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“This is a valuable addition to research and practice in ELT curriculum change, 
with a refreshing approach to identifying problems and solutions. It has a broad 
international focus but concentrates on the individual lives of eleven teachers in 
ten different countries faced with implementation of secondary school curriculum 
change. The reality of the teachers’ stories is filtered through interviews conducted 
by the writers of each chapter, teacher educators themselves. The writers provide a 
background to the teachers’ contexts and are able to combine the teachers’ accounts 
with their own knowledge of curriculum change. The result is a remarkable and 
effective combination of personal stories and their application to theories of cur-
riculum change, avoiding both the dangers of personal anecdote and the sterility 
of theory divorced from practice. This is an excellent collection and will prove an 
indispensable resource to all those involved in curriculum innovation.”

—Chris Kennedy, University of Birmingham, UK

“One of the worst kept secrets in TESOL, and perhaps in education generally, is 
that the intended impacts of national curriculum change projects are rarely achieved 
in practice. The reasons for this gap between the planned and enacted curricu-
lum have been documented for many years, yet, frustratingly, these insights have 
not made much difference to the way educational authorities around the world 
approach curriculum innovation. This very timely and insightful collection provides 
further evidence of the challenges that curriculum change often raises for individual 
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teachers in several TESOL contexts around the world and portrays in a vivid man-
ner the consequences for these teachers of the hurried, top-down, unclear, and non-
consultative manner in which new curricula are often thrust upon practitioners. 
The narrative insights into teachers’ thinking and actions that the volume provides 
make it a valuable addition to the literature on TESOL curriculum change.”

—Simon Borg, Western Norway University of Applied Sciences, Norway

“This volume is essential reading for (language) curriculum policy makers and plan-
ners who all too often underestimate the effort required for curricula change to be 
successfully enacted in schools and classrooms. Context is everything as we know, 
but hearing the challenges from the teachers’ perspectives is very powerful. It’s an 
invaluable reminder of the importance of a multiple stakeholder approach which 
allows for a close consideration of local realities. Each chapter provides really useful 
lessons for curriculum planners summarised helpfully by the editors into three criti-
cal areas of temporal dissonance, contextual confusion and risk. I will definitely be 
encouraging my colleagues to read it!”

—Alison Barrett MBE, Head of English for Education Systems, British Council, UK

Global meets local in Palgrave’s exciting new series, International 
Perspectives on English Language Teaching. This innovative series is truly 
international, with each volume providing the opportunity to compare and 
learn from experiences of researchers and teachers around the world; is based 
on cutting edge research linked to effective pedagogic practice; shows how 
developing local pedagogies can have global resonance. Each volume focuses 
on an area of current debate in ELT and is edited by key figures in the field, 
while contributors are drawn from across the globe and from a variety of 
backgrounds.

More information about this series at  
http://www.springer.com/series/14843
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Foreword

Change and innovation are a way of life for language teachers, and you can 
almost hear the groans every time a government announces yet another 
innovative curriculum aimed at producing a new generation of fluent 
English speakers. This reaction is not because language teachers are adverse 
to change—far from it. Many are active reflective practitioners, constantly 
focusing on how they can develop their practice to ensure their students have 
an excellent learning experience. But in this volume we are less concerned 
with the micro-changes that teachers can effect and more concerned with 
macro-changes at the level of policy. We think it is fair to say that English 
language teachers around the world have been plagued with more than their 
fair share: the introduction of communicative language teaching; an earlier 
start with the introduction of English in primary schools; English-only class-
rooms; the turn towards CLIL, to name just a few. However, what we find 
astonishing in the change implementation discourses is the absence of the 
main change agents: the teachers. Not only are their voices rarely heard in 
policy decision-making, but they are often also silent in research too.

Theoretical frameworks try to explain the impact and diffusion of innova-
tion, with categories for change agents such as innovator, early adopter, early 
majority, late majority and laggard (Rogers 2003). However, such classifica-
tions imply that the adoption process itself is simple and one-dimensional 
and thus promote negative conceptualisations of those who fail to adopt 
change swiftly and full heartedly. Worryingly, they also fail to capture the 
complexity and challenges that language teachers face when trying to adapt 
to change and innovation in often challenging educational contexts where 
English might not be considered a subject of much importance.
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This volume is therefore a very welcome addition to the International 
Perspectives series. In itself, it represents change and innovation, both in the 
field of studies into innovation and change in English language teaching and 
in the International Perspectives series. Unlike other volumes in the series, 
the chapters in this book do not report on previously carried out research 
projects. Instead, all chapters have been commissioned and they all follow 
broadly the same premise and pattern. Altogether, curriculum changes in ten 
different countries are explored. In each case, the chapter author is a teacher 
educator who has collected the story of an individual teacher coping with 
curriculum change. Each chapter begins by introducing the educational 
system in which the teacher works before giving the floor to the teacher to 
explore their understandings of the change, their efforts to implement it and 
their opinions of trying to do so. Each chapter concludes with the author’s 
analysis of the teacher’s experience in the light of existing ideas in the change 
and innovation literature.

What emerges is a rich and colourful tapestry illustrating the experiences 
of the teachers in their own words, as they struggle with, and succeed in, 
the implementation of curriculum change. Whilst each story is unique, the 
chapters together illustrate how universal the challenges that teachers face 
are, and therefore, each story is powerful in its potential to resonate across 
both geographical and educational contexts.

Birmingham, UK  
Stirling, UK  

Sue Garton
Fiona Copland
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Who are the Editors?

Between the 1970s and the mid-2000s, we both spent over 20 years work-
ing as English teachers, trainers, materials writers and project managers in 
state education systems in Kenya, China, Vietnam, Saudi Arabia, Egypt and 
Hungary. We have subsequently worked as members of the TESOL group 
at Leeds University, during which we have retained and expanded our inter-
national links and activities. We have noticed that in most of the interna-
tional contexts which we know, many state school English teachers are still 
struggling to make sense of the classroom implications of the more or less 
explicitly communication-oriented curricula which most are now supposed 
to follow. Although as the following chapters show, such curricula may have 
first been introduced up to 25 years ago, the education systems in which 
English teachers work often seem either oblivious to their struggles or 
 apparently unable to provide appropriate support.

When trying to understand why this state of affairs was so common in 
the countries in which we worked or had contacts, we like many others, 
first considered whether or how the problems that we had observed might 
be addressed through improving ‘visible’ aspects of curriculum change initia-
tion and implementation of planning strategies and procedures. Over time it 
has, however, become clearer to us that if we wish to understand how change 
implementation strategies and procedures might be made more supportive 
of hoped-for change outcomes, we need to understand the experiences of the 
people who are expected to implement curriculum change. This has led us to 
the focus of this book—teachers’ experiences of TESOL curriculum change.

Preface
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What is This Book About?

This book is a response to the following quote which has appeared in all four 
editions of the book from which it comes. The first edition was published in 
1981. The fact that the author finds it necessary to repeat it in his 2007 edi-
tion suggests that its message has still not been fully understood.

Neglect of the phenomenology of change- that is how people actually experi-
ence change as distinct from how it might have been intended- is at the heart 
of the spectacular lack of success of most social reforms (Fullan 2007: 8).

The chapters that follow explore the change experiences of a handful of 
the millions of English teachers who currently teach English in state educa-
tion systems. The teachers come from 10 different countries on every conti-
nent. In all their contexts, the goals of their English curricula have changed 
as their governments have (like the Japanese Ministry of Education in the 
following quote, though of course phrased differently) increasingly seen the 
teaching of English as essential, both for individual learners ‘to acquire com-
munication abilities in English as a common international language’ and for 
the nation as a whole to be linked ‘with the rest of the world, obtaining the 
world’s understanding and trust, enhancing our international presence and 
further developing our nation’ (Ministry of Education. Tokyo 31.03.2003). 
However, both in Japan and elsewhere, such national aspirations have rarely 
resulted in visible examples of state system teaching successfully enabling 
most learners to develop real English communication abilities during their 
years of in-school study.

Attempts to explain why this has been so in the existing literature on 
TESOL change (e.g. Hyland and Wong 2013; Markee 2007) focus largely 
on the macro, systems level of change—for example, different procedures 
and factors to be considered when making decisions about change plan-
ning, or the strategies for supporting change. Very little research has inves-
tigated the change process through exploring the experiences of the people 
on whom implementation ultimately depends: the teachers. Given the fun-
damental conservatism of most of the educational cultures in which state 
systems are situated (see discussion below), implementing a ‘communication 
oriented’ curriculum implies considerable adjustments to English teachers’ 
and learners’ behaviours and ways of thinking about teaching and learn-
ing. But what actually are these adjustments and how do teachers feel, as 
they attempt (or decide not) to make them? What influences whether they 
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make them, what support helps? This book explores questions such as these 
through stories of teachers’ experiences of living through curriculum change. 
We hope that readers will find resonance in these stories in relation to their 
own teaching and learning contexts, and that the stories and analyses of 
their messages will contribute to the TESOL/educational change literature 
from the personal perspective that has so far, generally, been neglected.

Leeds, UK Martin Wedell
Laura Grassick



xi

1 Living with Curriculum Change: An Overview  1
Martin Wedell and Laura Grassick

2 Involving Teachers in the Change Process: One English 
Language Teacher’s Account of Implementing Curricular 
Change in Philippine Basic Education  15
Maria Luz C. Vilches

3 Making the Best of Continuous Change Initiatives:  
A Story of a Successful Korean English Teacher  39
Hyoshin Lee

4 Balancing Change and Tradition: A Chinese English Teacher’s 
Experiences of Curriculum Reform  61
Chunmei Yan

5 Meeting the Demands of ELT Innovation in Vietnam: 
Teachers’ Linguistic and Pedagogic Challenge  83
Le Thi Quynh Tran

6 Coping with Curricular Change with Limited Support:  
An Indian English Teacher’s Perspective  103
Amol Padwad and Krishna Dixit

Contents



xii     Contents

7 An English Teacher’s Perspective on Curriculum Change  
in West Bengal  125
Kuheli Mukherjee

8 Reconciling Conflicting Messages: English Language 
Curriculum Change in Kenyan Secondary Schools  147
Charles Ochieng’ Ong’ondo

9 Giving English Teachers Autonomy and Choice: Coping with 
Curriculum Change in Poland  167
Małgorzata Tetiurka

10 Struggling to Implement Communicative Language Teaching: 
A Case Study from Senegal  187
Dame Diop

11 Imaginary Realities: Curriculum Change that Ignores 
Classroom Contexts  205
María Alejandra Soto

12 From Initial Rigidity to Greater Flexibility: The Changing 
Face of English Curriculum Change Implementation in Cuba  229
Islaura Tejeda Arencibia

13 Temporal Dissonance, Contextual Confusion and Risk: 
Learning from the Experiences of Teachers Living with 
Curriculum Change  247
Laura Grassick and Martin Wedell

Further Reading  271

Index  275



xiii

Notes on Contributors

Islaura Tejeda Arencibia is a teacher educator and the Head of the Department 
of Foreign Languages at the University of Las Tunas, Cuba. She teaches Integrated 
English Practice IX, Translation and Didactics at the Foreign Language Teacher 
Education Programme. She has been involved in different projects to improve the 
curriculum design of this programme and in different workshops and postgradu-
ate courses for teachers of English and mentors from all educational levels in Las 
Tunas province. In 2008, she completed an M.A. in TESOL (Teacher Education) at 
the University of Leeds, UK, and in 2014, a doctorate in Pedagogical Sciences. She 
does research on ELT, teacher and student learning, tutoring and mentoring.

Dame Diop is an in-service teacher trainer at the regional teacher training cen-
tre in Dakar, Senegal. Prior to that, he worked at Matam high school as a teacher 
of English and later became the regional pedagogical advisor of Matam (North-
East region of Senegal). He has delivered many in-service training sessions and has 
supported teacher learning through observation and feedback. In October 2013, 
he was granted a Hornby Trust scholarship to do an M.A. in TESOL (Teacher 
Education) at the University of Leeds. He is mainly interested in teacher educa-
tion and training particularly in teacher professional identity and the integration of 
reflection in in-service teacher education and training.

Krishna Kalyan Dixit is currently the Head of the Department of English at the 
Yeshwant College of Arts and Commerce, Seloo (Dist. Wardha) in India. He has 
an M.A. in English Literature and an M. Ed. (Trainer Development: ELT) from 
Marjon/University of Exeter, UK, on the Hornby Trust/British Council, scholar-
ship. He has 19 years of teaching experience at the tertiary level. He also works 
as a freelance teacher trainer. Currently, he is pursuing a Ph.D. on ‘ESL Teacher 
Motivation for Professional Development’. His areas of interest include teacher 



xiv     Notes on Contributors

motivation, the history of ELE in India and the continuing professional develop-
ment of teachers.

Tran Thi Quynh Le is working as a lecturer and teacher trainer at the University 
of Languages and International Studies—Vietnam National University, Hanoi, 
Vietnam. She was trained as a teacher trainer by the British Council Vietnam before 
obtaining her M.A. in TESOL Teacher Education from the University of Leeds, 
UK, in 2013. She has extensive experience in developing various teacher training 
courses for primary and secondary teachers of English and university lecturers. She 
is involved in tertiary curriculum innovation, too. Her main research interests are 
pre-service and in-service teacher education, continuous professional development, 
curriculum designing and teaching English to young learners.

Hyoshin Lee is Assistant Professor at the Department of English Language, 
Konkuk University Glocal Campus, South Korea. Before moving to the univer-
sity, she taught English at state secondary schools for 19 years. She has worked in 
teacher/trainer training since receiving her doctorate degree in teacher development 
in 2003 from the University of Manchester in the UK. She has been involved in 
a wide range of teacher education programmes including a 6-month residential 
intensive English language teacher training programme, a voluntary-based reflective 
teaching practice (RTP) study group with Korean teachers of English and teacher 
training on core-skills for future education with the British Council Korea. Her 
major interests include continuous professional development, curriculum alignment 
and ESP.

Kuheli Mukherjee is a teacher and teacher trainer from India. Currently she 
teaches in Sakhawat Memorial Govt. Girls’ High School, Kolkata, and works as in-
service teacher trainer under State Council of Educational Research and Training, 
West Bengal. She has also developed textbooks for school level ESL and designed 
curricula for second language teacher education. As a recipient of a Hornby 
Scholarship, she did her M.A. in TESOL Teacher Education at the University of 
Leeds in 2009. Her main research interests include second language teacher educa-
tion, change in education, curriculum innovation, metacognition, second language 
writing instruction and trainer training.

Charles Ochieng’ Ong’ondo is Commonwealth Academic Fellow, Senior 
Lecturer and the Head of the Department of Communication Studies at Moi 
University in Kenya. He is a holder of a Ph.D. in Language Teacher Education 
from The University of Leeds in the United Kingdom (UK), an M.Phil. Degree in 
Educational Communication and a B.Ed. Degree in English and Literature from 
Moi University. His academic interests include research methodology (with special 
interest in qualitative research), educational communication and teacher educa-
tion (with special interest on the practicum). He has published widely in language 
teacher education and research methodology.



Notes on Contributors     xv

Amol Padwad is currently Associate Professor and Head, Department of English, 
J.M. Patel College, Bhandara (India), and has 30 years of teaching experience at 
different levels. As well as M.A. degrees in English and Russian, he holds an M.Ed. 
(TESOL) from University of Leeds, UK, on a Hornby Trust–British Council 
Scholarship. A former National President of English Language Teachers’ Association 
of India (ELTAI), he is now the National Convener, All India Network of English 
Teachers (AINET). He has been a trainer and ELT consultant for various bodies 
including British Council, Oxford University Press, Maharashtra Judicial Academy 
and Maharashtra State Board of Education. His areas of interest are teacher devel-
opment, ESL/EFL, translation studies, Marathi Grammar and teacher research, and 
he has published several articles, reviews and translations.

María Alejandra Soto is a teacher educator in Entre Ríos, Argentina. She is 
currently teaching on the ELT programme at the Faculty of Humanities at 
Autonomous University of Entre Rios, where she teaches English Language I and 
III, and Foreign Language Didactics I. She is also area Coordinator for a Skills 
Integration Workshop in Year 1 of the programme. In 2008–2010, she worked as 
a curriculum developer for secondary education in Entre Ríos. In 2010, she was 
awarded the Hornby Educational Trust Scholarship and completed a  masters 
degree in TESOL from the University of Leeds, UK. Her main research interests 
include initial teacher education, teacher learning in second language teacher edu-
cation, teacher cognitions and their impact on classroom practices and curriculum 
innovation and development.

Małgorzata Tetiurka is a lecturer at John Paul II Catholic University of Lublin, 
Poland, where she teaches Young Learner Methodology course in the Department 
of ELT Typhlomethodology and Alternative Communication. Her research interests 
include classroom discourse, teacher development and second language teacher edu-
cation. She is currently working on her doctoral thesis concerning the role and the 
use of L1 in a foreign language classroom. She is also a regional in-service teacher 
training co-ordinator and a training consultant for Norwich Institute for Language 
Education. She has worked with teachers in many countries including Croatia, 
Lithuania, Russia, Estonia and Ireland. She is a materials writer and co-authored 
coursebooks and teaching materials for Oxford University Press and Pearson and 
wrote a module of an online course for Cambridge English Language Assessment.

Maria Luz C. Vilches is Associate Professor of English at Ateneo de Manila 
University where she is Vice President for the Loyola Schools and past Dean of the 
School of Humanities. She holds a Ph.D. in Applied Linguistics from Lancaster 
University. She was director of the Ateneo Center for English Language Teaching 
(1994–2004), in-country coordinator for the DfID-sponsored Philippines English 
Language Teaching Project (1995–1999), developer and trainer in the Mentor 
Training Program for the Philippine Department of Education (2003–2004), lead 
trainer in Hornby Schools and English Language Teaching Contacts Scheme work-



xvi     Notes on Contributors

shops (2001–2005) and member of the East-Asia regional training team for British 
Council’s Primary Innovations Project (2007–2010). She has participated in consul-
tations on the Philippine K-12 and higher education curricular reforms in her cur-
rent capacity as Technical Panel Chair for Humanities Education in the Philippine 
Commission on Higher Education.

Chunmei Yan is Associate Professor at the School of Foreign Languages at Central 
China Normal University. As the director of the Language Teacher Education 
Research Centre affiliated to the School, she has led various initiatives to improve 
the school’s Master of Education programme. She has published widely in a variety 
of professional areas such as TESOL methodology, cross-cultural communication, 
pre-service teacher education, in-service teacher education and school change.



xvii

CBI Content Based Instruction
CEFR Common European Framework of Reference
CHED Commission on Higher Education
CLIL Content and Language Integrated Learning
CLT Communicative Language Teaching
CPD Continuing Professional Development
CSAT College Scholastic Aptitude Test
DEL.Ed  Diploma in Elementary Education
DepEd Department of Education
EFL English as a Foreign Language
EL English Language
ELT English Language Teaching
ELTE English Language Teacher Education
ESL English as a Second Language
ETC English Teachers’ Club
EPIK English Programme in Korea
FA Formative Assessment
GED General Education Diploma
GCE General Council of Education (Consejo General de Educación)
IATEFL International Association of Teaching English as a Foreign Language
ICT Information and Communication Technology
IELTS International English Language Testing System
IETTP Intensive English Teacher Training Programme
ITE Initial Teacher Education
KICD Kenya Institute of Curriculum Development
KIE Kenya Institute of Education

Abbreviations



xviii     Abbreviations

KNEC Kenya National Examinations Council
KSCE Kenya Certificate of Secondary Education
MOA Memorandum of Agreement
MoE Ministry of Education
MOET Ministry of Education and Training
MT Master Trainer
MSBE Maharastra State Board of Secondary and Higher Secondary Education
MSCF Maharastra State Curriculum Framework
NCERT National Curriculum and Educational Research and Training
NCF National Curriculum Framework
NEAT National English Ability Test
NEST Native English Speaking Teacher
OECD Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development
SCI Subject Content Integration
SETA Seoul English Teachers Association
SMOE Seoul Metropolitan Office of English
TBL Task-Based Learning
TDP Teacher Development Programme
TEE Teaching English through English
TESOL Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages
TOEFL Test of English as a Foreign Language
TQC Teachers’ Quality Circle



xix

Chapter 6  Coping with Curricular Change with Limited Support:  
An Indian English Teacher’s Perspective  

Table 1 Major shifts in the curriculum framework  106

Chapter 8  Reconciling Conflicting Messages: English Language  
Curriculum Change in Kenyan Secondary Schools  

Table 1  Titles of education courses for ELTE students at one Kenyan  
University  152

Table 2  Course outline of the methods of teaching English/literature  
course  152

Chapter 13  Temporal Dissonance, Contextual Confusion and Risk:  
Learning from the Experiences of Teachers Living  
with Curriculum Change  

Table 1  Conceptions of knowledge and some implications for the roles  
of teachers and learners  250

List of Tables



1© The Author(s) 2018 
M. Wedell and L. Grassick (eds.), International Perspectives on Teachers Living  
with Curriculum Change, International Perspectives on English Language Teaching,  
https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-54309-7_1

1  Why Explore English Teachers’ Experiences 
of Curriculum Change?

One of the greatest changes in education worldwide over the past 25 to 
30 years has been the increasing role of English as a core school subject in 
state education curricula. Forty years ago, English as a subject was, in most 
countries, taught to a limited number of secondary school learners, if at 
all. Now, it is a compulsory subject at secondary level almost everywhere, 
with some countries requiring success in the English paper of a school leav-
ing exam as a prerequisite for university entrance. More recently, English has 
increasingly become a core subject at primary school also. A recent global 
survey (Rixon 2013) shows that English is a subject from at least the third 
year of primary school in 49 of the 64 countries investigated. Although the 
exact number of school learners is difficult to establish, estimates suggest 
that there are 390 million school and university level learners in China alone 
(Wei and Su 2012), and between 1.5 and 2 billion learners globally, most of 
whom are learning English as a compulsory part of their basic state system 
education (Crystal 2000; Graddol 2006; TESOL 2014; Jenkins 2015). Such 
enormous numbers of learners of course require a huge number of teachers. 

1
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Prince and Barrett (2014) give a sense of the scale when they report that 
there are 3.2 million English language teachers working in government and 
private schools across India alone.

Historically, the aims of most of today’s English curricula have been 
strongly influenced by changing perspectives on language teaching and educa-
tion more generally. The first change derives from ideas in Applied Linguistics 
in the 1970s which by clarifying that language proficiency entails more than 
linguistic competence encouraged the long and unfinished evolution of ‘com-
municative language teaching’ (see Savignon 1997; Nunan 1999). Attempts 
to try to teach language (now mostly English) for communication have more 
recently coincided with (and often been in the vanguard of) a second global 
educational change. This is the move, rhetorically at least, away from the 
‘teacher-centred’, knowledge transmission, view of teaching and learning that 
has been (and remains) typical of many school systems worldwide since com-
pulsory schooling for all began, towards a more ‘learner-centred’, ‘interactive’ 
and ‘constructivist’ conception of education (Schweisfurth 2011; 2013).

Today, therefore, state school education systems worldwide have increas-
ingly, and now almost universally, introduced English curricula whose stated 
goal is to develop learners’ ability to use/communicate in English. Two 
examples below from different continents illustrate how state school English 
curricula express their desired learner outcomes. Numerous similar examples 
can be found in the chapters that follow.

In Venezuela, the English curriculum goals are for learners to become 
able ‘to use oral and written language as a means for communication with 
the rest of the world and as a means of accessing scientific and humanistic 
knowledge’ (New National Curriculum 2007, as cited in Chacón 2012). In 
Nepal, they are expressed similarly, as becoming able ‘To develop an under-
standing of and competence in spoken English; communicate fluently and 
accurately with other speakers of English’ (Curriculum Development Centre 
1995, as cited in Shrestha 2008: 195).

Such communication-oriented curricula usually recommend the use of 
interactive/learner-centred pedagogies.

In response to the perceived global demand for communication in English, 
new TEYL curricula have generally emphasised communicative competence. 
In many countries, particularly in East Asia (Ho 2003), this has led to the 
introduction of some form of Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) or 
Task-Based Learning and Teaching (TBLT). This is the case, for example, in 
Korea (Li 1998; Mitchell and Lee 2003), Hong Kong (Carless 2003; 2004), 
China (G. Hu 2002), Turkey (Kirkgöz 2009), and Thailand (de Segovia and 
Hardison 2009), to name just a few. (Garton et al. 2011: 5)
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As will become clear in the chapters that follow, recommending the use of 
such teaching approaches is not limited to East Asian countries. English 
teachers in all countries reported on here are encouraged to establish class-
rooms in which, as well as providing knowledge about the language, they 
facilitate activities and tasks that provide opportunities for learners to try to 
use English language knowledge for meaningful interaction. While English 
teachers are almost universally explicitly recommended to adopt such 
approaches, in many contexts, the teaching of other subjects remains based 
around the transmission of factual knowledge. This is in spite of official 
rhetoric promoting ‘learner centredness’ across the education system.

In such circumstances, the classroom implementation of new English cur-
ricula espousing the adoption of more interactive pedagogies remains incon-
sistent with majority educational and cultural norms and expectations. This 
poses considerable challenges for English teachers. They are expected to 
make complex (Fullan 1992) changes to their classroom practice and their 
professional thinking in working contexts where the assumptions and behav-
iours underpinning most teaching and learning of other subjects remain 
unchanged.

Most national education systems in both developing and developed coun-
tries remain hierarchical and top down in their planning processes. Change 
planning strategies remain largely power coercive (Chin and Benne 1976), 
with change implementation still often viewed as ‘a linear, sequentially 
ordered industrial production line’ (Pettigrew and Whipp 1991: 32). Those 
responsible for curriculum implementation at local level (teachers, school 
heads or local educational administrators) are rarely informed or consulted 
about proposed curriculum changes, or involved in implementation plan-
ning. Many stories in this book confirm what the literature (Wedell 2013; 
Levin and Fullan 2008) suggests about the likely outcomes of such lack of 
communication. Firstly, lack of real communication with those working at 
local level results in change implementation planning proceeding without 
sufficient consideration of the existing cultural and material realities across 
the national context. Secondly, it contributes to a view of curriculum change 
as a discrete event, and a failure to consider what the curriculum changes 
imply for other parts of the English language system such as textbooks, 
examinations and teacher education, to make sure that they remain broadly 
consistent with new curriculum goals. Finally, lack of communication and 
involvement prior to implementation is likely to mean that when imple-
mentation officially begins, English teachers are confused about what exactly 
they are supposed to do. Their own local contexts can offer little guidance 
or support, since school and administrative leaders themselves often know 
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little about and/or are indifferent to the classroom implications of the new 
English curriculum. In such circumstances, where implementation planning 
fails to develop structures that enable the implementation process to be sup-
ported by the ‘focused and sustained efforts by all parts of the education sys-
tem and its partners’ (Levin and Fullan 2008: 291), then implementation 
outcomes in terms of visible changes to ‘teaching and learning practices in 
thousands and thousands of classrooms’ (Levin and Fullan 2008: 291) are 
likely to be disappointing.

Of course, implementation planning does often include formal support 
for some English teachers and may include exhortations to adapt curricu-
lum goals to the realities of their own local contexts. However, as most of 
the following chapters show, the support provided often takes the form of a 
one-off, off-site, ‘training’, using a lecture-based theory application approach 
(Malderez and Wedell 2007). Teachers are told about the rationale for the 
change, or about the content of the new textbook, but are not helped to 
develop ways of adjusting their existing familiar (usually transmission based) 
practices to become more consistent with the change goals. Moreover, 
especially in countries with large numbers of teachers, formal support is 
frequently available to only some teachers, who may then be expected to cas-
cade training content to colleagues in their local context.

English teachers thus often receive minimal support to understand what 
new curriculum aims actually mean for their own classroom practices. 
Instead, they are often effectively left alone to work out how ‘to stimulate 
learners’ curiosity’ (De Segovia and Hardison 2009: 160), ‘employ con-
structivist teaching approaches’ (Vavrus 2009: 304), ‘adjust their views on 
language and language teaching and use a more student centred approach’ 
(Wang and Wang 2000:8) and ‘view themselves as facilitators who should 
provide opportunities for the students to practise and use the language’ 
(Orafi 2008: 11).

They may face additional challenges resulting from the previously men-
tioned lack of consideration of the whole change context. Examples from 
the stories to come include frequent mismatches between the skills that 
communicative curricula aim to develop and what is actually assessed in 
tests and exams or between the classroom time needed to use interactive 
pedagogies and the pressure from local leaders to ‘finish the book’.

An outcome of all the above can be English teachers who know that 
their teaching is not helping their learners to achieve hoped-for curriculum 
outcomes. They feel helpless to do more. This may be due to, for example, 
insufficient personal language proficiency and/or limited understanding 
of interactive pedagogical principles and procedures, and/or the implicit 
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or explicit messages they receive about the cultural inappropriacy of such 
principles from colleagues, leaders, learners and parents in their immediate 
working environment.

We are aware that the above rather gloomy picture is not true for all 
English teachers in all contexts at all times, and indeed, some of the follow-
ing chapters provide a more positive picture. There is also literature evidenc-
ing ways in which individual English teachers, and some institutions, or 
groups of each, can, and are beginning to, develop locally relevant responses 
to national English curriculum change initiatives, with or without ‘official’ 
support. Some examples include the individual English teacher initiatives 
and local level collaborations from every continent reported during annual 
IATEFL presentations by Hornby scholars (IATEFL proceedings 2012, 
2013, 2014, 2015), collaborative teacher-led initiatives to develop English 
teacher voice and agency in India (Padwad and Dixit 2015) and universities 
working together to jointly develop new initial teacher education curricula 
for English teachers in Chile (Abrahams and Farias 2010).

Nonetheless, despite the substantial human and financial investment allo-
cated to supporting the teaching of English by governments on every con-
tinent, there is as yet little evidence of national English curriculum change 
initiatives, which aim to enable learners to develop their communication 
skills in English through a shift to a learner-centred mode of instruction (De 
Segovia and Hardison 2009: 155), achieving their goals.

Since we agree with Fullan that ‘educational change depends on what 
teachers do and think, it is as simple and as complex as that’ (2007: 129), 
this book explores teachers’ stories of what they have done and thought as 
they participated in the implementation of English curriculum changes in 
their own contexts. We hope that getting a sense of their real-life experi-
ences will help us and our readers to better understand the ways in which 
curriculum change is ‘complex’ for teachers, and what such complexity tells 
us about ways in which current and future TESOL change planning and 
implementation processes may become better able to meet their hoped-for 
goals.

2  Content and Methodology

The 11 chapters that constitute the core of the book each represent a single 
English teacher’s experience of living through one or more of the TESOL 
curriculum changes that have occurred in their context. The teachers’ stories 
have been gathered and told by the chapter authors representing a range of 
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countries. The chapters are ordered geographically from the Philippines in 
the East to Cuba in the West, via Korea, China, Vietnam, India (two chap-
ters), Kenya, Poland, Senegal and Argentina. In the majority of contexts 
represented, English is unambiguously a foreign language. In two or three 
contexts, while it is officially a second language, it is questionable whether 
its use is truly a part of all citizens’ daily lives. All the teachers except one 
work at state secondary schools within their countries, with one working in 
upper elementary with learners aged 11 upwards.

The chapter authors are all teacher educators in their own countries and 
are all known personally and professionally by the editors. Some are pre-
viously published, many are not. Chapter authors were free to choose 
whichever teachers they wished, bearing in mind the need for them to be 
sufficiently professionally qualified and experienced to be able to articulate 
and discuss their own experiences of curriculum change. These are then 
inevitably the stories of above averagely confident, competent and motivated 
English teachers, interpreted by researchers who are both professionally and 
emotionally close to their teacher’s context.

The chapter structure, and the methodology for and focus of the data 
collection, was suggested by the editors, explicitly recognising that contexts 
across the countries represented would be different and that our suggestions 
should consequently be considered to be guidelines rather than prescrip-
tions. The structure of each chapter broadly follows the three stages outlined 
below.

1. An introduction, in which the author briefly introduces state system 
English provision in their context.

2. The teacher and her story, gathered by one or more guided conversations, 
to include most of the following:

(a) a brief factual introduction to the teacher.
(b) the teacher’s understanding of/sympathy for the curriculum aims 

and what they imply for practice.
(c) the teacher’s attempts to implement the curriculum and what has 

helped or hindered them in doing so.
(d) the teacher’s opinion about how/whether trying to implement the 

curriculum has benefited them or their learners.
(e) the teacher’s opinion about whether/how the curriculum implemen-

tation process might have been improved.
(f ) the teacher’s overall reflections on/feelings experienced while ‘coping 

with curriculum change’.
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The conversations were transcribed and then used to create the story, using 
the teacher’s words wherever possible.

3. Analysis of the story, and discussion of the main themes that emerge, 
using literature to support or contrast with the points being made.

For the research studies in each chapter to have any meaningful effect on 
policy and practice in English language curriculum planning and implemen-
tation, it is essential that the findings and concomitant discussions present 
‘insights and conclusions which ring true to readers, practitioners and other 
researchers’ (Merriam 2009: 210). Each of the chapter authors was fastidious 
in ensuring the ‘trustworthiness’ (Lincoln and Guba 1985) of their data, fol-
lowing the procedures described below.

• The data for each chapter were gathered through semi-structured, audio-
recorded interviews based on the themes set out above. The author of the 
Philippines case study also conducted and audio-recorded a classroom 
observation.

• These interviews varied in length from forty minutes to two hours and 
involved both initial face-to-face meetings and follow-up interviews, some 
of which were by telephone or online.

• The majority of the interviews were carried out in English with the agree-
ment of the teacher. Where the teacher’s mother tongue was used, the 
author translated the interview transcript during the analysis stage. While 
every effort was made to keep original meanings, nuances and subtleties, 
the reader may find some of the interview excerpts stilted. Considering 
the different contexts in which these studies took place, the reader will 
draw their own conclusions as to why this might be.

• The authors gained informed consent from the teachers, ensuring ano-
nymity and confidentiality, according to their local contexts.

• The transcripts were analysed at both macro-level and micro-level, allow-
ing the author to gain a holistic sense of the data. A thematic approach 
(Braun and Clarke 2006, 2013) was used to identify and code themes and 
emerging patterns.

• The emergent themes and relevant excerpts were shared with and agreed 
by the teacher through a process of member checking.

Each individual chapter provides an account and discussion of a teacher’s 
curriculum change experience in a local context.
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The book concludes with the editors’ discussion of the wider implications 
of these stories. This is done by providing a meta-analysis of the stories and 
authors’ analyses of these, to identify what messages they send and what 
these messages suggest about ways in which an understanding of implement-
ers’ lived experience of educational change might be reflected in the plan-
ning of future change in TESOL and education more broadly.

3  Engagement Priorities

The questions below reflect issues frequently mentioned by teachers in the 
chapters that follow. We invite you to consider their relevance to your own 
experiences of ‘living with curriculum change’. We hope that through doing 
so you will notice that aspects of the stories that follow, which may appear to 
be dealing with purely local issues, are also relevant to you and other readers 
in TESOL contexts around the world.

The chapters show that any curriculum change process potentially 
affects a large number of people, within and outside an education system. 
Curriculum change planning and implementation is thus a very complex 
process, characterised by a high degree of interrelationship and interdepend-
ence between the many practical and human factors that contribute to its 
success or failure. Consequently, your ‘answers’ to any one set of questions 
below may well (partly) ‘answer’ other questions also.

1. Several cases in this volume mention the desirability of involving all those 
whom proposed curriculum changes will affect, in consultations about 
the nature of any such change and its implementation planning. This 
rarely seems to occur in practice.

• Does it happen in your context?
• Why might education systems find involving (representatives of ) all 

levels of the educational hierarchy difficult?
• Are barriers to such system-wide involvement purely logistical, or are 

they also ‘cultural’?

2. The need to raise awareness of curriculum change is mentioned in many 
of the chapters. Do you agree that this important in your own context? If 
so why?

• When during a curriculum change process should awareness raising 
activities take place?
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• Whose awareness needs to be ‘raised’?
• Will a single approach to such awareness raising be sufficient for all 

those concerned? If not, how might those affected be grouped for 
awareness raising purposes? What are the main points that different 
groups need to know?

• Who should be responsible for providing and disseminating appropri-
ate information?

3. It is not unusual for decisions about the introduction of a new English 
curriculum and planning for its implementation to take place over quite 
short timescales.

• Why do you think this happens?
• Has this ever happened in your context?
• Whether you have experienced this or not, what would you expect 

some outcome(s) of very rapid curriculum implementation to be? 
Why?

4. In several chapters, the English curriculum reforms aim to change both 
teaching approaches and assessment practices. The latter changes often 
emphasise the importance of introducing formative assessment.

• Do you consider formative assessment to be consistent with more 
‘communicative’ classroom approaches? If yes, Why?

• How would the community outside the school in your context react 
to assessment changes that allocated a noticeable proportion of overall 
marks to formative assessment?

• While in principle it is of course desirable for teaching goals and assess-
ment practices to be consistent, what additional challenges might seri-
ous advocacy of formative assessment pose for teachers and the wider 
education system?

• What could be done to help classroom teachers and their learners to 
meet such challenges?

5. The aims of almost all the curriculum changes mentioned here included 
reference to English teachers moving away from ‘a grammar focus’ in their 
teaching.

• Do English teachers in your context have such a focus?
• Why do you think that English teachers in many contexts continue to 

emphasise grammar teaching in their classrooms?
• What new understandings and behaviours do a change of focus 

towards more interactive classroom approaches demand of teachers?
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• Would teachers in your context find these difficult to develop? Why?
• How long would you expect the development of such understandings 

and behaviours to take?

6. In several contexts described here, new English textbooks were introduced 
at the same time as the curriculum changes.

• Has this ever been the case in your context?
• Have the new textbooks helped teachers to adapt their teaching 

approaches in ways that are consistent with curriculum aims?
• If yes, in what ways have the textbooks been supportive?
• If no, why not?

7. In some chapters, the English curriculum change aims urged teachers 
to stop rigidly following the textbook. Instead, they were encouraged to 
become more autonomous and/or flexible and make personal choices 
about how to adapt the textbook content to their own learners’ needs.

• How do you understand the term ‘teacher autonomy’?
• Does the way in which teachers are viewed in your context suggest that 

they are considered to be autonomous?
• What aspects of becoming autonomous/flexible would they find dif-

ficult to understand or implement? Why?
• What support would it be most useful to offer them?
• Would you expect the development of teacher autonomy to be a long- 

or short-term process? Why?

8. Almost all teachers in this volume mention that the formal training sup-
port provided during change implementation was insufficient to enable 
them and/or their colleagues to understand the change and to develop the 
classroom skills and attitudes needed to implement it as intended.

• What experience do you have of being a training provider and/or 
recipient?

• What training experiences have you found most worthwhile? Why?
• What does your previous answer suggest that it is important to con-

sider, when planning training that hopes to support teachers’ develop-
ment of new professional skills and understandings?

• In your experience, does training provision designed to support 
English curriculum change implementation consider the factors you 
have identified in your previous answer? If not, why not?
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9. Many of the stories here suggest that although ‘communicative’ English 
curricula and ‘communicative’ teaching approaches were first introduced 
in national education systems in the 1990s or early 2000s, teachers still 
find it difficult to adopt these teaching approaches in their English class-
rooms.

• What approaches are recommended for English teaching in your con-
text?

• How long ago were these approaches first introduced?
• Would an outsider randomly observing an English lesson in a state 

school classroom see the recommended approaches being used? 
Occasionally? Most of the time?

• If recommended teaching approaches are rarely used, why is this?
• How do educational leaders (school principals–local educational 

administrators) react to teachers who do not adopt the recommended 
teaching approaches?

10. Several of the teachers in this book talk about how their experiences 
of trying to adapt to curriculum change have made them feel.

• If you work as a teacher or teacher educator in a context where cur-
riculum change has promoted interactive English language teaching 
approaches, how have you (or colleagues or teachers you work with) 
felt during the process of trying to adopt such approaches?

• What are the reasons for these feelings?
• Have these feelings ever affected your view of your personal and/or 

professional capacity to carry out your responsibilities? If, yes, in what 
way(s)?

• Is there anything that school leaders, teacher educators or other mem-
bers of the local context could have done, to make you feel better 
about your role in the change process?
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1  Introduction

In contrast to the many gloomy accounts of how curriculum change affects 
teachers reported in the literature (e.g. in Waters and Vilches 2008; Murray 
2008; Karavas 2014; Song 2015), this chapter provides an example of an 
exceptional and dedicated teacher who is successfully dealing with a new 
curriculum and textbook. The case provides a particular example of some 
conditions that are likely to promote successful curriculum change imple-
mentation as noted in the literature (e.g. Markee 1997; Waters and Vilches 
2013). It highlights how involving teachers in the change process (Kirk and 
MacDonald 2001; Priestley et al. 2012) through awareness-raising initiatives 
and textbook design appears to make a difference to how they make sense of 
the changes required of them. The chapter points to the importance of com-
munication in the curriculum reform process as a way of empowering teach-
ers to bring about change in the classroom. The teacher’s story also raises 
issues of the importance of viewing national curriculum change as a process 
not an event and the concomitant need to provide ongoing support to those 
tasked with implementing change.

2
Involving Teachers in the Change Process: 
One English Language Teacher’s Account 

of Implementing Curricular Change 
in Philippine Basic Education

Maria Luz C. Vilches
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1.1  English Language Policy in the Philippines

English in the Philippines was introduced with the establishment of the 
public school system and became the language of instruction during the 
American colonization, which began at the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury and spanned almost five decades. Since then, in a country with over 
170 languages, the role of English has frequently been at the centre of the 
medium of instruction debate resulting in a series of major policy changes: 
(a)  bilingual education (1987–2009) mandating the use of English for 
English, maths and science subjects and Filipino for other subjects; (b) 
the ‘English Only’ legislation in 2003; (c) the 2009 Mother Tongue-Based 
Multilingual Education (MTBMLE) policy advocating mother tongue 
medium of instruction from Grades 1 to 3 and English for English, maths, 
the sciences, technology, music, health, etc. from Grades 4 to 10; and more 
recently (d) the K-12 Reform as contained in the Enhanced Basic Education 
Act signed into law in 2013 (Republic Act No 10533 2013). This reform, 
the focus of this chapter, regards language as ‘the basis of all communication 
and the  primary instrument of thought’, recognizing it as being a rule-gov-
erned  system at the service of communicating meaning, and as:

defin[ing] culture which is essential in understanding oneself (personal iden-
tity), forming interpersonal relationships (socialization), extending experi-
ences, reflecting on thought and action, and contributing to a better society. 
(Department of Education 2013: 3)

1.2  The K-12 Curriculum Reform

One of the key objectives in the K-12 Reform  (Alberto and Gabinete 2014)
is to make Filipinos globally competitive, and consequently, the develop-
ment of learners’ English proficiency for international communication and 
professional opportunities is a salient feature in classroom teaching.

Communicative language teaching through the teaching of the four 
macro-skills was already an element of the old curriculum. In the new, it 
is better contextualized and delineated. The emphasis on English for com-
munication is supported by new congruent assessment practices as described 
in the ‘Policy Guidelines on Classroom Assessment for the K to 12 Basic 
Education Program’ (2015). The guidelines discuss two kinds of assessment: 
formative (regular and mostly collaborative such as simulation activities) and 
summative (periodic and could be collaborative such as group performance 
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tasks). On formative assessment for oral communication in the classroom, 
the DepEd Chief of Curriculum and Implementation Division explains:

The learner… designs and performs effective controlled and uncontrolled oral 
communication activities based on context. The teacher needs to come up 
with a situation, identify the audience and the relationship of the speaker to 
the listener and purpose. Then the teacher needs a rubric to rate the student. 
(Elizabeth Meneses, Personal Communication, 7 July 2016)

This extract highlights the role that the teacher is asked to play in imple-
menting oral assessment.

In contrast to previous reforms, it seemed that the Department of 
Education had more proactive and forward-looking leaders at the helm of 
the K-12 reform. They initiated an extensive involvement of many stake-
holders in providing relevant and appropriate input to curricular content 
and design—a way of supporting key players in the curriculum change pro-
cess (Wedell 2003). The ‘Briefer on the Enhanced K-12 Basic Education 
Program’ (2010) specifically states: ‘An open and consultative process will be 
adopted in the development and implementation of K to 12’. This might 
have been a result of learning from general criticisms in educational circles 
of previous educational reforms that lacked such consultation.

The spirit of multiple stakeholder collaboration was also evident in the 
involvement of teachers (such as the one in this case study) in the writing 
of the new textbooks. As a textbook writer, she also became part of the team 
of trainers that facilitated nationwide teacher training for the use of the new 
textbooks. This training had the full support of the school principals, who 
had been given prior orientation to the textbook and the curriculum.

While the K-12 Reform is generally considered a positive initiative, some 
resistance was expressed at a few of the public consultations attended by 
 educators. This was perhaps understandable since the government presented 
implementation as urgent and compulsory for all schools despite the lim-
ited preparation time—a case of lack of grounding in the innovation con-
text (Waters and Vilches 2013). Thus, at the fora, some stakeholders viewed 
the K-12 reform as overambitious and complex for the context. Others felt 
there had been a lack of information about the new curriculum despite the 
nationwide public consultations mentioned above. Such concerns were not 
entirely misplaced. Implementing the new curriculum is a challenge for 
many teachers, since the textbooks assume that teachers are able to flexibly 
interpret materials and approaches to the needs of their students. In addi-
tion, the curriculum challenges deep-rooted conceptions of ‘language as 
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grammar’ and requires teachers to experiment with methods, materials and 
activities with which many might be unfamiliar. There are also issues around 
the availability of the textbooks due to both logistic and financial aspects. 
The curriculum was implemented before the government was able to pro-
duce the required number of textbooks for all schools/learners as a result of a 
lengthy textbook-bidding process and a subsequent delay in the actual writ-
ing of the textbooks. Schools in the Manila area or other big urban centres 
were the first to receive the textbooks, while those located away from these 
areas received their copies later.

The next section describes the implementation experiences of a state 
English secondary school teacher with Grade 10 students. Firstly, it exam-
ines the teacher’s background and understanding of the new curriculum. 
Secondly, it describes how the teacher deals with the challenges posed by the 
new textbook, and the support provided to help her.

2  Kathy and Her Story

Kathy (not her real name) is a master teacher whose role extends from class-
room teaching to mentoring new teachers and facilitating teacher training 
workshops within the school and at inter-school seminars. Kathy belongs 
to a select group of master teachers who were chosen to take part in co- 
authoring a textbook that was designed for use in the K-12 reform. Kathy 
was chosen because she had been involved in preparing instructional materi-
als for use in the DepEd schools in collaboration with other master teachers. 
The DepEd saw samples of her work and thought that they could effectively 
use her skills and knowledge in a bigger project.

