsewhere, such as the DEEP 
project.  

§ Again, must be linked to needs (CDC, SoE, TVET etc) 
§ Could be part of previous suggested project, PDAs are about USD 200 upwards. 

Plus cost of eBooks etc.  
 

4. VSAT networking 
 
The VSAT network that has been established for the DLCP is capable of being scaled up into 
the 100s of sites. As this happens, the costs of hardware and bandwidth come down 
dramatically, making it more useful and more sustainable. This can also be considered as an 
option for delivering content to a wider number of schools. 
 
A VSAT network such as the one established for DLCP carries data services over IP (Internet 
Protocol). This is very adaptable and suitable for not only common applications such as World 
Wide Web and email, but also voice (audio conferencing and phone calls), video and remote 
access to any number of devices (remote monitoring, Internet-enabled microscopes, etc).     
 
VSAT networks are highly suitable for rural Solomon Islands because of the geography, small 
scale, and scattered population. For instance, at the moment telephone access is only available 
in Honiara and Provincial towns. The mobile network is not likely to expand to rural areas in 
the near future because of the problems mentioned above. It is also highly unlikely that 
Solomon Islands will in the foreseeable future have access to optical fibre networks. VSAT 
systems can be placed anywhere in the satellite footprint, and do lot have the range and “line 
of sight” limitations of microwave wireless and mobile communications. 
 
Each VSAT access point serves as a ground station from which access can be extended using 
low cost wireless systems. One VSAT station could therefore serve not only the school but 
other nearby facilities such as hospitals and even the whole village/area with a full range of 
services including telephony (via VOIP – voice over the Internet). Regulatory issues need to be 
overcome before this can be rolled out in large scale. However, there is certainly scope (and 
provision in the existing regulations) for piloting. 
 
Connecting schools using VSAT means that they will have ongoing bandwidth costs. However, 
this burden can be lighted by opening the centres for public pay-for-use and offering a variety 
of services and linkages to maximise the utility. The DLCs, for instance, are likely to host rural 
banking agencies that are enabled to operate because of the broadband access and solar 
power.  
 
Since the DLCP’s VSAT equipment was ordered, the company Shiron that manufactures the 
hardware has announced a new range specifically designed for solar power. This will mean that 



 

any further expansion of the DLCP VSAT network can be done more cheaply (less solar power 
needed).  
 
Suggestions for Stabex collaboration:  
§ Scaling up the DLC network (i.e. a phase 2) 
§ Costs are about EUR 80,000 per site plus TA plus implementation costs and 

maybe some bandwidth costs 
§ Works with other donor partners of SIG to identify ways of providing 

bandwidth and to form cross-border partnerships to make the most of the 
networking – i.e. PNG 

§ Support ICT Strategy development  
§ Expanding access to other schools/beneficiaries surrounding each DLC/VSAT 

site using terrestrial wireless  
§ A project with 4 additional VSAT and 4 linked by wireless, exploring some of 

the ideas above might be a EUR 800,000 2-year project  
 
5. Digital Video Disk (DVD) 
 
DVDs may also be a highly suitable medium for the delivery of educational material to schools. 
This is because of the ubiquity and affordability of this technology. There is already high 
penetration of DVD players with TV sets in rural villages, and many schools already have 
access to a TV set.  
 
DVD elearning content can be made interactive (people use the remote control to respond to 
quizzes, etc). No computers are needed, the players are inexpensive, and no specialised 
training is needed to operate them.  
 
The challenge with using this technology is with the development of content. A local capacity 
needs to be developed that can produce elearning material on DVD. Localisation is an issue. 
Content must be relevant for Solomon Islanders. Ideally, local languages and metaphors 
should be used. The latest thinking in this field is that the elearning content should be 
produced in a format whereby it can be easily localised. For instance, it should be made 
possible to extract the audio and text parts of the elearning objects and exchange them with 
“localised” versions. 
 
Suggestions for Stabex: 
§ Develop and distribute to schools a library of material linked to curriculum (& 

teacher training) on DVD  
§ Pilot the use of DVD in schools 
§ Cost – depends on whether the content is developed by outsourcing to a 

private company or if local capacity is developed. I think the private sector is 
key here. 