2.1  Her Professional Role and School

Kathy is 38 and has 18-years experience of teaching English. She currently 
teaches English to students aged 14–16. Her school is successful and has 
over 4600 students from lower-middle-class families and below. Kathy says, 
‘Among all public schools in Pasig City, we rank second next to Science 
High School because of projects and support of parents’. Students win 
many competitions, and some are admitted to prestigious local universities, 
some even obtaining scholarships. The school principal is very proactive and 
enlists the support of parents and local government units for school projects 
such as the ‘feeding program’ (free breakfast) for graduating students when 
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they revise for the national achievement tests, in which the excellent ones get 
top scores. The school is also lucky in having the support of the town mayor 
who annually donates school supplies and uniforms, shoes and bags to all 
students.

On top of teaching five Grade 10 classes, Kathy’s special role is academic 
supervision (teacher mentoring) for which post her good teaching skills and 
leadership are key qualifications. Kathy remarks:

I think they [school authorities] have seen the passion of my teaching…
You have to have demonstration teaching at the division level… where other 
head teachers in different schools observe your level teaching. And you show 
leadership.

Willingness to go the extra mile is another consideration: ‘Attitude is very 
important. You always have to accept whatever task is given to you, even 
with difficulty in juggling schedules sometimes’. Professional development 
is important to Kathy and she is currently completing a Master’s degree in 
education with specialization in language education.

Given this background, Kathy may be considered as belonging to a select 
group. Being involved in co-authoring the Grade 10 textbook has enabled 
her to understand how the reform ideals might be actualized through lesson 
designs—an experience that most English teachers in the country have not 
had. Kathy’s story, therefore, illustrates congruence with and support for the 
reform and highlights what can be learnt about fostering successful curricu-
lum change not just in the Philippines, but possibly in other similar contexts 
around the world.

2.2  Kathy’s Understandings About the K-12 
Curriculum

2.2.1  A Positive Attitude

Kathy has a generally positive disposition towards the new curriculum, pos-
sibly helped by the awareness-raising initiatives she was involved in. She 
comments ‘I was part of the consultation. Parents, private sector, youth 
were consulted. A MOA was drafted between the DepEd, the CHED and 
TESDA’. Following the mandate from DepEd, her principal held an orien-
tation meeting for the parents to discuss the curriculum content and to allay 
their anxiety about any possible additional expenses they might have to pay. 



20     M.L.C. Vilches

In class, according to Kathy, the teachers also explained the new curriculum 
to the students. This is perhaps not, on the surface, a particularly notewor-
thy action, but, as I will discuss later, it is significant as one aspect of the 
overall communication of the curriculum goals and principles.

Kathy believes in the vision and overall framework of the curriculum and 
locates the purpose of learning and teaching English comfortably in it ‘so 
that students can face the world, ready to be employed … they [the DepEd] 
are setting a standard about the Filipino learners who are for the world’. She 
is happy that this curriculum has continued the previous focus on commu-
nicative competence and the use of literature1 as the main reading material 
for meaning making in the lessons. For her, literature is ‘an inspiration… a 
lesson to get from the story, to be connected to life’. It also has a role in lan-
guage teaching since she is able to use literature texts as a springboard into 
language focus. As she puts it:

using the lesson taken from literature for students to do a task… literature 
also as a motivation for language enrichment, e.g. focus on grammar in poetry 
to understand a line.

Her point here is that using literature as the basis for language teaching ena-
bles English to be seen as a language able to express real-life meanings, rather 
than just a subject in which certain rules have to be learnt by rote for assess-
ment purposes.

2.2.2  A Move Away from a Grammar Focus

As Kathy understands it, one of the key differences in the new curriculum 
is that grammar is integrated in preparing students for the communicative 
tasks ‘unlike before when the curriculum was grammar-focused’. The new 
curriculum framework does not emphasize the place of grammar in lan-
guage teaching. Kathy notes that in the new Grade 10 textbook, the les-
sons are thematically arranged and centred on literary texts approximating 
the themes. Listening, speaking, reading, and writing activities are then 
built around these themes. How this integration of meaning and grammar 

1Literature-based means that literature is the main reading material in the English textbooks classified  
as follows: Grade 7 (1st year HS) is Philippine Literature, Grade 8 (2nd year HS) is Afro–Asian 
Literature, Grade 9 (3rd year HS) is British–American Literature, Grade 10 (4th year HS) is World 
Literature.
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is  supposed to be carried out may be shown in the following description of a 
content standard for Grade 10 English:

The learner demonstrates understanding of how world literature and other 
text types serve as ways of expressing and resolving personal conflicts, also 
how to use strategies in linking textual information, repairing, enhancing 
communication, public speaking, emphasis markers in persuasive texts, dif-
ferent forms of modals, reflexive and intensive pronouns. (Department of 
Education 2013: 146)

Here, it can be seen that the focus of grammar or language in the syllabus 
is very much as a vehicle to express ideas and carry out tasks. In practice, 
grammar (e.g. modals, reflexive and intensive pronouns) is taught begin-
ning with awareness-raising and ending with some practice, for example, the 
teacher calls attention to the grammatical form as used in the literary text; 
discussion ensues; practice exercise follows.

Kathy also realizes that while the new curriculum’s expectation is that stu-
dents have mastered their grammar in the primary grades, the reality of the 
situation in the classroom is that this is often not the case, ‘you still have 
to deal with that … they should learn grammar for them to express them-
selves’. One senses the tone of frustration here and suggests that Kathy still 
needs to spend time on explicit grammar focus.

Kathy remarks that at one of the training workshops which she facilitated, 
the teachers were anxious about the ‘absence’ of grammar in the lessons indi-
cating that the new curriculum does not seem to reflect the reality of the 
teaching context: ‘What about grammar? Students haven’t even mastered it!’ 
As English teachers, they expect to teach grammar; it has always been part 
of students’ achievement tests. Even students, while perhaps relieved that 
grammar (taught the traditional way) is ‘lost’ in the new curriculum, might 
still feel insecure about their test performance without a proper focus on 
grammar in the lessons. The teachers’ objections seem to indicate an under-
standing that learning English is equated with learning grammar, specifi-
cally, the rules of grammar. This reflects a wider educational culture that still 
sees learning as mostly factual knowledge and assessment as a way of gaug-
ing if students know the ‘right’ answers. Thus, although the new curricu-
lum espouses a move away from overt grammar teaching, in reality, many 
teachers continue to teach in ways that they are familiar with and feel more 
comfortable with. Kathy suggests that teachers’ insecurity about dealing with 
grammar is influenced by the learners’ own conceptions of language learning 
and their range of language proficiency.
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Although Kathy is not worried about the grammar tests as, in the current 
curriculum, the tests are congruent with the curriculum ‘based on the desired 
learning competencies per grade level’, she remarks that other teachers feel 
worried about such tests. This concern partly relates to the learners who are 
still worried about the ‘lack’ of grammar teaching because the idea of ‘language 
as grammar’ is ingrained in their language learning belief system. Learning the 
rules formally gives them more confidence than just applying these in practice 
where they are left to discover grammar use in a ‘messy’ way. This is especially 
the case with those whose English proficiency is in reality fairly basic.

Teachers are expected to implement the new curriculum in mixed abil-
ity classrooms. Classes are not grouped according to English proficiency, so 
even when teachers are open to the idea of teaching grammar using a com-
municative approach, they worry about how to deal with students who need 
to learn the basics of grammar before they are able to use it in practice. This 
is a likely challenge for most teachers, and although Kathy’s classes are simi-
lar, she is able to deal with students’ mixed ability by adjusting how she allo-
cates her weekly class time to address students’ grammar concerns, as she 
describes below.

If they didn’t get it [grammar] I won’t jump into the next lesson but go back 
– repetition. It’s not bad to repeat. Test it first. How can you master the other 
lessons if the basics you haven’t mastered?

Kathy also does a grammar review lesson, using her own material, separate 
from the normal English class hours—a free service appreciated by both stu-
dents and parents because through these extra lessons on the basics of gram-
mar, the students are able to catch up with the normal lessons that demand 
for them to apply grammar in communication.

Kathy’s responses exemplify how teachers everywhere ‘exert considerable 
influence on instructional policies. They adapt, combine, shift, and adopt 
policy to fit with their workplace constraints’ (Song 2015: 7). While the 
move away from grammar has been a struggle for many teachers who tend 
to resort to previous practices and behaviours, Kathy emphasizes the impor-
tance of addressing the greater curriculum goal of preparing students for the 
world outside the classroom. This, she feels, is important for her learners’ 
future careers and aspirations. As she puts it:

‘real world’ has greater expectations of the students. The emphasis [in the real 
world] is performance, you see. They have to be ready for employment and 
when they apply for jobs they can be ready to write a letter of application.
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Kathy acknowledges that regardless of whether other teachers believe in the 
curriculum aims, they have little choice but to try to implement it.

Okay for them. Besides there’s nothing they can do about it. Change is inevi-
table. No choice. If you are not happy with the system, go out of the system. 
But you don’t tell them that of course!

She implicitly notes here that education in the Philippines has experi-
enced many previous reforms which teachers have, somehow, coped with. 
In addition, teachers toe the line because holding on to their teaching job 
is of prime importance in a country with a high rate of unemployment. 
Nevertheless, Kathy’s words perhaps suggest a lack of recognition of the 
challenge that the new curriculum poses for teachers who are ‘less special’ 
than she is. Her words also highlight the lack of agency teachers have in the 
change process—with too small a voice to be heard by the powers that be. 
The teacher continues to be seen as an unquestioning implementer of cur-
riculum change.

It seems that for Kathy, the move away from the norm that language 
teaching should be centred on grammar does not pose the same challenges 
as it does for other teachers. She appears to have the confidence, experience 
and perhaps status within her school to implement what she considers to be 
the overall goals of the curriculum in her own way.

2.2.3  A Different Role for Teachers

While the old curriculum mandated classroom interaction, it rarely occurred 
because the textbooks were input-oriented and heavily grammar-based. 
Kathy thus believes that the implementation of the new curriculum requires 
teachers to change their classroom role in a number of ways. Firstly, she 
frequently emphasizes the importance of teachers taking responsibility for 
adjusting the curriculum to the needs of their learners. As she says, ‘this is 
now the teacher’s strategy. The teacher knows her students best and knows 
what’s best for them’.

Secondly, the role of the teacher is also linked to the teaching method, 
and as Kathy points out, the enhanced English curriculum promotes a more 
genuinely interactive approach to teaching/learning. Teachers are expected 
to engage the students through cooperative learning techniques to pro-
mote the spiral development of thinking skills, especially higher-level learn-
ing competencies. She explains that here, language learning is triggered by 
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‘teacher input, cooperative learning, pair work…[and] language is learned 
through other people…through output, application….’. She recognizes that 
for such approaches, teachers need to know how to facilitate and monitor 
learning through different forms of classroom interaction so that, as she 
puts it, learners are ‘engaged…in active participation so that they learn. 
Sometimes pair work can be a form of a buddy system for slow learners. It’s 
up to the teacher to strategise these…’. However, unsurprisingly given its 
complexity, Kathy points out that what the teachers actually do is far from 
this ideal, even though facilitating and monitoring learning are stressed in 
teacher training sessions.

The activities suggested in the textbooks and curriculum also give stu-
dents the opportunity to ‘evaluate themselves on what they learn’ so sug-
gesting that they share responsibility for assessment, a key component of 
the teacher’s role in the previous curriculum. Many of the communicative 
tasks in the textbooks simulate real-world concerns, for example, argumenta-
tive and persuasive oral presentations on conflict resolution and a research 
report on a sociocultural issue. Kathy feels these are good catalysts for crit-
ical thinking but that students should be well prepared both in ideas and 
language for such tasks to be meaningful and successful. This implies that 
teachers also need to be prepared for managing such tasks and to understand 
what they might involve in terms of the teacher’s role in the classroom.

2.3  Support for Teachers in Implementing  
the Curriculum

As Kathy’s understanding of the K-12 curriculum has highlighted, with the 
move away from a grammar-focused curriculum, teachers (and learners) 
are required to take on new roles in the classroom and adopt an interactive 
approach to teaching. This raises the issue of teacher support through both 
the curriculum materials (textbooks) and training.

2.3.1  Textbooks

As a co-author of the Grade 10 textbook and a trainer, Kathy feels that this 
textbook has a lot more to offer the teachers than previous ones, and ‘the 
teacher doesn’t need to do much in terms of material preparation’. However, 
while the textbooks contain plenty of material, the onus is on the teacher 
to decide how best to use these materials. Kathy comments that the lesson 
modules in the book are ‘only suggestions… the strategies only suggestions’. 
By strategies, she means both the activities/tasks and the manner by which 
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these are carried out. Hence, the teachers, she says, need to have hands-on 
experience of teaching the lesson modules for them to understand how to 
use the suggested strategies in the book. They need to know:

how to choose the competencies suited to their students –e.g. higher level 
competences as emphasized in the curriculum. The learning competencies 
should be non-negotiable, but the strategies can be different from what’s sug-
gested in the module…strategies that would match better with the students of 
a particular teacher.

For example, she says, ‘The tasks might be simple but considering the num-
ber of students in the class—45 to 50 students—pair work and group work 
would be better’. For Kathy, choosing approaches and strategies for particu-
lar tasks does not seem to be a problem, but considering her previous com-
ments about teachers’ struggles with the move away from a grammar focus, 
it is likely that other teachers may find it difficult to deal with this new 
autonomy. It seems that the textbooks do not provide such teachers with 
support in deciding how to carry out activities.

Kathy is concerned about the lack of availability of teaching material 
nationwide (see earlier section), since access to the new textbooks is key for 
change implementation (Hutchinson and Torres 1994). She believes that a 
lack of textbooks in an English class can have a negative influence on learning 
since, as she puts it, ‘Sometimes the students are not interested in the lesson if 
they have no text to read’. Kathy expresses a sense of helplessness when talk-
ing about this overwhelming system-wide issue. However, she finds comfort 
in the initiative taken by the Parents-Teachers Association (PTA) in her school 
to set up a photocopying fund, as a fallback measure to produce material for 
students’ use, paid for by a monthly cash contribution from its members. For 
her class, when necessary, Kathy resorts to ‘power point slides or… provide 
photocopies of several pages shared by a group of students. The buddy-buddy 
system’. These are her ways of illustrating how teachers simply have to make 
do with the constraints beyond their control regarding textbooks.

2.3.2  Training

To support teachers in implementing the K-12 curriculum, the DepEd 
organized nationwide one-week, free, residential training courses based on 
using the new textbook. Teachers had the opportunity to work together and 
support each other, something that rarely happens in their schools where they 
are always busy with large classes, full teaching loads and other multiple tasks. 
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While much emphasis was put on the new textbook in this training, only 
photocopies of lesson modules were available to the teachers in the training 
seminars because the first run of the textbook was riddled with errors.

Kathy was a participant in the training as a teacher trainer by virtue of 
her having co-authored the Grade 10 textbook and being a master teacher 
(a  role which has involved training teachers as part of her school duties). 
As a trainer in the K-12 workshops, Kathy’s account suggests that she 
emphasized experiential learning whereby the teachers, as students, partici-
pated in some of the textbook activities. This was followed by a discussion 
of the experience and insights gained. Kathy views these training workshops 
as positive in terms of the delivery approach and aims. She highlights the 
 difference between training to support teachers in the old curriculum and 
in the new one: ‘We had that before in the old curriculum. But this is more 
task-oriented, outcome based, product oriented’. Kathy comments that the 
teachers ‘are eager in trying to learn. We had a very successful training’. She 
believes that the teachers were able to modify some of the textbook lessons 
based on their own classroom and school contexts, as she describes below:

According to the teachers, at the outset [of the training], everything is the 
same as in the old curriculum; only the terms have changed. But when they 
presented their output, they got feedback and then they learned the strategies 
better.

Although Kathy seems to report that the training workshops had a positive 
outcome overall, the long-term effect is unlikely to be sufficient unless the 
support is sustained and not just a one-off activity (Waters 2005; Waters and 
Vilches 2012). This is particularly pertinent in the case here where many 
teachers seemed to be struggling to move away from a grammar-teaching 
approach and to deal with new interactive classroom roles. Kathy does men-
tion attempts to provide continuing support through non-evaluative devel-
opmental mentoring in schools where master teachers will give support 
feedback and guidance to teachers. Kathy explains this below:

And we also observe them. They’re given feedback. When the Head Teacher 
observes a class, there’s a grade attached to it. If the Master Teacher observes, 
he/she just gives suggestion. We have to help.

As a master teacher, Kathy has the responsibility of mentoring other English 
teachers in her school; however, this is not an easy role for Kathy. As her 
words above show, the head teacher also has a role in teacher support, but 
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this is evaluative. Kathy’s non-evaluative feedback role is challenging in her 
cultural context, where losing face is a major sensitivity, and where hierarchy 
(age included) needs to be closely observed. As Kathy puts it:

Sometimes the teacher is older than I am. It’s hard to give feedback but it 
must be done. I need to be diplomatic.

In addition to this in-school support, Kathy describes how teachers attend 
monthly Teacher’s Quality Circle (TQC) meetings. The TQCs, patterned 
after the Quality Learning Circle (Lovett and Gilmore 2003), are part of 
the regular master teacher-led development activities in the state schools, 
attended by all teachers. At these meetings, teachers share best teaching 
practices, raise issues and find solutions to concerns. Kathy reports how 
one TQC tackled some feedback on the new textbook where teachers dis-
cussed how to adapt activities to fit into the time frame of their lessons. 
For many teachers, these provide a kind of contextualized follow-up to the 
training workshops and from Kathy’s conversation, they appear to be useful. 
However, it is not clear whether every meeting is as useful for the new cur-
riculum and as Kathy remarks in the excerpt above, it can be challenging for 
her to guide and support older, more experienced teachers.

Overall, from Kathy’s story, it would seem that support for many teachers 
in implementing the new curriculum has been limited. The new textbooks 
encourage teacher choice and autonomy without really providing concrete 
guidance on how to do this. While many teachers have been able to attend 
some one-off workshops, these have not always been followed up through 
in-school support, and so the immediate ‘success’ of the training that Kathy 
attests may not be sustainable. Where there are master teachers with a sup-
portive role in schools, they may, like Kathy, struggle to deal with the sensi-
tivities of giving feedback to senior colleagues.

So what of Kathy’s own experiences of implementing the K-12 curricu-
lum? The next section discusses what Kathy reports about her own class-
room practice using the new textbooks and curriculum.

2.4  Kathy’s Attempt at Implementing  
the K-12 Curriculum

As mentioned in Sect. 2.1, Kathy is generally enthusiastic about the new 
curriculum and feels that it fits with her own understanding of what she 
should be doing in the classroom. Through her talk, she shows how she 
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manages to implement the curriculum changes by taking account of her 
learners’ needs and adapting the content and textbook activities accordingly.

In her school, Kathy is always given groups of learners who are ‘extremes’ 
in terms of the best and worst in language proficiency. To deal with this, she 
teaches with ‘the same content but the approach is different’. She can chal-
lenge the best group of students to carry out as many activities as are found 
in the textbook. For the weaker students, she chooses one or two activities 
that can be maximized according to the students’ learning pace. She explains 
how she motivates her students by connecting with their world even when 
there are no suggestions in the textbook:

Before, it was simple; now I use technology and be trendy for the students. 
For example, the use of Facebook. Sometimes you mention it for the students. 
I use Facebook. Say, ‘What do you feel right now? How many have Facebook 
at home? What do you post there? Now tell me your feelings. Give your status 
today through writing. In your notebook, so pass it to the next and give com-
ment on what you write.

Kathy explains how engaging her learners through Facebook and other tech-
nology, as she mentions above, makes the lesson and task more motivating 
for the students. Kathy shows a strong awareness of the need to adapt the 
textbook to suit her learners. This was also evident in my observation of one 
of her classes where she spent time doing preliminary work on an ‘energizer’ 
not found in the textbook, where students volunteered to present a graphic 
poster to the class and classmates were supposed to guess the English idi-
omatic expression it represented. On this strategy, she remarks:

I start my class with an energizer…not the usual energizer that you are going 
to move [physical]. I want them to think. I’m asking them to be more respon-
sible by researching. The students share, two to three minutes, 5-10 items…
sharing time; it’s up to them what they want to share. It can be vocabulary, 
spelling, idioms. In the lower level [section], the sharing of the higher sec-
tions, I share with them. To model to them on what to do.

Her approach here shows that she is keen to make every activity an English-
learning/thinking experience, modifying it as necessary depending on the 
class level. This is in contrast to the normal warm up activities seen in many 
state schools, which tend to be songs.

Kathy adapts the textbook in other ways. For example, in a task where 
students had to react to certain situations, the book suggested that answers 
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be written in the thought bubbles provided. However instead, Kathy asked 
the students to identify their reactions through emoticons. Her rationale for 
this is expressed below:

I didn’t follow what’s in the book. It’s hard for me to check the sentences so I 
asked them to draw and show to the class.

Her change of strategy was primarily to address the constraint posed by 
the physical set-up of a small classroom with 40 students cramped in it, 
which made it difficult for her to move around checking individual work. 
Secondly, it was to make the task more engaging, as she puts it, ‘The kids 
like it. They are more visual. They don’t like much of the writing. Some of 
the tasks I change into oral communication’.

Similar adaptation to suit her learners can be seen in her use of literature. 
Kathy uses many stories in her lessons and believes that the classics of World 
Literature can be relevant to students. Kathy tries to motivate her learners by 
supplementing and adapting activities. ‘They [the classics] are just enhanced. 
I just use current examples. Students are still interested in a good story’. She 
also uses other media to supplement the reading material and states that ‘For 
example, Les Miserables. There’s a movie of that now. There’s also a play and I 
ask them to watch it. I ask them to do it as assignment’.

Although it is evident that Kathy readily adapts the set textbooks, she 
is aware of the need to focus on the competencies and learning outcomes 
expected by the new curriculum and feels that her adaptations are appropri-
ate as long as she is achieving that bigger goal. As she states, ‘the learning 
competency that’s the rule. As long as you touch the competency it’s okay to 
change strategies’.

Adapting materials and approaches to suit the students and develop their 
communicative competence often means that activities take more time. She 
tends to spend more time on form-focused instruction in lower-level classes, 
something she finds frustrating as it takes away the intended content of the 
lesson. This sense of frustration can be seen in her words below:

Before I used to get upset because what I can do in the higher level classes, I 
can’t in the lower level sections – just extremes! But now I am able to handle it 
better. I pace myself and have more patience.

However, Kathy also confesses that since the textbook is still new ‘…it took 
us a very long time to finish one unit’. This slow-paced lesson  coverage was, 
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Kathy says, a common complaint raised at one of their monthly Teacher’s 
Quality Circle (TQC) meetings. According to Kathy, the teachers remarked 
that in previous textbooks, a lesson unit and activities could be finished 
within the allotted time frame. In the new textbook, the lesson units 
are lengthy as they cover a range of suggested activities for a set of learn-
ing competencies. As Kathy has shown in this section, she is able to make 
choices about which activities to use suited to the needs of her learners, yet 
still following the curriculum aims. Such freedom of choice is likely to be a 
challenge for other teachers who are familiar with ‘doing everything’ in the 
previous book.

Kathy’s role and experience in the development of the new textbook seem 
to have helped her to understand the thrust of the new curriculum and the 
principles underpinning it and in implementing it in her classroom. While 
she is generally positive about the K-12 curriculum, she is also aware of chal-
lenges that come with the change process, and the need for teachers to adapt 
the textbooks to suit different proficiency levels of learners. For Kathy, the 
big incentive for the teacher is:

when students become active and engaged [as a result of teaching]…the 
results of the test too when you see the impact of your teaching on the stu-
dents… you see their improvement.

In her own classes, she can see this improvement—sometimes sporadic, 
sometimes steady.

3  Conclusion: Making Change Happen

Kathy’s story portrays a teacher who believes in the new curriculum and who 
wants to make it work in her classroom and for other teachers in the sys-
tem. While Kathy seems to be coping well in implementing the new cur-
riculum, she is aware of the challenges faced by other teachers in terms of 
what the new curriculum is asking them to do in the classroom and the kind 
of support they have had (or not had) to be able to understand and make 
these changes. These challenges can be identified as the changing role of the 
teacher, the mismatch between the new curriculum goals and the reality of 
state school teaching and learning contexts, and the flow of communication 
between different people and levels of the education system.
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3.1  The Changing Role of the Teacher

The new curriculum and accompanying textbooks require teachers to be 
flexible and adaptive and to have the confidence and ability to make deci-
sions about what approaches and tasks suit their learners. This autonomous 
and adaptive role of the teacher is different from what was expected before 
where teachers tended to follow everything in the textbook. While this does 
not seem to be difficult for Kathy, without suitable support and training, 
other teachers are likely to struggle in using the new textbook. Lee and Yin 
(2011) report a similar situation in their study of teachers in China where 
changes to the textbooks left the teachers feeling a loss of control and uncer-
tain how to use or adapt the materials. Without adequate support, teachers 
found that they ‘could not keep a balance between their sense of identity 
and expectations of reform mandates’ (Lee and Yin 2011: 36). Humphries 
and Burns (2015) provide similar findings in a study of new English lan-
guage textbooks introduced into a higher education institution in Japan.

Philippine English teachers have had to deal with continuous curriculum 
changes over the years (Waters and Vilches 2013) and so coping with change 
has become an expected aspect of the teachers’ role. New textbooks and the 
concomitant autonomy and choice afforded the teacher seem to be viewed 
by planners as something fairly straightforward, and the extent of the change 
required of teachers and the emotional risks involved seem to have been 
overlooked or underestimated.

Kathy is in many ways a non-typical teacher who has had the chance to 
make sense of the new curriculum through co-authoring a textbook and 
being involved in supporting other teachers to make sense of it too. These 
roles have helped her to cope with the new curriculum in the context of hav-
ing to teach students with a range of language proficiency levels. Because she 
is special, Kathy’s case provides a good example of how involving teachers 
in the curriculum-planning process can have a positive effect on its imple-
mentation and the significance of communication. Kathy’s experience of 
actually designing the materials to support the change process is likely to 
help embed teachers’ beliefs in the materials. This ought to make the materi-
als more accessible to all teachers, since they have been written by a teacher 
very much like themselves. However, without accompanying involvement 
through training and support, this contextual relevance of the textbooks 
is not sufficient to help teachers implement change. Indeed, Lee and Yin 
(2011) suggest that many teachers in their study in China were ‘drifter 
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followers’ who felt no engagement or involvement in the reform process and 
although they tried to implement mandated changes, their detachment and 
distance from the planning process and support structures did little to foster 
a positive attitude to change. Kathy’s story suggests that many of the teach-
ers she describes may be ‘drifter followers’.

3.2  Mismatch Between Curriculum Goals  
and Local Context

Kathy reports how the curriculum goals did not seem to be designed bear-
ing actual Philippine classroom contexts in mind, particularly given the lan-
guage level of the learners. Thus, while Kathy is aware of the need to develop 
her learners’ communicative competence in English, she is also faced with 
the dilemma of deciding whether to stick to the curriculum goals or to 
address the immediate needs of her learners. This seemed to be a challenge 
for Kathy, albeit one that she seems to be coping with, but if we consider 
that she is a ‘special’ teacher, then other more typical teachers are likely to 
be struggling even more with this mismatch. Teachers’ decisions are largely 
influenced by the compelling conditions of their actual teaching– learning 
situation and not just by the general framework and ideals that inform the 
new curriculum. Therefore, if curriculum reform is to be successful, it is 
not enough for a teacher to ‘understand’ new curriculum ideals if prevail-
ing teaching and learning conceptions and conditions remain unchanged. 
This is not only relevant to the Philippines context, but is evident in 
research from a range of educational systems (e.g. Hallinger and Lee 2011; 
Altinyelken 2010; Song 2015; Park and Sung 2013).

In the context of an education system awash with reforms and initiatives 
over a long period, what seems to be apparent from Kathy’s story is that 
the emphasis of planners has been on introducing change rather than con-
sidering ways to sustain it (Fullan 2000). This suggests the importance of 
communication in the curriculum reform process (see Markee 1997; Fullan 
2007; Wedell 2009; Karavas 2014).

3.3  Communication and Engagement

Although curricular reforms are usually top-down initiatives, where the 
classroom teacher is seen as a passive implementer, ultimately it is the class-
room teacher who has the ‘power’ to make such reforms succeed or fail. As 
Kennedy (1983: ix) puts it, teachers are crucial because ‘it is the successful 
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application of curriculum and syllabus plans in the classroom … that will 
affect the realisation of national level planning’.

This reality has important implications for policy making and teacher 
development initiatives. Kathy’s case shows a teacher coping well with a 
new curriculum partly because she has been involved in the change process 
through her roles as teacher, trainer, master teacher and textbook writer. 
Indeed, bringing teachers into the realm of discussions at the initiation stage 
of a new initiative is likely to help ensure that their concerns at classroom 
level are taken into consideration in change planning, and so make imple-
mentation more likely to succeed (Waters and Vilches 2008). This fits Basica 
and Hargreaves’ (2000) argument that rather than viewing teachers as the 
objects of change, they need to be brought into the change process as early 
as possible through such engagement activities as training, dissemination of 
plans, etc.

The meetings Kathy attended at the start of the implementation pro-
cess seemed to have a positive effect on her attitude to and understanding 
of the new curriculum. This suggests that opportunities for involvement in 
such consultation need to be provided for as wide a range of teachers, and 
of those involved in implementing the curriculum at the school level, as 
possible. This was the experience of curriculum change in Greece (Karavas 
2014) where teachers and other stakeholders were consulted and involved 
at all stages of the planning and implementation process of a new primary 
English language curriculum, leading to what Karavas argues was successful 
implementation. However, the mechanics for enabling such consultations 
to be representative are bound to be particularly complex in a country like 
the Philippines, with a huge number of teachers, and with geographical divi-
sions into island groups that make mobility, communication and dissemi-
nation difficult. Al-Daami and Wallace (2007) found that English teachers 
in Jordan wanted to be part of curriculum change consultations, but those 
charged with planning felt that teachers’ involvement was not necessary. 
While this may not be the case in the Philippines, it does highlight the need 
for all stakeholders to see the benefits of teacher involvement and to ensure 
teachers’ voices are heard.

Linked to the idea of communication and engagement is the provision 
of teacher training. Well-tailored (e.g. reflective, see Vilches 2009) formal 
teacher training, supporting the use of the new textbook, seems to be a nec-
essary aspect of the planning of any new initiative (Wedell 2003; Kirkgöz 
2008). The initial training for the K-12 curriculum was nationwide but was 
very much a one-off event. Kathy seemed satisfied with the outcome of this 
training, but acknowledged that there were many teachers for whom the 
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new roles proposed by the curriculum remained unclear. Similar concerns 
are raised in a study of teachers and training in Pakistan (Mohammad and 
Harlech-Jones 2008: 48) which argue that:

too often the professional development of teachers is restricted rather than 
extended, and fragmentary rather than coherent; too often, they feel isolated 
and constrained; too often, the in-service course is no more than a one-shot 
experience that has few meaningful benefits.

Considering this quotation, it would seem that curriculum change 
 implementation, whether in the Philippines or elsewhere, is likely to be 
a medium to long-term process during which teachers will develop new 
 understandings at different times in different places, rather than an event 
which is completed once all teachers have been ‘trained’. If this is so, then 
implementation planning needs to include not only initial training, but also 
consideration of and planning for ways of providing access to ongoing, locally 
relevant, training support for teachers (e.g. school-based as a supplement 
for seminar-based training—see Waters and Vilches 2000; Waters 2006), 
over time. As experience of an earlier Philippine project shows (see Vilches 
2005), teacher learning and learning to cope with curriculum change do 
not  happen  overnight. This fits with much of the recent curriculum change 
 literature which highlights the failings on one-off workshops and the need for 
a sustained, school-based development programme to help teachers contex-
tualize new pedagogical practices (Power et al. 2012). Although teachers in 
Kathy’s story do appear to attend a monthly TQC meeting, it is not clear how 
much these focus on the new curriculum and provide teachers with hands-on 
 practical support and whether this support was enough at the initial stages of 
implementation.

Kathy’s story has provided the reader with a picture of a special teacher, 
getting to grip with a new English language curriculum fairly successfully. 
However, it has also highlighted that without similar opportunities to those 
that Kathy has been given, in terms of her engagement and involvement in 
the change process, it is unlikely that other teachers will be able to cope with 
the new classroom practices and behaviours required of them.
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1  Introduction

This chapter provides an account of a highly motivated English language 
teacher who appears to be coping well with the most recent English lan-
guage curriculum change initiatives in Korea. As the chapter highlights, this 
is all the more remarkable in an educational context where innovations in 
English language teaching and learning have been happening more or less 
continuously for the last 25 years. I begin by setting out the general picture 
of ELT in Korea and then introduce the participant teacher, analysing her 
experiences of change and highlighting what might be learnt from this ‘suc-
cessful’ story.

1.1  Background to ELT in Korea

English was first introduced as a foreign language in 1945 when Korea was 
liberated from Japanese imperial rule. It was adopted as an elective subject 
in secondary education in the first National Curriculum in 1955, becom-
ing a compulsory subject in 1963. English in primary school became com-

3
Making the Best of Continuous Change 

Initiatives: A Story of a Successful Korean 
English Teacher

Hyoshin Lee

H. Lee (*) 
Department of English Language and Culture, Konkuk University Glocal 
Campus, Chungju, South Korea
e-mail: hslee2012@kku.ac.kr



40     H. Lee

pulsory in 1997 when the Korean government initiated policies focused on 
 globalisation. Since then, English has been taught throughout the school 
system, beginning in third grade with one 40-minute class a week, rising to 
two classes a week at Grades 5 and 6 (Kwon and Kim 2010).

The sixth National Curriculum introduced in 1992 replaced the previous 
grammar-focused syllabus with one that was more communication focused. 
Numerous national change initiatives have been introduced ever since, in 
response to ongoing societal criticism that the communication-oriented cur-
riculum goals were not being met by state school provision. For example, 
the Kyunghyang Shinmun newspaper (2008) reported in 2008 that 60% 
of English teachers were against the current English education policies. The 
 frequency of these initiatives has increased in recent years. Examples include 
the following, several of which will be discussed further in the light of one 
teacher’s experience below.

• 1992 English Programme in Korea (EPIK). This policy allows state 
 primary and secondary schools to recruit native English teachers and help 
strengthen the provision of communicative English education.

• 2000 Teaching English through English (TEE) policy. Teachers are 
encouraged to develop their language proficiency to be able to use English 
for their classroom teaching.

• 2007 7th Revision of the National Curriculum. This is a part of the 
national ‘Five-year Comprehensive English Education Policies (2006–
2010)’. It aims to improve the general quality of English education in 
state schools, in particular, assessment, teacher quality, and the education 
environment (Lee 2010), through strengthening practical (oral) English 
and reducing private tutoring.

• 2008 Reinforcement of a Practical English Policy. This policy intro-
duced a variety of initiatives such as an increase in teacher training, fur-
ther revision of the National Curriculum, and the development of an 
English-friendly classroom environment. It aimed to improve students’ 
communicative competence and narrow the gap in provision between dif-
ferent socio-economic regions and families (MEST 2008).

• 2009 Revision of the National Curriculum (MEST 2011b). This again 
aimed to improve assessment, increase the provision of teachers and pro-
mote an English-friendly classroom environment.

• 2010–2015 National English Ability Test (NEAT) Project. This was an 
attempt to change the nature of assessment throughout all levels of edu-
cation. Its particular aim was to replace the powerful College Scholastic 
Aptitude Test (CSAT) which governs entry to university and whose wash 
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back thus strongly influences the teaching and learning of English at all 
levels of the school system.

While most of the above have been national change initiatives, implementa-
tion may be locally interpreted. Thus schools, teachers, and learners in the 
Korean capital, Seoul, have also had to respond to plans initiated by the 
Seoul Metropolitan Office of Education (SMOE), which developed its own 
‘SMOE English Education Development Plan’ (SMOE 2011) to reflect the 
goals of the above national policy agendas. This plan developed its own pol-
icy initiatives for English education in the capital. These related particularly 
to increase educational equity across all social groups (in response to soci-
etal concerns over growing differences between those who could and could 
not afford private English tuition for their children) through the provision 
of low-cost or free English learning opportunities, and to supporting the 
development of the TEE (Teaching English through English) programme in 
Seoul schools (SMOE 2012).

The Korean National Curriculum goal of developing English learners’ 
communicative competence has thus remained broadly consistent for over 
25 years (since 1992). However, as the difficulty of developing such com-
petence among most learners in the majority of classrooms has become 
more apparent, Korean English teachers have faced a continuous stream of 
national and/or local English language policy interventions, attempting to 
help them bridge the gap between curriculum goals and classroom realities. 
This chapter tells the story of one teacher’s journey through this English lan-
guage policy landscape.

2  The Case

Chang is a female secondary school teacher with 25 years of teaching 
 experience as of 2017. I have known her since 2006. I taught English at 
schools run by SMOE for about 19 years before I moved to university in 
2008 and, during this time, was involved in a variety of activities. In many 
of these, I had opportunities to work with Chang in a number of roles such 
as a teacher trainer, a member of a teacher research group, and a member 
of task force teams. I see her as an example of a Korean teacher of English 
who has experienced the frequent changes to the details of the National 
Curriculum outlined above. I feel that her story shows how it can be pos-
sible for Korean teachers of English to cope with such frequent changes in 
their working life.
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2.1  Chang’s Background

Chang majored in English education at a private university and obtained her 
teacher certification after completing the required courses at the university. Since 
then, she has always worked in the Seoul area as a secondary school English 
teacher: first at four different middle schools (junior secondary schools with 
learners aged 13–15) and since 2012 at a high school (learners aged 16–18).

Chang’s experience at diverse schools is not unusual, since state school 
teachers in Korea work four or five years in one school before transferring to 
another. This system has been introduced to give state school teachers equal 
opportunities to work. With each change of school, she had to become 
accustomed to a new institutional environment. The school where she now 
works is an autonomous state high school which has extended autonomy in 
management and curriculum development. The students take the College 
Scholastic Aptitude Test (CSAT) at the end of their schooling. It is located 
in a socio-economically disadvantaged area with a significant number of stu-
dents from low-income families.

Chang began to consciously focus on her own professional develop-
ment after completing a one-month English teacher training programme in 
Melbourne, Australia, in 1998. This programme encouraged her to begin to 
make efforts to change her teaching practice. Between 2004 and 2007, she 
focused on exploring possible solutions to the problems posed by the read-
ing texts in the middle school textbooks that she was expected to use. This is 
exemplified in her words below.

The readings in the textbooks in middle schools were uninteresting and had 
outdated context. I didn’t think I could achieve the curriculum goals using the 
textbooks. Hence, I attempted to develop teaching materials using film clips 
for authentic and practical English input. I used them in regular classes in my 
school.

Chang also enrolled in a master’s programme in education, during which 
she conducted a study of how films could be used to develop teaching mate-
rials for writing and speaking. She received a prize in recognition of her 
efforts and achievements in improving English teaching in schools. She con-
tinued to expand her own professional development and contribute to that 
of others through a wide range of experiences including writing a textbook, 
working as a teacher trainer, obtaining the TEE advanced level certificate, 
taking an intensive six-month English teacher training programme (IETTP), 
and supporting other teachers’ teaching as a member of a consulting team 
organised by the SMOE.
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When the national Master Teacher (MT) system was introduced in 
2012, to establish learning communities of practice among teachers in 
their schools and improve teaching practice, she was one of the first to 
be appointed. This meant she taught 9 to 10 hours less a week and was 
expected to use that time supporting colleagues in her own and neighbour-
ing schools to develop their teaching and research capacities. Since becom-
ing an MT, she has had more time to prepare and systematically share 
her ideas and practice with other teachers in Seoul and elsewhere through 
teacher training programmes, expert teacher group activities, and developing 
teaching materials.

2.2  Her Experiences

As an educator who began teaching English in 1992, she has experienced all 
of the changes in English educational policy mentioned in the introduction. 
She identifies three interconnected challenges which she believes explain 
why the change process continues to be so challenging. These are introduced 
here and discussed more fully below.

Firstly, she notes the additional difficulties encountered by teachers trying 
to implement curriculum change, when their immediate school context is 
not supportive. As Chang puts it:

Not all those affected by change understood and supported it. For example, 
management supported changes, but teachers of English and other subjects as 
well as learners’ parents did not.

One possible reason for such lack of support, as suggested in the excerpt 
above, is the mismatch between English curriculum goals and existing soci-
etal conceptions of teaching and learning. This is supported by another 
issue she raised: policymakers’ underestimation of the challenges that the 
goals of the 1992 curriculum reform posed (and continue to pose) for exist-
ing educational norms. The multiple attempts that continue to be made to 
enable implementation suggest that these challenges remain profound and 
are hence likely to be long-standing. This can be seen in Chang’s response 
below.

Changes required adjustment to teaching methods. It was a big challenge for 
many teachers and learners’ parents as it demanded autonomous students and 
communicative language teaching. These changes also were not in harmony 
with Korean educational culture. Teachers of other subjects also had the same 
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problems. However, teachers of English had bigger pressure because of the 
high interest in English teaching in Korea.

The above challenges that Chang reports remain today, meaning that so far 
policy attempts to nudge implementation further towards more communi-
cation-oriented and learner-centred classrooms have not brought about the 
desired changes because, as Chang puts it,

Even when the government tried initiatives such as TEE and NEAT, teachers and 
learners changed the ideas to make them fit practices they were familiar with.

Finally, exacerbating the slow implementation of classroom change is the 
continuing mismatch between curriculum goals and the format and content 
of the CSAT English exam. This exam acts as an important gatekeeper for 
university entrance, and the influence of its content weighting (almost 80% 
reading comprehension and formal features of the language) and format 
(almost all multiple-choice questions) ‘washes back’ from high schools to 
influence teaching and forms of assessment in lower secondary and primary 
school classrooms.

She expands on each of these three main areas below.

2.2.1  Understanding and Acceptance of English  
Education Policy

Chang first of all considers the extent to which stakeholders within the 
school system share an understanding of and a commitment to implement-
ing changes.

She points out that despite several changes of government since 1992, 
policy support for the English curriculum change at the national level has 
been consistent. For example, based on the ‘Reinforcement of a Practical 
English Policy’ (MEST 2008), the recent Lee Myung Bak government 
(2008–2013) continued to push for English education innovation aiming 
to improve students’ communicative competence. It also tried to narrow 
the gap in state school English provision between more and less prosperous 
regions and families. The current Korean government policy direction con-
tinues to emphasise these aims.

A survey (Jin 2009) administered to 1100 respondents including teachers, 
parents, and English education experts showed that while 92% of respond-
ents agreed that the development of learners’ ability to communicate was 
important for the future, there was a widespread belief that government ini-
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tiatives to enable such abilities were not sufficient. For example, only 31.1% 
of respondents stated that they were satisfied or very satisfied with teach-
ers’ command of English, and only a third of respondents reported that they 
were satisfied or very satisfied with the current number of English teaching 
hours in state schools. This suggests that in these stakeholders’ eyes, policy 
implementation remains problematic.

Chang does seem to understand and accept the direction of the English 
education policy, as suggested in her words below.

The goals of English education should be set to educate global leaders who 
can acquire more information and confidently express their opinions by 
improving their communicative competence. I agree with the government’s 
policy as it is in the right direction.

However, she recognises that other stakeholders in Korea continue to have 
different opinions. While she believed that school management (usually in 
agreement with national policy and teachers of other subjects) were indiffer-
ent, many students and parents appeared to continue to have doubts about 
the appropriacy of the recommended communicative approaches. As well as 
a reluctance to address the cultural challenges that such approaches pose for 
familiar teacher–learner roles, she considers societal responses to be strongly 
influenced by the examination system, as she suggests below.

English teaching in high schools has to prepare students for the CSAT that is 
highly based on reading comprehension, grammar, and vocabulary.

The influence of the examination system is discussed further in Sect. 2.2.3. 
What Chang’s talk seems to highlight is that different points of view about 
the nature and/or value of the change may therefore exist in a single school 
among various stakeholders, increasing the difficulty of implementing 
change consistently across the whole country. This suggests that policy mak-
ers’ starting point for any such culturally complex change should be to con-
sider how to get all of those whom a change affects, thinking in a broadly 
similar and policy-supporting way.

2.2.2  Norms of Education

A lively discussion of proposals regarding what to teach in English education 
in primary and secondary schools took place from 2008 to 2012 when the 
government paid particular attention to English education. The arguments 
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reflected two distinctive views. One maintained that it is necessary to focus 
on trying to help learners to improve their communicative competence. The 
other believed that the priority should be placed on shaping global minds 
through helping them to understand other cultures. The big difference 
between the two sides is the degree of emphasis that each wishes to give to 
teaching and learning practical English. So, for example, the culture-focus 
view emphasises using a teacher-centred approach to develop learners’ read-
ing ability in a manner that is more consistent with existing educational 
norms. In contrast, existing English education policies emphasise the devel-
opment of learners’ communicative ability, using pedagogies that require a 
dramatic change to the cultural conventions regarding teacher and learner 
roles and behaviours. Chang acknowledges the desirability of maintaining a 
balance between these two points of view in Korean English classrooms.

The ‘2012 SMOE English Education Plan’ promotes ‘cultural’ change by 
interpreting the national policy as

Teach less! Learn more!’ English education needs to be changed from a 
teacher-centred towards student-centred approach through continuous 
upgrade. (SMOE 2012:1)

Chang agrees with this policy direction in terms of teaching methodology 
and attempts to practice it with both her learners and colleagues at school, as 
she mentions below.

In the early days of my teaching career, I thought that teachers had to lead 
students with powerful lectureship. But my view has changed. I think that the 
teachers’ role lies in helping students find out their own competence and tal-
ents. This was the same as my view of a good teacher trainer. I thought that I 
should introduce good teaching models to my colleagues and have them do as 
I showed, but now I believe that I should be a facilitator to help them find out 
their own merits and reflect them on their daily teaching practice.

While committed to such change herself, she understands how difficult it is 
to realise the principles underlying the 2012 Education Plan in all schools. 
This is particularly true in high schools where teachers’ and students’ focus 
continues to be on preparing for the multiple-choice question-based CSAT. 
As Chang remarks,

High school teachers seem to believe that teacher-centred teaching is the most 
effective way to prepare for such kind of exam, hence it is really difficult to 
change the way of teaching from teacher-centred to learner-centred.
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She is clear that teachers will feel unable to change their teaching approach 
if the message that they receive from learners and parents is that exam results 
matter most, and the exams have not changed. The Korean government 
does recognise that the ELT ‘system’ needs to demonstrate some consistency 
between curriculum and assessment if teachers and the wider society are to 
begin to feel that change implementation is essential. The past few years 
have thus seen official attempts to change the English examination system, 
particularly the CSAT.

2.2.3  Assessment: The National English Ability Test (NEAT)

Since 1992, the Korean government has pushed ahead with an attempt to 
encourage classroom English teaching to move from teaching mainly listen-
ing and reading to teaching all four language skills including speaking and 
writing. The NEAT project (2010–2014) represented the latest attempt to 
finally make assessment consistent with these teaching emphases. The pro-
ject aimed to develop tests for all four skills at the three different school lev-
els to replace the high stakes CSAT with a form of assessment that would 
encourage the teaching of all skills throughout the learners’ English learning 
experience at school. NEAT was conceived as an IBT (Internet-based Test). 
Listening and reading were to be automatically scored as soon as the test 
taker answered the questions, while speaking and writing were to be graded 
by two assessors based on the rubrics (e.g. task completion, fluency, organi-
sation, language use, and pronunciation for speaking test). The potential 
importance of such a change across the English education system could be 
seen by the speed with which some in-service teacher education programmes 
began to provide a variety of new training programs for teaching speaking 
and writing, in anticipation of this new test.

However, given societal, particularly parental, perceptions of the critical 
importance of passing the high school exit exams for learners’ future suc-
cess, it was essential that any replacement of the CSAT was seen to be fair 
to all. The fairness of NEAT was questioned on two counts. Firstly, it was 
believed that including the assessment of productive skills in the CSAT 
would decrease educational equity, since it would favour learners able to 
obtain  private test preparation in those skills outside school. Secondly, 
there was scepticism about the capacity and security of the computer-based 
NEAT system, in particular its ability to provide a reliable (objective) assess-
ment of learners’ oral and written performance. In response to such societal 
 concerns, NEAT was abandoned in 2015, and CSAT remains as a unviersity 
entrance exam.
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Instead, the government tried to introduce more formative types of 
 assessment at all levels of schooling. However, as Chang points out below, 
this too has been difficult to implement.

Recently the current government has emphasised process-oriented assessment 
and formative assessment methods. I think this is a right direction but in real-
ity it gives much burden to the teachers. Therefore, it is common for teach-
ers to have students memorize some dialogue parts of the textbook or to take 
vocabulary tests rather than to take proper performance tests including speak-
ing or writing.

Such inappropriate teacher responses occurred, Chang believes, because 
while the policy might be desirable, policy makers had again not fully con-
sidered what classroom implementation of formative assessment entails for 
teachers. Firstly, they do not have enough classroom time to be able to carry 
out genuine formative assessment procedures. Secondly, they have not been 
provided with sufficient support and guidance to develop the necessary skills 
and understandings. English assessment therefore continues to be inconsist-
ent with national curriculum aims. Nonetheless, other initiatives to support 
the development of more ‘communication-oriented’ classrooms continue to 
be promoted. Chang’s experiences of involvement in some of these are out-
lined below.

2.3  Chang’s Experiences of Other Initiatives

2.3.1  Teaching English Through English (TEE)

The SMOE, for whom Chang has been working since she started teaching 
in 1992, has both responded to national initiatives, and introduced vari-
ous local measures to improve English teaching and learning. One national 
initiative is the TEE policy introduced to encourage English teachers to use 
English (rather than Korean) in their lessons, and to expose students to more 
examples of English-use in their classroom environment. A variety of TEE 
lesson models were developed to demonstrate what TEE might look like in 
practice (MEST 2009).

A TEE certification system was introduced by the government to 
 reinforce the TEE strategy, although it was not compulsory. Beginning in 
2009, SMOE developed a two-level (basic and advanced)  certification 
scheme for teachers to establish standards for teachers’ ability to use English 
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in the classroom. This was disseminated to other regions thereafter (Lee 
2012, 2013). Basic-level certification is now compulsory for all teach-
ers of English with three or more years of teaching experience in SMOE. 
Advanced level, which Chang has reached, indicates the holder’s high level 
of competence as a teacher of English in Korea and is optional for teachers 
who hope to further their careers (Choi and Andon 2014).

Again, the implementation of TEE has been controversial, with some 
teachers and researchers expressing concern about the concept of TEE, and 
particularly about the amount of use of English expected in classrooms, 
for instance, English-Only or English-Please (Jo 2011). Such concerns 
seem to be centred on difficulties that students might have in understand-
ing what teachers say in English. As she indicates below, Chang acknowl-
edges the potential benefits of the TEE, but is clear that Korean teachers of 
English need to receive sufficient appropriate training if TEE is to be widely 
implemented.

TEE has contributed to encouraging teachers to improve their English com-
petency although it has put a lot of pressure on us. It is time for the govern-
ment to provide specialized teacher training programmes for TEE.

Currently, recognising that implementation needs to match contextual reali-
ties, it is suggested that the degree of TEE expected should take the level of 
students into account and that TEE certification needs to acknowledge the 
situation of each regional office of education.

2.3.2  Provision of Teaching Assistants

Another way in which Korean educational planners have tried to enable 
Korean learners to have access to spoken English in their English classrooms 
is through providing teaching assistants specifically for this purpose. These 
assistants take two forms. Native English-speaking teachers (NESTs) who 
have been recruited by EPIK since 1992 and more latterly Korean English 
conversation specialist teachers, of whom there were 6104 as of 2012. Most 
of these teaching assistants hold an English teaching certificate, and their 
role is mainly to teach English conversation classes.

This initiative has also led to arguments that have originated from the 
very different teaching approaches adopted by mainstream and conversation 
teachers, and also job allotment within society and the profession. This has 
led to conflicts between mainstream English teachers and English conversa-
tion specialist teachers about roles and responsibilities.
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While acknowledging that the NESTS in particular vary greatly in their 
teaching experience and ability, Chang believes that their intervention has 
had largely positive results, particularly in providing practical classroom 
examples of different teaching approaches. As she puts it,

I think the NESTs have a positive role in helping not only teachers and stu-
dents improve their English ability but also to introduce western teaching and 
learning styles. Although there has been an issue raised by a huge gap in their 
quality, we need to accept the positive outcomes of their roles. If the budget 
allows, EPIK should be continued.

2.3.3  Teacher Training Programmes and Other Professional 
Activities to Support Curriculum Change

Chang was profoundly affected by the opportunity to participate in the 
six-month intensive English teacher training programme (IETTP) in 
2008–2009. This was provided by the SMOE, with the support of the 
 central government for school English teachers, and centred on language 
 competence improvement, teaching methodology, and other social  activities. 
The focus was on raising teachers’ awareness of how to adjust their  classroom 
roles to become consistent with implementing student-centred teach-
ing and learning policies. Chang believes, as she says below, that both the 
 programme content and the time it provided for reflection were valuable in 
enabling her to consider how teaching practices could be used or adapted for 
use in her own classroom.

The IETTP allowed me to have an opportunity to think of only teaching 
English by reducing the workload. In particular, learning how to write essays 
and teaching listening, which I had not learned properly before, was really 
useful. After the training programme, I tried to develop teaching ideas by 
applying what I learned to my class or modifying them.

Her words here suggest that the influence of in-service provision depends 
not only on its content and process, but also on the extent to which teachers 
are freed from other responsibilities while participating.

After completing the IETTP and obtaining the TEE Advanced Level 
Certificate, Chang was selected as an expert in teaching and has since been 
involved in diverse teacher development activities. She reports below that 
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she has found this very rewarding, especially when it has clearly resulted in 
positive changes for other teachers.

A teacher who came back to school after four-year maternity leave gave 
me feedback that my lecture about English teaching practice had freed her 
from concern and made her flutter with new hope. I was so happy and felt 
rewarded.

This highlights how her simultaneous roles as a classroom teacher and 
teacher trainer have enabled her to play an important role in supporting the 
implementation of English education policy in schools in both Seoul and 
other regions. Her particular focus has been on the teaching of speaking and 
writing, both in terms of reconstructing the syllabus and developing teach-
ing and learning materials.

Examples of Chang’s ‘output’ are manuals for TEE certification and the 
assessment of speaking and writing for an English education consulting 
team working to help less confident English teachers, and teaching materials 
for slow learners and self-directed learners. She has also shared her experi-
ences and ideas as a member of professional societies such as SETA (Seoul 
English Teachers Association), national English education policy groups 
such as the Steering Committee for the 2009 National Curriculum, and of 
a team that develops teacher training programmes organised by the MEST 
and SMOE.

Chang’s professional success in the context is clear. It has however been 
at the expense of aspects of her family and personal life. The pressure on 
her time and the demands on her energy have only increased since she 
was appointed a master teacher in 2012. As Chang expresses below, her 
 professional success has affected her both as a mother and as a person who is 
gradually growing older.

Not being able to take care of my own children properly is most difficult. 
Lack of time and reduction of stamina are also difficulties.

2.3.4  Reflections on Her Experiences

The widespread activities in which Chang has been involved show that both 
local and national governments have made continuous efforts over  decades 
to try and support teachers’ implementation of more communication- 
oriented English provision in Korean schools.
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Chang asserted that the expansion of activities for speaking and writing 
and the moves towards more performance-based assessment have increased 
students’ classroom participation and collaboration. However, she notes 
that there are now signs that the abandonment of the NEAT (MOE 2015) 
has once again decreased the proportion of classroom teaching practices 
that emphasise communication in English. There is thus concern about the 
short-lived impact of many of these initiatives.

Chang’s example shows that it is possible for a highly motivated and 
committed Korean English teacher to adapt materials and techniques to be 
contextually appropriate and to teach English using a more interactive and 
‘communicative’ approach. She has experienced being a Korean teacher of 
English as a rewarding job which gives opportunities to enable students to 
understand other cultures and prepare them to work in the global world. 
Nonetheless, she indicates a number of difficulties that most Korean teach-
ers continue to face, all of which reflect many of the different aspects of the 
discussion so far.

The biggest difficulty is the fact that they are non-native English speaking 
teachers who lack confidence in language competence. Moreover, too much 
change too quickly is even harder for teachers to absorb. The high demand on 
change in English education for communication has also caused difficulties 
such as heavy workload for operating level-differentiated teaching and perfor-
mance tests. A more significant one lies in the big gap between the teaching in 
practice and the CSAT, which leads to the dilemma in emphasis.

Despite these difficulties above, she believes that the ongoing investment in 
policy initiatives relating to English education over the past decades has pro-
vided Korean teachers of English with multiple potential opportunities for 
development. But, as mentioned in the above quote, she notes the need to 
recognise that introducing too many initiatives too quickly makes teachers 
experience difficulties to get accustomed to.

3  Lessons and Suggestions from Her 
Experiences

As Li (1998) discussing English curriculum change in Korea pointed out 
almost twenty years ago, teachers’ understanding of a change is central to 
whether its implementation is successful. The adoption of communicative 
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language learning in EFL countries like South Korea implies fundamental 
changes to existing approaches to education, and so to the thinking of all 
main stakeholders. As this chapter indicates, enabling and supporting such 
changes is easier said than done, and requires careful consideration about 
how principles may be modified to local realities.

Chang’s experiences demonstrate how a committed and enthusiastic 
Korean teacher has been able to cope with the challenges posed by English 
curriculum change, and the effort that this has involved. However, it is ques-
tionable whether it is reasonable to expect such dedication from all teachers.

Chang’s experiences will now be analysed using an adaptation of 
Woodbury and Gess-Newsome’s three-level framework (2002). It suggests 
ways in which interconnections between teachers’ personal thinking and 
attitude (personal level), the ‘atmosphere’ in the organisational environment 
in which they work (school level), and the wider cultural and policy context 
(national and regional level), may influence the implementation of educa-
tional reforms. The discussion now considers how each level has influenced 
Chang’s change experience.

3.1  Personal Level

Chang has made changes to her teaching practice by responding positively 
to the many challenges posed by the government’s initiatives for improving 
English education. Her positive response appears to be based on having high 
aspirations for her own teaching development and so being motivated to 
make continuous efforts to improve her professional skills and understand-
ings. Similar positive attitudes and perceptions have been reported in other 
studies of English language curriculum reform (e.g. Canh and Chi 2012). 
Chang’s motivation seems to have been enhanced by the various in-service 
teacher training programmes that she has participated in. As her words indi-
cated below, she believes that her positive personality and good communica-
tive skills have enabled her to take full advantage of these.

I think I have a special ability to utilize what I learn and transmit it to other 
people. Almost all training programmes, even though many teachers complain 
of the quality, are very useful to me and I can find good points to put them 
into practice. Also I make efforts to share what I have learned with students 
and other teachers when I deliver what I learned from the programmes. This 
has worked and I am very confident in and proud of being an English teacher 
and master teacher.
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However, it is worth noting here that in many ways, Chang is an exceptional 
teacher. For many more ‘ordinary’ teachers in Korea and in other contexts, 
perceptions and attitudes to educational change are not so positive (e.g. Park 
and Sung 2013; Lee and Yin 2011). For example, Park and Sung (2013), 
in a recent study of Korean elementary teachers’ experiences of English lan-
guage curriculum change, found that most teachers in their research had low 
motivation to implement change and harboured feelings of resentment and 
mistrust towards new pedagogical approaches. This, they suggest, is partly 
due to the fact that many lacked the kind of opportunities of support that 
Chang experienced and were left on their own to struggle to make sense of 
the changes.

3.2  School Level

As well as accepting challenges and seeking ways of dealing with them on a 
personal level, Chang’s school context also played an important role in sup-
porting her capacity for self-development and in so doing also establishing 
self-efficacy. Chang works in an autonomous state high school in which, due 
to its location in a socio-economically disadvantaged area, with a significant 
number of students from low-income families, she is allowed to plan curricu-
lum implementation in ways that are considered appropriate for its  teaching 
and learning context. It is natural that many students in such a school will 
demonstrate low aspiration for learning and have low expectations of their 
academic achievements. Implementing the English curriculum changes in 
such a context is thus likely to require more time and effort from teachers.

Supportive school leadership has enabled Chang to develop in an appar-
ently unpromising environment. Leaders have encouraged her desire to 
utilise as many of the local and national support opportunities as possible. 
Participation in these provided opportunities to actively collaborate with 
native English-speaking teachers and English conversation specialist teach-
ers, to teach in English-specialised classrooms where there are fewer con-
straints on teaching approaches, and to interact with others in workshops 
and teacher training programmes. All these have provided opportunities to 
acquire and disseminate good practice. Again, this picture of school level 
support is in many ways exceptional. It is unlikely that most teachers in 
Korea or in other contexts have such positive experiences.

School leaders have also encouraged her to innovate and try out differ-
ent teaching approaches and materials to see if they ‘work’ in her own class-
room, and to share her experiences of what has been effective with other 
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teachers. At the same time, ironically, she has also been ‘supported’ by the 
fact that most parents at her current school are uninterested in English edu-
cation, since this has meant they have not protested when she has taught in 
ways more consistent with the curriculum, rather than focusing her teaching 
on the exam.

Again, this picture of school level support is in many ways exceptional. 
It is unlikely that many teachers in Korea, or in other contexts, have such 
positive support from their school leaders (Park and Sung 2013; Zheng and 
Davidson 2008; Ouyang 2000). Indeed, as Ouyang (2000) reports in an 
account of one teacher’s journey through curriculum change in China, the 
lack of support and understanding that school leaders showed in regard to 
the pedagogical changes the teacher was required to make helped to exac-
erbate the stress the teacher already felt in trying to make sense of the new 
curriculum. Although perhaps untypical, Chang’s story can go some way 
in demonstrating the importance of support at school level and the posi-
tive affect it can have on teachers’ attitudes and willingness to implement 
change.

3.3  National and Regional Level

The frequent and rapid changes in Korean education policy, particularly 
during the years between 2008 and 2012 (Lee 2010), made many demands 
on teachers. The government responded, albeit with varying degrees of suc-
cess, by providing diverse means of support for English education, particu-
larly through the provision of a variety of teacher training programmes in 
which Chang was able to participate.

While she believes that she did benefit from these due to her positive atti-
tude and high motivation, this has not been true for many other teachers. 
Consequently, the impact of the available teacher education programmes has 
not fully satisfied the actual needs of the student body and society. Some 
of the reasons for this include lack of shared commitment to the proposed 
curriculum changes among stakeholders, at least partly due to the ongoing 
mismatch between English curriculum goals and English assessment as dis-
cussed in Sects. 2.2.2 and 2.2.3.

Critical awareness of the overall ineffectiveness of the many policies that 
have tried to bring about teacher development has led the Korean govern-
ment to pay more attention to the initial English teacher education system 
and the quality of provision for teachers’ continuous professional develop-
ment (MEST 2011a). Evidence suggests that the in-service teacher training 
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programmes have failed to contribute to improvement in job satisfaction 
levels or the self-efficacy of Korean teachers. An OECD report (2009) cover-
ing 23 countries ranked Korean teachers’ job satisfaction 13th and their level 
of self-efficacy 23rd.

To try to address this problem, the Korean government once again 
reacted by developing new policy initiatives, enacting ‘Measures to Advance 
Professional Development for Korean Teachers’ in 2011 (MEST 2011a), 
and is now driving the policy on teacher development based on the proposal 
in 2012 (MEST 2012). Diverse intensive teacher training programmes such 
as a teaching practice course, an English competence course, and a testing 
specialist course have been introduced. Chang’s experience suggests that 
such policies will need to fully acknowledge existing teacher attitudes and 
school realities, if they are to positively affect participating teachers.

While Chang’s story shows what it is possible for an exceptional Korean 
teacher of English who is supported by her personal and her working con-
texts to achieve, national initiatives have so far not enabled many Korean 
English teachers to address the challenges that curriculum changes have 
posed. A recent survey of 185 Korean secondary school teachers (Lee 
2015) suggests some hope for the future. The survey found that respond-
ents had positive attitudes towards the objectives of the English education 
policy. For example, they agreed with the need for teachers to improve 
their own communicative competence in English (Mean = 4.23 out of 5), 
for greater student autonomy in learning (Mean = 4.06 out of 5), and for 
the expansion of English classes to strengthen the learners’ skills of expres-
sion (Mean = 4.15 out of 5). Such responses suggest that the extent of 
these Korean English teachers’ adherence to existing educational norms may 
slowly be changing, to become more consistent with some aspects of a stu-
dent-centred approach, and so with the English curriculum.

4  Conclusion

The analysis of Chang’s experience highlights facilitating and inhibiting 
factors which have influenced the shaping of her perceptions and teaching 
practices. Above all, personal factors such as high motivation and a strong 
desire to continue her professional development have played an important 
role in enabling her to address challenges. However, to date, it seems that 
her experiences are not typical of Korean English teachers more widely.

Chang also seems to have been fortunate in the schools in which she 
has worked. Support from management, learners, and other stakeholders, 
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together with the encouragement of a collaborative teaching community, 
have all contributed to supporting her capacity for self-development, which 
strengthened her self-efficacy.

However, while Chang viewed the stream of government initiatives for 
English education over almost two decades as supportive, and made use of 
them for her own development, they seem to have had far less influence on 
the thinking and behaviours of many Korean English teachers.

There seem to be two main reasons for their relative ineffectiveness. The 
first reason is the degree of mismatch between the classroom behaviours 
and  practices promoted by the various initiatives and existing educational 
and cultural norms within the wider society. Such mismatches have been 
widely noted in the literature exploring the many attempts to introduce 
more learner-centred approaches to teaching and learning into education 
systems worldwide (Schweisfurth 2011, 2015; Tabulawa 2013).

The second reason (arguably an outcome of the above) is the ongoing 
inconsistency between the ‘parts’ (Wedell 2013) of the English language 
teaching system. In Korea, this is most evident in the lack of ‘fit’ between 
the curriculum aims of developing learners’ ability to communicate and 
the CSAT which mostly continues to assess learner’s knowledge of English. 
As the failure of the NEAT initiative shows, where success in English is a 
 criterion for access to higher education, and so needs to be assessed in 
a  manner that society considers to be fair, it remains difficult for any 
 government to make communication-oriented curriculum goals and their 
 assessment consistent.

Considering the complexity of factors influencing teachers’ personal 
thinking and attitudes, we can understand how much effort Chang needed 
to make to overcome the demands that the national curriculum aims made 
on her professional development. I met her recently, and we talked about 
her latest challenges. She has just moved to a new high school, this time 
located in a socio-economically advantaged area. She has been struggling to 
get accustomed to the new environment and developing professional strate-
gies there too. Her story is to be continued.
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1  Introduction

In the ten years between 1999 and 2009, China witnessed considerable 
efforts in the implementation of Basic Education Curriculum Reform. The 
aim of this curriculum reform was to improve the quality of education 
through the development of a range of skills and personal attributes to meet 
the challenges of global competition, including cognitive, non-cognitive, 
interpersonal, intrapersonal skills and capabilities, moral values and crea-
tivity (Kipnis 2006). ‘Guidelines for Basic Education Curriculum Reform 
(pilot)’ issued in 2001 and 2003 stipulated objectives for 15 subjects, related 
to learning content, pedagogical approaches and school management. These 
guidelines also emphasised a reduction in student workload, the cultiva-
tion of higher-order skills, and the broadening of students’ learning experi-
ences (Zhong 2005). This nationwide curriculum reform was implemented 
in two phases: initially piloted in September 2004 in four selected prov-
inces (Guangdong, Shandong, Hainan and Ningxia), and then extended 
to other provinces including Jiangsu, Fujian, Liaoning and Zhejiang. 
Implementation in the final few provinces was carried out in 2009.

In line with the general curriculum goals, the curriculum reform for 
English language, one of the main subjects which started at primary 
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three levels, mandated 5 parallel goals to foster students’ cognitive and 
personal growth to enable them to access global scientific knowledge as 
members of society and the world. These goals included language skills, 
language knowledge, affect (emotional attitude), learning strategies and 
cross-cultural awareness and competence (Yeung 2009; Wang and Lam 
2009; Zhu 2007).

To develop the ability to use English for authentic communication and 
personal growth, the new English curriculum stipulated a transformation 
from the traditional approach to language teaching (that relies heavily on 
systematic and detailed study of grammar, extensive use of cross-linguistic 
comparison and translation, memorisation of structural patterns and vocab-
ulary, painstaking effort to form good verbal habits, an emphasis on written 
language and a preference for literary classics) to constructivist pedagogies 
(such as inquiry-based learning and task-based instruction) and forma-
tive assessments. These expectations called for a major cognitive shift in 
how teaching is conceptualised and valued. It called on teachers to engage 
in a deliberate and ongoing process of unlearning, learning and relearning 
to meet the curriculum reform requirements in their classrooms (Qian and 
Walker 2013).

Nationwide initiatives to reform curricular materials and pedagogies were 
carried out. Textbooks were revised to be more engaging, more interactive 
and more relevant to students’ lives. Teachers were called upon to boldly 
experiment with new innovative approaches. Heavy investment was made in 
teacher training to provide teachers with pedagogical support. Additionally, 
research and teaching activities were organised on a monthly basis to facili-
tate teachers’ knowledge and application of the new curriculum, which 
were generally delivered by an expert from the local education bureau, 
who was either a textbook compiler, or a university-based teacher  educator, 
or an instructional and research fellow from the Teaching and Research 
Department of the local education bureau. At the district and school lev-
els, workshops and seminars were organised to enhance teachers’ knowledge 
of and implementation of the new curriculum. As well as teacher training 
activities, self-directed professional learning for teachers (to be done in their 
own time) was mandated. To help with this, online teacher training mod-
ules were delivered nationwide to create more learning opportunities and 
resources for teachers en masse.

However, while there has been an enormous investment in the 
reform process, implementation has not matched the curriculum goals, 
despite various policies and initiatives. Reports of limited success seem 
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to outweigh those of success. Teacher-centred didactic teaching remains 
 prevalent in classrooms in both developed urban and less developed rural 
areas (Starr 2011; OCED 2010; Xu and Wong 2011; Yan 2012; Yan and 
He 2012). Various interrelated contextual factors, such as the nature of 
assessment, teacher resistance and pedagogical struggles, student resist-
ance and limited school support have been found to contribute to the 
lack of change in different schools in both urban and rural areas. Teachers 
find themselves in a dilemma. They exert considerable effort to imple-
ment the new curriculum’s aims, yet these aims are incongruent with the 
aims of the student assessments. Formative assessment was conducted 
as a mere formality. As Qian and Walker (2013) observed, the damag-
ing effect of an almost exclusive focus on examination performance still 
 pervades.

Previous research in a range of contexts (e.g. Wang 2011; Zhang and Liu 
2014; Riazi and Razavipour 2011; Hardman and A-Rahman 2014) reveals 
a plethora of attention to teachers’ pedagogical dilemmas caused by social 
external obstacles in the curriculum reform. However, there seems to be a 
paucity of research on rural school teachers’ professional and emotional well-
being, which deserves equal, if not more attention because it may constitute 
crucial obstacles to curriculum reform and teacher development. Therefore, 
the case study that follows aims to provide a nuanced depiction of one rural 
senior secondary English language teacher’s perceptions of the tensions 
between the new curriculum goals and the national college entry examina-
tions (Gaokao). The case highlights the teacher’s process of behavioural and 
emotional adjustments she finds herself making as a way of coping with the 
dilemma of trying to be a good, dedicated teacher to her students and meet-
ing the educational aims of the new curriculum. I believe that examining 
the rural teacher’s life story and experiences in the recent English curricu-
lum reform may help to shed light on other professionally dedicated senior 
school teachers’ experiences and feelings. In doing so, it aims to highlight 
the tensions experienced by those rural school teachers who have been 
exceptionally hard working to achieve both public and personal educational 
goals, but have negative emotions about their work due to the overwhelming 
pressure of the national high-stakes exam. I believe that such rural teacher 
experiences, feelings and responses to change deserve attention from all 
parties involved in the curriculum reform in China to narrow the urban–
rural divide, the essence of curriculum reform. The case may also resonate 
with the experiences of rural teachers in other curriculum change contexts 
beyond China.
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2  A Senior Rural School English Teacher’s 
Experience of Implementing  
the Curriculum Reform

To gain a close-up view of the curriculum reform, Yao (pseudonym), a 
40-year-old senior secondary English teacher’s perceptions and experiences 
were investigated. She works in a school in the suburb of a provincial capital 
city in Central China and teaches English classes for students aged 16–18. 
Before 1995, this suburb fell outside the official boundary of the provincial 
capital and was located in a rural area. However, since the boundary changes 
this suburb has been part of a new province, but can be considered ‘rural’ in 
the sense that it still lags behind other districts due to its location far from 
the city and its previous more rural status. There are only two schools in 
Yao’s district, and she and her colleagues find it difficult to travel to training 
events in the city due to the distance and local geography.

Yao is regarded as an exemplary teacher in her school based on her stu-
dents’ remarkable achievements in the university entry examinations over 
the years of her career. She completed a part-time MEd between 2008 
and 2014 and was under my supervision for her dissertation writing. I was 
deeply struck by her thirst for learning and yearning for quality-oriented 
education and her frustration with her career which she perceived as a 
 failure.

2.1  Yao’s Professional Life

Yao has been endowed with teacher attributes, such as interest, passion, dili-
gence and a sense of responsibility, since she became an English teacher in 
1997 at a secondary vocational school after her graduation from a second-
tiered university as a history major.

After graduation, she became an English teacher because there was no 
history subject in the secondary vocational school. Her life during this 
time was stress-free without any specific demands or uniform examina-
tions. However, she felt stigmatised because of her non-English major 
background and the low status of vocational schools at that time. Her 
sense of inferiority drove her to pursue a bachelor’s degree in English 
Language and Literature through a correspondence course. The poor qual-
ity and low academic status of the certificate pushed her to work hard to 
obtain recognition in that school. She achieved this recognition within 
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the school, but since vocational schools continued to have a low status, 
she decided to move to a more prestigious senior secondary school. She 
secured an offer in one of the top suburban schools in the region located 
in the outskirts of the capital city. Her students performed impressively in 
the English test of the Gaokao, which enabled her to win a promotion to 
Senior-Level Teacher (gaoji jiaoshi) in 2005, the highest professional title 
in schools, which was an unusual achievement at her age. However, despite 
her remarkable professional performance, she has never felt herself to be a 
qualified English teacher.

In 2005, she decided to take the MEd examination to achieve her ambi-
tion of obtaining a formally recognised qualification in English to further 
her academic development. As she says,

My dream has always been entering a good university. I always longed to 
receive systematic training in English because I didn’t major in English but 
history. I want to improve my professional skills, upgrade and systematise my 
teaching ideas and methods through systematic academic studies in a reputa-
ble university.

Another reason for doing a MEd was her eagerness to get herself out of 
the rut of routinised teaching and recharge her batteries after working for 
over ten years. Although she gained admission to a nationally prestigious 
teacher education university, she had to postpone her entry for several 
years because her school was short-staffed. While she waited to be given a 
chance to start her MEd course, she continued to work hard at the school 
and her persistence and diligence were rewarded in 2010 with a 20-day 
trip to the UK. This was a rare opportunity which nobody else had ever 
obtained. In the same year, she eventually got approval from her school to 
undertake her MEd studies. This course gave her the opportunity to stop 
and think about what she had been doing in the classroom, something that 
a heavy teaching workload does not always allow for day-to-day teaching. 
Yao comments that:

I was a busy teacher who was worn out every day fighting for students’ scores. 
I was so occupied with heavy workload that I seldom stopped to think of 
some basic questions such as what, why and how. I only followed the conven-
tions and never thought to explore a way that belonged to me. Through half 
a year’s study I begin to think like an educator with a thinking brain, which is 
the greatest benefit I have gained here.
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2.2  Yao’s Perceptions and Experiences 
of Curriculum Reform

The previous section described how Yao is a hard-working and dedicated 
English language teacher who clearly wants to develop her own skills and 
expertise in teaching. From the conversations with Yao, it became appar-
ent that this dedicated teacher encountered many struggles with coming 
to terms with the new curriculum. This section presents two sub-sections, 
representing two stages of Yao’s interpretation of and reaction to the curric-
ulum reform. The first stage was characterised by her full endorsement of 
the educational goals mandated by the curriculum reform and her ensuing 
resistance to the existing exam-oriented education. The second stage was 
a transition from resistance to acceptance of the prevailing exam-oriented 
education. These two stages truthfully reflect her professional development 
trajectory and changed the state of mind influenced by the Gaokao-driven 
education environment. Her attitudinal change was both influenced by 
and resulted in the success of her students in the exams, a higher profes-
sional and social status as well as improved sense of self-efficacy.

2.2.1  Stage One: Embracing the Curriculum Reform 
and Resisting the Prevailing Exam-Oriented Education

Over a 10-year period, Yao experienced a change in her perception about 
her role as an English teacher in the curriculum reform climate. Initially, 
she fully embraced the goals of the new curriculum reforms to transform 
the exam-focused education to quality-oriented education in order to 
develop students’ practical problem-solving ability. She believed that the 
goal of education was ‘to cultivate physically and mentally healthy persons’. 
She  challenged the exam-oriented education system that seemed to fail to 
 cultivate students’ competence, as can be seen in her words below.

Why can’t our education cultivate first-class talents, say, Nobel Prize winners? 
Until today, our education and classroom practice still serve examination. 
Students in this education system have rich textbook knowledge but lack prac-
tical competence. They can’t fit in this changing society which needs all-round 
talents with rich knowledge, problem-solving ability, pioneering spirit and crea-
tive thinking. Obviously, our education system needs reforms and innovations.

She used a series of strategies to motivate students’ interest in English 
 learning, such as using English as the main medium of instruction to 
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increase students’ exposure to English and arranging group work to create 
students’ teamwork spirit. However, the failure of her school’s experimen-
tation with student-centred learning and formative assessment in response 
to the curriculum reform mandate caused her to think and waiver. Student-
centred pedagogies were implemented as a pretence only in cases of school 
and teaching inspections conducted by education management. Inspectors 
tended to be concerned only with the superficial technical elements of qual-
ity-oriented pedagogies, talking lightly of the rationality of the objectives, 
procedures and learning activities. The formative assessment also turned out 
to be a pretence. It has never been carried out for those students whose final 
year is devoted to preparing for the Gaokao. In reality, the students gave 
themselves a mark with their teachers’ approval to contribute to their quality 
assessment results required by the local education bureau.

According to Yao, the pedagogical reforms tended to be flimsy and ephem-
eral ‘gimmicks’ that could not become normalised routine instructional pro-
cedures because of the irreconcilable conflict between the two educational 
philosophies, i.e. exam- and quality- oriented education. As Yao puts it:

Theoretically, quality- and exam-oriented education can be mutually inte-
grated and facilitative. Theory experts (curriculum developers and univer-
sity-based teacher educators) firmly believe that if students’ overall qualities 
and competence are raised, their exam competence should not be too bad. 
However, in reality exam-oriented education is prevalent. The pragmatic 
exam-oriented teaching is the norm in my school.

Yao acknowledged a number of hurdles in implementing the new cur-
riculum including teachers’ limited professional competence (lan-
guage  proficiency and instructional skills), limited time to apply the 
theories on which the new curriculum goals were based, students’ reluc-
tance to develop self-regulatory skills and their preference for the didactic 
 information-transmission teaching.

Yao participated in many training courses. However, as she reports below, 
they were merely provided to meet administrative obligations and were una-
ble to serve teachers’ real needs.

The training is carried out more through administrative orders than through 
teachers’ intrinsic needs and desires, so it’s weak, superficial and powerless. 
Under the orders from the above as a show of management competence, 
teachers are passively involved, running after a programme after another, and 
achieve little but feeling exhausted with such burdens and extra work.
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Added to this, the training courses were discrete, unsystematic, theoretical 
and idealistic, lacking in practical suggestions on how to contextualise the 
theories and new teaching approaches in schools. This seemed to be because 
of either the time allocated for training or the teacher trainers’ superficial 
understanding and limited practice of those theories. Yao notes that

we participate in many training courses that introduce new ideas and methods, 
such as giving more time to students for them to engage in autonomous learn-
ing, exploratory learning and cooperative learning. However, their impact is 
minimal. I don’t have the competence to balance quality- and exam-oriented 
education. I don’t have the time, energy and courage to take this challenge. We 
still use cramming for fear of missing one language point that might be tested. 
So we lecture all the time including in the evening self-study sessions.

The need to cover syllabus content for the exams considerably hindered 
teachers in carrying out skills practice and development which require more 
classroom and syllabus time, especially speaking. Her school tried innovations 
by duplicating instructional models of more successful schools. However, 
these failed to take root owing to tissue rejection (Holliday 1994) derived 
from a series of mismatches between the reform and school conditions.

After their visit to some successful schools, our principals required us to 
make detailed plans to implement their student-centred pedagogies, such as 
five-step instruction that requires students to self-teach the learning contents 
before class, and raise questions in class for teachers to give answers. However, 
after less than one month’s implementation, all teachers gave up because of 
its limited effect, only on good students, and other students can’t be actively 
involved.

Therefore, as Yao comments above, teachers’ experiments with new pedago-
gies were short-lived and superficial as a result of limited teacher expertise 
and time.

However, more significantly, it was the lack of instant improvement in 
exam results which led to Yao and her colleagues returning to their previous 
practices in which they had been expert. As Yao states,

we have to go back to our old ways because we can’t afford to fail. If we are 
allowed to fail, we would likely continue our experimentations.

She pointed out that the crucial reason for the ‘old wine in new bottles’ 
phenomenon was the washback of Gaokao-based school evaluation. As she 
revealed in her reflective journal,
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In reality, few effective solutions have emerged to reduce examination 
 pressures. On the contrary, the examination competition is becoming fiercer 
and fiercer. Up till now the curriculum reform’s quality-oriented education has 
been a mere formality in my school.

In addition, the absence of any fundamental change in the contents of 
Gaokao and the Gaokao-based school evaluation spurred the nationwide 
frenzy of schools ranking competitions and strongly hindered any attempts 
at quality-oriented education, as Yao explains below.

There remains a considerable gap between the Gaokao and the New 
Curriculum Standards. The New curriculum standards cover several dimen-
sions of student development as persons, but the Gaokao just covers the 
knowledge and skills dimensions. We focus on the Gaokao standards because 
students’ Gaokao results mean everything.

The Gaokao results determine the level of support from the educational 
management to schools, which in turn determine schools’ resources (teach-
ers and educational facilities) and students’ learning outcomes. Yao’s descrip-
tion of the competition-driven education pervading in China is given below.

The more education reforms, the more students and teachers suffer. The pre-
dominant problem is the huge population and limited educational resources 
that have led to great regional disparity among different schools. Advanced 
facilities, high quality teachers and highly-caliber students are concentrated in 
the key schools, which is the source of fierce competition and unfair educa-
tion. In order to be admitted to key schools, children begin to prepare for 
public examinations when they are in the kindergarten.

Thus, it would seem that a series of irrational and demoralising Gaokao-
driven practices have been modelling the school culture. As Yao’s experiences 
suggest, working hard for students’ good exam performance and conform-
ity to school administrators’ instructions remain the two caveats in teachers’ 
professional life. With the ethos that Gaokao results depend on the invest-
ment in time and sweat (shijian jia hanshui), the school schedule is crammed 
with classes, assignments and tests as incentives, leaving teachers, students 
and administrators with very little time for entertainment and relaxation. 
Added to this, many of the teacher training programmes were concerned 
with new trends of Gaokao and preparation guidelines.

Gaokao not only means a heavy work schedule, but also a lot of anxiety 
and stress. Yao explained how teachers and students are ranked after each 
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test. Each teacher is accountable for their students’ results. Low-performing 
teachers and students feel stigmatised, and high-performing ones feel more 
pressured to maintain and excel the achieved standards. This -invoking prac-
tice was in turn a result of the pressure the school principals were under to 
fulfil the targets set by the different hierarchies above the school level. Thus, 
ignoring the Gaokao would be impossible. As Yao remarks:

Exam results is the sole indicator of a teacher’s and a student’s quality. We 
have exams every month, followed by students’ and teachers’ rankings, show-
ing top 5, top 10, top 20, top 30, average marks. The results are announced 
at staff meetings, and put up on the wall outside the study affairs director’s 
office. The results determine our bonuses. This practice exerts great pressure 
on each student and teacher because they all want to do well.

Therefore, Yao spends the whole year of Senior 3 on Gaokao preparation, 
leaving no time for instructional reform. Fostering students’ competence 
is commonly regarded by school teachers as unrealistic because ‘cultivat-
ing competence is a long process. Exams are imminent and allow little time 
for cultivation’. Yao felt that the reliance on cramming and exercise tactics 
resulted from a need to achieve instant results, particularly since staff per-
formance assessment is based on students’ test results and teachers’ biannual 
evaluation. Despite her desire to follow the aims of the new curriculum, she 
reports below how she has very little choice but to stick to the prevailing 
exam-oriented methods.

The mastery of a language shouldn’t be quantified by superficial scores, but 
this is the case in our country. We learn English to pass the exam instead of 
mastering and using it. What’s the best way to help students get high scores 
in exams? Intensive paper exercises and knowledge bombarding. So, even 
reform-oriented teachers have no choice but to use the seemingly effective 
way—traditional transmission, because it can guarantee “squeezing” more 
knowledge into students’ brain in limited time.

As she describes, in the centralised school environment, ‘the principal has the 
trump card to deal with teachers, who live for their face!’ That means he knows 
that the common fear of loss in the ranking competitions will drive teachers to 
choose to conform to whatever demands come from the school and beyond. 
A number of Yao’s colleagues who were initially enthusiastic about teaching 
towards curriculum goals were laid off or gave up their effort because of their 
dissatisfaction with the school climate. Yao expresses her powerlessness and 
helplessness about this lack of autonomy in the first few years of her career.
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Teachers are constrained by their schools’ educational philosophies and goals. 
My school’s only goal is to fulfill the university admission rate, that’s an abso-
lute goal for teachers and students. Our teaching is totally determined by my 
school’s educational philosophy and goals. (University) Admission rate is our 
absolute goal, so our teaching revolves around how to enable our students to 
improve their scores in the shortest time. High scores mean high teacher com-
petence. This is the rule of the game unless you have good personal relation-
ship with the headmaster or have important connections.

Over time, Yao gradually became aware that she had to compromise to ‘sur-
vive’. She acquiesced despite her strong aversion to this new employment 
policy along with her colleagues. She explains that,

We are the lowest-ranked. How can we question the system? How can we 
change the system from the bottom level? Our voice will fall into oblivion. 
Nobody can afford to lose their job. My school is over-staffed now because 
of the dramatic decrease of student numbers (resulting from the one child 
policy). Teachers are under control and live under great pressure, bewildered. 
That is where the fundamental problem lies.

2.2.2  Stage 2: Reaching a Compromise—Perceiving Gaokao 
as a Critical Opportunity for Rural Students

After years of futile resistance to the demands and requirements of the 
exams, Yao gradually perceived her role as positive. She was a teacher who 
could help rural students gain access to better life chances through their 
exam results and so more likely to be on an equal footing with their urban 
counterparts. She had come to terms with the reality that it was possi-
ble to have a ‘positive’ attitude towards some intrinsically good elements 
of the exam-oriented education. Yao saw that an exam approach to educa-
tion could develop students’ foundational knowledge, including reading 
comprehension, vocabulary and translation, which prepares them well for 
their future development. The hard work and effort that students invested 
towards their exams could develop the kind of well-rounded qualities 
needed for their future development.

We found that high-performing students enjoy apparent advantages, such 
as solid foundation knowledge, attentiveness and concentration, persistence 
and patience, high learning motivation and clear goals. All these features are 
extremely beneficial to their future academic pursuits. Many of them stand a 
high chance of becoming high-achieving talents in scientific research.
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In addition, Gaokao-based education could provide an equal opportunity 
for the talented but less privileged rural students, who have been able to 
enter good schools such as Yao’s, to potentially have access to a bright future 
through their academic endeavours. As Yao said,

Chinese parents are the most responsible parents for their children’s educa-
tion. Many of my students don’t come from affluent family. Most parents’ 
money, time and energy are spent on their children’s education because educa-
tion is the determinant of children’s and family’s future. Rural students can 
enter big cities and the world through their Gaokao success.

It became clear that over time, Yao started to empathise with the pressure 
her school was under and to better understand the super-human working 
style required of teachers and students, the endless examinations, and the 
streaming of teachers and students into different levels. She expresses this 
concern below.

As top 1 school in our district, my school determines the Gaokao outcomes 
of our district. We are under the scrutiny of the people, the education bureau, 
and the district management. Our school headmaster is under the greatest 
pressure. He has to prove to his superiors his achievements and his ability.

She also came to see her role as a ‘holy mission’, as she exemplifies below, to 
enable her aspiring students from humble origins to be admitted to a pres-
tigious university.

Student’s only hope is entering a university because they don’t have a good 
family background to support them. My ‘holy mission’ is to help them to be 
admitted to universities. This is a sense of mission, professional ethics, a sense 
of achievement. If my students failed in the Gaokao, their prospects might be 
jeopardised as well as my own reputation (although it is not a serious concern 
to me). Everyone is struggling for the goal and if I didn’t take my responsibility, 
I would be a culprit. Every coin has two sides, why not look on the bright side?

She decided to try to make her teaching as Gaokao effective as possible 
through using three critical strategies: (1) comprehensively summarising the 
knowledge system in the textbooks based on the syllabus and Gaokao guide-
lines provided by the provincial education commission, (2) collecting the 
common problems of previous students in English tests and (3) checking and 
ensuring each student’s mastery of every likely test point in each unit against 
the system. To enhance students’ learning, she compiled a set of supplemen-



4 Balancing Change and Tradition     73

tary learning materials for her students. Her class had a relaxed and lively 
atmosphere, but was generally knowledge focused, and she had little time for 
the development of skills, learning strategies or cultural awareness and com-
petence, as stipulated in the new curriculum. To save time, she mainly high-
lighted test points and left the practice to students after class. She explains,

We have only one class every day, so we can only focus on what is to be tested, 
i.e. vocabulary, reading, writing, and grammar in our teaching, practice and 
assignment. We have no time for oral practice and assignment. Six subjects all 
have a lot of homework.

Her test-oriented tactic was rewarded with her students’ outstanding exam 
performance. However, she did not feel a sense of achievement because of 
the ever-increasing requirements to fulfil the annual targets set by the dis-
trict governments and education bureau. These annual targets meant that 
all her students were expected to be admitted to high-ranking universities 
and one or two students to the two top universities (Tsinghua and Beijing 
Universities). She felt her life to be ‘as bitter as a cup of black coffee’, denied 
a chance of having a spiritually and emotionally relaxed professional and 
personal life, and the freedom to express her opinions about school policies. 
As ‘a slave of the exams’, she was burdened with anxiety and burnout, which 
she described as ‘professional monotonous inertia’. Her stress is evident in 
the following email message.

I feel very tired. On coming back home, I can’t wait to flop onto the bed, 
not wanting to do anything or saying anything. This is my life and I’ve been 
accustomed to it and accepted it unconditionally. Life is more about repeti-
tion than surprise and challenge lies behind the repetition, which I think is 
the essence of life. (2 September 2012, 23:05)

She found herself in an ever-present dilemma because of the unresolved 
conflict between her preferred teaching and her compromised practice. As 
she explains below, she felt that the practice of making ‘exam machines’ 
was going increasingly further away from the initial purpose of education, 
depriving both students and teachers of their happiness and dignity.

Striving for exam results has spelled enormous pressure on me and students 
because you can’t guarantee good results all the time. This assessment mecha-
nism is really unfair to students, and to teachers. You can’t think too much 
about it because it will make you depressed. Good exam results not necessarily 
truly reflect students’ real competence, but we can do nothing about it.
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Yao felt like a failure because of the sharp contrast between her students’ 
test results and competence. ‘After so many years’ hard work, few students 
can speak English, even though most of them can get high scores in all 
kinds of English exams’. She acknowledged that teachers were apparently 
responsible for this situation because of their general low English-speaking 
proficiency and pedagogical inadequacy. At the same time, she emphasised 
that the exam-oriented education system was the root of the problem, and 
teachers were victims of the system. This view can be seen in her words 
below.

Today’s English teachers are the victims of traditional education. When they 
realise the serious problem and want to make some change, they find they 
are restricted by their own limited ability and competence, they don’t have 
confidence in themselves and are afraid of making mistakes. To save face, they 
would rather choose a secure way. They copy their own teacher’s traditional 
grammar translation way. They still focus on the transmission of knowledge 
of language instead of the development of language skills. So generation 
after generation, our English teachers teach English without speaking good 
English. How ridiculous!

With the emphasis on traditional, exam-oriented teaching approaches, she 
felt depressed about the dramatic decline in her own professional standards. 
She felt handicapped by her lack of English way of thinking and limited 
listening proficiency, which she considered as requisites in implementing 
communicative English teaching. She tried to improve her English, but was 
unable to persist owing to her heavy workload and the stress of ensuring her 
students’ successful academic performance.

Being a teacher is the hardest thing in the world, especially in a country 
where the education system has great conflict with your principles. If I don’t 
obey, I’ll ruin my students’ future; but if I obey, I’ll put too much pressure on 
my students and deprive them of their interest and pleasure in studies. It’s a 
dilemma and the irreconcilable contradiction makes us very painful.

Yao’s words above highlight the emotional dilemma she faced and how in 
private her emotions experienced frequent oscillation. However, in the class-
room, she always appeared cheerful because she enjoyed being with her stu-
dents and supporting them, and she felt obliged to appear positive in front 
of them.

Yao’s professional life carried on with these mixed experiences and feel-
ings. She felt that changing teachers’ beliefs alone would not suffice in 
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helping to implement the new curriculum goals, and the key step was to 
transform the contents of the Gaokao exam and the assessment practices. 
She believed that only such a policy change would bring about a fundamen-
tal change of teachers’ attitude towards teaching and their professional devel-
opment, and ultimately the overall quality of school education in China. 
She was confident that in a genuine reform environment she, along with 
other teachers, would actively upgrade her teaching and learning as she had 
always hoped for.