 
6. Community Radio 
 
Community radio can also be utilised to increase access to educational programmes. DLCP is 
partnering with Solomon Islands Development Trust (SIDT) and Community Sector Programme 
(AusAid) with assistance from CoL to attach a community radio station to one DLC. Content 
can then be sent to the station over the Internet and broadcast locally using an “FM suitcase 
radio” (provided by CoL).  This programme could be expanded to all centres. USP are also 
interested in this, as they already have such programmes (i.e. Nauru). 
 
Suggestions for Stabex collaboration: 
§ Expand the community radio stations to the remaining DLCs  
§ Expand educational radio to the community stations 
§ Work with USP and other providers of educational radio content  
§ 1 radio set eqpt costs about EUR 7,000 including a couple of extra solar panels 

for the DLC 
 



 

7. Use of interactive platforms for teacher training 
 
This section is added to brief the Honourable Minister and Permanent Secretary on applications 
that DLCP is already deploying, that will help with teacher training support in particular. 
 
The new NTTD model is based on training of teachers in service, using self-learning, backed up 
with bi-annual training workshops held in provincial centres. The administration is by the 
NTTDO in Honiara and officers in the provincial centres. The DLCP can assist this process, 
initially through the use of interactive and collaborative tuition tools, that operate over the 
Internet. Because course content is not in DFL or elearning format, the value added by the 
DLCs will be from the online tuition and tutorial support, peer support via community 
networking and from easy access to reference materials. This will obviously only be available 
for teachers with access to a DLC or other place with Internet access.  
 
In addition, it is recognised that some local mentoring is needed. This will be provided by the 
DLC Supervisors, who will provide ICT training and technical mentoring, and the host schools’ 
Champion Teachers who will provide mentoring on educational issues.  
 
The tools that will be available for this purpose include the following: 
 
§ Interactive tuition platforms with audio and video conferencing, chat and electronic 

whiteboard. PowerPoint presentations can be made interactively across the Internet. It is 
also possible to do “shared web-browsing”. This technology is suitable for the full spectrum 
of learners (e.g. it is routinely used with 5-year old students of the Brisbane School of 
Distance Education). The trainee DLC supervisors also found it very easy to use.   
 
DLCP has deployed an interactive platform called “Groupboard” with whiteboard, chat and 
audio conferencing. This is available on the SchoolNet website www.schoolnet.net.sb The 
platform is simple and uncluttered, and efficient.  
 
A DFL specialist at the Brisbane School of Education, Megan Hastie, has introduced another 
collaborative / interactive platform that has been developed by the National Sun-Yat Sen 
University of Taiwan. The platform has been developed by Professor Chen Nian-Shing and 
Visiting Scholar Laurance Quinlivin. Professor Quinlivin is one of the developers of this 
system and has given DLCP full access to the platform. The platform has audio and video 
conferencing tools, a whiteboard, shared web-browsing and remote desktop. Professor Nian-
Shing and Professor Quinlivin are very keen to develop the next generation of learning and 
are happy to allow the DLCP and MEHRD to explore the uses of the platform – and to develop 
closer collaboration. The Youth Knowledge Network is accessible from http://ykn.k12.edu.tw/ 
 
Contacts:  
Professor Nian-Shing nschen@cc.nsysu.edu.tw 
Professor Quinlivin: laurence@mail.cc.nsysu.edu.tw 
 
The DLCP Manager David Leeming can also arrange a demonstration of the platform. 
 
§ An open learning management system (Moodle). This will be more useful later on, when the 

participating providers such as SoE start to develop eLearning and online material. It can be 
used to conveniently and securely manage resources, courses and enrolments.    
 
§ UNESCO’s “Teachers of the Future Initiative (TOFI)” has provided an online community site 

specifically for Pacific Islands teachers (www.unesco-tofi.org) . This is the place where 
teachers in training could discuss things using the forums, and chat with other colleagues 
and access resources. CDC and DLCP Supervisors have received training in the use of the 
site. 
 
§ A variety of open content as well as the WWW for reference/supporting material. 

 



 

To facilitate this assistance, the following steps are needed: 
 
§ SoE, NTTDO and CDC must evaluate and take ownership of the process.  
§ Roles and responsibilities need to be defined and agreed – for instance who will 

be the online tutors providing assistance to trainee teachers in the DLCs. 
§ A training plan can then be developed for SoE, NTTDO and CDC. DLCP can deliver 

the training.  
§ The teacher training courses must be adapted for the additional support to be 

provided online. For instance, interactive sessions need to be designed and 
inserted into a timetable. This can only be developed by the course owners, with 
technical assistance from DLCP. 
 