I’m sure teachers will adapt if the Gaokao-based assessment of schools, teach-
ers and students is abolished. Learning quality-oriented teaching methods 
may take a few years, but after that period teachers will develop quickly.

3  The Educational Landscape Mirrored 
Through Yao’s Curriculum Reform 
Experience

Yao’s curriculum reform experience is not a heartening scenario. Similar to 
the situations documented elsewhere in both China and beyond (e.g. Yan 
2015; Tan 2013; Elliott 2014; Hardman and A-Rahman 2014; Song 2015), 
while there have been considerable signs of whole-hearted receptiveness to 
quality-oriented education, there have also been insurmountable hurdles 
in the process of fully implementing it in teaching. Yao’s case shows how 
the obstacles do not seem to stem directly from the teacher, but from the 
environment in which she is working where the Gaokao ethos pervades. 
Three propositions have surfaced from Yao’s personal experience of curricu-
lum reform: ‘teaching to the test’ ought to be a teacher’s main responsibility; 
‘teaching to the test’ is an undermining experience; and most importantly 
of all, ‘teaching to the test’ is a manifestation of a utilitarian philosophy and 
epistemology that permeates across the education system.

3.1  ‘Teaching to the Test’ Ought to Be a Teacher’s 
Main Responsibility

Yao underwent a change of attitude towards the Gaokao-driven teaching, 
which represents an individual teacher’s compromise to the cultural norms 
and expectations, i.e. the pervading inescapable pressure of Gaokao-based 
evaluation of schools, teachers and students. Her characteristics (kindness, 
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conscientiousness and docility) and professional diligence led to her changed 
perception of Gaokao as a fair opportunity for her students to access higher 
education.

‘Teaching to the test’ is an externally imposed obligation and a norm over 
which teachers have little choice to help students achieve positive outcomes 
in Gaokao. As Bandura (1993: 31) points out

behaviour is regulated by social sanctions. […] The interpersonal influences 
operating within one’s immediate social network claim a stronger regulatory 
function than do general normative sanctions, which are more distal and 
applied more sporadically.

Yao’s compromised perception embodies school teachers’ confined profes-
sionalism, which has been documented elsewhere in China, including more 
developed cosmopolitans like Hong Kong and Shanghai (Lai and Lo 2007). 
Her compromise results from the highly centralised nature of the Chinese 
education system where teachers generally adhere to common curriculum 
standards and use formally required textbooks (Fan et al. 2004) and follow a 
knowledge transmission approach to learning and teaching (Ye 2004).

It is noticeable that Yao possesses many features of inspiring teachers 
defined by educational researchers (e.g. Erwin 2010; Bowman 2007; Lamb 
and Wedell 2015), such as being good-natured, having a passion for her 
subject and loving her students. Her public image shows her enthusiasm, 
dedication and commitment to supporting and developing her students. She 
has clear goals for her students and builds positive relationships with them 
through socio-emotional learning and approaches. She maintains a positive 
attitude towards her work despite being unable to carry out more meaning-
ful and creative teaching.

However, her teaching does not count as inspiring, the characteris-
tic feature of which challenges an assessment-driven policy context (Hayes 
2006). Her work is still limited to the small circle of exam preparation rou-
tines, a more direct route than inquiry-based learning to achieve desired 
exam results although she tries to infuse student-centred elements within 
her capacity in her teaching. Her choice of conformity is a compromise to 
the centralised system where the work ethic is underpinned by collectiv-
ism, large power distance, strong uncertainty avoidance and masculinity 
(Hofstede 1991). Her lack of opportunity and space and time to use inno-
vative pedagogies has gradually impaired her pedagogical competence. Her 
lived experiences are consistent with the picture painted previously in dif-
ferent contexts over the last ten years (e.g. Qi 2005; Li 2012; Wang 2011; 
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Lamb and Wedell 2015; Thompson and Harbaugh 2013; Lee et al. 2011; 
Riazi and Razavipour 2011), pointing to the prevalence of kiasuism (fear 
of loss) in schools under the pressure of the gruelling, ultra-competitive 
Gaokao and an absence of collective efficacy to realise new curriculum goals. 
Yao’s experiences also reflect similar pressures and a lack of efficacy that have 
been reported regarding teachers working in contexts outside China (Song 
2015; Kirkgoz 2008; Orafi and Borg 2009).

3.2  Teaching to the Test as an Undermining 
Experience

Yao is representative of many frontline Kiasu school teachers in China who 
succumb to the overwhelming pressure from working with a marginalised 
status between two conflicting worlds of educational policy ideals and school 
reality. Considering the local sociocultural environment where governments 
across the region use examinations as gatekeepers of access to schooling and 
as a means of quality control (Hill 2010), her compromised teaching can 
to a great extent be seen as ‘culturally appropriate’ pedagogical choices for 
motivating her students in the short-term (because their future long-term 
aspirations are far beyond her capacity).

Echoing Chinese teachers’ professional state previously depicted elsewhere 
(Zhao and Poulson 2006; Zhang and Liu 2014; Lo et al. 2013), the current 
exam-centric education and assessment regime posed as an oppressive force to 
Yao’s academic and social lives and largely reduced her enjoyment of English 
teaching and learning. The incongruence between her professional outlook, 
which is intimately linked to student academic achievement, and the dic-
tates of state reform measures caused enduring anxiety. Despite feeling happy 
about the school’s recognition of her students’ Gaokao success, Yao suffers 
ongoing physical and emotional stress caused by several contradictions, for 
example, between her visceral aspirations and work values and her compro-
mises; between her perceived ever declining professional competence (English 
proficiency, pedagogical conservatism) and lack of intrinsic working incentive 
and teaching satisfaction; and between the desire for more time and freedom 
and the enormous pressure of her teaching load. The limited opportunity for 
her to express her feelings has severely undermined her sense of efficacy. She 
refrained from disclosing her feelings to her colleagues for the fear of causing 
disharmony with colleagues, however, her ‘surface acting strategies’ (Yin and 
Lee 2012) of suppressing her emotions could not help her achieve ‘emotional 
harmony’ and ‘psychological well-being’ (Rafaeli and Sutton 1987). Her neg-
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ative emotions were aggravated because of little time to enjoy her personal life 
and fulfil her family responsibilities as a wife and a mother. Similar accounts 
of vulnerability and emotional disharmony have been reported in other stud-
ies of curriculum reform (Gao 2008; Lee and Yin 2011), yet as Yao’s case 
highlights, there still seems to be a widespread lack of acknowledgement by 
planners that the curriculum change process is inherently emotional; ‘It’s as if 
teachers think and act; but never really feel’ (Hargreaves 2005: 279).

3.3  ‘Teaching to the Test’ Is a Utilitarianism-Driven 
Practice

The conflicts and forces operating in Yao’s navigation of the dilemmas she 
faces between implementing the new curriculum and sticking to the exist-
ing examination-oriented teaching practices do not suggest a need to abolish 
the Gaokao. Instead, she considers Gaokao as having the potential to be a 
relatively fair assessment tool which can benefit children in less resourced 
regions. As she suggested, ‘Scores are not a sin. They are an essential tool 
to evaluate students’ performance. The problem is that we use it in a wrong 
way’. Yao’s case suggests that the present Gaokao-based school competi-
tion has resulted in an increasingly stratified education system and equity 
issues for rural schools, as previously documented (Postiglione 2006; Zhao 
2007; Zhao et al. 2008; Liu and Dunne 2009), specifically marginalised 
status of rural schools and its adverse consequences, such as students’ social 
and cultural capital, teachers’ financial status and limited access to profes-
sional development opportunities and most importantly the equal opportu-
nity to access higher education for a better life. Meanwhile, it also suggests 
that to fulfil Gaokao’s envisaged functions of ‘selecting talents and promot-
ing pedagogical change’ (Fan and Jin 2013), there is an urgency to address 
the lack of alignment between the government’s curriculum goals and the 
English Gaokao contents, as Cheng (2008) noted. This would seem to be 
true for not only Yao’s situation, but also in many other teaching and learn-
ing contexts (Wedell 2009; Orafi and Borg 2009; Chen and Brown 2013). 
This suggests a need to develop teacher trainers’ professional standards and 
to train test developers.

Yao’s case confirms that the experiences, perceptions and emotions of 
curriculum reform are the results of a dialectical relationship between the 
individuals and their professional and wider environment (Edmond and 
Hayler 2013). To enhance teachers’ sense of agency and efficacy in the cur-
riculum reform climate, undeniably there is a need for individual teachers 
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to make meaning of their pedagogical reform experiences through critically 
 examining the mismatch between their ideals and reality. But more impor-
tantly, resonant with Schweisfurth’s (2013) argument, sustained and coher-
ent support (e.g. through genuine encouragement of more autonomy and 
the provision of on-the-job time to engage in systematic personalised job-
embedded professional development) may have the potential of helping 
rural teachers rethink their practice and adapt their behaviours accordingly 
to be more accomplished and skilled educators for students in need of qual-
ity learning experience. Yao’s story tells us that for teachers like Yao, pro-
fessional growth, sense of efficacy and psychological well-being could be 
enhanced if assessment reforms were to be widely carried out to genuinely 
take account of new curriculum goals.
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1  Introduction

This chapter provides an account of one teacher’s experiences of a recent 
nationwide curriculum reform in Vietnam which focused on both language 
and pedagogical change for English language teachers. The chapter begins 
with an overview of ELT and context of the curriculum change. It then pro-
vides a detailed picture of his teacher living with change and discusses what 
we might learn from her story.

1.1  English Language Teaching Innovation

English language was first introduced to Vietnam as a subject at lower- and 
upper-secondary levels in the 1970s (Wright 2002). However, it was not 
until the socio-economic reform or Doi moi in 1986, that the demand for 
English grew and English became the main foreign language, taking the 
place of Russian whose status was seriously impacted after the disman-
tling of the former Soviet Union (Hoang 2010; Wright 2002). The surge 
in English from the early 1990s onwards reflected the regional trend where 
English was seen as a panacea by national governments in Asian-Pacific 
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countries, such as Vietnam, for national economic and social development 
(see, e.g., Nunan 2003; Baldauf et al. 2011). Indeed, within the Association 
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), of which Vietnam is a member coun-
try, English has been confirmed as the official working language to be used 
as a means of economic, business and social communication (Kirkpatrick 
2008). In recognition of this growing demand for English, both globally and 
within the Asia-Pacific region, the Ministry of Education and Training of 
Vietnam (MOET) has made considerable changes to foreign language poli-
cies. In 1996, English was first introduced as an elective subject in Grade 
3—primary level. It then became a core curriculum subject in Grade 6 
through to Grade 12 and constituted one examination in the national exam-
inations towards the general education diploma (GED) in 2000. In 2010, it 
was decided that English would be a compulsory subject nationwide from 
Grade 3 to Grade 12. These changes have encouraged the perception of 
English as ‘the language of educational opportunities and employment pros-
pects’ (Phan et al. 2014: 238).

1.2  The Revised Language Curriculum

The most recent innovation in Vietnam is the revised foreign language cur-
riculum (also mentioned in this chapter as the new or renewed curriculum), 
which was launched in 2006, marking a period of substantial changes in 
English Language Teaching (ELT). First and foremost, there was a marked 
shift from the traditional grammar-focused, textbook-bound and teacher-
centred instruction (Le 2007) towards communicative language teaching 
that adopts a learner-centred and task-based learning approach (MOET 
2006). In this reform, the overall goal of English language teaching was 
the development of communicative skills. The ten-year national plan for 
‘Teaching and Learning Foreign Languages in the National Formal Educational 
System in the period of 2008–2020’ states that:

…by 2020, most Vietnamese students […] will be able to use English with 
certain confidence in their daily communication, work and study in an inte-
grated, multi-cultural and multi-lingual environment. (The Government of 
Vietnam 2008 :1)

In particular, the renewed English curriculum (MOET 2006: 5) stipulates 
the aims of English language teaching at secondary schools as enabling 
 students:
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• to use English as a means for basic communication at certain level of pro-
ficiency both in spoken and written channels;

• to master basic formal knowledge of English equivalent to their levels of 
proficiency and ages;

• to possess some general understanding of the people and cultures of some 
English-speaking countries and build up a positive attitude toward the 
people, cultures and languages of these countries.

The second major change as part of this innovation was the adoption of 
the new textbook, starting from 2007, which was to pave the way for the 
realisation of communicative language teaching. The new textbook series, 
mandated by the MOET, comprised the standard level set—which a vast 
majority learners use—and the advanced level set. These were replace-
ment for the previous two sets of textbooks, namely the three—book 
series (Tieng Anh he ba nam)—and the seven—book series (Tieng Anh he 
bay nam). While the old textbooks reflected the traditional grammar-based 
and reading-skill-building approach (Hoang 2010; Nguyen 2007), the new 
series claimed to underpin communicative language teaching methodology 
(Hoang et al. 2006).

Perhaps most significantly, the new curriculum mandated for the first 
time a language proficiency policy for both students and teachers. According 
to this, secondary pupils must obtain an English level proficiency equiva-
lent to Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) level B1 upon 
completing secondary education, and teachers of English at upper-secondary 
levels have to attain level C1.

While teachers have concerns over the curriculum and textbooks, the new 
language proficiency requirement appears to have created considerable ten-
sion among teachers.

1.3  English Teacher Education

English teacher education seems to lag behind the recent developments in 
English language curriculum change. Many teachers of English are inad-
equately qualified (Hoang 2010; Le 2007; Nguyen 2011; Nguyen and 
Nguyen 2007). This situation is believed to be caused by a number of 
shortcomings in pre-service education, namely inadequate English lan-
guage teacher education curricula that neglect teaching skills development, 
the absence of connections between training and teaching realities, as well 
as limited faculty capability (Do 2014; Le 2004, 2014; Nguyen 2013a).  
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In addition, there are a considerable number of teachers who did not 
undergo official training in ELT but became teachers of English after attend-
ing ‘instant’, and usually poor quality, short teacher training courses run by 
many universities or colleges including those who are officially accredited 
(see more in Le 2007; Le and Barnard 2009; Pham 2001).

To support teachers in the innovation process, the MOET has provided 
in-service teacher training (or INSET) opportunities both to improve 
instructional practice and to upgrade the English competence of English 
language teachers. While teachers attend both types of courses, it is the 
language upgrade course that causes them most anxiety. At the end of the 
course, teachers are required to sit a language examination which tests four 
language skills and structures and grades them according to the CEFR lev-
els. Before 2015, these test papers took the formats of multiple standard-
ised tests: while the speaking and writing tests resembled those of The 
International English Language Testing System (IELTS) speaking and writ-
ing tests, the listening, reading and structure tests followed the format of the 
Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL).

Indeed, these courses have had limited success. From my experience as a 
teacher trainer and an academic manager, the reasons for this failure largely 
lie in: (1) the poor level of English teachers have on entry, which is due to 
the low quality of language instruction and pre-service education (see afore-
mentioned discussion) and notably the fact that a considerable number of 
teachers originally majored in Russian, and who were retrained to teach 
English from 1990s onwards (see more in Le and Barnard 2009); (2) the 
high level of difficulty of the language test papers, partly being on account 
of the mixed format of the test papers. Among the four test papers, it is the 
listening comprehension test which challenges teacher candidates the most; 
and (3) the ineffective organisation of INSET courses. Initially, the instruc-
tional improvement and upgrade INSET courses took place simultaneously, 
which placed a huge load on teachers (I will discuss this further in the next 
section). Normally, teachers sit the language examination immediately after 
finishing the upgrade course. If they are not successful, they will have to 
retake it until they pass the required benchmarking examination.

The media in Vietnam have reported how, despite the language upgrade 
courses, only a small number of upper-secondary English teachers are able to 
reach the required C1 standard1. An investigation between 2011 and 2012 

1See English teachers necessarily need to meet international standards? on Vietnamnet dated16 August 
2012 or English teaching in Vietnam: Teacher ‘re-education’ on TuoiTre online, dated 27 March 2013
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revealed that as many as 92% of upper-secondary school teachers of English 
were disqualified in terms of language competence (Nguyen 2013b).

It can be seen then that the new curriculum presents three major changes, 
namely a shift in teaching methodology to a more communicative approach, 
the introduction of new textbooks and the focus on increasing teacher 
capacity particularly in terms of their language proficiency. Together these 
pose a significant challenge to teachers of English.

The rest of this chapter presents the story of an upper-secondary teacher 
of English, showing how she has experienced these challenges and the impli-
cations for curriculum innovation planning. While it is not possible to 
make generalisations from the experiences of one teacher, the case aims to 
highlight details of a particular context and situation from which others in 
Vietnam and further afield may be able to learn from.

2  The Story

This is a narrative of a teacher of English who has experienced the English 
language curriculum innovation for over nine years.

The next section provides a detailed analysis of the teacher’s experience of 
change under the identified themes.

2.1  Professional Background

Lan, a woman now in her mid-thirties, was born in a mountainous province 
in the north of Vietnam. She started learning English from Grade 8. After 
an unsuccessful attempt in the university entrance examination, she enrolled 
at an extension English programme or ‘tại chức’ (see more in Le 2007), 
majoring in translation. This five-year course rewarded her with a degree 
with distinction. Upon graduation, Lan took a two-month pedagogy course 
from the same university to be certified as a teacher of English, although 
this university did not have ELT training programme. She then obtained a 
teaching post at an upper-secondary state school on the outskirts of the capi-
tal city where she has been for ten years. The way Lan became an English 
instructor is similar to that of many other teachers who graduated from non-
formal training courses, which were offered by non-ELT-majored colleges or 
universities and the quality of which is questioned in a number of studies, as 
previously mentioned.



88     L.T.Q. Tran

2.2  An Ambitious English Curriculum

Lan began teaching one year before the revised English curriculum and the 
new textbook series were implemented. She learned about this renewed cur-
riculum when taking part in an INSET course at the outset of the innova-
tion. According to her, this English curriculum aims to help pupils ‘not only 
to get hold of the knowledge of English but also employ it in real-life com-
munication’. This differs from the former curriculum which, as Lan put it, 
focused on ‘equipping pupils with the knowledge of English that enabled 
them to pass examinations and which emphasised grammatical knowledge’. 
Therefore, as far as Lan is concerned, both curricula have their goal as the 
knowledge of the language but differ in how the language is employed.

Commenting on the new curriculum goal, Lan said:

Indeed, it is very ideal, (…) well, it is good to have a new one yet it is hard to 
say it is suitable (..) this book is too challenging for both teachers and pupils 
(…) too ideal to be realised even for pupils who started learning English at 
grade 6.

She reasoned that:

…the content requirement is not relevant to the current level of the pupils 
because they did not care much to practise English in lower classes (..) and 
so in my class only half of the pupils are responsible to the learning content 
or, are able to do what the teacher asks them to (…) and the time frame for 
doing so is very limited as there is not enough time, really, a shortage of time 
because there are too many exercises to complete in a lesson (…).

She further noted that:

We are told by the trainers that we have to go to the end of the book section 
because this (the production part) is very very important (…) but in reality we 
do not have time and capability to cover the prescribed schedule.

As regarding examination system, Lan observed:

With the former curriculum, students only had objective tests but when 
the new curriculum takes effect, there are writing test, either sentence or 
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 paragraph writing. And then there is a short listening test part added to the 
continual assessment. Not much change to the graduation test, though.

It can be seen that although a few alterations had been made to the  existing 
examination system, objective tests still dominated and no speaking and 
listening tests existed in the high-stake examinations, such as the national 
GEP (I come back to this point in the section that follows). This implies a 
clash between the renewed curriculum, which centres on a  communicative 
approach, and the testing system that has remained highly  lexico-grammar 
knowledge based. Consequently, she found it challenging to balance 
between ‘teaching for the test’ and ‘accomplishing teaching contents as 
required’.

Lan also perceives the new curriculum to be ambitious because of her lim-
ited English competence, which makes it hard for her to deliver some topics 
in the textbook:

I feel like I have some weaknesses… there are parts that I feel I could not be 
able to do myself, while I still have to teach a lesson like that...

However, when mentioning the English proficiency requirements, Lan was 
strongly opposed to it saying that it was ‘unnecessarily demanding’. The 
teacher trainer whom I interviewed also confirmed that disapproval was a 
common reaction among many of her trainees:

They say if they could choose, they would go for the methodology course 
rather than this [language course]…

This suggests that Lan and other teachers did not fully comprehend the 
necessity of acquiring better English competency. She in fact had quite a 
negative attitude towards the change required of her, as discussed in more 
detail later.

2.3  Coping with the Ambitious Curriculum

In an attempt to make sense of the new curriculum in this context, Lan felt 
that she had to ‘lower’ the overall aims of the curriculum in order to
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help the pupils master the grammar knowledge, at a certain level that they can 
perform in the examinations; as for communicative skills, only a minority of 
pupils can develop them. Yes, only a small number can do these.

She justified her adaptation decision by arguing that:

…it is good to have high aim, but if the input content is too high above their 
level, they will not get hold of it, nor apply it in anyway, so if the knowledge 
input is within their reach, they can understand, thus it is better for them, I 
think.

It can be understood from the above that by adapting the curriculum aims, 
Lan is able to continue to teach what she feels confident about teaching, 
which happens to be what the exams test. This approach lessens the risk of 
her losing face in front of students, parents and others in her school because 
of her own perception of her limited language proficiency.

This section shows how Lan perceives the new curriculum to be ambitious 
considering the English language level of her students, her own language 
proficiency and the requirements of the exams. Lan’s reported adaptation of 
the curriculum and syllabus to suit the examination and the level of her stu-
dents suggests a pragmatic move to allow her to maintain her preferred way 
of teaching in an effort to save face. This seems to be a particular concern for 
her and is linked to her own perceptions of her English language proficiency.

2.4  A Shift to Communicative, Learner-Centred 
Teaching

Lan appeared to welcome the shift to communicative, learner-centred teach-
ing approach:

With this new curriculum, teachers are only facilitators (..) who guide stu-
dents the skills and how to perform tasks in the textbook, unlike previously 
(..) teachers act as if they are model providers for students to imitate…

As for students, Lan shared that:

Students are the centre of class, they have to take initiatives and be creative 
and proactive during the lesson (..) students have to prepare very carefully 
before class by looking up all new words appearing in the lesson or studying 
requirements of tasks for in class teachers only introduce key words, and there 
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are a lot more, which unless they learn in advance, they cannot understand 
them.

This shows how she interpreted the ‘communicative’ concepts according 
to her existing belief framework and got the students to be ‘active’ in ways 
that were culturally and normatively familiar to her but not in tune with the 
 curriculum goals.

During class time, Lan provides guidance on the tasks and gets the pupils 
to conduct them. This is, for example, how Lan describes how she helps 
pupils in speaking skills:

I provided them with a speech sample and some structures that they could 
‘borrow’ in their own practice. Usually I split the tasks into ‘bite-sized’ pieces 
and assign them to learners, for instance, slower pupils would get the easy 
pieces and quicker pupils more difficult ones.

This shows that the way Lan supports her students in oral development (i.e. 
giving model speech) is to both scaffold and control their production. This is 
likely to be another version of the ‘teachers-as-model-providers’ formula and 
contradicts the ‘teachers-as-facilitators’ belief that she mentioned earlier.

When it came to teaching grammar, Lan chose an inductive teaching 
method to help make the students ‘encouraged to think more during the 
 lesson’:

I had the pupils work out rules from given examples instead of telling them 
explicitly myself like I used to.

Despite Lan’s efforts, her teaching, as she admits, largely remained conven-
tional:

Until now, I still have to exercise traditional teacher-dictating-and-pupils-
taking-notes practice, because unless otherwise many pupils would end up 
having blank pages on their notebook at the end of the lesson. They do not 
understand the lesson, so do not take any notes.

It is worth noting from Lan’s account that she tends to associate learner-
centred teaching with learners’ readiness, which is made possible by care-
ful preparation. This shows her limited understanding of the principles that 
underlie learner-centred pedagogy (Lee 2014; Segovia and Hardison 2009). 
Also, it seems that most of the learning activities are led by the teacher and 
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that her attempts to assist the students in doing the tasks are, to a large 
extent, different ways of getting them to reproduce fixed language (Nguyen 
2007). In addition, it seems that letting students go home with blank note-
books is still something that worries her because in Vietnam culture this is 
deemed inappropriate culturally and contextually.

The above shows that Lan was, to a great extent, conscious of the changes 
expected of her and actually took appropriate action to create more com-
municative opportunities in her lessons, for example, in adapting her tech-
niques in teaching grammar. On the other hand, her beliefs about learning 
and teaching remain unchanged in that she seems to believe that learning 
is about acquiring knowledge through the mastering of all new vocabulary 
and that learning is via imitating given models. These beliefs are also nota-
ble through her desire to avoid students having blank notebooks. It is pos-
sible that these conceptions persist because the curriculum principles are not 
in harmony with social expectations of other stakeholders such as her stu-
dents, colleagues, principal and parents, who still hold that learning equals 
well-noted inputs, and that teacher has the responsibility of preparing the 
students with a lot of vocabulary and grammar rules in order for them to 
achieve high examination results. This also suggests that there has not been 
sufficient awareness raising among this group of stakeholders about what the 
goals of the new curriculum are and what these means for what happens in 
the classroom.

The following section looks at how Lan was assisted in the implementa-
tion of the changes by examining different support mechanisms for teachers.

2.5  Support for Change Implementation

2.5.1  English Language Proficiency Requirement

Lan was informed of the English language proficiency requirement several 
years ago. As noted earlier, her reaction to this policy was quite unfavourable 
at first:

I do not see much reason in the urgency of upgrading my English compe-
tence. Without it [Level C1 certificate], my teaching was still alright.

In order to prepare for C1 level test, she underwent two intensive language 
upgrade courses, each lasting nearly three months during the summer. Yet, 
her three attempts in the benchmarking tests upon completing the courses 
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only yielded her English level B2. Lan felt under pressure to reach C1 level 
because, as she put it:

a local education officer warned that after October 2015, those who have not 
achieved Level C1 might be appointed to do a different job.

Lan confided that pressure came from her colleagues who had all some-
how achieved a C1 level certificate. She also suggested that her motivation 
to complete the language courses was simply about ‘professional survival’, 
rather than an attempt to develop her professional capacity:

Not all teachers who pass the proficiency test can apply what they have 
learned in their instruction. They just consider it as a prerequisite to their sur-
vival on the job. Afterward they will exercise teaching the way what is familiar 
to them, following the well-trodden path.

Perhaps Lan’s view is unsurprising given her attitude to language improve-
ment and her fears of loss of face with students and others. In the end, Lan 
decided to go through the ‘side gate’ by sitting a test coordinated by a pro-
vincial university instead of the one by a major university. Although in the-
ory, all examination papers, regardless of the service provider, are supposed 
to be of the same format and level of difficulty, the perception among teach-
ers like Lan is that more provincial universities offer easier tests, (albeit cer-
tainly with much higher examination fees) and indeed Lan eventually got 
the desired certificate. Interestingly, Lan also told me that she was capable of 
applying a number of good ideas from the language upgrade course in her 
daily English instruction despite being resentful at first:

I did not expect my teaching to be benefited from the course, but it was, 
though not very much.

It can be seen that Lan was not fully aware of the necessity of having a bet-
ter command of English in order to be able to deal with the unpredictability 
of language and interaction that is likely to arise in a more communicative 
teaching and learning classroom environment. Yet this also points to a lack 
of communication by policy makers and planners of the rationale behind 
the English language proficiency policy to those stakeholders (such as teach-
ers) who would be affected by it. The proficiency policy, initially being 
intended as a means to support teachers in the change process, consequently 
turned out to be ‘a nightmare’ for many teachers. This suggests that language 



94     L.T.Q. Tran

policy planners may not have had a good sense of the current English profi-
ciency level of teachers and so set the desired level too high. It also suggests 
that they possibly failed to understand that language improvement takes a 
long time (Kaplan et al. 2011) and is a continual process.

2.5.2  New Textbooks and Learning Resources

The change in the textbooks which accompanied the new curriculum also 
posed a challenge to Lan. The new textbook claims to follow the commu-
nicative approach  (Hoang et al. 2006) and is skill based and theme based. 
Each unit centres on one theme and is organised into four language skill 
sections plus a language focus one with each section being allocated a 
 45-minute period. A lesson is comprised of two to three tasks, excluding 
pre- and post-activities.

While praising the communicativeness of this textbook over its predeces-
sor, Lan admitted ‘most of us felt very discouraged’ in the beginning, as the 
new textbook had ‘ longer passages compared with the former one’, which 
means ‘far more new vocabulary to be covered’. Again, this discloses a way 
of thinking about teaching and learning consistent with the prevailing con-
ceptions of language as knowledge.

Lan identified one of the biggest problems in using the book as being:

… short of time, really short of time: only one skill but there are many tasks 
in the while-activity part and also post-task…I usually guide the pupils how 
to do post task and give it as homework so that next class I can check it, or 
even I almost skip it, well, just skip it or take homework for granted.

By leaving out the communicative part in the lesson, Lan actually missed 
out on the most important part of the lesson, as she acknowledged. This 
seems to point, again, to the lack of awareness by curriculum writers and 
policy makers that a communicative approach requires more time for teach-
ers and students.

Another obstacle Lan encountered when teaching the new textbook was 
the shortage of learning resources. Like elsewhere in the country, the class-
rooms are basically equipped with fixed student desks and a blackboard. 
Regarding English learning facilities, this school has two functional class-
rooms installed with computers and projectors to which all subject teachers 
have free access. Notably, she said:
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…and support is just the minimum learning facilities for the teaching, such as 
cassette players… but in fact, it was not enough (…) we have nearly 40 classes 
and nine teachers of English but only two cassette players.

This shows a severe lack of ‘minimum learning facilities’ which apparently 
influenced the delivery of the curriculum, as she indicated:

I cannot say that it [the number of cassette players] is enough… If I do not 
manage to have one [cassette player] for this listening lesson, I would have to 
skip it for one or two periods and go back to it in a later class. Otherwise, I 
have to act as the cassette player, reading out that audio transcript (…) This 
very much limits the exposure of my students.

She talked about the poorly equipped school library:

.. library is very limited as regarding books, most of the books are intended for 
students, (..) so each teacher must find her own way to have access to infor-
mation she needs (..) usually from the internet.

Although Lan was attempting to cope with the new curriculum, the added 
obstacles of a lack of resources did little build her confidence in adopting a 
communicative approach and in many ways probably reinforced her view 
that the curriculum was too ambitious.

2.5.3  INSET Courses

In the introduction, I mention that external support was available for teach-
ers in the form of INSET courses. The purpose of these training courses was 
either to introduce teachers to the new textbook (or textbook briefing), to 
update and enhance their teaching skills, or to improve their English profi-
ciency (as I have discussed in a previous section).

Lan recalled that soon after the innovation was in place, she participated 
in INSET courses with instructors being textbook writers.

During the first two years, there was a training event every summer, each last-
ing three to four days or so.

In one of these courses, she was briefly informed of the new curricu-
lum. Most of the training time, however, was devoted to the technical 
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 introduction of the new textbook, its underpinning theories and steps for 
how to ‘teach it’. She described it as having to do with ‘mostly administra-
tive documents and theories’. From then on, she attended several longer 
INSET courses during summer time. Her overall feeling of these courses was 
that they were ‘not so practical and useful’. Some of the main reasons sug-
gested by Lan included:

…they [trainers] do not understand the students and teachers …

.. content only mentions methodology in terms of theory, generally, and not 
a particular matter…

they [trainers] do not take into consideration the varied levels of us, the 
teacher participants.

…no one followed us after the course to guide us further so that we can use 
the things we learn in our own classes

There are a number of points arising from Lan’s account. First, INSET course 
instructors were people who did not have direct connections or relationships 
with secondary education. Thus, they were likely to have very little knowl-
edge and awareness of the secondary curriculum or the context in which it 
was to be implemented. Second, training courses reflected the prevailing cul-
tural and normative views on education in which knowledge can be learnt 
through transmission, which is at odds with the communicative and learner-
centred approach that teachers are encouraged to adopt. This, too, shows that 
the course instructors had not engaged in the change themselves and indeed 
that perhaps those planning teacher support initiatives have not considered 
that trainers may also need support to be able to help teachers in the change 
process. The lack of follow-up in school was another factor that prevented 
teachers from applying what they had learned in their own classroom.

2.5.4  Examination Systems

As mentioned earlier, although the new curriculum with its communicative 
orientation has been launched for nearly ten years, Lan points out that the 
old testing system is still in use with only a few changes, one of which was 
made quite recently:

From 2014 onward, the graduation exam paper consists of, beside the objec-
tive test section with 64 objective questions, a writing test section, that is par-
agraph writing of about 150 words…
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It seems that although skills (albeit with the absence of speaking and listen-
ing skills in high-stake examinations) are tested, the emphasis is on the test-
ing of discrete items and knowledge rather than assessing the communicative 
aspect of writing, reading and listening.

Lan’s talk about the support she has been provided with to implement the 
new curriculum highlights the inconsistencies in the information teachers 
are given (or not given) through curriculum materials and support and the 
kinds of changes they are being asked to do in the classroom.

3  Changing to Change: Pain, but Little Gain

The case of Lan provides a picture of an experienced teacher struggling 
to deal with both new teaching approaches and new language proficiency 
requirements, with limited support and with little perceived gain.

The revised English curriculum of Vietnam entails three substantial 
changes namely in instructional practice, adoption of new textbook and 
teacher capacity improvement. Yet, the case of Lan reveals that all of these 
have apparently not taken firm root in her classroom.

At the outset, Lan was given little opportunity to learn about the new 
curriculum and to understand the overall goals of a communicative 
approach and how this relates to the need for better English language profi-
ciency for teachers. Her negative attitude to the language improvement pol-
icy and some of her misconceptions of communicative teaching partly stem 
from this. What arises from this is the issue of the communication of vision 
between the designers of change and change implementers (Hallinger 2010). 
If the goal of change is not properly communicated to relevant stakeholders, 
for example, INSET instructors, test designers and teachers, it is unlikely 
that desired outcomes will be achieved. Poor communication is a phenom-
enon commonly observed in education reform in many countries in Asia, 
like Vietnam, where there is ‘relatively little participation from the teachers 
and principals’ (Hallinger 2010: 408) in change initiation.

Lan was trying to implement the new curriculum but was also  struggling 
with the risk and fear associated with loss of face and the notion that she 
may be perceived as a ‘bad’ teacher. This fits with Hutchinson (1991: 3) who 
points that resistance may occur due to ‘fear of the disturbance of key mean-
ings […]or isolation from a group’. She chose to adopt a  pragmatic approach 
reflecting the ‘transmission-based nature of the existing educational 
culture’(Wedell 2011: 15) where the teaching and learning of discrete lan-
guage items in order to pass a test, and teacher-fronted and  textbook-bound 
teaching were still viewed as signs of a good teacher (Le and Barnard 2009). 
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This implies that to make change happen, all stakeholders operating in the 
educational culture and system need to develop a change mentality because, 
without change at all levels of the educational system, large-scale innovation 
will certainly fail (Wedell 2009). Given the present context of Vietnam, it is 
apparent that for a ‘culture’ change to take place, numerous challenges need 
to be overcome. The time frame set for this change, i.e. the year 2020, there-
fore, appears to be unfeasible.

Of the changes that the renewed English curriculum presents to the cur-
rent educational norms, the introduction of the language skills standard 
that applies to teachers of English is the most radical. For the first time ever, 
this policy puts forwards the idea of standardising teachers. In a Confucian 
culture like Vietnam, teachers are considered the ‘guru’ in their area whose 
knowledge is not to be questioned (To 2010). The policy of improving lan-
guage proficiency, therefore, touches upon a sensitive spot regarding the 
qualification of teachers of English: English competency.

Lan’s case suggests that her concern with the C1 level test was related to 
concepts of normativity and professional vulnerability, which, Gao (2008) 
points out, can add to teachers’ burden. As observed by Wedell (2011: 5), 
‘n[N]o professional likes to feel that their existing knowledge and skills 
are no longer sufficient’. He cites a publication by Van Veen and Sleegers 
(2006), in which Dutch teachers are vulnerable when their professional 
competence falls short of educational change. We, therefore, are inclined 
to share with the ‘desperate’ feelings Lan (and perhaps many teachers of 
English in Vietnam) used to experience. It may be that the requirement of 
a C1 level of English language proficiency reinforces a perceived need for 
near native competence which is likely to make teachers like Lan feel inse-
cure about their own level of English, as (Garton 2014) suggests is the case 
with primary English language teachers in South Korea. These feelings of 
insecurity, vulnerability and inadequacy seem to be exacerbated for Lan by 
the pressure from those above her for her to pass the test quickly. However, 
planners need to be aware that innovation takes time and requires sustained 
effort over a certain duration (Levin and Fullan 2008). If teachers are simul-
taneously required to advance language proficiency and improve English 
instruction on top of everything they normally do, they are likely to become 
exhausted and demotivated in making changes. This overloading might 
result in surface changes rather than longer-term desired changes, as warned 
by Hallinger (2010).

One of the challenges Lan faces is with the mixed messages that the text-
books and testing system send out. Although the new textbook is said to 
support a communicative approach, it has been criticised for not adopting a 
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communicative approach to the skill sections and for having an overloaded 
teaching content based on language items (Nguyen 2007). If these criticisms 
are rational, and it is very probable that they are viewed from my perspective 
of a teacher trainer and mentor to ELT students in their school-based teach-
ing practicum over the last ten years, then this could be another obstacle 
to teachers in realising learner-centred and communicative language teach-
ing as mandated by the curriculum (Kaplan et al. 2011; Nguyen 2011). 
Similarly, Lan’s case highlights how the English language assessment does 
not match the new curriculum communicative rhetoric, which is a situation 
found elsewhere (Baldauf et al. 2011; Jacobs and Farrell 2001). This incom-
patibility is bound to cause a negative backwash effect on relevant stakehold-
ers in preventing them from taking on board changes. As Wedell (2009: 25) 
observed:

If people in a change context (parents, learners, teachers, institutional leaders) 
see an obvious lack of harmony between the behaviours/practices underlying 
the proposed changes and those that are perceived to help learners pass high 
stakes exams, it is the practices that support success in assessment that will 
‘win’.

Despite the fact that numerous INSET opportunities have been offered to 
Lan, their impact on her instructional practice and language competence 
seems to have been quite limited. Previous studies, such as those conducted 
by Lamb (1995), Park and Sung (2013), mention multiple reasons for the 
inefficiency of in-service teacher training, which have to do with instruc-
tors, content and session organisation. Most of these issues have rightly been 
identified by Lan. However, one additional factor is that teachers were not 
sought for advice on the design of the training courses. This suggests a top-
down approach to change by planners (Hayes 2012), which may eliminate 
chances for teachers’ needs being catered for. While it is unlikely that a true 
bottom-up approach could be adopted in the foreseeable future, it might 
be a good suggestion to reinforce the connection between grass-roots teach-
ers with their immediate ‘level above’, i.e. local ELT specialists, who could, 
on behalf of the teachers, inform course designers of teachers’ professional 
demands. Furthermore, to ensure long-term improvement of instructional 
quality, INSET training should be regarded as a lifelong process (Hayes 
2008) rather than a short-term event or examination (in the case of the lan-
guage upgrade examination), since teachers need time to process the new 
phenomenon and deal with multiple contextual constraints after they leave 
the training room.
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4  Conclusion

Overall, Lan’s experience reveals a marked gap between the hoped-for cur-
riculum for ELT education and the classroom realities at an upper-second-
ary school. This fact has been identified earlier in Vietnam (Hoang 2010; Le 
and Barnard 2009) and in other countries (Hallinger 2010; Hallinger and 
Lee 2011; Nunan 2003; Orafi and Borg 2009; Park and Sung 2013; Sakui 
2004; Waters and Vilches 2008), suggesting that there is nothing startling 
in Lan’s story. However, what makes her case interesting and perhaps unique 
to change stories in other contexts is the struggle she has faced with having 
to both change her teaching approach and at the same time improve her 
English language proficiency to reach a mandated standard. Almost a decade 
has passed since the new English curriculum was introduced, and Lan’s case 
shows that the picture of the ELT classroom continues to feature teacher-
fronted instruction, knowledge-based transmission and a textbook-coverage 
teaching approach. The study reveals that, in order to have some hope in 
achieving desired changes of the new curriculum, the incongruence evident in 
different parts of the change process at different levels need to be considered. 
While a more bottom-up approach to change policy and planning is unlikely 
to be a workable solution in Vietnam, focusing on addressing the inconsist-
encies in teacher support, curriculum materials, communication flow with 
stakeholders at school level, and having a better understanding of exactly what 
change means for those who have to implement it, would be a significant start 
in helping teachers like Lan successfully cope with curriculum change.

References

Baldauf, J.R.B., R.B. Kaplan, N. Kamwangamalu, and P. Bryant. 2011. Success or 
failure of primary second/foreign language programmes in Asia: What do the 
data tell us? Current Issues in Language Planning 12 (2): 309–323.

Do, M.H. 2014. Towards more flexible organization. In Higher education in 
Vietnam-flexibility, mobility and practicality in the global knowledge economy, ed. 
L. Tran, S. Marginson, H. Do, Q. Do, T. Le, N. Nguyen, T. Vu, T. Pham, and 
H. Nguyen, 54–85. London: Palgrave Macmillan.

Gao, X. (2008). Teachers’ professional vulnerability and cultural tradition: A 
Chinese paradox. Teaching and Teacher Education 24 (1): 154–165.

Garton, S. 2014. Unresolved issues and new challenges in teaching English to 
young learners: the case of South Korea. Current Issues in Language Planning 15 
(2): 201–219.

Hallinger, P. 2010. Making education reform happen: Is there an ‘Asian’ way? School 
Leadership & Management 30 (5): 401–418.



5 Teachers’ Linguistic and Pedagogic Challenge     101

Hallinger, P., and M. Lee. 2011. A decade of education reform in Thailand: Broken 
promise or impossible dream? Cambridge Journal of Education 41 (2): 139–158.

Hayes, D. 2008. In-service teacher education in primary ELT. Paper presented at the 
Regional Seminar.

Hayes, D. 2012. Mismatched perspectives : In-service teacher education policy 
and practice in South Korea. In Managing change in English language teaching : 
Lessons from experience, ed. C. Tribble, 99–104. London: British Council.

Hoang, V.V. 2010. The current situation and issues of the teaching of English in 
Vietnam. Institute of International Language and Culture Studies, 22 (1): 7–18. 
Retrieved from http://r-cube.ritsumei.ac.jp/handle/10367/4129.

Hoang, V.V., Nguyen, T. C, and Hoang, X. H. 2006. Innovating ELT methodology 
in Vietnam ’s Upper Secondary School Hanoi: Education Publisher.

Hutchinson, T. 1991. The management of change. Teacher Trainer 5 (3): 19–21.
Jacobs, G.M, and Farrell, T.S.C. 2001. Paradigm shift: Understanding and imple-

menting change in second language education. TESL-EJ, 5 (1).
Kaplan, R.B., R.B. Baldauf Jr., and N. Kamwangamalu. 2011. Why educational lan-

guage plans sometimes fail. Current Issues in Language Planning 12 (2): 105–124.
Kirkpatrick, A. 2008. English as the official working language of the Association 

of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN): Features and strategies. English Today 94 
(24–2): 37–44.

Lamb, M. 1995. The consequences of INSET. ELT journal 49 (1): 72–80.
Le, V.C. 2004. From Ideology to Inquiry: Mediating Asian and Western Values in 

ELT. Teacher’s Edition. 28–35.
Le, V.C. 2007. A historical review of English language education in Vietnam. 

In English education in Asia: History and policies, ed. Y. Choi, and B. Spolsky,  
167–179. ASIA TEFL: Seoul.

Le, V.C. 2014. Great expectations: The TESOL practicum as a professional learning 
experience. TESOL Journal 5 (2): 199–224.

Le, V.C., and R. Barnard. 2009. Curricular innovation behind closed classroom 
doors: A Vietnamese case study. Teacher’s Edition (Vietnam) 24 (2): 20–33.

Lee, M.W. 2014. Will communicative language teaching work? Teachers’ percep-
tions toward the new educational reform in South Korea. Indonesian Journal of 
Applied Linguistics 3 (2): 1–17.

Levin, B., and M. Fullan. 2008. Learning about systems renewal. Educational 
Management Administration and Leadership 36 (2): 289–303.

MOET. 2006. The English curriculum for the secondary school. Hanoi: Education 
Publisher.

Nguyen, M.H. 2013a. The curriculum for English language teacher education in 
Australian and Vietnamese universities. Australian Journal of Teacher Education 
38 (11): 33–53.

Nguyen, N.H. 2013b. National Foreign languages 2020 project Paper presented at 
the Vietnam Engineering Education Conference Viet Nam.

http://r-cube.ritsumei.ac.jp/handle/10367/4129


102     L.T.Q. Tran

Nguyen, T.M.H. 2011. Primary English language education policy in Vietnam: 
Insights from implementation. Current Issues in Language Planning 12 (2): 225–249.

Nguyen, T.M.H., and Q.T. Nguyen. 2007. Teaching English in primary schools in 
Vietnam: An overview. Current Issues in Language Planning 8 (2): 162–173.

Nguyen, T.T.M. 2007. Textbook evaluation: The case of English textbooks currently 
in use at Vietnam’s upper-secondary school. Unpublished research report. Singapore: 
RELC SEAMEO.

Nunan, D. 2003. The impact of English as a global language on educational poli-
cies and practices in the Asia- Pacific region. Tesol Quarterly 37 (4): 589–613.

Orafi, S.M.S., and S. Borg. 2009. Intentions and realities in implementing commu-
nicative curriculum reform. System 37 (2): 243–253.

Park, M., and Y.-K. Sung. 2013. Teachers’ perceptions of the recent curriculum 
reforms and their implementation: what can we learn from the case of Korean 
elementary teachers? Asia Pacific Journal of Education 33 (1): 15–33.

Pham, H.H. 2001. Teacher development: A real need for English departments in 
Vietnam English Teaching Forum,  39 (4). Retrieved from http://americanenglish.
state.gov/files/ae/resource_files/01–39-4-f.pdf.

Phan, L.H., V.H. Ha, and B. Dat. 2014. Language policies in modern-day 
Vietnam: Changes, challenges and complexities. In Language, Education and 
Nation-building: Assimilation and shift in Southeast Asia, ed. P. Sercombe, and 
R. Tupas. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

Sakui, K. 2004. Wearing two pairs of shoes: Language teaching in Japan. ELT 
journal 58 (2): 155–163.

Segovia, L.P.d., and Hardison, D.M. 2009. Implementing education reform: EFL 
teachers’ perspectives. ELT journal, 63(2): 154–162.

The Government of Vietnam. 2008. Đề án 1400: Dạy và học ngoại ngữ trong hệ 
thống giáo dục quốc dân giai đoạn 2008 – 2020 (In Vietnamese) [Decision 1400 : 
Teaching and Learning Foreign Languages in the National Education System, Period 
2008-2020]. HaNoi.

To, T.T.H. 2010. Insights from Vietnam. In Learning through English: Policies, 
challenges and prospects. Insights from East Asia,ed. R. Johnstone, 96–114. Kuala 
Lumpur: British Council.

Van Veen, K., and P. Sleegers. (2006). How does it feel? Teachers’ emotions in a 
context of change. Journal of Curriculum Studies 38 (1): 85–111.

Waters, A., and M.L.C. Vilches. 2008. Factors affecting ELT reforms : The case of 
the Philippines basic education curriculum. RELC Journal 39 (1): 5–24.

Wedell, M. 2009. Planning for educational change : Putting people and their contexts 
first. London: Continuum.

Wedell, M. 2011. More than just ‘technology’: English language teaching initiatives 
as complex educational changes. In Dreams and Realities: Developing countries and 
the English Language, ed. H. Coleman. London: British Council.Pages 269–290.

Wright, S. 2002. Language education and foreign relations in Vietnam. In Language poli-
cies in education : Critical issues, ed. J.W. Tollefson, 225–244. Mahwah, N.J.: Erlbaum.

http://americanenglish.state.gov/files/ae/resource_files/01%e2%80%9339-4-f.pdf
http://americanenglish.state.gov/files/ae/resource_files/01%e2%80%9339-4-f.pdf


103© The Author(s) 2018 
M. Wedell and L. Grassick (eds.), International Perspectives on Teachers Living  
with Curriculum Change, International Perspectives on English Language Teaching,  
https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-54309-7_6

1  Introduction

The history of English language teaching in India has been marked by a 
series of changes, innovations and experimentation. Krishnaswamy and 
Sriraman (1995: 37) remark that, ‘the story of English teaching in inde-
pendent India has been one of commissions and omissions!’ Several com-
missions and committees have formulated and reformulated ELT policies 
since independence in 1947, leading to periodic changes in syllabuses and 
course content all over the country. The aim of this chapter is to explore 
how teachers currently working in an Indian ELT context experience change 
in curriculum through the personal narrative of a teacher working in a sec-
ondary school in the state of Maharashtra. The change in consideration was 
triggered by the adoption of the Maharashtra State Curriculum Framework 
(MSCF) (2010) based on National Curriculum Framework (NCF) (2005) 
for primary and secondary education. The chapter begins with a brief 
description of the general ELT context and the curricular change in ques-
tion, followed by an overview of the teacher’s story. Then, it analyses data 
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from the teacher’s story and concludes with the presentation of some emer-
gent issues.

1.1  ELT in India

The scale of English language education in India is quite enormous and 
complex, with over 227 million students and 2 million English teachers, 
according to the Eighth All India Education Survey (NCERT, n.d.). English 
Language Teaching (ELT) in India is the world’s largest public educational 
enterprise (Krishnaswamy and Burde 1998), and English is the second larg-
est medium of instruction moving ahead rapidly towards becoming the larg-
est medium of instruction in the Indian education system (Times of India 
2012).

The importance of English in the curriculum is rapidly rising. In most 
states of India, English is a compulsory element in the curriculum from pri-
mary to the undergraduate level, and learners must pass English examina-
tions for progression to the next class. National Council and Educational 
Research and Training (NCERT) reports that English is a symbol of people’s 
aspiration for quality in education and a fuller participation in national and 
international life (NCERT 2006: 1). English is increasingly looked upon 
as a basic educational skill, often perceived by parents as being at par with 
literacy and numeracy. National Knowledge Commission (2009) observes 
that proficiency in English is one of the key skills essential in the twenty-
first century. Its recommendation of introducing English from Class I has 
been implemented across the country. However, the outcomes of teaching 
and learning English remain poor in spite of an onslaught of change and 
innovation in ELT methods and materials. In a recent report, the Planning 
Commission of India states that students are not proficient in language use 
and that ‘the children in grade 5 are unable to read a grade 2 text’ (2011: 
96).

The situation in the state of Maharashtra, to which the teacher in this 
study belongs, is not very different from the overall national scenario. The 
state has the autonomy to design its own curriculum and syllabuses follow-
ing the broad guidelines of the NCF. The norms of teacher qualifications, 
recruitment, workload and in-service training are also independently decided 
by the state within the broad national policy guidelines. In Maharashtra, sec-
ondary English teachers are typically graduates or postgraduates in English 
with a one-year professional teaching qualification in the form of a BEd, 
which consists mostly of general educational content with a small compo-
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nent specifically related to ELT. In-service training initiatives are normally 
linked to specific changes in curriculum, textbooks, policies or assessment 
systems, or provided as a ritualistic requirement for career advancement once 
every twelve years.

1.2  Curricular Change

The curricular change at the root of this study was brought about by the 
MSCF (DSE 2010), which in turn was based on the NCF (NCERT 2005). 
The NCF signalled a significant policy shift in the recommended approach 
to teaching and learning from the long-prevalent transmission mode to con-
structivism. It entailed changes in teaching-learning in terms of learner cen-
tred pedagogy, learner autonomy, multidisciplinary focus, lifelong learning 
and ongoing evaluation of learning. The major shifts in the curriculum are 
summarised in the following Table 1.

The Maharashtra MSCF (2010), introduced in tune with the general 
guidelines of the NCF, identified some key areas of school curriculums that 
required change, which included:

• Developing competencies for lifelong learning.
• Adoption of the constructivist approach.
• Shifting from textbooks to sets of teaching-learning materials.
• Evaluation of the learning process, not of the subject content.
• Restructuring the curriculum for inclusive education.

(DSE 2010: 14–18)
The MSCF does not list specific objectives of teaching-learning English, 

but these can be found in the new textbooks. These were produced by the 
state textbook production bureau and written by a small committee of text-
book writers, which consisted of some secondary teachers and some univer-
sity teachers. The textbooks were mandatory across the state, and all teachers 
and students had to use them. For teachers, the new textbooks were the new 
curriculum, because they never got/were required to see the actual curricu-
lum document.

Class IX textbook lists the following objectives of teaching English in 
terms of enabling students to:

• Learn to use English appropriately.
• Understand spoken English, used inside and outside the school.
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• Speak with confidence using appropriate vocabulary, grammatical forms 
and acceptable pronunciation.

• Comprehend written texts in English (both textual and non-textual).
• Write in simple and acceptable and reasonably correct English.
• Acquire the necessary communication skills required for their day-to-day 

social interaction.
• Cultivate a broad, human and cultural outlook.
• Facilitate self-learning.

(MSBE 2012: introductory pages, not numbered)
The textbook also includes ‘skill wise specific objectives’ which essentially 

are lists of listening, speaking, reading and writing competencies. A small 
note for teachers reminds them of their changed role with multiple respon-
sibilities as planners, guides, learners, creators, facilitators, diagnosticians, 
artists and dramatists, and administrators. Another note exhorts learners 
to be active participants, listeners, speakers, writers, planners, ‘creators’ and 
‘dreamers’ (MSBE 2012: introductory pages). The Class X textbook has an 
additional note for parents, who are expected to ‘provide material, motivate 
to learn, monitor activities at home, not to interfere in learning and be a 
friend, adviser and guide’ (MBSE 2013: xii). All these roles are quite chal-
lenging for teachers, learners and parents, for at least two reasons. Firstly, 
they do not bear much resemblance to the existing reality and perceptions 
of the nature of education, or teacher–learner relationship, in Maharashtra. 
Secondly, the textbook does not support and develop these roles systemati-
cally, and the overall context offers little scope for such roles to evolve.

Table 1 Major shifts in the curriculum framework

(NCERT, 2005: 110)

From To

∙ Teacher centric, stable designs ∙ Learner centric, flexible process

∙ Teacher direction and decisions ∙ Learner autonomy

∙ Teacher guidance and monitoring 
learning

∙ Facilitates, supports and encourages

∙ Passive reception in learning ∙ Active participation in learning

∙ Learning within four walls of the 
classroom

∙ Learning in the wider social context

∙ Knowledge as ‘given’ and fixed ∙ Knowledge as it evolves and is created

∙ Disciplinary focus ∙ Multidisciplinary, educational focus

∙ Linear exposure ∙ Multiple and divergent exposure

∙ Appraisal, short, few ∙ Multifarious, continuous
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The key changes in the new textbook include fewer and shorter texts in 
thematically grouped units, more activities specifically nominated for pre-, 
while and post- stages of teaching texts, colourful and meaningful illustra-
tions and a few links to websites and online resources for further learning, 
though it remains doubtful how far teachers and learners actually access 
these resources. The activities, mostly pair or group work, relate to devel-
oping language skills and vocabulary. Throughout, the textbook directly 
addresses the learner and not the teacher.

The rationale underpinning the perceptions of the role of English, and of 
the teacher and the learner, in the MSCF, and the new textbooks seem to 
partly reflect what Wedell (2009) considers to be a tendency to justify ELT 
curriculum change in terms associated with the technological and economic 
effects of globalisation. These, he suggests, imply the world where:

knowledge is continuously being expanded, and in which citizens will need 
to know how to continuously update their knowledge, and how to ‘use’ what 
they know flexibly in a range of different work environments. Educational 
change in such a context may be seen as an important means of enabling the 
nation to ‘keep up’ with other external changes that are taking place world-
wide. (Wedell 2009: 15)

2  The Teacher’s Tale

LD, the teacher interviewed for the study, is a 41-year-old male teacher with 
15 years of teaching experience at the secondary level. He works in a state-
aided school run by a private trust, affiliated to the Maharashtra State Board 
of Secondary and Higher Secondary Education (MSBE). He has a post-
graduate degree in English literature with a one-year professional degree in 
teaching (BEd). He has no other formal professional qualification, though 
he has been active in teacher training, self-study and continuing profes-
sional development (CPD) activities. He has been a long-standing member 
of Bhandara English Teachers’ Club (ETC), a small and voluntary teacher 
development self-help group launched in 2001. (See Padwad 2005; Dixit 
2007; Padwad and Dixit 2008; Padwad and Dixit 2015 for more about 
ETCs). As a member of the Bhandara ETC, he has attended several work-
shops and conferences, and participated in discussions and self-development 
activities. He also underwent two rounds of training and cascading as a 
Master Trainer in the Maharashtra State–British Council partnered English 
Language Initiative for Secondary Schools (ELISS), a massive statewide 
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teacher training project aimed at preparing teachers for the delivery of the 
new curriculum, referred to hereafter by its popular name ‘RMSA train-
ing’ (after Rashtriya Madhyamik Shiksha Abhiyan or National Secondary 
Education Mission, the national scheme spearheading it). It involves three 
cycles of training nearly 1000 master trainers and then using them to cas-
cade to about 80,000 teachers over two years. Two cycles were completed at 
the time of LD’s interview.

His school caters mostly to children from underprivileged sections of the 
society with mostly self-employed and unemployed, illiterate or poorly lit-
erate, parents. The medium of instruction is Marathi, though an option of 
‘semi-English’ medium (with sciences and mathematics taught in English) 
is available from Class V onwards. In his interview, LD rued the fact that 
during the last few years he has been unable to find a single child of salaried 
parents, who are normally more alert about and willing to spend on their 
children’s education, in any of his classes. The English language competence 
of most students is very poor, while their motivation to study is also per-
ceived to be very low by LD and other teachers of his school. The average 
class size is about 50. The typical teaching-learning resources in the class-
room are a blackboard and pieces of chalk, and a few charts and maps, apart 
from the textbook and the teacher. The school does have a small computer 
centre, but it is used rarely and only by a few resourceful teachers.

LD’s first encounter with the curricular change was when the new text-
book for Class IX was introduced in 2012. He was not aware of any change 
of curriculum behind it and looked at the change of the textbook as another 
periodic and routine event. He found the new textbook somewhat different 
from the previous one, but since there was no orientation about the changes, 
he and his colleagues continued to teach it in the old way for the first year. 
The first tangible sense of change came the next year with the roll-out of 
Class X textbook and the new assessment pattern (see details below) with it.

So, in the first year teachers taught ‘in the dark’. Even I was at a loss about 
how to teach. When Class X textbook arrived, and along with that the [end-
of-the-year] question paper pattern also arrived, only then we got some idea of 
how to teach.

However, this understanding of change was only limited to preparing stu-
dents for a different kind of ‘question paper pattern’. Much greater aware-
ness of the change came with the first round of RMSA training in 2014, two 
years after the new textbook was introduced. The training programme was 
more elaborate and longer than earlier programmes.
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We taught in the first year in Class IX just following the old ways. And so 
teachers were not happy at first with this change. Our routine way was to read 
out the lessons to the students, simplify the text for them and dictate ques-
tions and answers to them. But this [new] textbook was not like that. It was 
only when we attended RMSA training that we understood how to teach this. 
At least I had not understood until then.

It was at this training that LD was first introduced to a few quotations from 
the NCF, while there was no mention of the MSCF. He reports being able 
to make only a vague link between them and the new textbook. The old and 
the new textbooks both have introductory sections explaining the curricular 
approaches behind them, the objectives of teaching-learning English and the 
expected roles of teachers. But LD has not read these pages and adds that 
teachers rarely read these things. Thus, when asked about his understanding 
of the objectives of learning English, he frankly confesses that:

we usually give a very general response to this question. For example, English 
has become very important nowadays, and they [learners] should be able to 
survive in the highly competitive world today. In their study of English they 
should be able to do good conversation in English; they should be able to 
write. In short, they should get an idea of the world and survive in the world. 
This may be the objective perhaps.

LD similarly expresses his inability to say anything about the notion of 
learning or teaching implicit in the new textbook. He has not looked at the 
descriptions of the teacher’s or the learner’s roles given in the preface of the 
textbook. In terms of its expectations from teachers, LD is aware that the 
new textbook places a greater emphasis on developing oral skills, doing a lot 
of activities involving students and in general giving them opportunities to 
use the language. Unlike most other teachers in his school, he does conduct 
a lot of activities in his classes and tries to follow the textbook more consci-
entiously than his colleagues. But he also points to the need to meet expec-
tations from the school like preparing the students for summative written 
examinations (see details below), developing their writing skills, ‘completing 
the syllabus’ and meeting the monthly targets of ‘covering’ a certain number 
of lessons by the month end.

After three years of teaching and two cycles of training, LD can list many 
important changes in the new textbook. The textbook addresses itself to stu-
dents and instructs them to do various activities in each unit. There are lots 
of activities before, during and after reading given texts. Activities are well 
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described, and the teacher finds it quite easy to conduct them. The old textbook 
had only a few activities, which were not described well. The number and vari-
ety of activities are also quite large in the new textbook. There is more emphasis 
on developing oral skills and several activities require students to speak.

I find this book very helpful, because before this such points were not given. 
So, ‘why this activity’ has been given. … There is so much variety [of activi-
ties] given here. Earlier teachers like me just could not design exercises for our 
students, because I did not have any education – any training – about that. 
But now everything has been given readymade; I just don’t need to design 
any exercise for my students… and you asked if we can find out how their 
[speaking] skills are developed … I think their skills do increase through these 
[activities].

The new year-end written examination also contains some activity-like 
tasks, unlike the old one with conventional content-based questions. The 
new question paper also depends less on familiar texts from the textbook 
and requires students to work with unfamiliar texts. It is also much less pre-
dictable than the old one that had every question and sub-question strictly 
adhering to a pre-defined format. Students now need to depend less on 
memorisation and more on acquired skills.

There is this quite different new textbook; they [students] don’t need to 
study for the examination from the textbook … because there are two seen 
passages and two unseen passages in the examination. So they don’t need to 
 memorise anything. In the old ways they had to memorise a lot. Now that is 
not necessary…

However, LD points out that since the final examinations are written tests, 
the teaching focus is always more on writing.

Well, we are anyway examination-oriented. We are concerned mostly with 
our students passing the examination. Hence we mostly teach writing skills. 
Ultimately about 30-35 marks worth questions in the paper are on writing 
skills […] even speech they have to give in writing. That is why we spend 
maximum efforts on developing writing skills.

LD rues the fact that though the textbook provides numerous activities 
to promote oral skills, they are not done in the class. He and a couple of 
other teachers do some of them, ‘maybe because we are connected with 
[the English Teachers’] club or because we have undergone the training’, 
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while most other teachers simply ignore them. This is probably due to the 
stiff challenges teachers face when the new textbook calls upon them to 
play various new roles in a school system that expects them to just ‘finish 
the textbook’ and also be accountable for the outcomes of teaching in terms 
of examination results. These teachers manage to teach the textbook much 
faster by sticking to the old ways, while LD lags behind because activities 
take a lot of time. But he can see that his students benefit from the activities 
and remembers happily telling a colleague that his ‘boys have started using 
more English’.

He is not happy with the approach of the head teacher and many of his 
colleagues. While the textbook requires him to regularly engage students in 
group or pair work and collaborative tasks, the head teacher often entered 
in LD’s observation log critical remarks like ‘the students were talking’, ‘the 
teacher should pay attention to the students’ or ‘the textbooks were open 
while teaching’. In other words, she expected more discipline, control and 
silence in the classroom, though it went against the methodological expec-
tations of the new textbook. She also wanted LD to keep pace with other 
teachers in ‘completing the syllabus’. LD’s experience shows that if school 
heads are not sufficiently made aware of the curricular change, it becomes 
even harder for teachers to implement the change as expected.

LD narrates his own experience of some positive change in his approach 
and practice. The new textbook is quite helpful in offering ready-made activ-
ities, getting students to work with texts and making them work together. 
Consequently, he too has changed his ways of teaching.

Now I conduct pre and post reading activities, primarily because they are 
given ready and it’s easy for me to carry them out. Had there been no ready-
made activities I don’t think I would have been able to develop my own. […] 
I have also started involving students. I never remember having done any pair 
or group work earlier. This is since I got the training. The training helped me 
to understand how this can be done.

At many places throughout the interview, LD reiterated the significant 
contribution of the training he underwent in enabling him to make some 
changes.

The biggest support has been the RMSA training. I underwent it and also cas-
caded it to others, and I am much better off. Earlier trainings were not con-
nected with the changed textbooks, but very general and theoretical. This one 
was specifically based on the textbook.
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Thanks to the training, he not only got over his worries about having a noisy 
classroom and ‘losing discipline’, but also learnt about ways of addressing his 
practical concerns. He now conducts many more activities, pairs up ‘smarter’ 
boys with ‘silent’ ones to involve the latter, manages to form groups in a 
room with fixed furniture and modifies textbook activities as necessary. He 
feels that both he and his students are making gains from the changes.

Earlier I had no knowledge how English could be taught. The old ways were 
somewhat frustrating because I didn’t feel students were learning anything or 
their skills were being developed. Now this is much better, I won’t say best, 
but students do get a chance to use the language and develop their skills.

But while describing the changes in his practice LD also occasionally reveals 
the lingering influence of prior norms and practices.

The new textbook doesn’t require me to read, everywhere it tells students to 
read texts and do things. But I won’t feel like having taught if I don’t read les-
sons aloud in the class. I also believe my students won’t understand the mean-
ings of words unless I tell them.

Thus, his teaching is a mix of old and new ways. He conducts lots of pre- 
and post-reading activities which he never did before, but also observes that 
‘while teaching textual part I think I often teach the old way that I followed 
with the old textbook’.

LD lists several difficulties in making changes in his practice. He cannot 
do some activities, partly because he hasn’t fully understood them and partly 
because he is not confident if could handle them properly.

I often feel like taking some activities, but I can’t. For example, there is one 
activity [which I would like to do], but I doubt if I can do it. It’s a jig-saw 
activity. … [P]robably I haven’t completely understood it, or maybe I have 
understood, but I very much doubt if I can conduct it. … I am still not confi-
dent myself.

He regrets that he is able to share professional concerns and interests only 
with the two colleagues who are also ETC members. Some of the others 
argue that ‘any teaching is teaching’, don’t see any need to change their prac-
tice, and don’t see much value in LD’s efforts to introduce change. In fact, 
he occasionally faces soft complaints from some colleagues that he ‘keeps 
teaching a lot’.
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It’s not possible to discuss with others. … Even [my colleague] R is also like 
“Hey pal, after all any teaching is teaching. Why should you bother about all 
these things?” … Then there is this N, my friend. We are on good terms. But 
he has still not developed any interest in these things.
I got support since I had my colleagues like S and D … and since we are asso-
ciated with the [English Teachers] Club. In case of other teachers … perhaps 
… they live in their own world … or they hold the old ideas of what a teacher 
should be and what he should do.

He is also worried about his own competence in English, though he feels 
more confident now.

I had been teaching Marathi medium classes. I had never done any English 
speaking. Only recently the head teacher asked me to teach English medium 
classes. One lady teacher went on a year-long medical leave, so her class was 
given to me. Otherwise they had not trusted me till then [with teaching 
English medium classes]. The difficulty was that my English was poor. I think 
I don’t have good speaking skills. But it’s not a big difficulty now, because I 
have started speaking in English.

Perhaps the biggest difficulty in his opinion is managing time, since it is 
 difficult to conduct the suggested activities in the available time. He reports 
some ways in which he tries to address this, like taking extra classes, drop-
ping some activities and not teaching some lessons from the textbook, but 
regrets that the school does not provide any guidance. He also regrets the 
lack of support from the school in terms of resources or facilities.

But there is no support from the school …Like I have to take my own chart 
papers, pens, stationery. I have to plan at home, carry everything to school, 
and sometimes it’s difficult to carry things. There is no space to keep things, 
no cupboards … that’s a problem too.
I cannot form groups … I may only go for pair work. … Students are already 
seated in their places and it is easier for me to conduct pair work. The benches 
are not moveable. … Even if a group activity is prescribed I may not do it. I 
may go for pair work.

All the above suggests that the overall school context does not really  understand 
what he is trying to do and how it is connected with the change, and so leaves 
it to an individual teacher like LD to do his best in dealing with the change, 
with little support or encouragement. Such a scenario is a common outcome 
of change policies that rely almost exclusively on teachers for implementation 
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and do not recognise that teachers are more likely to be willing and able to 
make the efforts needed to implement any change, if their school context is 
supportive.

3  Unpicking the Teacher’s Story

The narrative of LD’s experience of going through the first three years of a 
significant curricular change contains interesting insights and lessons. In this 
section, we attempt to generalise some key insights and points of learning 
about how a curricular change is perceived and experienced by teachers. We 
shall do so in three broad sections—understanding the curricular change, 
implementing it and the impact of the experience on the teacher.

3.1  Understanding the Curricular Change

Usually, the defining documents of change like the NCF and the MSCF 
provide a broad framework of the change, while the syllabuses and textbooks 
that follow from them are responsible for more specific and concrete formu-
lations of the change. Bolitho (2012: 38) mentions four common take-off 
points for curriculum change: methodology, textbooks, materials and exami-
nations. It is the textbook in the present case. Like LD, most teachers do 
not normally have access to or interest in the ‘macro’ level curricular docu-
ments or formulations. The curricular change seems to reach teachers almost 
exclusively through the textbook, which presents the rationale for change, 
the goals of change and the implications of change for the teacher, mostly 
indirectly and inadequately, and through its manifestation in the changed 
content and structure. In this regard, the following key issues about under-
standing curricular change seem to emerge from LD’s experience:

• Teachers’ understanding of curricular changes is almost exclusively shaped 
by the textbook in this context. Thus, how well a teacher understands 
these changes depends on how well the textbook manages to present 
them. Teachers do not often find the curricular framework documents 
accessible, either physically or conceptually.

• Even if the rationale, objectives or professional implications of curricular 
changes are presented to teachers through the textbook, they do not neces-
sarily reach them. They need to be interpreted to teachers. As LD observes, 
teachers do not read the explanatory notes on curricular changes given 
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in the textbook, and even when they do, they may need help to under-
stand the jargon in which the essence of change is usually couched. It is 
also doubtful if teachers are able to extract this essence from the content 
and structure of the textbook. Thus, even after getting the new textbook 
in their hands, LD and his colleagues continued to teach in the old way 
until the RMSA training oriented them about the change. In most cases, 
training is the only source of interpretation of change available to teach-
ers, though in exceptional cases like LD’s, a teacher development group 
or more enlightened colleagues can provide additional support in under-
standing the change. Teachers like LD seem to be at an advantage in 
knowing and understanding educational change, as their association with 
teacher development groups contributes to a heightened awareness of cur-
riculum change, and they can tap the group for orientation and support.

• The understanding of curricular changes revolves around more practical 
and concrete aspects of teachers’ work lives like classroom practice and 
examinations. More general and abstract aspects like changed notions of 
teaching-learning, curricular goals or overall approach are understood in a 
very indirect and restricted way, if at all. This may be so because teachers 
are likely to be primarily interested in understanding how change oper-
ates in their schools and classrooms. It may be so also because the change 
is presented through textbooks and interpreted at training. In both cases, 
the practical operational side of the change is more important to teach-
ers than the approach, notions or goals. In the present case, changes in 
practice seem to precede any changes in perception, perhaps implying an 
expectation that the latter would naturally emerge from the former. This 
seems to deviate from the widespread view in curriculum change litera-
ture that any change in practice follows from the change in perceptions. 
In this connection, it is interesting to note that the previous training 
LD underwent focused on orienting teachers about the rationale, goals, 
approaches and philosophy of the curricular change, expecting this reori-
entation to lead to a change in practice. In contrast, the current RMSA 
training focused on how to practically implement the change in practice, 
with very limited orientation on rationale, approach or philosophy of the 
change, seemingly expecting the change in the practice to lead to changed 
perceptions.

• A teacher’s understanding of curricular change is pitted against the 
 understanding of others and is often shaped by it. The kind of wavering 
and dilemmas noticed in LD’s thinking about the change is an indica-
tor of this. His head teacher insists on following the old routines and 
 practices of teaching, not recognising the need to modify them prompted 
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by the new  curriculum. Some other colleagues also do not see any need to 
change and focus more on ‘completing the syllabus’. LD mentions feel-
ing under pressure from both quarters. Looking at his colleagues making 
rapid progress with the textbook units, and being periodically chased by 
the head teacher to complete weekly and monthly teaching targets, he is 
not only worried about his lagging behind, but also occasionally unsure 
whether he is right in taking the change seriously and spending time on 
recommended activities. Confusion and self-doubt seem to mark LD’s 
efforts at understanding and implementing the curricular change, primar-
ily because of the inconsistency between the messages and expectations 
coming from the RMSA training and the messages and expectations he 
daily comes across from his school context.

• LD, however, seems to be considerably courageous, since he is trying to 
introduce the change in an environment of apathy and resistance with-
out much support from the administration and peers. A possible source 
of this courage may be a growing inner conviction about the usefulness 
of the change and growing personal satisfaction, as he notices its posi-
tive impact on his students. This may be an example of how perception 
change follows changes in his practice. The courage may also partly stem 
from his own motivation and the sense of agency he seems to have devel-
oped through his long association with the ETC.

• On a personal level, LD seems unsure of what to prioritise—developing 
the communicative skills of his learners or preparing them to pass the year-
end examinations well—since unfortunately the two do not go together. 
LD seems aware that the curricular goals and the interest of his students 
and the society are aligned with the former. He also states that teach-
ers need to change their practice and approach accordingly. This may be 
described as his ‘espoused theory’ (Argyris and Schön 1974). However, 
while actually handling the new textbook in the classroom, he sometimes 
deviates from this espoused theory and prioritises preparing students for 
the examination over developing their communicative competence, thus 
reflecting a different ‘theory of action’ (Argyris and Schön 1974). The 
opposing pulls of the two ‘theories’ is a potential source of constant dis-
comfort and confusion for teachers like him. This seems to be an inevita-
ble result of the inconsistent messages coming from the curriculum and 
the training and his immediate working environment.
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3.2  Implementing the Curricular Change

Existing literature on educational change (Kennedy 1987; Palmer 1993; 
Whitaker 1993; Hargreaves 1994) concludes that a curricular change may 
be located along a continuum between needs-driven bottom-up optional 
change and policy-driven top-down obligatory change. The curricular 
change in this study largely inclines towards ‘obligatory change’ (Palmer 
1993), is policy driven and is uniformly mandated for all teachers. Kennedy 
(1987: 164) views such change as a power-coercive strategy (Chin and 
Benne 1984) which forces ‘people to change or act in certain ways’. The 
implementation of such obligatory changes faces a stronger challenge in ena-
bling teachers to feel that they own the change and to minimise their resist-
ance than in case of bottom-up needs-driven changes. In the present case, 
while LD seems more open to the change, some of his colleagues show a stiff 
resistance to become involved. LD’s narrative of his personal experience in 
this regard seems to point to the following issues:

• Training seems to be a key support in the implementation of change, 
especially if it shows teachers practical ways of implementing it in their 
classrooms. LD compares training during the previous textbook change 
with the current RMSA training and finds the latter more effective and 
leading to actual change in his practice. The earlier training was theo-
retical and general and did not suggest ways of translating change into 
practice. Such training focused on orienting teachers about the phi-
losophy and theoretical principles behind the change, hoping that their 
understanding of these would translate into (expected) changes in their 
practice. They seemed to assume that a change in beliefs was the prereq-
uisite for a change in practice. In the current change implementation, 
the RMSA training seems to take the opposite route—training teachers 
in changing their practice, hoping that this will also cause some change 
in their beliefs as their understanding of the philosophy and theoretical 
principles behind the change evolves. It is also plausible that as teachers 
see evidence of a positive impact of their changed practice on learners and 
learning, they come to rethink their current practice and consequently 
change their beliefs and perceptions. This approach seems more produc-
tive, because even if teachers may not fully grasp the thinking behind the 
change, their practice is more likely to undergo some change. This route 
also has the advantage of addressing teachers’ immediate concern about 
knowing what to do with the new textbook.
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• Though LD and some of his colleagues have undergone the RMSA training, 
LD is more positive about the change and tries to implement it, while some 
colleagues continue their practice unchanged in spite of the training This 
does not necessarily negate the usefulness of RMSA training, since there 
may be other possible explanations of this difference. LD has a background 
of a long association with ETC, which has led to a greater sense of personal 
agency, confidence and autonomy (Padwad and Dixit 2008, 2015). So he 
may be more willing than his colleagues to move beyond his settled rou-
tines. He also mentions having discussions with other ETC members, which 
may have led him to a better idea and stronger conviction of the value of 
trying out the new things. He may also have much greater personal motiva-
tion than others. The content and format of training may also have played 
some role here. The RMSA training manuals contain elaborate discussion 
of what teachers may change in their classroom practice and how to do so, 
but not much about why (British Council 2013a, b). While LD may have 
found partial answers to ‘why’ through his participation in the ETC, in dis-
cussions with others and in his subsequent role as a trainer, other colleagues 
may be more resistant because they lack similar opportunities to understand 
the change rationale. Change implementation usually entails teachers step-
ping out of their comfort zones. Doing so demands considerable energy, 
stamina and involvement. Knowing the ‘why’ of the change may help moti-
vate such personal investment, and encourage adaptation of practices to 
the dynamics of the context. Enabling teachers to understand the rationale 
behind the change, in terms that make sense within their working context, 
is an important aspect of implementation support and is, therefore, crucial 
in an educational change process.

3.3  Challenges

The initial challenge in implementing the change, as LD reports, was mak-
ing a practical sense of it, as he was ‘groping in the dark’ with the new text-
book. However, the RMSA training helped him get much clearer ideas of 
what changes there were, and how he could handle them in the classroom. 
Since he started trying out some change in his practice he has faced various 
challenges, which have included:

• Coping with a sense of isolation when the head teacher and  colleagues 
show little sympathy for or interest in one’s efforts for change 
implemen tation.
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• Coping with concerns about one’s competence, including the language 
competence, and the correctness of one’s position.

• No or limited support from the school by way of resources, time, facilities 
and freedom to experiment.

• Dealing with the norms and demands of the administration, which are 
not always supportive of the change.

These are fairly common challenges found in many change  implementation 
situations, like the one being discussed here, where teacher is conceived 
only as a mechanical implementer of change. What differs from situa-
tion to situation is how teachers handle such challenges. LD deals with 
the lack of resources by adapting what is available or spending personal 
money to  supplement them, he manages to find alternative ways to coun-
ter the sense of isolation, he compromises either with the systemic norms 
or change implementation as convenient and candidly confesses helplessness 
where nothing can be done. He also admits that he has so far been able to 
bring about only a small amount of change, though more is possible. This 
 suggests that teachers often also have to struggle against change planners’ 
 unrealistic, short-range timescales, with curricular changes typically  needing 
a much longer time than initially planned for, for proper implementation. 
Educational change involves long-term commitment and is inherently a 
complex process (Wedell 2009, 2013).

However, LD does suggest that the implementation of change can be 
much more effective if dealing with such challenges is not left to individ-
ual teachers’ resourcefulness alone. He hints at the need for other aspects of 
the system also to change accordingly, because, as Sarason (1995: 84) notes, 
‘changing one aspect of the education system is extraordinarily difficult, 
both conceptually and practically’. Wedell (2009: 26) highlights the role of 
communicating need for change involving:

[R]epresentatives of people from all affected levels of the education system 
from the very beginning of the initiation process. The wider the range of rep-
resentatives involved at this stage, the easier it will be to communicate the 
change appropriately at different levels.

Support and sympathy of others are considered to be an important variable 
in the success of educational change (Fullan 1992). The support of the head 
teacher, being the authority in the institution and teachers being accounta-
ble to her, is crucial for teachers. LD sums this up in a crisp comment—‘the 
head teacher should also change if the school culture has to change’. Zeng 
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(2000 in Wedell 2009: 22) argues that ‘educational leaders need to modify 
their beliefs so that they could accept the new teaching and learning ways’ 
proposed by the change. Nias (1998) shows that support from colleagues is 
essential as during change implementation teachers can experience disturb-
ing emotions and practical difficulties. In implementing change, teachers 
are often expected to reconfigure themselves, and in this process, they often 
suffer frustration and loss of self-esteem. They learn a great deal from talk-
ing to colleagues who are accessible and non-judgemental. She categorically 
notes that ‘collegial talk is seen as much an essential aspect of professional 
learning’ (Nias 1998: 1261). How the presence or absence of supportive col-
leagues may affect the teacher’s efforts to change can be seen in the contras-
tive examples of LD and his unchanged peers.

The present curriculum change apparently remains restricted to the text-
book and relies only on the teacher to implement it, without corresponding 
changes in, for example, assessment, administration or institutional policies. 
Preparing only teachers for change, without corresponding awareness raising 
of administration and management and changes in related aspects of the sys-
tem, will not only result in lack of support for teachers in change implemen-
tation, but also mire teachers in inconsistencies of messages from the new 
curriculum, the administration, school policies and so on.

The systemic and complex nature of educational change, the need for 
change to occur across the system, rather than targeting only one or a few 
parts of the system, the importance of involving all stakeholders in the 
change process, and the need to recognise the teacher as only one among 
many factors in the system have all been pointed out by numerous writers 
(Kennedy 1987; Fullan and Hargreaves 1992; Fullan 1992, 2007; Hoban 
2002; or more recently Wedell 2010, 2013; Wedell and Malderez 2013). 
Fullan (1992) also asserts how it is essential to consider ‘the total teacher’, 
i.e. the person located in and conditioned by a real-world context, both per-
sonal and professional. But it seems that educational change initiatives still 
largely remain lop-sided, short term and selective of stakeholders, explained 
away in terms of political compulsions and practical-pragmatic demands. 
This suggests that change initiators still find it very difficult to grasp and 
implement the crucial recommendations of these studies.

3.4  Impact of Change on the Teacher

The process of trying to make sense of the change and implement it in the 
classroom has led to some positive changes in LD by his own admission. His 
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way of teaching has considerably changed with greater student involvement, 
more activities, more speaking opportunities for students and greater use of 
supplementary resources like pictures and charts. More importantly, he finds 
that his students are learning better, their skills are actually developing and 
he himself feels that something meaningful happens in the class. He finds 
much greater satisfaction in teaching now and believes that he is able to 
make some contribution to his students’ learning. Besides, he has also gained 
in confidence in managing the new textbook. However, there are also areas 
of confusion or conflict between some of his old beliefs or practices and the 
new thinking promoted by the curricular change. For example, student per-
formance in written examinations still remains a high concern and a crucial 
measure of achievement for him, while he simultaneously tries to change his 
practice and bring improvement in student learning. Or, while the textbook 
activities require students to read the texts on their own, he feels that it is his 
duty to read passages out to them, or that they will not understand difficult 
words unless he explains them.

4  Conclusion—Key Change Issues

LD’s story appears to be the story of a motivated teacher willing and trying 
to implement curricular change. His energy is maintained in part by the per-
ceived benefits to his learners, which in turn over time gradually lead to some 
changes in his professional perceptions. It is also the story of a struggle to 
implement change in practice against strong constraints and challenges coming 
not only from external factors like an unsupportive environment and restric-
tive work conditions, but also from internal factors like self-doubt and the 
continuing influence of long-standing personal beliefs or values. He seems to 
be engaged in a process of reconsidering his values, attitude and beliefs about 
teaching and learning and his work. If schools are seen as ‘cultural ecologies’ 
(Sirotnik 1998: 186), then he may be seen as representing organisms that 
struggle both to survive and to evolve. From a ‘worm’s eye view’ of an indi-
vidual’s experience of a curricular change this case study seems to offer the fol-
lowing general insights and lessons. Some gap between the policy makers’ and 
the teacher’s understanding of curricular change seems inevitable in a large-
scale change initiative. The macro-level formulations of change in curricular 
frameworks and policies are usually not accessible to teachers and need some 
kind of mediation and interpretation for teachers to understand them. Often 
these formulations reach teachers mediated through textbooks and interpreted 
at training in terms of classroom practice, as in the present case, focusing more 
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on ‘how’ to change rather than ‘why’. Hence, their impact seems more visi-
ble and direct in the classroom practice than on teachers’ beliefs and percep-
tions, which may change only slowly and in a limited way. However, focusing 
on ‘how’ rather than ‘why’ of implementing change seems more productive, as 
the teacher in this study shows considerable changes in his practice and reports 
gains in satisfaction, confidence and motivation, in spite of limited awareness 
of the ideas and approaches behind the curricular change. Secondly, curricu-
lar change is unlikely to succeed in a true sense by targeting only teachers for 
change implementation, without corresponding changes across the system and 
without involvement of all key stakeholders, especially school leaders. Thirdly, 
in the absence of support from the system and a conducive environment, 
teachers may be left to rely on their individual resourcefulness, motivation and 
alternate sources of support, if any, to cope with the demanding process of 
change implementation. Consequently, teachers who lack these are not likely 
to try implementing change.
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1  Introduction

English has achieved a special status in the multilingual Indian context, 
where it has become ‘a’ if not ‘the’ national lingua franca. The National 
Curriculum Framework 2005 (NCF), the latest national level document 
on the Indian school curriculum, posits that, in the multilingual context of 
India, English is a global language and ‘is a symbol of people’s aspirations for 
quality in education and a fuller participation in national and international 
life’ (NCERT 2005a: 1). It further states that ‘The aim of English teaching is 
the creation of multilinguals who can enrich all our languages; this has been 
an abiding national vision’ (NCERT 2005b Sec. III: 4).

In the twenty-first century India, learning English has thus acquired a special 
significance to many citizens as a means of ‘social empowerment’ (Sarkar Report 
1998: 35) or ‘a pathway out of poverty and oppression’ (Graddol 2010: 124). 
Increasing social demand for English provision within the state education sec-
tor means that ‘the level of introduction of English is now a matter of political 
response to people’s aspirations’ (NCERT 2005b: 4) rather than primarily an 
academic or feasibility issue. This chapter illuminates some of the issues that can 
arise when the political imperative to provide English for everyone is prioritised 
over contextual feasibility.
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In the state of West Bengal, English as a Second Language (ESL) is taught 
as a compulsory subject from the first class of primary school. This chapter 
explores a teacher’s perspective on a recent English curriculum change at the 
upper elementary level (grades V-VIII) from learners aged 9 to 12, immedi-
ately following a change of government.

This chapter starts by introducing the change context and then provides 
one teacher’s story of some of her experiences of change implementation. 
Finally, this chapter discusses what her story suggests for how the change 
process might be experienced by other local practitioners and tries to iden-
tify steps that would contribute to the more successful implementation of 
this change in West Bengal, and perhaps similar global contexts.

2  Context of the Change

2.1  Status of English in the State

West Bengal is a state in the eastern part of India with a population of 91, 
276,115 (as per census 2011). Bengali is the official language of the state. 
However, English is also used for all official purposes. Students of this state, 
whose first language is Bengali, need to learn English to compete at the 
national level for entry to higher education (entrance examinations must be 
completed in either Hindi or English) as well as for access to the wider range 
of employment opportunities in which English proficiency is expected.

The 2011 census showed that the number of students enroled for upper 
elementary level education was 8,926,624 studying at 7052 government 
run schools. As mentioned previously, in West Bengal, as across India, the 
state government is sensitive to the importance that the majority of par-
ents ascribe to their children having access to learning English. In real-
ity, however, in many, especially rural, areas it is a fact that often students 
do not need to be able to use English in their daily life outside of school. 
Consequently, although officially West Bengal calls itself an ESL context, for 
most learners English remains a completely foreign language.

2.2  Second Language Teacher Education

Since there is no university in the state offering a masters programme in 
English Language Teaching (ELT) or TESOL, there are very few teachers of 
English with specialised training in ELT working at any level of the school 



7 Curriculum Change in West Bengal     127

system. At the upper elementary level teachers must now have either a BEd 
(offering a single elective module on teaching ESL) or a two-year DEl. Ed 
(Diploma in Elementary Education), which includes one compulsory ‘meth-
odology of teaching English’ module. Previously, untrained teachers at 
this level were allowed to enrol for a BEd after appointment, but since the 
passage of the Right to Free and Compulsory Education Act in 2009, the 
Indian National Council of Teacher Education has made it mandatory to 
recruit trained teachers only, in order to improve teacher quality.

2.3  A Brief Chronology of Upper Elementary Level 
English Curriculum Change in West Bengal

The teaching and learning of English at the elementary level (I–IV) was 
abolished in West Bengal from 1984 until 2000, when it was reintroduced 
mainly due to public demand (Sarkar Report 1998). In 2007, the West 
Bengal Board of Primary Education collaborated with the British Council 
to initiate changes in the English curriculum, methodology, teacher train-
ing and materials development to bring them more closely into line with 
the recommendations of NCF 2005. Most tangibly, a new series of text-
books were developed and introduced in grade I in 2008, reaching grade V 
in 2012. The guiding principle of these new textbooks was that children will 
naturally learn to communicate in a foreign language if they are presented 
with examples of that language in contexts which they understand (Krashen 
in NCF 2005). Listening and speaking skills were emphasised in the first 
two grades.

A challenge posed by these textbooks was expecting elementary level 
teachers (who are not specialists and teach all subjects from Grades I–IV) 
to speak English in the classroom. In acknowledgement of this reality, com-
prehensive teachers’ books were developed to support the implementation of 
the new textbook. These provided detailed guidelines, including examples of 
the language to be used at each stage of the lesson, to help teachers teach the 
textbook page by page. In addition, at least some teachers from every pri-
mary school participated in the regular teacher training workshops that were 
organised during 2008–2011.

In May 2011, a new government was elected in West Bengal. It  represented 
a different political orientation for the first time in over three decades, and 
immediately proposed changes to the entire school curriculum. On 20 July 
2011, the new government stated that they would re-examine the exist-
ing syllabus and curriculum for all subjects at all school levels to ‘make them 
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in conformity with the National Curriculum Framework 2005, RTE Act 
2009 and modern developments in pedagogy’ (notification no. 849-SE(S)/
ES/S/10 M-64/11 dt. 20/07/2011, GoWB). A committee was appointed to 
recommend changes to the curriculum, the textbooks and teacher education 
across the state. However, unlike the other Indian States such as Rajasthan 
(Meganathan 2013), which also initiated curriculum revisions to become more 
consistent with NCF 2005, the West Bengali Expert Committee on School 
Curriculum and Syllabus did not draw on any national level expertise. The 
English committee members were either college English literature lecturers with 
no experience of school level ESL or school teachers with no qualification in 
ELT or in linguistics. None of the members had experience of, or training for, 
materials writing.

2.4  The Change and Its Rationale

The rationale for introducing change as stated in the ‘Recommendations of 
the Expert Committee On School Curriculum and Syllabus, GoWB’ (2011: 
14–15) highlighted the disappointing performance of West Bengal over 
the last three decades in the national rankings established by the Education 
Development of India (EDI). It noted too much dependence on rote learn-
ing in schools, parents’ growing dissatisfaction with the state system, and so 
an increasing dependence on private tuition among those who could afford 
it. Above all, they identified the lack of a properly developed curriculum that 
incorporated the latest developments in pedagogy and national level educa-
tional policies.

Commenting on English provision, the report noted that changes to 
incorporate certain proposals of NCF 2005 had been introduced in the 
English textbooks at the elementary level (classes I–V). However, they con-
sidered that the English curriculum at the upper elementary and second-
ary levels remained unchanged. Overall, they found that there had been no 
qualitative change in the school level English curriculum since 2003.

In the light of the above, and based on the recommendations of the newly 
appointed Expert Committee on School Curriculum and Syllabus, changes 
were initiated in curriculum, textbooks and assessment system for all school 
subjects.

English continued to be taught as a compulsory school subject. 
However, whereas previously children up to grade V had been automati-
cally promoted to the next grade regardless of exam results, to meet the 
demands of the national Right to Education Act of 2009, this policy was 
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now extended to grade VIII. From grade IX onwards learners would have 
to score qualifying marks in English to progress to the next grade. A pro-
portion of learners leave school at this point, but for those who remain, the 
policy causes potential problems for grade IX teachers, who have to try to 
help learners with very varied English proficiency to pass the school leaving 
exam (including English), which determines progress to higher secondary 
school.

2.5  The Changes in English

Each of the three aspects of the change mentioned above will now be dis-
cussed in turn. The focus is on the upper elementary level at which Atari, 
the teacher introduced below, currently works.

2.5.1  The New English Curriculum

The aims of the new upper elementary level English curriculum in West 
Bengal as outlined in the ‘Recommendations of the Expert Committee on 
School Curriculum and Syllabus’ (2011: 81) are:

Developing basic proficiency in language for communicative purposes
Developing competency in language acquisition
Developing higher order language skills for meeting the challenges of life

The curriculum also mentions a number of competencies to be developed in 
the learners. These are:

• Observing and identifying,
• Listening and speaking,
• Reading,
• Writing,
• Noticing grammar and developing vocabulary

The document does not explain either the aims or the competencies more 
fully. It does though give limited examples of language experiences that 
should be provided to develop these competencies. Thus, in order to develop 
the competency of ‘Speaking’ in grade VI, learners should tell ‘a story to 
peers’ (Recommendations of the Expert Committee on School Curriculum 
and Syllabus 2011: 81).
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This upper elementary English curriculum differs from its predecessor in 
two main ways. Firstly, the development of ‘higher order skills in language 
to face challenges in life’ was not an objective of the former curriculum. 
Secondly, the previous curriculum explicitly recommended that English 
teachers follow a communicative language-teaching approach. The new one 
makes no recommendation regarding the language learning approach to be 
followed, other than that, as for all subjects, it should be ‘constructivist’, to 
be consistent with the expectations of NCF 2005.