A logical second step, to follow on as capacity allows, would be to look at developing 
e-learning course content. This can be either online or on CD/DVD, and can be in 
interactive or self-learning format, as is deemed most relevant. This content can be 
more widely distributed using the variety of technologies described previously (and 
others) 

  
Here are two programmes that can be accessed to help develop capacity to leverage 
ICT for teacher training and education delivery: 
 
§ The Commonwealth of Learning’s “Virtual University of the Small States of the 

Commonwealth”. DLCP has received confirmation that the Solomons / MEHRD 
are welcome to join this programme.  

§ UNESCO Bangkok has a SchoolNets initiative that includes a tele-collaboration 
programme. www.unescobkk.org/education/ict/schoolnet 

  
Both of the above provide training and capacity development opportunities for 
teachers and administrators. We have already registered the first DLC (Pamua, 
expected to come online in September) in the UNESCO programme. There are also 
other opportunities. 
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ANNEX: Background  
 
The DLCP is an EU-component of the ESIRP, which is jointly funded by EU and NZAid. The 
DLCP is a 2-year pilot that is likely to be extended a third year, running until the end of 2007. 
The project is implemented by the People First Network (PFnet - an activity of the Rural 
Development Volunteers Association), who operate a rural ICT network based on community-
ownership and HF-radio email technology1. The DLCP follows on from distance learning trials in 
2002 in which PFnet partnered with USP Centre to deliver DFL courses to rural USP students 
(via UNDP’s APDIP program).  
 
DLCP is establishing a distance learning centre (DLC) in a rural Community High School in each 
province. Each will be equipped with broadband Internet, via an especially-established VSAT 
network2, and will be solar powered with back-up from generators. Each will be equipped with 
six laptop computers, scanner, printers and conferencing equipment. The DLCP/PFnet staff 
have been given technical training in installing VSAT equipment, and PFnet will administer the 
network. 
 
DLCP has also deployed and/or provided a learning management system (Moodle), an 
interactive/collaborative/conferencing tool with whiteboard and audio, a Pacific Islands teacher 
community site and has access to a range of other platforms and resources. Partners include 
UNESCO, CoL, LNQ, USP, SICHE, SIARTC and others. 
 
The centres will be manned by qualified and trained “supervisors”, who are mostly graduates 
with a teaching background and with IT skills. The project has recruited these supervisors and 
trained them over a nine-week period. They are thus qualified to maintain the equipment, 
provide computer and Internet training, to facilitate the use of collaborative/interactive and 
conferencing tools, learning management systems and to help users to access resources. 
Further technical support is provided by PFnet. 
 
The centres are managed through a partnership between the host schools and communities, 
PFnet and MEHRD. Each DLC has a Management Committee based on the PFnet model. The 
DLC Supervisor reports to the committee and PFnet, who finally report to MEHRD.  
 
The host schools elect a “Champion Teacher” who has the role of coordinating the schools’ use 
of the DLC. They can also provide an important mentoring role – for instance with teacher-in-
training. The DLC Supervisors provide technical mentoring and training. DLCP also aims to 
develop the capacity of participating providers. 
 
The DLCP is also researching and developing ways in which the DLCs can benefit the TVET 
sector. This has included an assessment of regionally-available course content, open content 
and models for RTC teacher training. RTCs also elect “champions”. 
 
Eight of the DLC buildings are complete or almost complete. The first centre to come online 
will be St. Stephen’s College, Pamua, Makira Province, from September 2006. The 
others will be deployed in stages through until mid-2007. 
 
Through this project, a Solomon Islands SchoolNet will be established. Full information 
(including locations of centres) is provided at the SchoolNet website www.schoolnet.net.sb.   
 

                                       
1 PFnet currently has 25 rural “community email stations”, using HF radios and modems, with solar power, to 
affordably send and receive email. http://www.peoplefirst.net.sb/general/pfnet.htm  
2 The VSAT network is provided by Pacific Teleports through Solomon Telekom. The network is C-band, uses the NSS-
5 satellite with a hub based at Pacific Teleports in Adelaide. Initially the bandwidth is based on affordability, with 
uncontended 256kbps downlink shared between the nine sites, burstable on demand, multicast-enabled. This is 
sufficient for interactive tuition using audio and some limited video (in multicast mode). Each site has 33kbps CIR 
uplink. Upgrading to Mbps speeds is possible with no hardware changes needed.  