2.5.2  Textbook

The current series of textbooks developed by the Expert Committee was 
introduced in 2013, for grades I, III, V and VII, and in 2014, for grades II, 
IV, VI and VIII. This meant that some English teachers, for example, those 
teaching grade V, experienced two changes of both curriculum and textbook 
in consecutive years, 2012 and 2013.

The guidelines in the Teachers’ book for Grade VI describe the content as 
an ‘assortment of prose and poetry’ focusing on ‘softening of the bounda-
ries of the disciplines’. The objective is to develop the four major skills of 
language learning along with the learners’ skills of comprehension, analy-
sis and synthesis. It also aims to develop learners’ competence in grammar 
through inductive learning (WBBSE 2013: Blossoms VI, p.122). The book 
also claims to emphasise life centric experiences by which it seems to mean 
situations that relate closely to learners’ daily lives.

2.5.3  Assessment

The new curriculum introduced continuous comprehensive evaluation 
(CCE) on the basis of the systemic reforms recommended by NCF 2005. In 
place of the existing (prior to 2013) five written unit tests at the upper ele-
mentary level, the changed curriculum introduced formative and summative 
assessments. An online booklet (CCE-Peacock model) on assessment was 
provided for all upper elementary teachers by the board of education. Given 
the limited internet access in many rural areas, teachers depended on their 
school heads to print the booklet out for them. Some did, some did not.

The academic year was divided into three terms of four months each. The 
booklet states that during each term teachers should use formative assess-
ment, for diagnostic purposes, while still having summative tests at the end 
of each term. Debates, projects, group discussions, experimentation, cultural 
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programmes in school, social work, drawing and wall magazines were sug-
gested as means of introducing formative assessment. Five indicators were 
prescribed for assessing learners:

• Participation,
• Questioning and Experimentation,
• Interpretation,
• Empathy and Cooperation
• Creativity and Sense of Aesthetics

Teachers were expected to keep a record of learners’ performance in each 
individual subject on the basis of these indicators and to provide additional 
individual support accordingly. The booklet gave only a brief explanation of 
each indicator, and although some workshops were eventually provided, they 
made little attempt to make links with teachers’ actual classroom situations. 
In the summative tests in each subject, questions would now be in objec-
tive and short answer formats instead of the traditional essay type questions. 
The Expert Committee also recommended that there must be thirty percent 
open-ended questions in each question paper.

Upper elementary English teachers in West Bengal (together with col-
leagues at other levels) were thus faced with a set of changes affecting most 
aspects of their daily professional practice. With these changes in mind, I 
interviewed a practising upper elementary English teacher to explore her 
perspective of these changes and their implementation in real classrooms. 
My objective was to investigate how they impacted on her regular classroom 
teaching and, in the light of what I found, to consider what further planning 
might support the implementation process.

3  A Teacher’s Change Experience

Atari has been teaching English in a rural school in West Bengal since 1994. 
At the time of the interview, she was teaching 9–12-year-olds. She has func-
tioned as a teacher educator for in-service trainees and received a scholar-
ship from the US Department of State to participate in a teacher exchange 
programme in 2006. Consequently, she is unusual in her context in terms of 
her own English language proficiency, her range of experience and her access 
to professional information.

I start with Atari’s view of the new curriculum and the extent to which it 
differs from the previous one. I then explore her view of the textbooks and 
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their impact on her students’ language learning. Next, I present her comments 
about the new assessment pattern and the change that this implies for her. 
This will be followed by her view of the support provided to implement class-
room change. Finally, I will present Atari’s perception about the differences 
between what the curriculum aimed to change and the change in reality.

3.1  The Curriculum

As will become evident, Atari’s answers to my questions suggest that she is 
not very clear about the objectives of the new curriculum. She is merely ech-
oing what she read as objectives in the guideline to the teachers. I began by 
asking Atari what she considered the purpose and scope of learning English 
for her learners to be:

…they should know how to communicate…their feelings…through English. 
… There is no scope for learning English outside the classroom. Whatever 
they learn they can learn only in their confined classroom… (IntA/June 2015).

She seemed to view the aim of the present curriculum as consistent with the 
above:

I think the aim …. of learning English is to prepare the students as if they 
can use English in their real life situation at present or in their future life also 
(IntA/June 2015).

Asked for her understanding of the goal of the current curriculum in more 
detail, Atari responded at length, often using official-sounding curriculum 
language and suggesting that for her the new curriculum became visible 
through the textbook:

…the present syllabus, it gives an integrated approach to learning. The vari-
ous areas of learning are used in the combined way as resources for the holistic 
development of a child …life centric experiences are given optimum emphasis 
so that the child is able to correlate, synthesize, analyse and differentiate his 
or her experiential learning by coordinating this with the lessons in the text 
book.
Language which is used in real life situation is used. Such as in class V, the 
first lesson is about a cricket match. Cricket is a popular game for the stu-
dents, so they can easily grasp up the language of this lesson. That’s why I 
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think that language which is used in real life situation is used in our 
curriculum.

I then asked if she perceived any gap between other English teachers’ con-
cept of teaching and learning and latest curriculum expectations she said:

Yes, there is a gap. Other people think that the students should be taught in 
a… didactive (sic.) way. [Q: Okay, what do you mean by didactive (sic.) way?] 
They want that students should know the grammatical rules first. [okay]…and 
then they introduce the rules in their writing or they can find out the rules in 
their story or in their reading portion. But often is their situation so differ-
ent. The teachers teach them in inductive way, the stories … the teachers first 
taught the lessons and from the lessons the students can find out the rules of 
the grammatical (sic.) …er…formula

While the curriculum claims to promote a broadly learner-centred pedagogy, 
in practice Atari did not feel this required any need to change her teaching 
approach:

I think that curriculum is not so much different with previous …er…time 
because the functional communicative approach has been introduced since 
…er…1989 and that was learner centred also and after 2005…the approach 
is always learner centred, activity based, but the situation is different… that 
the difference with the textbook, with the items of the textbook. I think that 
approach has already been changed after grammar translation method

Here she suggests that English teachers have worked with curricula that offi-
cially advocated more interactive or communicative approaches to English 
teaching for more than 25 years. However, it seems that identifying and 
implementing context-appropriate practices consistent with such approaches 
remain challenging.

3.2  The Textbooks

Initially, Atari said that she considered the latest textbooks appropriate for 
the purpose of implementing the changed curriculum:

It helps me in many ways; the subject matter of every piece, of every class, of 
every text book is interesting, true to life. The text book is full of interesting 
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pictures also. [Q: Does that satisfy the curriculum aim of the present makers?] 
Sometimes.

She considered that the textbooks provided useful guidance in terms of what 
the curriculum was trying to achieve.

…in every text book there is a guideline towards the end of the textbook and 
in teachers’ guideline I can find the words.

To begin with, therefore, she gave the impression that she found the new 
curriculum goals broadly consistent with her own views regarding the use-
fulness of learning English for her learners, and considered the new text-
books to be consistent with those goals. However, as seen below, she 
contradicted herself when responding to further questions about actually 
using the textbooks in her classrooms.

When asked about the appropriacy of textbook content for her learners 
she said:

… sometimes the vocabulary is not at par, it may be difficult for the students 
and the construction of the sentences are also not at par … One thing is to be 
noted that the text, or the story, or the poem these are … er… filled up with 
large stock of vocabulary, very harder words, harder sentence structures but 
when as a teacher I find the tasks, the task is at par. The task can easily attract 
the student for their communication …er … communicative skills.

Here, although finding the vocabulary and sentence patterns too complex 
for her learners, Atari seemed to view the task types as suitable for develop-
ing communicative skills. However, when I asked her whether all language 
skills were represented she said:

No not always four. In this present textbook the writing and reading skills are 
emphasized …That is the problem … I think that if there is no importance of 
listening and speaking skills their aims will not be complete because they will 
not gain fluency.

I then asked whether she used interactive approaches in her classroom to 
enable such skill development, and she responded ‘The classroom is nor-
mally learner centric, but sometimes it is teacher-centric’.
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She said she could only use learner-centred activity-based approaches in 
her classroom sometimes because the texts in the books were very long and 
the topics were often unfamiliar.

every text is so long … as a teacher I can explain the theme to the students 
because almost all the students are unaware of the themes, themes are so 
much new to them, and as a teacher I have to explain all those. That’s why I 
have to spend a long time.

To explain what she meant by unfamiliar theme, she referred to the textbook 
of class V (learners aged 9–10)

I think that in class V, there are some lessons such as “Memory in Marble” (on 
the topic of the Taj Mahal) […] The students did never go to Agra and did 
not see Taj Mahal. […] So, it is not their real life experience.

Asked whether the current textbooks do have tasks focusing on speaking 
skills, Atari replied:

I have to invent such tasks! The students can see the picture and tell them. 
Suppose in this chapter there is a picture of monkey or there is a picture of 
king of them. Lesson 2 in class V -A feat on feet… there is a picture of Mount 
Everest and students can describe this picture and in class V there is talk about 
two monkeys and they can imagine themselves as the two monkeys.

While Atari might be confident and expert enough to be able to ‘invent’ 
tasks, I wondered whether that would be true for most English teachers. Her 
first response was:

Always not … Not always. [Q: Why do you think so?] … I think because the 
lack of time is one point. The textbook is so large that it is not manageable for 
the teachers to finish it in due times and so all the communicative tasks can-
not be completed in classes.

She seemed confused when I asked her about whether the way the textbook 
deals with grammar differs from the previous textbook.

The difference is … er… a large difference. The traditional set up wants the 
teachers will at first define the grammatical rules i.e. when it is the role of 
the teachers who can explain the grammatical rules… the present curriculum 
wants that students can find out the rules.
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She seems to understand the textbook as requiring an inductive approach 
to the teaching of grammar. In fact, each unit in the textbook has a section 
called ‘Let’s Learn’. In this section, first, a few sentences are given with cer-
tain grammatical feature and the students are then explicitly told the related 
grammatical rule.

3.3  Changes to Assessment

Atari seemed more aware of how the current curriculum is different from 
the previous one, and so of a need to change aspects of her role when 
describing the changes in assessment weighting and the introduction of 
formative assessment practices.

She first highlighted the new curriculum’s lack of emphasis on the assess-
ment of oral skills.

In previous textbook there was an emphasis on oral test. It carried a large 
marks…for class VI it was 40 marks out of 100 and for VII and VIII it was 30 
marks … but in present curriculum reading and writing skills are emphasised 
but listening and speaking skills are neglected.

I then asked her about whether the introduction of formative assessment 
required her to adjust her role as a teacher in any way.

I think that in new curriculum there is a formative portion. [okay] …In each 
class in formative portion I have to change my role. [Q: Why?] Sometimes I 
want to be their friend, sometimes I er…erm… acted myself as a gardener…
[Q: So do you mean that you didn’t do… you didn’t find yourself in these 
roles earlier?] No. (IntA/June 2015 ).

She pointed out that earlier, there was no option for formative assessment 
and so such ‘friend’ and ‘gardener’ roles were not necessary. However, the 
new activities recommended for formative assessment are very different from 
traditional written tests and require role adjustments for both teacher and 
learners.

Formative is the student’s development during the span of two summative 
evaluations. It can measure the student’s gradual development and the teacher 
can get a scope of rectifying the student’s lacunae… it is not always through 
written test… it is through survey, clay modelling and so on.
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While it was unclear how she viewed the above assessment changes, she 
again expressed concern that, unlike the earlier curriculum, the current ver-
sion did not accord importance to the assessment of listening and speaking 
skills.

I consider that if there is no evaluation or assessment process of any activity 
the students cannot give and the teacher cannot give so much importance on 
these activities […] So though we have some listening and speaking activities 
there is no scope for assessment or evaluating them.

In my own experience, it is frequently the case that in spite of having tasks 
to develop speaking skills in the text book, if these are not assessed, students, 
as well as teachers, skip or ignore them. I asked if she thought this was the 
case here, with teachers omitting them because they felt they had to teach to 
the exams. Atari pointed out that since there is little emphasis on oral skills 
in the textbooks and no oral component to the summative assessment, it was 
hard to include it in formative assessment:

If the syllabus designer may give importance on formative class about the 
speaking and listening skills, the students will be benefitted (IntA/June2015 ).

Since coping with both the new textbooks and the introduction of formative 
assessment were potentially challenging for teachers, I was curious to know 
what support she had received to implement the new curriculum.

3.4  Experience of Support Provided

Atari said that the most recent formal support that she had received was 
before the introduction of the previous curriculum. In response to my ques-
tion about support to implement the latest changes Atari said, ‘After intro-
ducing this new curriculum no support at all’. She had been coping with 
the new curriculum from her ‘general awareness’. She contrasted this with 
her experience of the previous curriculum change: ‘Previously, I noticed that 
when there was a change immediately there was workshop, a training for the 
in- service teachers’.

According to her, this was not so for the latest change, and while she 
believed some teachers had been trained, many (like herself ) remain 
untrained to date.
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In addition to the new expectations implicit in changes to textbook and 
assessment practices, the curriculum also recommended that upper elemen-
tary-level learning should reflect the across the curriculum approach recom-
mended by NCF 2005. Such an approach implies contact and collaboration 
between English teachers and colleagues teaching other subjects. When 
asked, Atari also mentioned the lack of school-level support from school 
heads for the provision of the less formal support needed to encourage such 
contact:

I need collaborative teaching because in content based subjects, if I get sup-
port from my colleagues, the lessons will be easier and joyful to my students.

Both formal in-service training and encouragement and guidance to support 
collaboration between teachers within their schools seem lacking.

3.5  Atari’s View of the Gap Between the Intended 
Change and Reality

In elaborating on why there was such a high proportion of unknown vocab-
ulary in the textbook making it difficult to implement learner-centred 
approaches and activities, Atari revealed an important example of a gap 
between ‘how people actually experience change’ and ‘how it might have 
been intended’ (Fullan 2007: 8). She said:

… it is uttered by the syllabus designers that up to class IV they have learned 
all these things and so in class V they can easily grasp the meaning but er…you 
should know the true picture of our society that up to class IV in our primary 
section they cannot learn anything […] because they come from downtrodden 
family, backward class […] so from class I to class IV the syllabus is very good 
but teachers and students cannot cope up with the syllabus of the primary sec-
tion […] Primary section lacks teachers who can teach ELT properly.

While the curriculum assumed that learners would enter grade V, able to 
cope with language at the level in the textbook, in reality, this was not so. 
This was because primary teachers (grades I–IV) were not subject specialists, 
not trained in ELT and had too many non-academic responsibilities to find 
time to develop their own English or improve their teaching of English.

…The primary teachers have to teach all the subjects….A teacher can-
not teach English, mathematics, science, Bengali at the same time, with 
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same attention, same expertise. […] So I think that syllabus designer should 
remember that in primary section also […] only the ELT trained teachers can 
teach in primary sections.

Unaware of these contextual realities, syllabus designers had planned text-
book content assuming that learners coming into Grade V would be at a 
certain level. Their inappropriate assumptions contributed greatly to many 
of the problems that teachers like Atari faced when using these textbooks.

If children are to genuinely begin to learn English from grade 1, there 
need to be properly trained English teachers in primary school, and the ini-
tial teacher education curriculum needs to be adjusted to meet the expec-
tations of the curriculum. Pointing out the gap between existing teacher 
education curriculum (which as mentioned previously provides little practi-
cal training) and the demands of the new English curriculum, Atari said:

…there is a slight gap between present syllabus and the designing of BEd syl-
labus. I think the newcomers students… though they have been trained in 
BEd, they cannot teach proper English. Until and unless the teachers can be 
trained in ELT, they cannot teach English in secondary section also.

Here Atari referred to grades V–X as the secondary section because in West 
Bengal the same teachers teach in upper elementary and secondary. Atasi 
was quite confident that with sufficient appropriate support for teachers, 
implementation of the present curriculum would be beneficial for students. 
However, the rigid class routine, too much textbook material to cover in the 
time available, and the lack of institutional, local level support, all meant 
that she had not been able to initiate either teaching and assessment, or col-
laboration with colleagues to facilitate learning across the curriculum, as 
envisaged by the change planners.

Assessing herself as a teacher now, after many years’ experience Atari said:

Previously I have […] idealism but now I think that sometimes I should be 
more lenient, sometime I use mother tongue in my classes according to the 
students need. I can realize that there is an emotional level of every student. 
Sometimes they are afraid of me. Previously I was not aware of this. […] but 
now I can realize that when they come on their own to school, they have bor-
rowed some feelings with them […] now I think that I should be friendly 
with them, more friendly with them. And informal and friendly way of teach-
ing makes my class more successful.
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Whereas once she believed that she should and could implement the ideal-
ised approaches promoted by various English curricula, now she has begun 
to realise the need to be more flexible and to adapt to the context of her 
learners. She has learnt the need to accept her students as they are, as indi-
viduals with social identity, feelings and emotions and to adjust her teaching 
accordingly.

The following section considers some implications of Atari’s experience.

4  Implications of the Teacher’s Perspective

The rationale for change, (the relatively poor ranking of West Bengali edu-
cational achievement within India as a whole), suggests that a change in 
the school curriculum and textbooks was needed. The recommendations of 
the newly appointed committee, if properly implemented, have the poten-
tial to contribute to the qualitative improvement of school education in 
West Bengal. However, Atari’s experience of, and apparent confusion about, 
change implementation illustrates some issues that may become apparent to 
teachers when an ‘externally initiated’ (Wedell and Malderez 2013) change 
attempt is experienced in reality, and so how difficult it can be for the aims 
of the change to be translated into the desired practices in real classrooms. 
In the following sections, I discuss the extent to which desired changes 
in teaching and learning, assessment and textbooks seem to have been 
achieved.

4.1  Teaching and Learning

The new curriculum planners hoped to enable the spread of learner-centred, 
activity-based approaches in line with a constructivist paradigm of learning. 
The incongruity between these declared aims and what was happening in 
classrooms became evident from Atari’s responses. A number of reasons sug-
gest themselves.

Firstly, the curriculum planners and textbook writers ignored the exist-
ence of the large number of untrained grade I–IV school English teachers, 
and so the reality of the language level reached by learners prior to their 
entry to upper elementary in class V. This led to assumptions regarding prior 
learning that made it difficult to teach the textbook from Grade V upwards.

Secondly, there seems to have been a misplaced assumption that teach-
ers would be able to adjust to the new approaches with ease. An experi-
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enced English teacher like Atari, with more than two decades of exposure 
to broadly interactive approaches, did not perceive any real need to change 
her approach. Her references to many English teachers continuing to have 
belief in traditional concepts of teaching and learning, despite over 25 years 
of encouragement to use more interactive approaches suggest that teach-
ers’ ‘understanding about methods of teaching-learning of ESL still seemed 
problematic’ (Meganathan 2013: 6). They suggest an ongoing mismatch 
between the principles espoused by the curriculum and teachers’ existing 
beliefs and practices (Orafi 2013), and that planners seriously underesti-
mate the challenges that moving away from historically embedded teaching 
approaches entail.

Thirdly, there were inconsistencies between curriculum planners’ ration-
ale for change and the English teaching change that they proposed. They 
claimed to be led by NCF’s (2005) view that an integrated approach to 
the teaching of different skills in language is extremely important to enable 
the development of some level of communicative competence. However, 
as Atari pointed out, the lack of emphasis on listening and speaking skills 
in both the new textbooks and the content of assessment was likely to lead 
to these skills being neglected by teachers and learners. The curriculum 
also promoted the maximisation of possibilities for integration across sub-
ject boundaries. However, as Atari reported, neither state level planners nor 
local educational leaders made efforts to develop school contexts that would 
encourage the collaboration that might enable such cross-subject integration.

4.2  Assessment

Assessment is likely to be an essential part of any substantial educational 
reform (Fullan 1998). The latest curriculum change in West Bengal also 
tried to make the modes of assessment more consistent with the aims of 
the change (Bolitho 2012). Along with traditional pen and paper tests, it 
introduced alternative means for formative assessment. This was entirely new 
to all teachers in West Bengal. Atari’s earlier references to ‘nature survey’ or 
‘clay modelling’ and to her need to develop a role as ‘friend’ or ‘gardener’ 
in the classroom when trying to implement formative assessment, revealed 
a potentially important aspect of the assessment change process. If imple-
mented as anticipated, formative assessment offered a means of helping 
teachers to begin to take on the role of facilitators, a role that is consistent 
with the constructivist curriculum rhetoric.



142     K. Mukherjee

However, Atari showed no recognition of this sort of change in her 
teacher role, and when referring to an alternative mode of assessment (e.g. 
nature survey), she made no mention of possible assessment indicators. All 
of the above suggests that despite her considerable professional experience 
and expertise, she had little understanding of the latest developments in 
assessment. This left her (and probably most of her upper elementary col-
leagues) expected to implement change, which they do not fully understand.

4.3  New Textbooks

In a resource-deprived context like rural West Bengal textbooks play a very 
significant role in implementing any curriculum. Atari’s view of the new 
textbooks revealed several mismatches between curriculum aims and the 
suitability of the textbook to attain them. Her mixed and sometimes contra-
dictory-seeming responses while describing the suitability of the textbooks 
might reflect her confusion over the lack of fit between what the new text-
books stated as their characteristics and her classroom experience of trying to 
use them in practice.

One reason for the apparent lack of coherence between the declared goals 
of the curriculum and the textbook content might be that textbook writers 
had had to write eight textbooks in two years. This reflects the speed with 
which the new incoming government initiated and implemented the whole 
change process. Such haste is not unusual in contexts where one implicit 
reason for the educational change is to demonstrate political change (Wedell 
and Malderez 2013).

4.4  Support

Wedell (2009: 187 )suggests that along with professional in-service train-
ing, a supportive atmosphere in teachers’ immediate working environment 
is also important for widespread implementation of new education policies 
and curriculum reforms. Factors contributing to the provision of such a sup-
portive environment may include:

i. provision of ‘appropriate and timely in-service training’ of teachers in the 
use of ‘the materials and teaching-learning approaches’,

ii. provision of ‘adequate in-school advisory support to teachers’ and
iii. making educational administrators, in-service trainers and school princi-

pals aware of change concepts and their responsibilities in implementing 
the change’. (Hayes 2012: 52)
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It is evident from Atari’s example that teacher training workshops arranged 
so far had not reached all teachers. Besides, my own interactions with teach-
ers who had attended such in-service training revealed that though they were 
aware of the theoretical concepts of change, they were not confident about 
how to interpret those concepts for their own classroom situation. Some 
formal training support for the new approaches to evaluation has also been 
provided, but again, my personal interaction with colleagues has made me 
aware that most English teachers are not yet clear in their understanding of 
formative assessment. The available training did not therefore help teachers 
to understand and reflect on how to adapt the reform to their classrooms 
(Hayes 2012: 56). Their experiences clearly showed the need for in-school 
follow up after the external training sessions (Bolitho 2012) and suggested a 
need for a thorough review of training content, training process and trainer 
training.

In addition to training opportunities for teachers being inadequate, 
there was minimal awareness-raising activity aimed at the other stakehold-
ers whose behaviours and attitudes strongly influence the environment in 
which classroom teachers work. Stakeholders such as inspectors, head teach-
ers and administrative personnel thus remain unaware of their responsibility 
to provide support to the main agents of change, the teachers. Teachers’ local 
working contexts offered little formal or informal support or encouragement 
for their attempts to try and implement curriculum goals.

5  Conclusion

West Bengali change planners have taken a number of steps, (e.g. attempting 
to make an assessment and pedagogic principles more consistent) to try and 
support the implementation of the curriculum change. However, due to the 
speed of implementation, they have also ignored a range of factors that, if 
acknowledged and acted on, might help to make ELT change implementa-
tion more successful in both West Bengal and similar global contexts. I con-
clude this chapter by highlighting five key support factors that I believe the 
West Bengal experience shows need considering in any context of complex 
change (Fullan 1992).

1. Professional awareness programmes, using clear and concrete language 
and providing plenty of practical illustrations (based on any new text-
books), must be arranged for all English teachers, to help them under-
stand both the rationale for and the details/examples of expected 
classroom practice (Orafi 2013: 19).
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2. The training methods used in such programmes should model the (prob-
ably) activity-based and learner-centred approach that teachers are being 
asked to adopt, to help them relate their training to the ‘innovative prac-
tice they are being asked to implement in the classroom’ (Hayes 2012: 56).

3. Formal out of school in-service provision should be followed by ongo-
ing in-school support over time or at the very least by officially supported 
opportunities for teachers in local areas to meet up regularly in work-
ing time to help each other with implementation issues. (Malderez and 
Wedell 2007)

4. Appropriately scripted awareness-raising programmes for all important 
stakeholder to help them receive ‘similar messages about the new cur-
riculum and what it implies for them’ (Wedell 2009: 147), need to be 
arranged before widespread implementation is expected to begin. School 
leaders and change-monitoring agents need to understand the rationale 
for the change and be clear about the implications for classroom peda-
gogy. In addition, any monitoring agents (inspectors/supervisors) need be 
trained in providing supportive feedback to teachers, ‘minimising dispar-
aging comments and recognising what is realistically achievable’ (Wedell 
2009: 149) by a teacher in a particular context.

5. Any new English textbooks need to be designed keeping curriculum objec-
tives in mind, but also honestly acknowledging likely differences in learn-
ers’ language level and other aspects of classroom reality across the state, 
and so the likelihood that not all learners will complete all the content.

Any change implementation process hoping for the sustained improvement 
in student outcomes requires sustained effort to change practices of teaching 
and learning in thousands and thousands of classrooms (Levin and Fullan 
2008: 291). Consequently, even if all the above are recognised, planned 
for and provided, seeing the change actually ‘happening’ in all those varied 
classrooms is still likely to take many years.

Postscript  It may be worth mentioning here that the process for orienting school 
leaders has now started in West Bengal.
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1  Introduction

This chapter sets out to introduce an English teaching context in which 
there is policy incoherence and poor communication between the various 
partners responsible for the provision and assessment of English in Kenya. 
What follows is a brief account of the English language teaching context, 
showing, through the case study of one English language teacher, how the 
teacher copes with change in this context.

1.1  English Language in Kenya

There are two official languages in the Republic of Kenya—English and 
Kiswahili. Up to 2010, all official government documents were written in 
English, and all official transactions took place in English. Since 2010, there 
has been an ongoing process of developing Kiswahili versions of all official 
documents. English is spoken at different levels of competence by almost 
all Kenyans who have completed a primary level of education. The two lan-
guages are compulsory subjects in Kenyan schools from the first year of pri-
mary school, but English is also the medium of instruction from year 4 in 
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all the subjects except Kiswahili and other languages. In urban schools, it is 
common to find schools where English is the medium of instruction from 
year 1.

Kenya follows the 8-4-4 system of education where learners study at pri-
mary school level for eight years, those who proceed to secondary school 
study for four years and those who proceed to university take various pro-
fessional courses with the shortest being four years. Between each stage, 
there is a national examination which learners must pass before they can 
proceed to the next level (KIE 2002). Normally, learners would be expected 
to have passed English with above average marks in these exams to be able 
to proceed to the next level of education. For university entry, in particular, 
a good grade (usually grade B and above) is a requirement for admission 
into many programmes. Therefore, English is a high stakes subject within 
education and also a very significant language for official interaction in 
Kenya.

1.2  English Language Teaching (ELT) Context 
in Kenya

According to the Kenya Institute of Curriculum Development (KICD) (the 
institute within the Kenyan Ministry of Education (MoE) responsible for 
designing the curriculum and syllabuses for schools in Kenya), the main goal 
of ELT at the secondary school level is to enable school leavers to be compe-
tent communicators in the English language (KIE 2002). Accordingly, the 
MoE recommends that English language be taught using Communicative 
Language Teaching (CLT). The MoE explains that the emphasis must be on 
communication because:

English is the official language of communication in Kenya…It is also the pre-
eminent language of international communication. Consequently, those who 
master English reap many academic, social and professional benefits. (KIE 
2002: 6)

The emphasis on communication is also reflected in the objectives of The 
Secondary English Syllabus which state that on leaving secondary school 
learners should be able to:

• Listen attentively for comprehension and respond appropriately
• Speak accurately, fluently, confidently and appropriately in a variety of 

contexts
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• Read fluently and efficiently and appreciate the importance of reading for 
a variety of purposes

• Make an efficient use of a range of sources of information including 
libraries, dictionaries and the Internet

• Use a variety of sentence structures and vocabulary correctly
• Communicate appropriately in functional and creative writing
• Think creatively and critically.

(KIE 2002: viii)
At secondary school, English is taught in eight lessons of 40 minutes 

each—the highest number for any subject. English Language and Literature 
are supposed to be integrated (see below) and lessons include Reading, 
Writing, Grammar, Listening and Speaking, Poetry, Oral Literature and the 
study of between three and five set books, including at least a novel, a play 
and an anthology of short stories.

During the last twenty years, there have been two major changes in 
Kenyan ELT. One took place in 2002 with the merging of the formerly sep-
arate language and literature curricula into a single integrated subject. The 
MoE currently stipulates that English language (EL) at secondary school 
level must be taught using the Integrated Approach. The Kenya Secondary 
School Syllabus explains the issue of integration as follows:

This syllabus adopts an integrated approach to the teaching of English lan-
guage. Integration means merging two autonomous but related entities 
in order to strengthen and enrich both. Through exposure to literature the 
learner will improve their language skills. They will not only enrich their 
vocabulary but also learn to use language in a variety of ways. Similarly, an 
improved knowledge of the language will enhance the learner’s appreciation 
of literary material. On yet another scale, integration means that no language 
skill should be taught in isolation. Listening, speaking, reading and writing 
skills should complement each other… It has been established that teaching 
language structures in isolation is not only boring, but it also tends to produce 
learners who lack communicative competence. (KIE 2002: 3)

The above change required all English teachers to link their teaching of the 
two areas. However, the Secondary English Teachers Handbook, a key MoE 
document, gives few examples of how such integration could be imple-
mented in practice. It says only that:

while teaching reading, the teacher may reinforce the mastery of grammar by 
pointing out instances of effective use of grammatical items already taught. 
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The teacher may also generate writing tasks and debates from the reading 
material. (KIE 2006: 3)

Actual implementation of integrated teaching was thus left very much to 
individual English teachers.

The second change took place during 2010/2011, and its main focus was 
to expand the above-integrated approach to teaching into the content and 
format of the national secondary school leaving exams. Each of the three 
English exam papers now includes aspects of the skills of English language 
(reading, writing and grammar) and also literature (Poetry, oral literature 
and the set books) (KNEC 2006). In addition, the testing of oral skills 
through writing was also introduced for the first time.

The above changes have required English teachers to make a further 
adjustment. Whereas pre-2002, when English and Literature examina-
tion papers were set and done separately, so that teachers who only taught 
English language did not have to master the content of the set books, now 
all the teachers need to be familiar with the ‘set books’. Every three to four 
years, the MoE prescribes five new books which include two novels, two 
plays and one anthology of short stories, effectively changing the content of 
the literature part of the curriculum.

English teachers are expected to teach the plot, themes, characters and 
style of all these books to learners during their last two years of high school. 
Learners are expected to answer questions on three of the five set texts, 
whose literary and linguistic content also, since 2010, serve as the source of 
test items for both literature and English language skills (KNEC 2006). The 
set books at the time of the interview which follows were

1. Play: Betrayal in the City by Francis Imbuga.
2. Play: The Caucasian Chalk Circle by Bertolt Breach.
3. Novel: The River and the Source by Margaret Ogolla.
4. Novel: The Whale Rider by With Chimaera.
5. Short stories: When the sun goes down and other stories from Africa and 

Beyond.

In actual classroom teaching, teachers use both English-language-specific 
textbooks—with content focusing on the four skills and grammar—and the 
set books, from which teachers are expected to identify aspects of plot, char-
acter and style, that can also support the development of learners’ English 
language skills. Since testing also draws on these books, teachers’ familiarity 
with all dimensions of their content is extremely important. The combina-
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tion of the above changes represents a huge challenge for teachers of English 
in secondary schools in Kenya.

Another issue regarding ELT in Kenya (as in many other settings) is that 
the school contexts in which teachers operate are very diverse, in terms of 
learners’ English language competencies. The proficiency of secondary learn-
ers in most schools ranges from very competent and/or average to very weak, 
depending on factors such as whether their primary education was in a 
rural or urban area. Most teachers thus have classes with widely mixed abili-
ties, and MoE gives no clear guidance on how to deal with this diversity. 
Research into the challenges that Kenyan English teachers face is limited, 
however, some have been described by Kenyan and international researchers.

Kembo-Sure (2003) and Barasa (2005) reiterate that one of the key chal-
lenges facing English teachers in Kenya is how to deal with the cultural 
diversity in most of their classes. That is, in many classes, it is possible to 
find learners from various ethnic and linguistic backgrounds with various 
attitudes to and backgrounds in language use generally and English in par-
ticular. Kembo-Sure (2003) points out that teachers find it especially diffi-
cult to motivate learners with lower English proficiency to use the language 
in class, while also appropriately encouraging those who enter their classes 
with better competencies. Trudell and Schroeder (2007) note that English 
language teachers are usually trained in Western approaches and methods of 
language teaching, some of which are not appropriate for the contexts of the 
classes they teach. Barasa (2005) suggests that neither the MoE curriculum 
policies nor the English Language Teacher Education (ELTE) providers’ cur-
ricula acknowledge the classroom contexts in which most secondary English 
teachers work.

1.3  English Language Teacher Education in Kenya

Pre-service English Language Teacher Education (ELTE) for secondary 
school teachers normally takes place in universities where trainees study 
for a Bachelor of Education (BEd) degree. The ELTE curriculum is gen-
erally the same across all public universities and is taught by faculty from 
different schools: School of Education (SoE) and School of Arts and Social 
Sciences (SASS). Usually, content courses are offered by the SASS, while 
courses on pedagogy are offered by the SoE. As shown in Table 1 below, the 
ELTE curriculum offers student teachers only two (italicised ) courses in ELT 
Pedagogy.
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It is noticeable that despite the move towards integration in the English 
curriculum outlined above, these two ‘methods’ courses remain completely 
separate, reflecting a pre-2002 classroom reality. Each of these ELT-specific 
courses lasts for only one semester of about twelve weeks, during which it is 
supposed to cover all aspects listed in Table 2.

It would seem that the initial teacher education makes little or no effort 
to prepare trainee teachers for working in mixed ability ELT classrooms, in 

Table 1 Titles of education courses for ELTE students at one Kenyan University

First year

First semester: Second semester:

Introduction to education 1 Introduction to education 2
Second year

First semester: Second semester

General education psychology Educational media and resources

Philosophy of education History of education

General methods of teaching Curriculum development
Third year

First semester Second semester

Human growth and development Educational measurement evaluan

Economics and planning of education Public speaking skills

Methods of teaching literature Methods of teaching english
Fourth year

First semester Second semester

Sociology of education and comparative Ed. Ed. media practicals & micro-tch

Environmental education Human behaviour and learning

Educational administration and management Advanced research and writing

Teaching practice (12 weeks)

Table 2 Course outline of the methods of teaching English/literature course

Source Course outline obtained from one teacher educator

• Objectives of teaching English/Literature
• Theories of teaching English/Literature
• Teaching and learning activities in English/Literature
• Teaching listening and speaking skills/teaching poetry
• Teaching reading and writing skills/teaching oral literature
• Teaching grammar/teaching the novel, short stories and drama
• Assessment in English/literature
• Integration of English and literature
• Teaching resources in English/literature
• Lesson planning and writing the scheme of work for English/literature
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which they are supposed to integrate the learners’ development of English 
language skills with and through the study of Literature in English. Against 
this background, I interviewed a teacher on her experiences of coping with 
English curriculum change in Kenya. The teacher’s story is presented below.

2  Florence’s Story

Florence (hereafter, Flo) has been an English teacher in Kenyan secondary 
schools, teaching learners aged 15–18, since early 2002. She is a graduate 
of Moi University, where I am based as a teacher educator; hence, she expe-
rienced the ELTE curriculum outlined above. I have known Flo since her 
student days at university. Since then, we have interacted regularly during 
the Kenya National Drama Festival in which her students participate and for 
which I often act as adjudicator. Flo has taught English without any major 
break since graduation and has hence had to cope with the changes outlined 
above.

The main change, she has experienced, is the 2010–2011 shift to inte-
grate both skills and literature in English examinations. In addition, she 
has experienced several changes of the set books and so has had to famil-
iarise herself with new content and new ways of integrating these with her 
teaching of language skills. Flo’s story is presented under four main head-
ings: her understanding of the current national curriculum aims and their 
implications for practice, her experiences of implementing the curriculum, 
her views on the benefits of the curriculum to her/learners, and her views on 
possible improvements.

2.1  Flo’s Understanding of the Current National 
Curriculum Aims and Its Implications for Practice

Flo understands the current national English curriculum for secondary 
schools mainly in terms of the skills that it aims to develop. She states that 
it aims at enabling learners to interact competently with other speakers of 
English and also to become able to operate effectively in all skill areas. Flo 
adds that the curriculum also aims at enabling learners to appreciate the pos-
sibilities of using the language:

The intention is to make them [learners] appreciate that other than the vari-
ous languages that we have in the country, they are also able to speak fluently 
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in English, and at the same time they can apply the skills they have learnt in 
the various areas of the subject in form of maybe writing, expressing them-
selves in speech and so on.

She sees the implications for her practice of such skill-development-related 
aims, as being able to provide learners with teaching which will help them to 
develop proficiency in the four skills of English: listening, speaking, writing, 
and reading and in grammar. She states that:

The English language curriculum for high school implies that we empha-
sise four basic areas in teaching: the oral skills, the ability of the students to 
express themselves in speech, language comprehension. This is supposed to be 
the ability of the student to read a comprehension passage, interpret it and 
appropriately respond correctly to the questions asked after the passage, … 
writing…. and grammar, and in grammar we are talking about the simple 
mistakes that students make.

She recognises that the achievement of the above aim (stipulated by the 
Kenyan Ministry of Education (MoE), that by the time the student sits for 
the Kenya Certificate of Secondary Examination (KCSE), she will be able to 
interact competently in the English language, is in reality not the sole aim. 
In addition, English teachers and learners also need to consider the expec-
tations of the Kenya National Examinations Council (KNEC). She under-
stands these expectations to be ‘that at the end of it all, the student is able to 
respond to the questions effectively and correctly’.

Flo sees inconsistencies between the aims of the MoE and of the KNEC 
for ELT at the secondary school level and recognises the effects that this has 
on classroom practice. Firstly, the two contrasting aims put pressure on the 
learning time available, as captured in the following excerpt:

At the moment, the Ministry has given guidelines as to working times for the 
child to be in a classroom. They feel that the child should be in a classroom 
comfortably between 7:15 am to 3:30 pm after which the child should be left 
to rest and play. […]. The examination curriculum is so stiff so that when the 
teacher looks at it it’s such a small amount of time so they must create more 
time to teach … The Ministry feels the child should have enough time to 
rest but then again the curriculum is this big and the curriculum implement-
ers feel that the time given is so small…. So that is why there is that friction 
between the Ministry and the institutions.

Flo perceives differences between curriculum expectations and contextual 
realities. She indicates that in reality, the dominant aim of ELT among stu-
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dents, teachers and even parents is for learners to pass the examinations. This 
means that it is the KNEC aims that guide her practice in ELT.

As it is right now, it is more of the Kenya national examinations curriculum 
aims that are being followed … You see, the expectation of the Ministry is 
that, the teacher should stop teaching today [the end of the last term of the 
four- year secondary school period], and tomorrow that child should get into 
the exam room and comfortably answer the questions. […] But because of 
exam expectation, the schools have worked it so that the Ministry’s curricu-
lum is even done away with by first term of form 4. So that they have time 
left for revision, revision and examination. What we call in the profession as 
drilling, drilling the child towards passing of exam.

To fulfil examination expectations, schools therefore normally abandon the 
MoE curriculum in the final year of school in order to concentrate on the 
KNEC curriculum. Flo points out that this emphasis on testing has become 
the norm, not only in ELT but also in other subjects. It is considered as the 
best preparation for the KCSE examinations, and quality of teaching and 
learning is judged by exam results.

Basically it is assumed, because that is where we are all geared to. Has the 
child passed the exams at the end of the day? And you see it becomes irrel-
evant whether you are dying to let the child become independent in using 
English as long as the child passes. If you struggle to implement the Ministry’s 
guidelines as it is and the child ends up not passing the exams, it is assumed 
you never taught, it is as good as you never did anything, so for me it is 
through exams.

The next issue of interest in this case study then was to explore Flo’s views on 
how appropriate the curriculum aims are for her learners. Generally, she feels 
that the MoE curriculum aims are appropriate, but the KNEC curriculum 
aims are less so. She indicates that in her current school where there is more 
attempt to follow the MoE curriculum than in her former school, the learn-
ers show clear improvement in their development of English language skills. 
She singles out improvement in the oral skills as being the most evident.

For me, the curriculum as anticipated could make them better and better 
speakers of the language of English … In my present school, you know you’d 
hear the students attempt correct pronunciation … So for me, the child is 
leaving high school into the tertiary level knowing that this language is spoken 
this way, that when I’m speaking mother tongue it’s different from when I’m 
speaking English.



156     C.O. Ong’ondo

The above excerpt suggests that Flo deems the MoE curriculum feasible 
and helpful to the learners, although the implementation is challenging due 
to the mixed abilities of the learners, the large class sizes and the focus on 
examinations. Flo observes that for the MoE curriculum aims to be attained, 
teachers need to do a lot of work. She notes that:

the objective is good because it aims to make them competent users of the 
language, though there are challenges of the huge amount of work that 
is expected because if you look at English, it is a compulsory subject … we 
are dealing with various sections and very many students… to an extent it is 
appropriate but achievable with challenges.

2.2  Flo’s Experiences in Implementing the Curriculum

A teacher’s ability to implement a curriculum starts with the ability to 
explain what the curriculum entails and to distinguish it from older cur-
ricula. I thus sought to explore what Flo knew about the current English 
curriculum and how it differed from what had gone before. The powerful 
influence of the exam system is again evident in her response.

You know initially, before the curriculum changed to the current one, English 
entailed three areas: Writing, involving composition where basically the stu-
dent writes three compositions. One testing the formatted composition, the 
functional writing, and then the other two were narratives; the student was 
allowed to narrate a story at their own comfort of course with guidelines. The 
second area was grammar and comprehension and then the third area was 
basically literature. But now the new integrated curriculum entails that you 
can find literature in comprehension so you must have read set books because 
you may find a text extracted from a set book and they may even set questions 
outside that particular text for the grammar part and you must have read that 
set book. So that has confused students a lot. In fact, right now, this is the 
time that I would say that teachers are settling into understanding the aspect 
of integration … this change came around 2010, it should be 5 years ago.

As mentioned earlier, her experience is that the new curriculum translates 
into a fairly heavy workload for teachers and is premised on fully under-
standing many set books. Flo explained that:

the expected workload for a teacher of English is around 28 lessons in a week 
of 40 minutes each. … So it means in a day, a teacher of English like me, 
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you’ll find that you’re walking into different classes at least 6 to 7 of the 9 
scheduled lessons in a day. Now, having done the 7 lessons in a day and then 
you’re expected to do one or two extra hours in the evening or sometimes ear-
lier in the morning drilling students for exams, it’s too much.

Flo explains that English is assigned six lessons (each lasting 40 minute) per 
week in the lower classes at the secondary school level (Form 1 and 2) and eight 
lessons per week for upper classes (Forms 3 and 4). She points to the Ministry 
recommendations about how to distribute the various skills across the lessons:

According to the Ministry, the 6 lessons in the lower classes should be 4 for 
English language and two for oral literature and poetry because at the lower 
level we teach oral literature up to form two so that the student should be 
ready to tackle literature set books. Form 3 and 4, they’ve begun literature set 
books and because literature is a subject on its own that is integrated into the 
English language, it is assumed that 4 lessons are meant for literature and 4 
lessons are meant for English language.

Flo reiterates the point that in practice the time allocated for ELT, though 
seemingly a lot, still does not allow for adequate and comfortable coverage 
of all the language skills and literature. She indicates that in view of this, 
teachers normally:

create extra time for the syllabus to be covered … the extra time will last 
one hour a day, which amounts to 5 h in a week which is more than what is 
stipulated.

She explained that this extra time is normally created by shortening the 
lunch break, asking students to come to school earlier than usual in the 
morning or ‘stealing’ some time from the games hour (see further details 
below).

For Flo, a critical aspect of the current secondary ELT curriculum, to 
which she kept returning, is the issue of literature set books. The frequent 
change in these set books has a direct bearing on the implementation of the 
curriculum:

A set book will last for maybe 3 to 4 years […] It also affects the teacher in 
that you have three years to internalize the content of each set book, so every 
year your teaching approach becomes better because you have a better grasp 
of a text but by the time you feel very comfortable … it is already changed. 
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So you are fighting trying to get familiar with the new set book and you have 
students waiting for you, it becomes a big challenge. …

In terms of support for this ongoing process of change, Flo identified the 
MoE, Parents’ Associations (PAs) and the School administration, as offering 
different forms of support for varied reasons. The MoE provides support by 
‘trying to correct this over-reliance on exams’. One way in which they do 
this is by trying to insist that the syllabus coverage is spread equally over the 
four years that learners spend in secondary schools, and that it extends to 
the last week before the examination. In this way, the MoE aims to prevent 
the rush to cover the four-year syllabus in three or three-and-a-half years, 
so as to have time in the final year to concentrate on drilling learners for 
the exams. In addition, the MoE has stopped the ranking of schools and 
students according to their performance in the KCSE, to try to take public 
attention away from examination results.

In contrast, the Parents’ Associations appear to have aims that are in direct 
opposition to what the MoE is trying to do. While MoE tries to limit the 
school day and emphasises completion of the curriculum over all four years, 
parents support efforts by the school to have the learners come to school 
earlier and leave later than usual, in order to do extra work to prepare for 
the examinations. She explains that it is now common in many day schools 
in Kenya for children to leave their homes at 5 am to be in class by 6 am. 
This is done with the support of the parents. Flo identifies two reasons why 
parents support such initiatives, one to do with examinations, and the other 
with parents’ views of school as a ‘safe space’ for their children to spend time 
when the adults are not at home to keep an eye on them:

[First], they want as minimum time with the children as possible so that they 
can go to work or their own business. … they want the children in school so 
that the teachers can take care of them. Of course, when a child is in school 
you know it’s the safest place to be in. Then, they still want to celebrate good 
examination results by their … probably they feel that the more you teach, 
the more the probability of the child passing the exams.

Although MoE has officially abandoned national league tables, at local level 
they still exist in various forms. School administrators (particularly the head 
teachers) therefore collaborate with the Parents Associations to offer sup-
port in relation to the passing of exams. They motivate teachers by offering 
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them lunch at school and other rewards such as sponsored trips. Flo offers 
an interesting explanation for the administrators’ apparent generosity:

Teachers are offered lunch but of course that goes hand in hand with the 
time. You see the Ministry’s time is one-hour lunch break for the teacher; the 
examination’s curriculum is too tight so that [the school administrators] con-
sider one hour as too much for a teacher to be out for lunch. So they come 
up with, “okay fine, for us to meet the examination needs, we need to use 
40 minutes of this one hour, so let’s go for 20 minutes lunch.” So how do you 
manage to have everyone out for 20 minutes and back? You provide them 
with lunch; they don’t have to go out. They can take 20 minutes having their 
lunch and spend the rest of the time on extra teaching.

Other forms of support also associated with support for the exam focus 
include:

seminars for teachers and students, motivational speakers for the students, 
providing a good menu for the teachers and even students, so all that comes 
in form of motivation.

Thus, the Ministry’s efforts to support the implementation of a skills-based 
curriculum for all, seem not to resonate with schools and the wider commu-
nity for whom it is exam success that counts. Flo also mentioned some other 
barriers, hindrances or challenges to implementation of the MoE curriculum. 
The main one repeatedly cited was the heavy workload. Another was the 
effect of the emphasis on passing examinations on how learners view learn-
ing. The exam focus puts the learners under pressure to please the school 
administrators, teachers and parents by passing. This hinders their concentra-
tion on ‘true learning of the type expected by the MoE’ as all their attention 
shifts to what will be of immediate relevance to the exams. She says:

when a teacher goes to class with any question and tells them this is the exam, 
and you’ll get their attention because they are expecting that, that will make 
them pass. So I think that it is the exam pressure that is a major challenge.

Finally, Flo identifies teachers’ lack of understanding of the concept of inte-
gration, resulting from inappropriate pre-service and lack of in-service train-
ing, as another major barrier to implementation of the curriculum.
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2.3  Flo’s Views on the Benefits of the Curriculum 
to Her and Her Learners

The challenges associated with the coping with change notwithstanding, Flo 
feels that the greater emphasis on oral proficiency and the exposure to the 
set books have enabled both teacher and learner learning. For herself, she 
identified an improvement in her pronunciation of a wider range of words, 
resulting from the current curriculum emphasis on the teaching of oral 
skills; hence, the greater need for the teacher to be able to model correct pro-
nunciation. She noted that:

As a teacher, to avoid making mistakes, it takes you actually back to research, 
you have to go back to learn the correct pronunciation … before that, nobody 
cared about how you pronounced words, but right now it’s very important 
because there are some words that are pronounced the same way, but writ-
ten totally differently. Yeah, like in high school, I didn’t know that the word 
flower and flour is the same but you know with change in curriculum, you 
realize that you need to emphasize on the pronunciation of words and you 
need to teach it correctly for the child not to make a mistake.

It is notable here that the teacher focuses more on what could be called 
mechanical aspects of oral proficiency than on assisting students to gain 
fluency across a range of relevant interactions. This could however again 
be attributed to the need to bear in mind what is likely to be tested in the 
examinations, which emphasise formal features of oral English over fluency.

In addition to having more opportunities to develop their oral skills, 
which were not covered in the previous curriculum, Flo pointed out further 
benefits for student learning arising from the implementation of the new 
curriculum:

There is more emphasis on functional writing, oral literature, etiquette and 
more. Students are able to practice and integrate these skills. They also tend to 
have a better attitude towards comprehension while in the past students were 
a bit lazy towards reading…They also tend to do better in exams generally 
because they’re sure of what they’re expecting in what paper. They know, “I’m 
going to sit for paper one and I’m supposed to prepare for functional writing 
or oral skills … they’re able to predict, even poetry. They know that poems in 
paper one will test nothing but sound patterns. So they’re able to go an exam 
room comfortably knowing that this is what I’m going to tackle.
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Although the above quote again suggests the learning of ‘exam skills’, Flo 
believes that the curriculum change and the classroom practices that it has 
introduced have helped raised learners’ awareness of English as a language 
rather than just a subject, and so of the importance of developing their abil-
ity to use the language.

Flo also mentioned personal learning resulting from the need, as an 
English teacher, to read the frequently changing set books. She noted that an 
English teacher now ‘has an experience with different set books by different 
authors every 3–4 years to appreciate their writings’. This was not so previ-
ously, when teachers tended to specialise either in the language skills or lit-
erature. The new curriculum has therefore ‘forced’ English teachers to master 
both aspects of language study, since they both now need to be taught and 
examined in an integrated manner.

2.4  Teacher’s Views on Possible Improvements 
and Overall Reflections

Flo identified the need to offer a curriculum that does not put teachers and 
learners under pressure to complete the syllabus quickly in order to ‘drill’ for 
exams.

I’d like to see a situation where a child is given the opportunity to enjoy the 
subject, not look at it as an examination subject but as a language that will 
be of importance to them so that we will not have a situation where they do 
form four and while out there looking for jobs, when they’re told to write an 
application letter’ they call me, “madam, I’ve got an opportunity to attend an 
interview, I’m supposed to be submitting my curriculum vitae and I’m sup-
posed to send it through an email, what do I do? … So for me, I’d appreciate 
a situation where the child is able to practically express themselves.

In the above statement, Flo appears to suggest that despite its focus on com-
munication, the current EL curriculum as implemented in schools does 
not effectively prepare students for the communicative tasks that they are 
likely to encounter after school and for using English in their later lives. She 
pointed out that MoE curriculum aims were well intended. However, they 
were overshadowed by too much emphasis on examinations, which in turn 
contributes to the numbers dropping out of school. Her statement is cap-
tured in the excerpt below:
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My general feeling is that at the end of the day even though it is very difficult, 
the Ministry curriculum should prevail. It should prevail because at the very 
end of the day, my very genuine opinion is that we’re dealing with students 
at different levels with very different intelligence capabilities and therefore we 
should treat them as such, so that we are not scrambling for one particular 
exam … the exam pressure needs to be reduced for the curriculum to be effec-
tively implemented so that the child benefits… then our children will not run 
away from school, we will have more in these institutions.

Overall, Flo gave a passionate and candid account of her experiences in 
coping with the English curriculum change in Kenyan secondary schools. 
Several pertinent themes can be discerned from this story, which may also 
be relevant to ELT curriculum change in other contexts, as analysed further 
below.

3  Discussion

Four interconnected themes emerge from Flo’s story of coping with the cur-
riculum change in ELT as presented above. These are: teachers’ confusion 
about the concept of integration emphasised in the new curriculum, the 
centrality of set books in the new curriculum, the inconsistency between the 
MoE curriculum aims and the contextual realities, and the issues of exami-
nation pressure. Two further linked questions emerge. Firstly, whether/how 
opportunities could be provided for teachers’ voices to be heard before final 
decisions about English curriculum change and implementation planning 
are made. Secondly, whether/how the teacher is supported, at both pre- and 
in-service stages of teacher education, to cope with the process of curriculum 
implementation. In the rest of this discussion, I briefly discuss these themes 
with reference to relevant literature.

The concept of integration appears to be a major challenge to English 
teachers in Kenya. As clearly stated by Flo, during the interview, ‘it is quite 
confusing’. The gist of this concept as captured by KIE (2002: 3) is that 
‘Integration means merging two autonomous but related entities in order to 
strengthen and enrich both’, and however, almost 15 years later, KIE have 
still failed to elaborate on its classroom implications and how these might be 
carried out in practice.

The Integrated approach has some similarities with what Richards and 
Rodgers (2001: 109) call the Whole Language Approach. They define this 
as ‘an approach based on key principles about language (language is a whole) 
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and the skills (writing, reading, listening and speaking) should be integrated 
in learning’.

Some Kenyan writers have also written in support of the integrated 
approach as conceived in Kenya. For example, Gathumbi and Masembe 
(2005) argue that the:

integrated approach to language teaching considers language and literature as 
integral parts of a single subject matter in which Literature is treated as an 
integral part of English language usage; while language is reinforced, sensitised 
and enriched meaningfully by good literature. (p. 145)

The confusion referred to by Flo appears to be that, while in the ELT lit-
erature, integration (a whole language approach) is conceived as involving 
the integrated teaching of different language skills (Richards and Rogers 
2014), in the Kenyan context, the integrated approach has been interpreted 
to mean enabling the above through integrating both language and litera-
ture. Such an approach represents a complex starting point for any English 
teacher, and it is discernible that Flo and other Kenyan teachers have not 
been clearly inducted into this concept either during their initial ELTE 
or through appropriate in-service support. Thus, they continue to find its 
implementation problematic.

This exemplifies a wider national picture in which the content and process 
of ELTE fails to prepare trainee English teachers for what the ELT curricu-
lum expects them to be able to do once they are appointed. Clearly, greater 
‘fit’ between curriculum aims and initial English language teacher education 
is necessary if new teachers are to become able to implement the Kenyan 
version of an integrated curriculum. Better and more regular communica-
tion between MoE and university ELTE providers might enable such ‘fit’ to 
begin to occur. In addition, where curriculum change poses new demands 
on classroom practice that teachers may not have been prepared for dur-
ing their initial ELTE, in-service provision, appropriate induction into the 
changes is extremely crucial (Ong’ondo 2010). This was not provided after 
the curriculum change in 2010–2011.

Related to the concept of integration is the centrality of set books in the 
ELT curriculum. This set-book-based approach to teaching and examining 
English has not featured very prominently in ELT literature. Nevertheless, 
it appears to draw from the general tenets of Communicative Language 
Teaching (CLT), especially the emphasis on including materials and pro-
cedures (for writing and/or reading) which use authentic language (litera-
ture), as a means of supporting the development of learners’ communicative 
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competence (Savignon 2002). The challenge for teachers, as previously men-
tioned, is that neither their initial training nor any in-service provision pro-
vides opportunities for them to discuss the rationale for this approach, or 
to understand how to use the set texts as sources of authentic language use 
from which they can develop activities for classroom skill learning.

Two key issues around the set books pose further challenges for the 
teacher. Firstly, since they are changed regularly, teachers must read a set of 
five new books every three to four years and master them both in term of 
content and literary features and in terms of the kind of language skills that 
might be tested from them. This probably explains why the teachers, as Flo 
points out, consider the frequent change in set books as a kind of regular 
curriculum change and as an addition to their workload.

The second issue in relation to set books is that every examination paper 
in the KCSE is directly or indirectly based on them. The exam draws ques-
tions from all five texts, but the students are free to answer questions based 
on three of them—two (compulsory in every exam as stated in advance) 
and one more from the other three. The teachers coping strategy is to gear 
their teaching of the set books closely to this reality by teaching only the two 
compulsory texts and one optional one.

This appears to distort the intentions of the MoE curriculum, since the 
aim of exposing secondary EL students to five set texts is not really achieved. 
The inconsistency between the MoE aims for the new curriculum and her 
local teaching and learning context, which emphasises exam success, features 
prominently in Flo’s story. It seems that in any context where examination 
results exert strong pressure on learners, teachers, heads and examination 
administrators, and are taken as the measure of successful teaching, national 
curriculum change planning needs to actively involve the bodies that preside 
over exams, so that curriculum and assessment aims can be discussed and 
aligned to be consistent with one another. Here too therefore it seems that 
the communication systems between MoE and KNEC need to be reconsid-
ered, in order to begin to minimise the conflicting messages about the pur-
pose of learning English that they currently send to teachers and their local 
communities in Kenya.

4  Conclusion

The overarching issue emerging from Flo’s story is the lack of connected-
ness and communication between the semi-autonomous partners within 
the MoE, responsible for the provision and assessment of English in Kenya. 
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At national level, these include the curriculum developers (KICD) within 
the MOE, those responsible for examinations (KNEC), and those respon-
sible for supervising the performance of Teacher Education institutions. In 
addition, national policies which mean that English examination results are 
important ‘gatekeepers’ for progress through each level of the education sys-
tem, put community pressure on teachers to prepare students to pass.

The outcome is that practising teachers have to negotiate a set of conflict-
ing pressures and inconsistent messages. Despite the lack of modelling or 
preparation either during their ELTE or later, they are expected to imple-
ment a curriculum which aims to enhance learners’ communicative compe-
tence, through integrating skills development and literature teaching. They 
are expected to cope with changes to part of the curriculum content every 
few years as the set books change. Meanwhile, if they wish to be considered 
‘good teachers’ and successfully earn their promotion, they have also to con-
sider the expectations of those in their schools and community who urge 
them to emphasise preparation of students to pass a KCSE exam whose con-
tent and format is not fully consistent with the curriculum aims.

In such circumstances, Flo and similar secondary level English teachers 
seem to have little alternative but to struggle to cope as best as they can with 
the situation that exists, making it unlikely that the communication-based 
goals of the curriculum will be fully achieved. Until there is greater coher-
ence, dialogue and shared purpose between the various national ‘partners’ 
whose policies determine the national ELT landscape, the inconsistency 
between the ‘parts’ of that landscape (Wedell 2013) will continue to make 
Kenyan English teachers’ daily working lives more pressured and complex 
than they need to be.
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This chapter begins by discussing the main changes to English language 
teaching that have taken place in Poland since 1998. The second section tells 
the story of one Polish teacher’s experiences of trying to implement the most 
recent of these changes. The chapter concludes with a discussion of what her 
experiences suggest about factors which may help or hinder English teachers’ 
attempts to implement curriculum change.

The tradition of foreign language teaching in Poland has been a long-
standing one (Komorowska 2013) riddled with frequent policy changes 
over many decades. One of the most significant changes was the introduc-
tion in 1998 of a whole comprehensive programme of radical school system 
reforms called Nowa Szkoła (New School), in anticipation of Poland becom-
ing a member of the European Union. It aimed at decentralising the school 
system (Szymański 2001) and promoted a completely new philosophy of 
teaching, with learners being partners in the process of planning and imple-
mentation of the new paradigm. There were also changes in the number of 
years of compulsory primary education and assessment.

The new Core Curriculum provided a very general outline for foreign lan-
guages but highlighted speaking and listening as crucial language skills and 
emphasised the role of motivation in the language learning process. For the 
first time, teachers could choose their own course books rather than follow 
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the single one approved by the Ministry of Education. There was also a pool 
of ministry-approved syllabi which teachers could choose from and new 
externally graded national secondary school leaving examinations (matura) 
replaced the previous entrance examinations to universities.

Alexander (2003), who researched teachers’ attitudes to the above reform, 
identified a number of concerns teachers felt. They reported lack of infor-
mation about the reform, lack of support from school authorities, strong 
concern about the new approach to assessment, focusing on what pupils 
could do rather than what they could not, for which teachers felt they were 
not prepared and the new external examination (matura) which, in a way, 
was also a test of their success as teachers. They also felt lost in the sudden 
abundance of course books and syllabi to choose from (Alexander 2003; 
Komorowska 2007). Many English teachers were requalifying former teach-
ers of Russian who had to embrace new methods and approaches, mak-
ing a switch from focus on form formalised teaching to focus on meaning 
communicative approach. For a number of others, newly qualified teach-
ers of English, often graduates of Teacher Training Colleges (Fisiak 1992; 
Komorowska 2012), long years of learning Russian following grammar-
translation method threatened to outweigh the impact of pre-service com-
municative training (Fives and Buehl 2010, 2012; Gabryś-Baker 2010).

Gradually, however, with the help of training, provided mainly through 
national INSETT Project run jointly by the Ministry of Education and the 
British Council, teachers started to embrace the change (Gorzelak 2002; 
Szyszkowiak 1998).

Ten years later, in 2008, another school reform was announced, with 
another Core curriculum, which, to avoid confusion, is now often referred 
to as the New Core Curriculum. One of the main differences between the 
old and new curricula was that the learning outcomes at secondary levels 
were integrated so as to minimise repetition across school grades and reduce 
content overload. Learning outcomes are formulated jointly for the two 
stages of secondary education (lower-secondary and upper-secondary). On 
completion of secondary education students should have:

• acquired a body of knowledge covering facts, rules, theories and practices
• acquired the ability to use the knowledge gained to carry out tasks and 

solve problems
• developed attitudes which are necessary for efficient and responsible func-

tioning in the modern world

(Podstawa programowa z komentarzami. 2008. Tom 3. Języki obce w szkole 
pod stawowej, gimnazjum i liceum:16)
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An important argument justifying this reform just ten years after the pre-
vious one was that the percentage of young people continuing their educa-
tion at tertiary level had risen so dramatically (which was one of the aims of 
the previous reform) that it must be reflected in the teaching programmes, 
which had originally been prepared with only 50% of the most able learners 
in mind (Marciniak 2009).

The skills that learners are expected to acquire during their secondary edu-
cation reflect the key competencies for lifelong learning recommended by 
the European Parliament and the Council of Europe (cf. Recommendation 
of the European Parliament and of the Council of Europe on key compe-
tences for lifelong learning 2006).

The 2008 reform introduced mandatory foreign language from grade 1 of 
primary education (at 6 years of age), with a second foreign language intro-
duced at lower secondary level (at the age of 11). The language introduced 
first should be continued throughout the whole education (The System of 
Education in Poland 2014), which means 12 years of continuous instruction. 
The latest regulation (Rozporządzenie Ministra Edukacji Narodowej 2014) 
announces the introduction of a compulsory foreign language at a kinder-
garten level from the age of 3, which places Poland among the avant-garde of 
state sponsored foreign language teaching in Europe, with only the German-
speaking Community of Belgium and 10 out of 17 Autonomous Communities 
of Spain starting a foreign language at such an early age (Baidak et al. 2012).

The new Core Curriculum for English refers to the levels described in the 
Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (Rada Europy 
2003). Students are expected to understand spoken and written language, to 
produce spoken and written texts, to react appropriately, both orally and in 
writing, to communicative situations and to change the oral form of a text 
into a written one and vice versa. (Podstawa programowa z komentarzami. 
Tom 3. Języki obce w szkole podstawowej, gimnazjum i lyceum: 35) The cur-
riculum also mentions less measurable aims, such as self-assessment, team-
work, using foreign language resources and information technology, using 
communicative strategies and developing language awareness (Podstawa 
programowa z komentarzami. Tom 3. Języki obce w szkole podstawowej, gim-
nazjum i liceum: 41).

The reform has given teachers unprecedented freedom and autonomy 
(Komorowska 2000). They are free to choose the textbook from an extensive 
list approved by the Ministry of Education. They can also choose not to fol-
low any particular course book. They can decide teaching and internal assess-
ment methods and are free to introduce innovative teaching methods and 
choose whatever syllabi they find suitable, to be approved by the school head.
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This brief overview of the transformations that the recent reform entailed 
indicates the scope of change regarding the system, the pupils, the teach-
ers, the teaching and the exams, that all players in the game have had to 
undergo. McIntyre and Jones (2014) claim that ‘within language teach-
ing, change is a constant’ (p. 26). But change is also a very complex notion: 
for a change in practices to become stable, it requires a change in beliefs, 
both conscious (explicit) and implicit or tacit (Fives and Buehl 2012: 471). 
Change also takes time. Birzea in Polyzoi et al. (2003) suggests that it may 
take a generation or more to really begin to feel comfortable with ‘personal 
autonomy’. Change is ‘a process and not just a product’ (Bolitho 2012) and 
teachers, who are often ‘the target’ and ‘front-line change agents […] need 
to be involved in the project from the earliest possible stage and inspired 
to take ownership of the change’ (Bolitho 2012: 44). This was not the case 
in Poland. A top-down (Wedell 2009), power-coercive approach (Chin and 
Benne 1969) to change was adopted.

In the next section, I describe how one English language teacher from a 
school in an average-sized town perceives the New Core Curriculum reform 
and how she copes with its demands on a daily basis. Through this case 
study, I aim to highlight how the lack of support this teacher has experi-
enced has influenced how she has dealt with the new Curriculum. It is 
hoped that this focus on one teacher will provide a particular picture of 
change in a particular context and may resonate with the change experience 
of teachers in other contexts both in Poland and elsewhere.

1  The Case Study

The teacher for the study has been selected to be a typical representative 
(Duff in Mackey and Guss 2012) of the teaching profession at a secondary 
level in Poland. A typical secondary teacher of English is female, in her late 
thirties, with an MA degree in English (Zarębska 2011).

1.1  Coping with the Change: A Teacher’s Perspective

Michalina (pseudonym) is a teacher of English with over 20 years of teach-
ing experience. She obtained a university diploma having completed a 5-year 
MA programme, the only way into a teaching profession at that time. She 
has been teaching learners aged 15–18 in two different secondary schools 
in her career, both non-profit and fee-paying institutions, which started 
mushrooming after 1989 and soon became a popular option for parents 
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 concerned about their children’s education and prepared to pay a monthly 
fee in return for a smaller class size or more hours of a foreign language. She 
is also an examiner for lower- and upper-secondary school leaving exams.

1.2  The Reality of Greater Autonomy for Teachers

Michalina admits that when she first saw the New Core Curriculum she felt 
relieved as she considered it ‘easier’ than the previous one. She saw it as being 
less prescriptive and giving the teacher more freedom. ‘I thought: not bad. Not 
prescriptive. Not grammar based. No lists of grammar points to cover. Fine’.

She welcomed the fact that the New Curriculum listed a set of skills or 
key competencies to be achieved, leaving to the teacher the selection of the 
teaching content, the method and the choice of the teaching programme 
appropriate for any particular group of students. It was a big change, which 
she saw as positive as it gave the teacher more agency.

Soon, however, as she puts it, she realised it was ‘a trap’. More freedom 
meant more responsibility and more work for the teacher.

Then, to my horror, I realised that it was a trap. Now I have to flesh out the 
syllabus with the content. And then someone will come and check how well I 
did it. My first impression of the New Curriculum was wrong.

What she means is that although the new reform gave the teachers the free-
dom and choice as far as materials and methods are concerned, at the end 
of the day all students have to take the same standardised, external, national 
and high-stake test. Michalina admits that with her workload and no spe-
cific training in the area, despite her 20-year teaching experience, she feels 
neither confident enough nor capable of designing her own syllabus.

I have never written a syllabus. I wouldn’t know where to start. Ok, it’s not 
really true, I’ve been teaching for so many years that I probably would man-
age… but where one finds the time? With all these hours I teach…

In her day-to-day teaching, she is guided by the course book she uses and 
matura (the school leaving exam) requirements, which are listed in a sepa-
rate document available on Central Examination Board’s website.

They [course books] are written by experts and they know their job. And 
they are in agreement with the Core Curriculum, so I don’t have to worry I’m 
missing something.
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Michalina supposes most of the other teachers do the same, one rea-
son being the very general character of the language used to describe the 
required competencies and a lack of examples clarifying them. She under-
stands the rationale behind the lack of examples: the danger of being too 
prescriptive. However, she finds the lack of specificity and precision of the 
current Curriculum fairly disturbing as she does not feel competent enough, 
even given her teaching expertise, to fill it up with content.

It (Core Curriculum) sounds very nice: ‘A pupil produces short, simple, com-
prehensible oral utterances’. But what does it really mean? Everybody can 
understand it differently. But they (pupils) all have to take matura exam.

Relying on published course books seems much less risky and is definitely 
less time consuming. She can hardly be blamed for this. It is understanda-
ble that without getting any support teachers feel anxious about the creative 
freedom afforded them in the new Curriculum. Following prescribed con-
tent in textbooks reduces risk and anxiety caused by the responsibility for 
the final results they feel.

Michalina recollects that in the past she used to introduce a lot of ‘out-
side the protocol’ forms, e.g. nursery rhymes, to teach the language, the cul-
ture and the phonetics. Nowadays, she feels the new Core Curriculum does 
not allow for such luxury of ‘messing around’. Paradoxically, although the 
curriculum aims are based around the idea of communication, in reality the 
strict competency framework seems to foster tight, prescriptive teaching and 
learning focused on memorising set phrases needed for the exam.

A very unwelcome result of the reform which Michalina mentions is a 
massive increase in school bureaucracy, which leaves teachers with very little 
time and energy for creative approach to teaching.

We’re flooded by paperwork. Writing plans for the semester, for the year, 
assessment criteria, action plans for failing students, differentiation schemes, 
CPD plans, opinions, reports …it’s much worse than it used to be. It saps 
your energy.

1.3  The Reality of Greater Autonomy for Students

Michalina states that the new Core Curriculum requires students to be more 
independent autonomous learners. It is a teacher’s role to prepare them 
to be so. However, she sees two problems here, neither of which is of lin-
guistic nature. Firstly, a lot of secondary students do not seem to be ready 
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for  independence. They expect to be told what to do rather than explore 
 learning on their own. This might be due to home upbringing, with over-
protective parents making up for lack of time for family life by solving prob-
lems for their children or by the Polish system of education with its long 
tradition of prescriptive teaching. It appears that there is a lack of recog-
nition by policy makers of the reality of the Polish classroom and school 
context. As this emphasis in the curriculum on autonomy is present for all 
subjects, not only English, teachers of other subjects are also confronted 
with this problem. Michalina says:

I can see some light in the tunnel. But it takes time and a lot of work to spark 
a change in student’s attitude.

The attempts to develop more autonomous learners are made more difficult, 
Michalina believes, by the fact that a number of young teachers who have 
entered the profession recently are not independent thinkers themselves. 
These new teachers seem to be victims of the very same system they have 
become part of now, but on the other side of the barricade.

For new young teachers, who come to schools having been educated according 
to the new system, because I come across such teachers as well, language does not 
function as a rich whole, they have fragmented view of the language. I can’t help 
thinking that they won’t be able to teach how to use the language independently.

The Bologna process rendered English studies fragmented: what used to be a 
5-year programme is now divided into a 3-year BA course and a 2-year MA 
programme. The last year of both programmes is mainly devoted to writing 
a thesis. Besides, universities make their own autonomous decisions about 
the content of their programmes and often ignore current changes to the 
Polish education system on the grounds that changes happen so often there 
is no guarantee the same rules will be in place when student–teachers start 
their teaching careers. Thus, many young teachers find out about current 
curricula, syllabi and exams on the job. Michalina believes that young teach-
ers’ preparation for their job currently leaves much to be desired.

I know I sound awful, but we were much better prepared for the job than 
they are. We could see the language as a system, with all its intricacies. They 
can’t. They’re happy with the bare minimum, they take the path of least resist-
ance. If, while brainstorming, they have two options, that’s enough for them.
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Although research into the impact of pre-service language teacher education 
is inconclusive (cf. Borg 2014), understandably, it takes novice teachers time 
to absorb new concepts while struggling with a new working environment at 
the same time.

Old habits die hard and thus, point nine of the Core Curriculum for for-
eign languages at secondary level which says ‘a student (…) uses techniques 
of independent language work (e.g. using a dictionary, self-correcting mis-
takes, making notes, remembering new vocabulary, using culture texts in a 
foreign language)’ (Podstawa programowa z komentarzami. Tom 3. Języki obce 
w szkole podstawowej, gimnazjum i liceum: 54 ) remains mainly a piece of 
paper. ‘I fight my daily battle to encourage them to be independent, but it’s 
not just because of the new reform. This is what I’ve always been doing. But 
it’s getting harder and harder now’.

Michalina also noticed that training students to self-assess (point nine of 
the Core Curriculum, Podstawa programowa z komentarzami. Tom 3. Języki 
obce w szkole podstawowej, gimnazjum i lyceum: 54) is also a demanding task 
for the teacher because learners nowadays do not like to take the risk con-
nected with giving the wrong answer. They prefer to leave the task unan-
swered, possibly for fear of losing face. They seem to see learning being ‘right 
or wrong’, which resembles the old system rather than open and creative 
learning as the curriculum suggests. Michalina says:

I keep telling them that such behaviour can lead to poor matura results, where 
every point matters. They should always give an answer; the chances are this 
will be the correct one.

1.4  Lack of Familiarity with the Curriculum

Michalina also confesses, with slight embarrassment, that she is not as famil-
iar with the Core Curriculum as she thinks she should be.

I’m ashamed to admit that I saw the Core Curriculum, first thought it was 
an easy one, but then when I realised it’s so general that it can’t be practical, I 
slightly ignored it.

According to the ministerial regulations, the Core Curriculum is the main 
document that should lead every teacher’s teaching. It is every teacher’s 
responsibility to ensure that all the students achieve all the requirements 
listed in it. While planning their teaching, teachers are obliged to make 
detailed references to the Core Curriculum requirements. However, the high 



9 Giving English Teachers Autonomy and Choice     175

level of generality of the Core Curriculum statements makes it hardly useful 
in day-to-day school planning and teaching. Therefore, Michalina chooses 
to trust the course books, which nowadays provide references to the Core 
Curriculum in the list of contents, a book map or even next to individual 
activities.

It is not only Michalina who lacks knowledge about the curriculum but 
also students and parents seem to be unaware of what the documents guid-
ing learning include. While running in-service teacher training sessions soon 
after the Core Curriculum was introduced, I asked nearly 60 teachers pre-
sent at different workshops if they had read the Core Curriculum to their 
pupils or informed the parents about its content. None of the teachers had 
seen it necessary or appropriate, but on my suggestion agreed that it could 
be a good idea to share the content of the document guiding education pro-
cess with pupils and parents who should be partners in this process.

1.5  Little Change Despite the Curriculum Rhetoric

The current teaching leaves learners with a very fragmented view of the lan-
guage. Despite the fact that nowadays many learners enter secondary edu-
cation having studied English for nine years, they do not see it as a system 
governed by principles but rather as a set of separate ‘blocks’ which they are 
supposed to manipulate.

They start learning English younger and younger … when they are in their 
best years to learn it …but they don’t have the perception of the whole lan-
guage. They learn whole lists of words by heart, they shoot these words at the 
teacher but they don’t feel the language.

The fact that the Core Curriculum is written in a form of a checklist of skills 
to master creates the danger of students ticking off items on their lists. She 
gives an example of the Core Curriculum requirement ‘a learner can react 
in writing in a typical situation (…) expressing emotions (e.g. joy, dissatis-
faction, surprise)’ (Podstawa programowa z komentarzami. Tom 3. Języki obce 
w szkole podstawowej, gimnazjum i lyceum: 46 ). Learners usually know one 
or two phrases ‘matching’ the requirement, which they use each time they 
need to express joy or satisfaction. This renders learning a foreign language 
far from creative. It resembles more regurgitation of prefabricated elements 
rather than independent language use.



176     M. Tetiurka

I have no opportunity to explain the difference, for example between It’s kind 
of you and It’s my pleasure. I can’t explain why we use the passive voice. English 
is such a social language. Little nuances matter. But the course books stopped 
being English-oriented, they’re multiculture…they’re global …it’s fine, but 
we’re not immersed in real language.

1.6  The Influence of the Matura Exam

Michalina has no doubt that the matura exam is to be blamed for the above 
approach to learning. Students know what the minimal requirements to pass 
the exam are and are often not bothered to learn more.

They (pupils) know they can’t fail. When they know they’ve learnt the bare 
minimum necessary to pass, lots of them lose interest.

To pass the matura at standard level, students need to get 30 per cent, which 
is really not demanding, bearing in mind they have studied English for at 
least 6 years. Extended level, which is optional, is chosen by 20 to 50 per 
cent of student population according to Central Examination Board reports 
(CKE 2014).

English remains yet another subject on the timetable rather than a life 
skill. Even though the communicative approach is the declared mode of 
instruction, the output is not much different to what used to be the case in 
a more grammar-translation context—students knew how to respond using 
learned forms, but if they were asked to use language in a ‘natural’ uncon-
trolled way, they could not.

When it comes to the matura, Michalina admits that this is what influ-
ences her teaching the most. ‘I know it’s my responsibility to make sure they 
pass the matura well’.

Good matura results are in everybody’s interest. Obviously, the main 
stakeholders are students and their parents, but school authorities and 
local educational authorities also judge teachers by their results, meaning 
that the final year in upper-secondary school is usually devoted to Matura 
preparation.

Michalina says that this is the point where the Core Curriculum and 
the Matura preparation go separate ways. The Core Curriculum (2008:63) 
advocates fluency over accuracy:

The main aim of language instruction is the ability to communicate effectively 
in a foreign language, both orally and in writing. The emphasis then is on 



9 Giving English Teachers Autonomy and Choice     177

the ability to achieve different communicative aims; and accuracy, however 
important, is not the primary educational aim.

It does not mention teaching grammar overtly. All it says is ‘a student uses 
language means (lexical, grammatical, orthographic and phonetic) enabling 
him/her to achieve other requirements within thematic units’ (Podstawa 
programowa z komentarzami. Tom 3. Języki obce w szkole podstawowej, gim-
nazjum i lyceum: 47 ). However, Informator o egzaminie maturalnym z języka 
angielskiego, a document published yearly by Central Examination Board, 
describing the matura exam, contains a long list of grammar points, typi-
cal of B2 level. As an in-service teacher trainer, I am frequently asked about 
where to find this list as it is not easy to locate. Teachers’ requests suggest 
that they welcome such lists. Since many of them have not been offered any 
help or support in implementing the paradigm recommended by the New 
Core Curriculum, it should not be surprising if some are keen to revert to an 
educational culture of transmission-based knowledge.

Michalina agrees that sound grammar knowledge is a prerequisite to suc-
cessful accomplishment of matura tasks, especially the written part, where 
accuracy does matter.

How can they understand a written text if they don’t know grammar? At a 
higher level they need to be able to understand the subtle differences to get 
the meaning.

As an example, she gives a sentence ‘She must be joking’. If students do not 
understand the function of ‘must’ in this sentence, they will not be able to 
answer a multiple choice comprehension question correctly. Closed ques-
tions (multiple choice, gap fill and matching) constitute most of the matura 
exam.

Even though nowadays students take an external exam at the end of each 
educational stage (at the age of 11, 14 and 17) and all these three exams 
have a relatively similar format, exam strategies still pose a huge challenge 
for students. Teaching exam strategies, though not included in the Core 
Curriculum, is thus something Michalina spends quite a lot of time doing. 
She supposes learners need such training because of their shrinking attention 
span and inability to concentrate on any one task for a longer period of time.

They read very carelessly. They notice one word, which seems to be suggesting 
a certain answer and they go for it. They can’t be bothered to read the rest of 
the text. I spend hours telling them about distractors in tests.
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She sees it as the price the younger generation pays for growing up in a 
modern, technology-driven world. Trying to address this spreading defi-
ciency, exam writers prepare ever shorter reading texts and divide what used 
to be one longer task into several shorter ones. However, Michalina claims 
that for some students even concentrating on reading a task instruction 
seems too demanding. As a result, she spends quite a lot of lesson time find-
ing ways to address the issue of exam strategies. ‘I have the feeling this time 
is in a way wasted. I can’t see how test solving strategies can help in real life. 
But I owe it to them, don’t I?’

Michalina realises, she and her students are victims of the incoherence 
between the different parts of the ELT system (i.e. exams and the curricu-
lum) but she cannot see a way out.

1.7  Dependence on Course Books

As has already been mentioned, Michalina trusts her course books to lead 
her. She usually uses British rather than Polish course books. Before choos-
ing a course book, she checks carefully that the book is written in agreement 
with the new Core Curriculum, and it promises to prepare for the success in 
matura exam. Afterwards, she follows the book to the letter, supplementing 
it with extra grammar and vocabulary exercises when she sees appropriate. 
Having a course book not only gives her a sense of security but also creates 
pressure to ‘cover’ the book within a school year.

Course books are a trap in a way, too. You feel you need to cover everything 
that’s in it. They’re so expensive that if you skip some material, it feels like 
money down the drain.

This is also a remnant of the old system in which there was just one book 
available, and everybody was supposed to complete it within an academic 
year. Nowadays, books have a different amount of content, students have 
different numbers of hours per week, classes are bigger or smaller and stu-
dents are more or less able, yet there remains this deeply rooted conviction 
that a course book must be done in a year. Old habits die hard.

1.8  Influence of Parents

Polish parents usually have very firm views on what good teaching of a 
foreign language should look like, and they do not hesitate to share these 
insights with teachers.
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They come to you and they tell you how you should teach. They know all 
about it because they were learning a language once too. It doesn’t matter that 
it didn’t really work for them. Had they studied more, it would have worked. 
Especially if you’re a young teacher, you are offered advice or told what to do.

Many parents still think of language learning as being a tangible accumu-
lation of knowledge rather than an ongoing process of skill development 
through practice over time. Compared to teachers of other subjects, parents 
seem to feel freer to criticise teachers of English for their methods and/or 
offer advice on how to teach English best based on their own experiences 
as language learners. The existing educational culture combined with a 
national demographic decline (which means that a student and his parents 
are increasingly seen as precious customers) puts teachers under a lot of 
pressure. To avoid repercussions, they may choose to conform to parental 
pressure, even if it means acting against their convictions. While on the one 
hand parents expect long wordlists to be learnt by heart, they also have great 
faith in modern technology. Even parents with modest budgets are prepared 
to invest in new technological tools, which supposedly should enable better 
language learning.

They buy computers, tablets, programmes. They themselves didn’t have such 
tools when they were young, so in a way, they want to give their children all 
the best things possible. But just having a computer doesn’t make you a bet-
ter speaker of a foreign language. You need to make some effort to use it for 
learning.

When their investment in their children shows no visible results, parents put 
the blame on the teacher, her methods and the teaching programme.

1.9  Support Provided for Teachers

Michalina cannot recollect any particular professional training connected 
with the introduction of the Core Curriculum. She does report though that 
all meetings with publishers had been dominated by the reform long before 
it started.

Publishers were preparing us for the changes for a long time. We knew from 
them rather than from schools that changes are coming and that the New 
Core Curriculum would be introduced.
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The main purpose of such meetings was to illustrate to what extent a new 
(or renovated) title was compatible with the Core Curriculum. When asked, 
Michalina could not think what support she would have benefitted from 
when the reform was being introduced. ‘What training was I expecting? I’ve 
never really thought about it …’

This response suggests that Michalina, similarly to other teachers, is used 
to being left on her own with new regulations, reforms and changes and 
that, apart from the provision of new course books, she was left to muddle 
through the reform on her own.

The following section discusses the case of Michalina in the broader 
perspective of curriculum change, highlighting the conditions which 
have helped and hindered Michalina’s implementation of the New Core 
Curriculum.

2  Coping with Change

Michalina is definitely not an average teacher, and there must be teach-
ers who are finding coping with the reform much harder than Michalina 
(Paczuska and Szpotowicz 2014). There are probably also others who have 
embraced the reform more successfully: teaching less for the exam, more 
for real life, motivating students more efficiently and getting better results. 
However, Michalina’s comments provide a very revealing insight into the 
post-reform Polish school reality.

Her attitude towards the reform is probably quite typical. She did not 
know much about the reform to start with, since the decision to introduce 
the New Core Curriculum was made with only minimal consultation. She 
must have attended (though she cannot remember it) at least one conference 
before the reform started because the Ministry of Education did organise a 
nationwide campaign, to provide local training for all Polish teachers.

However, these conferences were prepared in haste, and all the presenters 
(trainers from local in-service teacher training institutions) were given the 
same centrally prepared slides to base their training on. The timing coin-
cided with the busiest time at the end of a school year when teachers have a 
lot of paperwork, writing up certificates and reports. The conferences, which 
lasted 4 or 5 hours, were attended by all the teachers working in a given 
school and hence were not subject specific. They only addressed very gen-
eral, procedural issues.

The fact that Michalina did not even remember attending such a confer-
ence suggests that the Ministry of Education, by failing to make this limited 
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initial support relevant to teachers’ subject-specific needs, lost the chance of 
attracting teachers to the idea of the reform. Head teachers, intermediaries 
between the Ministry of Education and school teachers, were also mainly 
concerned with the technical aspects of implementing such a big reform and 
had not been prepared to provide all teachers with the support they needed.

Similarly, no effort was made to communicate the reform rationale to 
other key stakeholders, namely parents. Karavas (2014) sees parents’ role as 
crucial in shaping learners’ attitudes and describes an awareness-raising cam-
paign for parents as an important step contributing to the success of educa-
tional reform in Greece.

Hard copies of the Core Curriculum for each subject were sent to all 
schools. Electronic versions were available on the ministerial website. 
Teachers were told what to do but not how to do it. The ministry focused 
on ‘product development, legislation and other on-paper changes’ (Fullan 
2001: 70) but not on ‘what people did or did not do’ (Fullan 2001: 70). 
There was no attempt at ‘reculturing’ (Fullan 2007) any of the people 
involved in the reform (such as teachers, students and parents), towards 
developing expectations about (language) education that were more con-
sistent with curriculum aims). No atmosphere was built among teachers for 
‘cooperation and collaboration in order to create a sense of ownership such 
that all members feel that they are contributing to the innovative process’ 
(De Lano et al. 1994: 491).

Unsurprisingly, many teachers, like Michalina, showed little enthusiasm 
for the changes that were imposed on them. Possibly, they still had not quite 
recovered from the previous, much more, revolutionary reform in 1998 
(Alexander 2003).

It seems surprising that Michalina, with so much teaching experience 
and in such a high position, relied heavily on course books to guide her 
change implementation. Although over-reliance on course books is some-
times criticised for creating ‘dependency culture’ (Hutchinson and Torres 
1996: 315) and reducing ‘the teacher’s role to one of managing or oversee-
ing a preplanned event’ (Littlejohn in Hutchinson and Torres 1996, Swan 
1992), others see course books as supportive ‘agents of change’ (Hutchinson 
and Torres 1996: 323). They not only save teachers from having to design 
new materials on a daily basis but also introduce changes gradually in a 
 structured way and provide a complete picture of what a change will look 
like, so relieving teachers of the burden of responsibility for introducing 
changes they may not yet be comfortable with themselves.

Interestingly, apart from this initial ministerial information campaign, no 
other initiatives were undertaken centrally to familiarise teachers with the 
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new requirements. The 1998 reform had been accompanied by more sup-
port initiatives, extending long after the introduction of the reform.

Research suggests a number of possible reasons for this lack of support 
(see for example De Lano et al. 1994; Waters 2009; Wedell 2003; Woods 
2012). One might be that policy makers and change planners were not fully 
aware of the extent of behaviour change that the reform implementation 
entailed, for teachers and their students, and so little understanding that 
substantial support was actually needed. Alternatively, there may have been 
insufficient funding for ongoing professional support. As often reported 
(Bolitho 2012; Leather 2012; Wall 1996; Woods 2012), shortage of funding 
will complicate the process of change, may prolong it and can lead to aban-
doning part or all of it.

Volume 3 of the new Core Curriculum, which is devoted to foreign lan-
guages, sensibly recommends that teachers become familiar not only with 
the curriculum for the level they teach but also the level below and the level 
above. This is to guarantee that teachers are aware what they can expect from 
students who enter their level and, similarly, that they know what will be 
expected of their students at the level above. Michalina (and presumably 
many other teachers) had never read the curriculum document, suggesting 
that if the government really wanted teachers to take this broader perspec-
tive, it needed to provide leadership and guidance to show them why and 
how. Such curriculum implementation-supportive leadership was missing at 
all levels of the system, contributing to inconsistency between curriculum 
goals and the matura, insufficient awareness raising among stakeholders in 
and outside the education system and poorly conceived and provided sup-
port for teachers, all of which contributed to making Michalina’s curriculum 
change implementation experiences unnecessarily confusing and stressful.

Having said that, the results of the matura exam are, on the whole, 
very satisfactory, with the results from English exceeding other subjects 
(Sprawozdanie z egzaminu maturalnego. Język angielski 2015). Poland also 
does well in numerous PISA studies, improving its results slowly but stead-
ily (ECA Knowledge Brief 2010, European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice 
2012, 2015, TNS Global). Polish secondary students take part in many 
pupil and teacher exchanges and cross-border collaboration projects, ena-
bling them to put their language abilities to the test to see if they really can 
communicate in English, and enabling them to realise that often English is 
the only means of communication, and so boost motivation and encourage 
harder work. Despite the difficulties, it seems that many teachers do find 
ways of making their teaching effective in the changed situation.
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To sum up, Michalina feels quite lonely in her attempts to implement 
the principles of the New Core Curriculum. First of all, she does not feel 
she was consulted about the reform. The initial support she got (the min-
isterial conference) she did not find helpful, to the point of forgetting all 
about it. Feeling unconfident herself, she did not cascade information about 
the changes to her students or their parents. There was no further support 
on the local level from INSET institutions, and her perception based on 
observing new teachers suggested that initial language teacher education was 
not providing reform-focused training.

The existing teacher-centred and knowledge transmission-based edu-
cational culture was not conducive to reform implementation. The lack 
of coherence between the prescriptive matura exam and the autonomy 
implied by the New Core Curriculum, together with time constraints and 
work overload led Michalina to a reliance on a course book, in the hope 
that ‘experts’ know better, even though before the reform, she was a creative 
teacher, supplementing her teaching with lots of additional, varied materials.

At the very core of these hurdles lies a lack of understanding of what the 
change implies at all levels of the education system, from the decision mak-
ers to teacher trainers to school heads and so to teachers.

2.1  Post Scriptum

The new Polish government, which was elected while I was writing this 
text, announced the reform of the school structure system as one of its first 
reforms. The current system will be replaced by the previous system struc-
ture that was in place pre-1998. A new Core Curriculum will be introduced. 
This will entail a change in all the exams, including the matura.
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1  Introduction

This chapter begins by introducing the English Language Teaching (ELT) 
context in Senegal. It then presents an English teacher’s story of issues 
encountered while trying to work towards teaching English in accordance 
with the general principles of the officially recommended Communicative 
Language Teaching (CLT) approach. This chapter then analyses some issues 
emerging from the teacher interviews, particularly considering those which 
hindered his attempts to implement CLT, and ends with a personal con-
sideration of the appropriateness of a CLT-based curriculum that empha-
sises the development of oral skills for the Senegalese English as a Foreign 
Language (EFL) context.

1.1  The Senegalese Educational Context

Senegal is a multilingual country. Local languages are used in the home and 
at social gatherings, with Wolof acting as a lingua franca in most of those 
settings. Arabic is used for most religious matters, and French is the  language 
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of instruction in all public schools from preschool to university. It is also the 
language officially used in all public offices and in many private services.

Much of the structure of the Senegalese education system has been inher-
ited from colonial times. For instance, the number of years allocated to each 
level of the system, the names of the various stages and of university degrees 
are all based on the French educational system. Education is considered a 
national priority with more than a third of the national budget spent on it 
annually over the past decade and schools exist across the country. However, 
there are wide differences in terms of resources between schools located in 
urban settings and those in rural areas, with many of the latter lacking basic 
facilities such as proper classrooms and electricity.

Traditionally, Senegalese culture has seen the purpose of education as the 
transmission of factual knowledge and learning mostly as memorisation 
of that knowledge. Today, this view still prevails in many people’s minds. 
However, the stated aims of our national education provision promote a dif-
ferent view, which is to enable citizens to develop themselves and the coun-
try in a sustainable way and for individuals to become culturally well-rooted 
and open-minded enough to be able to work and/or live anywhere in the 
world (Thiam 2013). Studying English is increasingly seen as one of the pre-
requisites to achieve such aims.

1.2  The Senegalese English Language  
Teaching (ELT) Context

English is studied by all secondary school pupils, but its importance in terms 
of assessment weight varies according to the stream of study. For example, its 
weighting is twice as great for those following a language stream as it is for 
those focusing on science subjects. The national syllabus states:

l’anglais y est considéré comme une importante langue de communication interna-
tionale et figure, pour cette raison, parmi les principales matières d’enseignement.
English is considered an important language for international communication 
and it is, for that reason, among the main subjects of study (own translation). 
(Programme National d’Anglais 2006: 4)

Apart from French, which is the language of instruction, English is the 
most studied foreign language and the educational authorities are currently 
considering its introduction at primary level (Report of the Commission 
National d’Anglais-CNA—meeting held on 20 November 2014).
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Ever since English was introduced during colonial times, educational 
authorities have searched for the best ways to teach it effectively. Senghor 
(2003), when examining the methodological approaches used in teaching 
English as a foreign language in French Speaking African countries such 
as Benin, Mali, Senegal, Burkina and Madagascar, views the shift from a 
structural approach based on the principles of the Audio-lingual method 
to a more communicative one as a purposeful and useful change. This 
view is based on the contention that CLT ‘is more functional and so more 
able to lead to the satisfaction of the pedagogical objectives’ (own transla-
tion) (Senghor 2003: 80). He suggests that one of the strong points of this 
approach is that it makes learners more active in acquiring linguistic knowl-
edge and increasing their communicative skills. This view is shared by Thiam 
(2011) from Senegal when he says that ‘the teaching of English as a foreign 
language has evolved from erudition to communication through interac-
tion’ (p. 69) (own translation). As outlined below, these views reflect what 
the Senegalese syllabus (officially printed in 1994 to serve as a reference for 
teachers regarding what and how to teach) advocates,

it is recommended to use a student-centred methodological approach in order 
to permit learners to do genuine communication exercises through group 
activities (own translation). (Programme National d’Anglais 2006: 7)

This syllabus, while encouraging the provision of opportunities for learners 
to interact and communicate in English, does also emphasise that teachers 
have the freedom to use any other approach and any materials that they feel 
can help them to achieve their teaching objectives. In practice, most class-
room teaching remains textbook based. Today, five sets of English textbooks, 
containing communicative activities and considered to be appropriate for 
the Senegalese context, are officially recognised for use in public schools.

The officially promoted approach, which advocates language learning 
through communication, is not compatible with a conception of education 
and learning which views teaching as transmission of knowledge. The latter 
view, which sees English as just another subject, with a body of knowledge 
to be learned, remains shared by many learners, teachers, school heads and 
parents. In addition, many parents judge their children’s learning capacities 
solely through their exam scores. Consequently, teachers who do want to try 
to teach English communicatively find themselves in a dilemma, as they are 
simultaneously under pressure from important stakeholders in their con-
texts (e.g. parents and school leaders) to help students achieve good marks in 
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school progress tests. The national ‘BFEM’ and ‘Baccalaureat’ exams at the 
end of middle and higher secondary school are rarely as ‘communicative’ as 
they claim to be. While success in the English papers is not always essential 
for future educational progress, obtaining high marks is given much impor-
tance by teachers, students, school authorities and many parents.

Given the wide socio-economic disparities that exist in the country, many 
English teachers also work in under-resourced schools, which again makes 
it difficult to implement communicative approaches. To try to help teachers 
cope with the practical teaching challenges that CLT poses in the Senegalese 
context, in-service teacher training structures (Pedagogical cells), at which 
teachers meet once weekly within working hours to share issues and/or gain 
support from teacher educators, have been created nationwide. However, the 
types of teacher support and development that pedagogical cells can provide 
are of course influenced by the above context.

Bearing these contextual realities in mind, it is not surprising that, 
although Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) has been the officially 
recommended approach for over twenty years (personal communication 
with Dr Mbaye from FASTEF in June 2015), many teachers continue to 
use other more culturally familiar teaching methods and techniques, particu-
larly by focusing on the acquisition of linguistic knowledge such as gram-
mar and vocabulary. Later in this chapter, I discuss whether, in the existing 
Senegalese EFL context, advocating the use of communicative approaches 
with a focus on the development of oral proficiency is appropriate.

In the next section, I explore the situation further through the story of an 
experienced Senegalese English teacher.

2  Introducing Ndoya

Ndoya (pseudonym), the participant of this study, is a man in his fifties. He 
began his teaching career as a primary school teacher in a rural area using 
French as the language of instruction. Later, he obtained a BA in English 
and a Secondary school teaching degree and started teaching English at a 
high school where he worked for three years. He came to Dakar in 2003, 
and since then he has been teaching English to learners aged 13–21 at a sec-
ondary school in the city. Ndoya is an active participant in his local peda-
gogical cell, where teachers meet for INSET purposes, and is familiar with 
many of the teaching issues (e.g. how to deal with mixed proficiency learn-
ers, ways of implementing active learning, and ways of teaching with mini-
mal resources) dealt with at such meetings.



10 Struggling to Implement CLT     191

While having taught in both rural and urban contexts is not unusual, the 
fact that he has moved from teaching at a rural primary school to teaching 
secondary level in the capital city makes him atypical.

The context in which he works is also not typical of those in which 
most Senegalese English teachers work. Schools in the capital city, Dakar, 
are relatively better resourced, and teachers are generally trained and quali-
fied. There is also some access to English outside the classroom. It may thus 
be considered as the Senegalese context most likely to support teachers’ 
attempts to implement a communication oriented curriculum.

3  Ndoya’s Story

3.1  Ndoya’s Views About Language  
Learning/Teaching

With a copy of the national syllabus in his hands during the interview, 
Ndoya claims to have a clear understanding of the current national cur-
riculum aims, which he considers as good ones. He believes that encourag-
ing students to become able to communicate in English is a positive goal in 
today’s world, as English is the language of international communication. ‘If 
you don’t know how to use English […] when you go somewhere, not far 
from Senegal, you may belong to the uneducated people’.

He sees the national syllabus as a good document, as it allows teachers all 
around the country to have a common reference in terms of goals and teach-
ing methodology. However, he argues that ‘in each school we should design 
another syllabus from this one’, which would take into account the local 
social and environmental specificities, so as to better help students learn the 
target language within their own context.

It is noteworthy that despite apparent official encouragement to do so, he 
and his colleagues have not yet attempted to develop their own contextu-
ally appropriate syllabus. This may reflect unfamiliarity with seeing syllabus 
design as part of their role within a centralised and hierarchical education 
system that has previously only expected them to respond to top-down 
instructions. They have also had no training in syllabus design and so may 
feel professional uncertainty about how to begin.

Ndoya understands language learning as a process that happens mostly 
through exposure to the language, particularly in meaningful commu-
nicative situations. Hence, he tries to include that dimension of language 
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learning in his way of teaching English. For him, the purpose of language 
learning is to be able to communicate. He thinks that teachers ‘ have to use 
authentic language. …today’, and notes that ‘with the internet, we can have 
any material we want’‚ so enabling learners to have opportunities to listen to 
authentic language and putting them in situations in which they are likely 
to speak. He believes that learners should be encouraged to discover the 
language themselves through their attempts to use it, and that this is better 
than the teacher transmitting linguistic knowledge since what they discover 
is more likely to stay ‘known’. He recognises that such an approach to teach-
ing and learning requires a clear understanding of the different roles that 
both the teacher and the students should play in the classroom, and that this 
shift in roles has to be clearly explained to, and fully understood by, students 
if there is to be motivated involvement.

3.2  Teachers’ Misunderstanding of the CLT Approach

Ndoya states that the meaning of teaching English in accordance with the 
principles of the Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) approach, as 
outlined by him above, is not always fully understood by the various stake-
holders in the education system. For him, this misunderstanding is still 
particularly noticeable among teachers of English, since ‘still today many 
teachers base their teaching on content’, focusing on linguistic and factual 
knowledge, rather than on the communicative skills, which are officially rec-
ommended. He has talked to many teachers who he believes have a limited 
and partial understanding of the main principles of the approach. For exam-
ple, he worked with a trainee (teacher of English) who had already com-
pleted his teacher training, and who wrote in a lesson plan that ‘at the end 
the lesson students will be able to use these words in sentences’. This, Ndoya 
believes, shows that his trainee was still struggling to put theory into prac-
tice since communication means much more than just using newly learned 
words in sentences.

He is, however, aware that his current context is not typical, and that 
when he worked in a rural setting ‘it was harder to try to implement CLT 
than it is here in Dakar’, and that therefore teachers working in different 
settings with differing access to materials, should be encouraged to develop 
their own locally appropriate teaching techniques. However, given that, as 
mentioned above, even his school has not yet managed to begin to design 
their own English syllabus, it seems likely that teachers elsewhere will also 
find developing context-appropriate techniques extremely challenging.
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3.3  Obstacles Encountered Due to Other 
Stakeholder’s Misunderstanding 
of Communicative Approaches

Throughout his English teaching career, Ndoya claims to have always tried 
to cater for his learners’ needs, though it was sometimes difficult because he 
did not get much support from other stakeholders. He recognises that his 
teaching has changed over time. At the beginning of his career, he used to 
stick rigidly to what was in the textbook, but in the past decade, his con-
fidence has increased enough to allow himself to have more freedom in 
making choices in his teaching. He recognises the value of  participating 
in INSET activities. For him, ‘teachers should also attend seminars, 
 pedagogical cells’ meetings; I have learnt a lot from pedagogical cells’ and he 
believes that participation has helped him to develop a deeper understanding 
of teaching approaches. For example, he has focused more on encouraging 
active student participation, which he sees as central to language teaching 
and learning that aims to enable learners begin to use the language. Over 
the past two years, he has encouraged his learners to write short stories in 
English, with the objective of promoting their creativity and autonomy.

Even in his privileged capital city setting, and despite CLT having been 
the recommended approach for more than 20 years, obstacles to trying to 
teaching English communicatively remain. Obstacles are mostly due to the 
other stakeholders in his working context having insufficient understanding 
of the principles underpinning a communicative approach. With beginner 
classes, putting learners in groups and asking them to interact are synony-
mous with the classroom being noisy. This does not matter for him as long 
as students are using the target language since interactions make the class-
room atmosphere livelier, which can in turn make learners more motivated. 
However, others within the school such as invigilators (personnel in charge 
of administrative duties in schools) and even some teachers of other subjects 
have misunderstood his way of teaching, since

every day when I am in class, the invigilators, they come to my class to check 
if the teacher is here because I make a lot noise.

Ndoya’s head teacher also seems not to understand the kinds of teaching 
practices and classroom behaviour that a more communicative approach 
requires. On one occasion, when the learners were interacting (noisily) in 
the classroom, Ndoya was surprised to see the head appear to check whether 
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he was actually present in the classroom, but Ndoya told him ‘Ok, this the 
way we teach a language’.

Misunderstanding of the principles underlying a communicative 
approach may also account for his school authorities’ unhelpful reactions 
towards his creative short-story-writing project. He believed that this was 
valuable for his students since

through that process of production, not only do they increase their linguistic 
knowledge of the English language but they also develop their communicative 
skills.

He then asked for support to print the learners’ stories

I made them write nine short stories in class, […] I showed this to the admin-
istration of the school, and asked them to print it and why not sell it for a rea-
sonable price to support our English club? But there was no response.

He believes the school had the resources to print and buy a few copies of 
those short stories and that this would have boosted students’ motivation 
to produce more. Instead, the administration’s lack of response suggests to 
him that lack of understanding among other influential actors in his school 
negatively influences the extent to which he can fully engage his learners in 
an active learning process. He points out that responsibility for implement-
ing change cannot be limited only to teachers. If he is to be supported, then 
those in his setting who influence his decision-making also need to under-
stand what trying to implement the curriculum implies for teacher and 
learner behaviour.

Despite his earlier reference to the potential of the Internet, Ndoya did 
not refer to using it himself and also reported the lack of resources in many 
Senegalese schools, especially outside the capital. He believes teachers need 
to be given the means to do their job in a way that allows the expected 
out comes to be achieved. However well-trained English teachers may be, 
for example, they will not be able to provide students with opportunities 
to develop their listening skills if the school lacks adequate listening equip-
ment. The outcome for students is that ‘most of them who go abroad, their 
main problem is speaking and listening. They can write and read but they 
have problem in listening and speaking’. Lack of materials to develop oral 
skills is a particularly serious issue since it further encourages teachers’ exist-
ing tendencies to emphasise teaching of the reading and writing skills that 
are the main focus of exams.
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3.4  Ndoya’s Opinion About the Personal 
and Professional Benefits of His Efforts

Ndoya has not regretted his attempts to implement a more communica-
tive language teaching approach despite it requiring a lot of effort, time and 
materials to guide learners through the whole process. After the recorded 
interview he told me that, through trying to introduce new ways of learning, 
he has realised that learners are able to do great things. Learners, he believes 
just need to be trusted, provided with good learning conditions and given 
responsibilities in the teaching–learning process. His satisfaction with his 
students’ achievements is all the more rewarding when he sees their pride in 
their own outcomes. The experience of writing stories in English was enrich-
ing both for him as a teacher and for the students who discovered that it 
is possible to write stories in the target language. He also claims that such 
projects can help students to significantly improve their speaking through 
the many different interactions they often have at the various stages of the 
shared short-story-writing process.

3.5  Ndoya’s Views About Implementing CLT

On the whole, Ndoya is positive about teaching English in accordance with 
the principles of CLT and believes that using this approach can help him to 
achieve the stated curriculum objectives to some extent ‘because communi-
cative teaching is just using English normally, to communicate’. He strongly 
defends the idea that students should be taught through exposure to all the 
four skills, as they are all used in real-life communication. Nevertheless, he 
does not exclude the use of older methods, such as the Grammar Translation 
Method, and is quite happy to use French in the English classroom as long as it 
allows him to achieve his teaching objectives. As he says ‘we learn English […] 
from French. We cannot rule out French in our teaching. It’s out of question’.

Ndoya believes that there are many things which need to be done to sup-
port teachers and learners to achieve the national English curriculum goals. 
Although teachers may be willing to find teaching materials and to think 
about ways and means to improve their learners’ communicative skills, they 
are limited by the dearth of resources. If teachers are asked to do a job with-
out being provided with the necessary tools, they cannot be blamed if they 
fail to achieve their goal. This often seems to be the case if one considers the 
generally noticed low achievement level of many students in all school sub-
jects, including English. For Ndoya, education is a shared-roles enterprise. 
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Each stakeholder, and above all the state, has to play its part. He advocates 
that the government has ‘to provide schools with means… they have to help 
schools’.

However, he recognises that these difficulties, while needing to be 
acknowledged, should not prevent teachers from trying to help their learn-
ers as much as possible through the difficult journey of learning a foreign 
language. Teachers remain accountable to their learners, and while they may 
know how important good communicative skills in English are for their 
learners’ future success, this may not be true for learners and many parents. 
Teachers therefore need to try to explain the potential importance of English 
in their lives to learners and help them to understand that ‘language is no 
longer a subject’ and ‘English is a must’ in today’s world.

4  Some Issues in Senegalese ELT Arising 
from Ndoya’s Experiences

Ndoya, with all his experience, and working in a seemingly fairly well-
resourced and well-informed professional context in the capital, still finds 
it difficult to gain acceptance when trying to implement a communica-
tive approach. This suggests that challenges are likely to be far greater for 
the majority of teachers working in less favourable material and professional 
contexts. Through close study of the data collected from the interviews with 
Ndoya, I have identified four themes for further discussion. These are: insuffi-
cient understanding of CLT among educational stakeholders, the lack of ade-
quate materials in schools, the influence of and use of French (L1) in our EFL 
context and, in the light of these, the appropriacy of CLT for our context.

4.1  The Lack of Clear Understanding of CLT

In Senegal, recent discussions about ELT have been mostly based on the 
need to implement a communicative approach. As a facilitator of teacher 
discussions during pedagogical cell meetings, I have noticed that teachers 
may refer to principles of CLT as arguments to support their point of view. 
Most trainers encourage this, since providing opportunities for teachers to 
debate issues is one of the rationales for holding such meetings. However, 
while such discussions suggest that teachers may have been trained to use 
this approach at the pre-service stage or may have participated in in-service 
sessions about CLT, up to the present, many teachers have not even begun 
to change the way they teach.
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In the past five years, in my role as an in-service teacher trainer, I have 
had the opportunity to observe about two hundred English lessons. Very few 
of these showed any signs of a more communication-oriented, learner-cen-
tred approach. Many Senegalese English teachers therefore seem to remain 
in a state of ‘false clarity’ (Fullan and Stiegelbauer 1991: 35), thinking that 
they have changed through using the language of CLT, but with little under-
standing of what it means for classroom practice.

For Ndoya, the lack of a common understanding of what implementation 
implies for practice is not limited to teachers, but exists across the differ-
ent roles and levels of the education system, including his immediate school 
context. This suggests that attempts to introduce educational change needs 
‘parallel learning’ (Wedell and Malderez 2013). Wedell and Malderez argue 
that for successful implementation of change, all actors in the education sys-
tem who influence teachers’ classroom practice, particularly those at local 
level with whom teachers interact on a regular basis, need at least a general 
understanding of the principles underlying the curriculum and the kinds of 
teaching practices and behaviours that are likely to result.

Ndoya’s experiences with his head teacher and invigilators at his school 
in the capital show what happens when such understanding is absent. Their 
expectation of teaching and learning continues to be that the teacher stands 
in front of the class, and the students sit listening carefully to whatever is 
being said. Taking this as the norm, they could not understand why Ndoya’s 
classes were so noisy—for them, it could only be a sign that the teacher was 
either not present, or not ‘teaching properly’. Only a confident teacher like 
Ndoya is likely to continue to teach in a manner that, while it may be con-
sistent with curriculum goals, is regarded as inappropriate by colleagues and 
leaders in the immediate school environment.

If a more communicative curriculum is ever to be widely implemented in 
Senegal, there needs to be a change in the way most people understand the 
teaching-learning process. This is not a small change to make. Until now, the 
belief that teaching means the transmission of knowledge from  teachers to 
learners is widely shared across all levels of society. Until a majority begins 
to see learning as an active process, in which the learners’ task is ‘no longer 
to parrot but to create an answer’ (Lee and Vanpatten 2003: 11), and in 
which teachers see themselves not only as knowledge providers but also 
as facilitators of students’ learning ‘charged with providing students with 
opportunities for communication, that is using the language to interpret 
and express real-life messages’ (Lee and Vanpatten 2003: 10), efforts made 
to  implement CLT are unlikely to have a great impact. As Ndoya reported, 
the above teacher and learner roles are not consistent with long established 
Senegalese educational norms. Even after 25 years of official support for 
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CLT, the  changes that the above quotes imply for existing understandings 
and classroom behaviours remain difficult for educational stakeholders to 
absorb and implement.

4.2  Learning Resources and Assessment

Although the Senegalese education system’s ambition is clear, some educational 
beliefs that militate against implementing CLT still exist. In addition to that, a 
number of obstacles need to be overcomed for its full implemention. A ‘com-
municative classroom’ requires a minimum in terms of teaching equipment and 
also a realistic recognition of contextual differences. It is undeniable that there 
is a huge gap between Senegalese schools in terms of learning facilities, with 
many schools, particularly in rural areas, having insufficient text books and 
inadequate teaching rooms or access to electricity, let alone additional teach-
ing resources such as CD players or video projectors. Such contexts increase the 
challenge of teaching English through all four skills as the syllabus advocates 
and implicitly encourage teachers to continue to focus on reading and writing.

The emphasis on examinations is also unhelpful. All Senegalese students 
sit for the same national middle-school exams. While these test Reading, 
Writing and Speaking, (Speaking is optional in final high school exams) 
Listening is not yet assessed at all. The focus on written language in national 
exams, together with the limited resources for, and teachers partial under-
standing of, helping learners to develop spoken language skills means that 
many students study English for seven years with very few listening (or 
speaking) opportunities.

The consequences of this extend to university level and are noticeable 
even among postgraduate students who have studied English for at least 
eleven years. These days it is common to encounter MA students in the 
English department with good mastery of English language grammar and 
vocabulary, but very limited speaking and listening comprehension ability.

4.3  The Influence of French on the Teaching 
of English

French is the language that students in Senegal use to learn almost everything 
at school. It represents a second language for almost all learners. Generally, 
students from urban areas tend to be more proficient in French than those 
from rural areas, perhaps because they are more exposed to the language 
from an early age through its use in the media and for official  purposes.  
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A longstanding feature of learning French at secondary school is its emphasis 
on the teaching and assessment of literacy skills (reading and writing). This 
widespread assumption, that learning a second language entails an emphasis 
on developing literacy skills, may be a further reason why both the notion of, 
and the practices recommended for, interactive classrooms remain unclear for 
most stakeholders at all levels of education.

A further issue, the use of French in English lessons, has often been dis-
cussed among teachers in pedagogical cell meetings. Some think that it 
should not be used at all or they should resort to it only when necessary, 
while for others, it is a positive resource that can be effectively used to sup-
port English learning. This division reflects a broader disagreement within 
the ELT community about the use of L1/L2 in EFL teaching. On the one 
hand, some teachers and researchers believe that using an L1/L2 (which is 
French in this context) will logically lead to ‘undue emphasis on reading and 
writing and artificial cross checking of words at the expense of listening and 
speaking and less exposure to the Target Language’ (Thiam 2011: 31). On 
the other hand, are those who see the use of L1/L2 as a good thing because 
the reference to the already mastered language (L1 or L2) can bring a clearer 
understanding of the new language and may also allow the teacher to save 
time. Such a view echoes that of Garton (2014: 215) in another context who 
states that ‘there is also a need for a change in emphasis away from a focus 
on English-only classrooms to focus on how to use the L1 effectively’.

In the Senegalese English classroom, students do regularly switch to 
French or/and other local languages (such as Wolof, Pulaar, Sereer and Joola) 
in which they are more proficient. This was mentioned by Ndoya, and I have 
noticed this occurring in many of the lessons I observed. It seems logical and 
beneficial to use those languages at whatever points we feel they can support 
our teaching or to support students who are having trouble keeping up with 
a whole lesson done entirely in English. As pointed out by Thiam (2011: 30),

tapping ‘judiciously and prudently’ the vast linguistic resources readily in the 
classroom is an invaluable asset; ignoring them for the sake of methodological 
integrity can be a liability bordering on pedagogical fundamentalism’.

4.4  The Appropriacy of CLT for the Senegalese  
EFL Context

The principles underpinning communicative approaches to language teach-
ing, as explained by Richards and Rodgers (2001), transcend geographical 
and linguistic barriers. CLT’s global acceptance can be seen as sensible, since
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one of the most characteristic features of communicative language teaching is 
that it pays systematic attention to functional as well as structural aspects of 
language, combining these into a more fully communicative view. (Littlewood 
1981: 1)

From such a perspective, one could argue that teaching English according 
to this approach should be a good thing in an EFL context such as ours, 
whose stated curriculum goal is to help students develop the ability to 
 communicate. However, to provide a setting to develop such ( particularly 
oral) proficiency, the classroom in an EFL context like ours needs to stand 
in for society in miniature and act as a place where real-life  language use 
 situations can be ‘rehearsed’ prior to students taking their skills outside 
the classroom. Since English in Senegal is still a foreign language in its 
true sense, and hardly used in common people’s daily life, generating such 
a social environment in the classroom is often impossible. Outside the 
 classroom people either use French or the other local languages, and most 
types of communicative tasks learners of English might be asked to do in 
class are not possible once they are outside (Walt 2006). It is only the very 
few who happen to live or work in places where English is used as the lan-
guage of communication, who will ever have opportunities to use spoken 
English for real purposes. The educational value of encouraging all teach-
ers across the country to spend limited class time trying to develop their 
 learners’ capacity to interact in English thus becomes questionable.

If English teaching is trying to cater for Senegalese learners’ needs, I think 
that we should not forget that our students need to understand the forms of 
the English language and how they work very well so as to be able to deci-
pher any message encoded in it. This view is shared by Walt (2006), when 
she claims that a good number of African students who learn English aim 
not only to communicate in an English speaking social context, but also 
to continue their studies in English. This being so, she advocates, without 
totally minimising the importance of oral proficiency, that ‘in such a con-
text, the English class should focus on developing academic literacy above 
all’ (Walt 2006: 170). This view seems to be appropriate in our context 
also. In addition, when examining foreign language teaching in Africa, Walt 
(2006: 167) points out that ‘the trappings that go with typical Western edu-
cation, such as solid structures for classrooms, desks, books, not to mention 
electricity, photocopying machines and internet access, simply do not exist’. 
These realities in many Senegalese learning environments also need to be 
acknowledged.
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Though the national educational authorities believe that all Senegalese 
pupils need to learn English due to its international status, it seems obvi-
ous that learners in different places and from different backgrounds will have 
very different needs. Currently, only a relatively small number may really 
need to use it for communication. Coleman (2013) in his survey of English 
in Francophone Africa suggests that these might include people work-
ing in multinational companies, West African regional economic coopera-
tion organisations and banks or international development agencies, where 
English is used as an important means of communication. He suggests that 
for such learners

The English skills needed can be analysed in the conventional terms of 
workplace English for Specific Purposes (ESP) and language training can be 
designed precisely to match the requirements of the context. If tuition in the 
necessary language skills is provided for people who are already working (or 
are about to start work) in these contexts the level of motivation among par-
ticipants will probably be high and they should have a clear understanding of 
why they need the language. These factors normally ensure a good degree of 
receptivity towards the language training. (Coleman 2013: 200)

Given the current dominance of academic literature written in English in 
global higher education, others, university students and lecturers, will need 
to read and write academic texts in English, and for these, and those wishing 
to study abroad in Anglophone settings, for Coleman (2013) more focussed 
English for Academic Purposes (EAP) training might be provided.

For the many Senegalese learners who will never, or hardly ever, have rea-
sons to use English in their daily lives, it is important to consider what their 
English needs might be or even whether learning English for communica-
tion helps meet any of their life needs at all.

5  Conclusion

This chapter used the experiences of one Senegalese teacher (Ndoya), who 
has been trying to implement CLT for many years, to identify some of 
the issues affecting the extent to which English curriculum goals are being 
achieved in most Senegalese classrooms. Ndoya’s experiences as a teacher, 
and my own as an in-service teacher trainer, suggest that introducing a ‘com-
plex change’ (Fullan 1993) such as CLT, which challenges not only  existing 
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beliefs about language learning, but also teacher and learner classroom 
behaviours, in Senegal, or similar EFL settings, is not a simple process.

After approximately 25 years, the change has yet to become embedded in 
Senegalese English classrooms. The preceding discussion questions whether, 
in a Senegalese setting, where most citizens continue to understand learn-
ing as knowledge acquisition, where established practices for the learning 
of French emphasise literacy learning development, and where most learn-
ers have, and will probably always have, minimal exposure to English in 
use outside the classroom, attempts to emphasise the development of all 
English skills across all classrooms make the best use of limited educational 
resources.
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1  Introduction

In this chapter, I focus on English Language Teaching (ELT) curricu-
lum change implementation at secondary state schools in my province 
Entre Ríos, Argentina. I explore how a teacher’s cognitions (Borg 2006), 
her beliefs, attitudes and knowledge about the intended change, combine 
with visible and invisible components of her working context (Wedell and 
Malderez 2013), to shape her interpretation and uptake of the new curricu-
lum principles and mandates.

I begin by contextualising the change and then introduce an English 
teacher and her experiences of participating in the change process. I con-
clude by discussing some of the reasons for her story in the light of existing 
change initiation and implementation literature.

1.1  The Jurisdictional Change (2008–Present)

The spread of English as a global, international language of communication 
has had a powerful impact on mainstream English language teaching over 
the last 30 years or so (Crystal 2003; Graddol 2006; McKay 2002, 2003). 
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In Argentina, as in many other countries around the world, English has 
become a compulsory subject in most secondary schools and is increasingly 
becoming so at the primary level.

The latest curriculum change in Entre Ríos was initiated in 2008 and 
involved the whole secondary school system, at its both basic level and 
higher specialised levels, in which students follow different tracks, such as art 
or communication. The release of a first official document provided stake-
holders with an initial rationale and a general framework for the intended 
change, named Resignificación de la Escuela Secundaria Entrerriana. The 
stated purpose for initiating a change was to remodel secondary school 
 education to

[…] foster analysis and research, while eradicating accurate recall of knowl-
edge and cumulative routines, that stimulates scientific curiosity, experi-
mentation, abstract thinking, creativity and invention through changes at 
scientific, technical and technological levels […] to facilitate the constitution 
of new identities and new forms of employability and social integration […]. 
(Document 1, CGE, 2008a) [My translation.]

A second stage in the change process involved engaging with the main 
stakeholders, through the production of Document 2. In line with the rec-
ommendations of relevant literature on curriculum change (Fullan 2007; 
Markee 1997; Waters 2009), in October 2008, members of the curricular 
team and secondary school teachers grouped by disciplines, participated in 
consultations (asistencias técnicas, in Spanish), which were held in different 
towns across the province. These consultations aimed at gathering data on 
three main areas: teachers’ views on the principles underlying their pedagog-
ical practices, the most relevant aspects facilitating or hindering the imple-
mentation of English in their contexts and the key concepts that they would 
want to include in the new curriculum design. Each of the 130 participat-
ing schools sent discipline representatives to these consultation meetings, 
and these participants were expected to cascade the circulated information 
to their colleagues at school and to ask them to send back written answers to 
the above three questions.

The data collected via email or post were analysed by the curricular team, 
and the consultation report became the main body of Document 2. English 
teachers’ responses stressed the need to revise and update the current cur-
riculum, not only in terms of what to teach but also in relation to the meth-
odology implemented, and to facilitate teachers’ integration of the FL and 
other subject content by providing concrete examples. Also, they highlighted 
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both the need to help teachers develop strategies and skills to allow them to 
improve their classroom practices and the need to provide schools with an 
adequate infrastructure and appropriate teaching materials to promote effec-
tive teaching and meaningful learning (Document 2 Report, GCE 2008b).

The preliminary FL curriculum for the secondary school was released 
in 2009 and piloted in 2010 in 43 volunteer schools around the province. 
The final design and province-wide implementation of the curriculum took 
place as of 2011. Despite giving teachers a chance to voice their concerns 
and opinions about the innovation, the final version of the curriculum for 
FLs ignored a number of important points that teachers had raised in their 
answers to the survey. Specifically, the new curriculum failed to address the 
principles underpinning teachers’ practices, issues related to context and 
infrastructure, and teachers’ request for a long-awaited plan for sustained 
teacher development. As is often the case with so-called participatory cur-
riculum designs, reality showed that the consultation was merely cosmetic, 
or rather a

[…] space(s) in which the proposal was given a ‘varnish’ of democratic con-
sultation in an attempt to legitimate the steps which had already been taken 
[…]. (Levinson et al. 2013)

1.2  The English Language Curriculum for the 
Secondary School in Entre Ríos: A Snapshot

In the region where this study took place, the official timetable for state 
schools offers three 40-minute blocks of English per week and typical classes 
have 25–40 students. English teachers generally teach around 30–40 teach-
ing periods a week in 2–3 different schools (the so-called taxi-teachers ), work 
alone and have no mentors or supervisors. Usually, the materials, equipment 
and other teaching resources are scarce and often need to be provided by the 
teachers themselves. The context for English teaching and learning is thus 
challenging.

At first sight, the changes introduced by the 2011 implementation of 
the EFL curriculum seem not to represent much difference from the pre-
vious curriculum, since the basic tenets still emphasise a Communicative 
Language Teaching (CLT) orientation, cognitive skills development and 
macro-skills development and integration.

To ease learner transition between secondary and higher education, the 
curricular aims set for the higher secondary level stress recognition and 
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 production of written texts, and the use of materials with varying degrees 
of difficulty and including different genres and registers, to develop English 
reading skills like those required at university,

[…] heavy emphasis will be placed on tasks that foster the comprehension of 
written texts, such as the recognition of paratextual elements, the identifica-
tion of different genres, the global comprehension of texts […], an analysis 
of the semantic dimension of texts […] and the recognition of the pragmatic 
dimension […]. It is also worth mentioning that the texts selected will corre-
spond to topics related to the specific contents of each track. (CGE 2009. FL 
Curriculum: 35) [My translation.]

There were, however, two main changes in what was expected of teachers. 
The first was the expectation that teachers would, independently, interpret 
the above broad curriculum mandates to develop their own local-context-
responsive syllabuses. Part of doing so would entail the selection of content 
relevant to their school’s specific elective track (arts, communication, natu-
ral sciences, social sciences and humanities, economics and administration, 
or tourism). Such an expectation contrasted strongly with a status quo in 
which, while initial teacher training includes syllabus design, most English 
teaching tended to be coursebook-driven, and the practice of teaching the 
book was widespread (Banegas 2011). While teachers are used to selecting 
coursebooks and tend to choose those from well-known international pub-
lishers, which are supportive of a CLT methodology, they do not expect to 
have to adapt them to meet the needs of learners following different subject 
‘tracks’ (Banegas 2011; Helale et al. 2009; López et al. 2011; Soto 2014).

The second important modification introduced in the curriculum was the 
recommendation that teachers should use formative assessment practices, 
like self- and peer-assessment or the implementation of assessment rubrics 
and portfolios (CGE 2009. Document 4). This posed a challenge for teach-
ers and learners in an educational system where written summative examina-
tions evaluating textbook content knowledge rather than learning processes 
remain the norm. This is evident in the fact that teachers assess learners’ per-
formance throughout the three school terms, implementing as many tests 
and test formats as they deem necessary. The students’ grades in progress 
summative tests make up the final grade they get per term, which is recorded 
on the learners’ report card. Learners must achieve a final score of 60% or 
more in each subject to be promoted to the next year. If learners fail more 
than two subjects, they must sit exams during special examination boards in 
December or February. If they do not pass these tests, they must repeat the 
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course (CGE, Resolución 1582, 2011). Such a system does not appear to 
lend itself to the promulgated formative assessment approach.

The new curriculum thus expected teachers to develop both their own con-
textually relevant syllabuses and their capacity to assess learners (in)formatively. 
They were prepared for neither, the change thus demonstrating ‘[…] a clear 
imbalance between the education that teachers receive and the increasing com-
plexity that practice demands from them’ (Gvirtz 2007: 14) [My translation.] 
This imbalance was not mitigated by the minimal support provided, as will be 
exemplified in the story of one teacher’s experiences below.

2  Case Study: María

María (pseudonym) is in her early thirties and in her tenth year of teach-
ing. She, like most EFL teachers in our context, has experience of teaching 
English at both state and private secondary schools as well as some experi-
ence of private English language schools. At the time of the interview, she 
was teaching in the 4th, 5th and 6th years (ages 15–17) of the higher sec-
ondary school cycle at a state secondary school. She had also just started 
teaching an English course on an Initial Teacher Education Programme, 
where I first met her.

The themes that emerged from the interview data are presented below; 
however, although they are arranged as discrete concepts, in reality, they are 
very much interconnected.

2.1  Implementing the Change: Reality Bites

As her response below indicates, María seems to hold strong views about the 
feasibility of change implementation, given the micro-context of the class-
rooms and the organisational culture of each school she works at.

When first asked about her experience of the changes, she replied, ‘The 
changes? Yes, I know what they are. The thing is how to implement them’

2.1.1  Contextualising the Syllabus

María explained that she is well acquainted with the new curriculum, since 
at the initial stages of the curriculum change teachers at her school were 
asked to examine it at ‘día institucional’ [obligatory institutional staff meet-
ings arranged by the local MoE] where they had ‘to study’ a number of 
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 official documents issued by both the national MoE and the local education 
authority. She seems to be aware of the main tenets underpinning the con-
ception of both language learning and language teaching as established in 
the official documents, although her description is rather confusing:

I think they [Curriculum planners] intend to [Hesitation] I don’t know how 
to say it […] they intend to change the lessons, the language lessons, into 
something natural. […] they want children to be […] exposed to the language 
as much as they can and to learn, to acquire the language […] not to learn 
[…] to acquire the language er… in a natural way and er to, to perform well 
at school.

María above emphasises the idea of ‘natural’ as a way for her students to 
acquire language. However, she found this is difficult to do in practice as her 
students tend to see English as just another school subject. As she puts it:

[…] but there is a problem with attitude. They [students] see English as a sub-
ject … It’s not a language, it’s a subject. So they want the formulas, and they 
want … er … to pass. […] So, you just have to give them [the students] the 
topic and the explanation and how they should study that.

With such an attitude from the learners, it is difficult to establish a class-
room setting in which learners can acquire English through exposure to 
English. As María’s words below exemplify, learners want practical knowl-
edge which relates to grammatical patterns that they need to be successful in 
their exams.

[…] students want practical things. They don’t want a text, for example, or a 
listening activity. They want practical things: what do I have to do? What is 
the tense and where should I add the -s?

The curriculum expected English teachers to develop a contextually appro-
priate syllabus for their own learners. This is made more difficult since 
English teachers generally work in isolation in several different schools and 
decisions about the selection of content and material are left to teachers 
individually. María remarks that there is little opportunity for collaboration 
since she is the sole English teacher in her school.

In my school I am the only English teacher. So, I am on my own because I 
have no choice. But I have worked in many other schools and the teachers 
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only give you the planning. […] This is the list of items you should teach and 
try to finish this before the end of the year, and that’s it. Then you can evalu-
ate students the way you want. And teach the way you want.

This sense of isolation is exacerbated by the fact that there are no mentors 
or coordinating teachers, and that even when such a figure does exist, María 
comments that they ‘don’t give you specifications as regards your subject’.

With little interest from learners and limited collegial support in making 
sense of the new curriculum, implementation of the syllabuses as intended 
rarely takes place. Instead, as María states below, aspects of the textbook 
content or certain types of activities are omitted in response to contextual 
realities.

I start with the textbook and they [students] have to go on with all the activi-
ties. Sometimes I don’t give them the listening activities because we don’t have 
plugs, or … sometimes we don’t have electricity … So, no listenings. And 
they [the students] don’t want to listen to English. They want to listen to ME 
because I’m clear. That’s what they say. And because I speak slowly for them to 
understand. So, no listening, no readings because they have to read with ME 
working as a walking dictionary [laughs].

María’s interpretation of the new curriculum is that there should be an inte-
gration of four skills rather than an emphasis on grammar or vocabulary. 
However, she also claims that in reality grammar teaching is central to the 
English curriculum at most schools, despite the mandates of the curricu-
lar documents. María admits that this overt focus on language structure is 
something that she also does, since she bases her syllabus on the chosen text-
book, and this is mainly grammar oriented. As she puts it:

Teachers are only teaching structures. […] Despite the documents [emphatic]. 
We don’t see the documents. At least at the schools where I have worked. 
Er … we see the documents, we answer the questions for ‘día institucional’ 
[obligatory institutional staff meetings], and then we go home, and we plan 
whatever we want, and we teach the way we want. So this is just a formality.

María’s last claim in the above quotation is significant. She seems to confirm 
that despite the existence of curricular guidelines, these are more often than 
not overlooked by practising teachers.

This idea that the curriculum guidelines are just a formality is also evi-
dent in how María approaches reading comprehension. Although, as she 



212     M.A. Soto

states below, she intends to encourage more extensive reading, because of the 
needs of her learners, she ends up focusing on deliberate vocabulary instruc-
tion through translation.

[Using texts] For presenting the topic of the lesson, yes. Well, I give them 
the reading activity. They read it, they try to understand, and then they usu-
ally have a […] True/False activity, something like that. And they try to do it, 
but they don’t have the … the knowledge! So they don’t know. […] there are 
maybe 2 or 3 students who can more or less produce or attempt an answer. 
So I try to work with them. And then I say, OK, let’s look at the highlighted 
words and let’s see if you can guess what they mean. Well, if they can, I teach 
them the new topic. If they can’t, I give them the translation and then I 
explain.

María emphasises that working in English and trying to use the language 
communicatively was out of the question, not only due to the given stu-
dents’ disinterest but also due to their inability to follow her. In the case 
of grammar, for example, María explains below that she tends to resort to 
Spanish in most of her lessons:

I write the structure or whatever I want … the vocabulary I want to teach 
and explain that in Spanish. It’s a subject, it’s not a language that they are 
acquiring. They don’t know the verbs, they don’t know an adjective. So I say 
‘OK. Esta palabrita que está acá, viene a ser la persona. OK. ¿Qué le pasó a esta 
persona? ¿Por qué yo al verbo le puse una -s? Tratemos de pensar …’, they don’t 
know so I say: ‘OK. Cuando tengamos un HE o un SHE, otra persona que no sea 
YO, no sean Uds, el verbo va a tener una –s’ - and I keep explaining that until 
December and I am explaining that in the 6th year. […] Never ending.

The introduction of vocabulary seems to follow similar stages. María 
explained that her approach to vocabulary involves using pictures and asso-
ciations between the picture and the written word. She then also tests her 
students using a similar method, with no actual meaningful production or 
skills integration taking place. As she puts it:

No production, no communication. It’s only like I said before: fill in the 
blanks, and match, answer questions but … always with mistakes…

María’s answers in the interview all seemed to confirm the existence of a 
gap between the official rhetoric’s emphasis on natural acquisition and  
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actual teaching practices—in this case, the almost exclusive focus on formal 
transmission of the structure of the language.

2.1.2  Integrating Language, Content and Skills

The 2011 curriculum emphasised skills integration, reading comprehension 
and linking language to the subject matter of the specialist track followed by 
a given school. María expresses her concern about implementing these direc-
tives and argues that the reading expectations seem more suitable for univer-
sity than for secondary students:

They remind me of what I’m doing at university. […]. In the case of … er … 
they [secondary students] don’t read even in Spanish. So, if you give them a 
reading activity er … they don’t like it and it’s a waste of time because they 
spend the whole er … period doing that, […] or they don’t read because they 
don’t understand the words, they don’t have dictionaries. So, it’s like … you 
have to translate all the time for them to understand a sentence. So reading  
is … [thinks] writing is impossible because they don’t read and they don’t 
 process the information in their heads so they don’t know how to make a 
 sentence. So they’re only prepared for filling the blanks or match

Similarly, she feels that trying to implement any form of CLIL-oriented 
methodology in her teaching context is out of the question. She looked 
quite disappointed when discussing this and explained:

I cannot do anything. I try … I have tried, I have tried [sighs]. Last year I … 
no, no … 2012 maybe, I tried to make a joint lesson together with History.  
It was June, so we were talking about Belgrano [a national political figure], 
so I tried to make a lesson focus on Belgrano’s life because we were seeing the 
simple past. It was awful … a failure!

Reflecting on why she thought her lesson did not go well, María 
commented:

Because they don’t like history, they don’t like the history teachers so they 
asked me ‘why are we talking about Belgrano? We don’t like history’, ‘we don’t 
know who he is’, “why do we have to know this” […] There was no motiva-
tion. And then the language itself: ‘Why in English if Belgrano was born here 
in Argentina’ […] I’ve tried many things, many things …
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This seems to link back to the attitudes of learners mentioned in Sect. 2.1.1 
and how this influences what María is able to do in the classroom. 
Implementing CLIL in the way María describes above involves a certain 
amount of collaboration with other teachers, not just in her school but from 
other areas. However, María commented that there were few opportunities 
to engage in joint activities with teachers from other areas, again stressing 
the isolated nature of her working context and her teaching practices.

2.1.3  Formative Assessment

The curriculum documents recommended the use of formative assessment, 
and María described how she had tried to implement self- and peer-assess-
ment by setting up a small class project:

[In] the 4th year, I was teaching the simple past. And I said, OK now let’s 
choose your favourite actor or musician and find a biography in Spanish on 
the Internet at home, bring it to the class and here you’re going to translate it. 
Well, they did it, with me. […] when they finished their translations they had 
to make a video. […] And they didn’t know how to make it, so I had to study 
first to teach them […]. They had to present their videos and they included 
music, the blind student recorded himself reading, it was great. And then I 
asked them, what grade do you think you deserve? And they were honest, 
because they saw the different presentations and then they could compare and 
they said, OK, ‘she should get a 10 because her presentation was …’ but ‘He 
didn’t do anything, he did it with the Google translator’ … and they evaluated 
themselves. Then I decided on the final mark. But they could do it.

Despite the success such an activity seemed to have, María reports that it did 
not help much in terms of motivating learners or enhancing their learning:

They did it and they liked it. Now they are in the 5th year and they still don’t 
know the past. And you say, how can I do it? How can I make them study 
consciously? Or acquire the language, not learn it. They learnt it and then 
they forgot. I don’t know where the problem is, in order to find a solution. 
Wow! [sighs, looking tired] […] they want their … sheets of paper, and the 
‘formula’ on the board [emphatic], not even in a, in a projector, on the board, 
they want to copy that, study that and be tested on that. […] Formulas. Yes.

Thus although María has tried to implement new ways of assessing her 
learners in keeping with the curriculum guidelines, such assessment practices 



11 Imaginary Realities     215

pose a challenge for her learners since they are more familiar with fact-based, 
rote-learning, summative assessment tradition used in the schools where she 
works.

So far María’s story suggests that attempting to work, alone, with her 
students in the spirit of the new curriculum has been very challenging and 
largely unsuccessful. One reason noted was teachers’ isolation and apparent 
lack of access to formal or informal support. In the next section, María com-
ments on this.

2.2  Change Implementation and Teacher Support

María reports that although teachers were given a number of guidelines 
pertaining to methodological options, content selection and assessment 
strategies, these were insufficient. She comments that ‘Yes, they give you 
guidelines, they give you ideas but they are not practical […]’. She believes 
that the guidelines are too broad and focus mainly on the theoretical under-
pinnings of the change, rather than providing practical examples of how the 
guidelines might be used in classrooms.

María did not have the chance to attend any of the debriefing sessions 
that were available during the curriculum initiation stage, as she was not one 
of the teachers selected by the school. This added to her sense of being at 
a loss. Even when the colleagues who had attended the meetings cascaded 
the information shared, she found that participating in the ensuing discus-
sions was not helpful either. As she mentions below, these sessions consisted 
mainly of reading official documents and then giving their thoughts about 
them in the form of written questions.

The … the headmaster explained what we were supposed to do and then she 
gave a list of questions for us to answer, so […] she separated us into areas, 
and languages were all in one group and we had to read the part related to 
languages and then we had to answer questions. We answered the questions 
but then we were looking at the clock and then we … wanted to leave, yes!

In my experience, what María says above is an accurate depiction of what 
happens when teachers are asked to read and discuss official documents in 
order to provide answers to questions that—more often than not—will be 
ignored. Such meetings are obligatory and take place during school hours, 
yet despite this formality, teachers believe that their views will not be taken 
into consideration. Thus, María’s comment about ‘looking at the clock’ 
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and wanting to leave exemplifies the redundancy she feels about the whole 
debriefing process. Other than attending these kinds of meetings, teachers 
received little support with change implementation. María comments below 
how she and other teachers have had no development programmes explicitly 
related to the new curriculum, and although there are specialists appointed 
at school level, they are not trained to help English teachers:

[…] we have those ‘asesores pedagógicos’ [counsellors] They are just interested in 
behaviour. So they focus on problematic students and they work on that. But 
not the plannings. They ask you for the plannings, you have to hand them in, 
but then it’s a formality - it’s only a formality that you … hand in.

María’s words above reinforce her experience of working in isolation and 
unsupervised. Any supervision that does take place is carried out mainly for 
administrative purposes by counsellors who are not ELT specialists.

2.3  María’s Feelings Towards the Change

María appears to be aware of the relevance of the changes suggested in the 
curriculum and views them as interesting but rather impractical. She shows 
concern that the intended change seems to ignore important visible aspects 
of the context such as the large class size, limited access to resources (e.g. 
textbooks and ICT resources) and reduced length and frequency of English 
classes, as well as the less visible features such as learner motivations and atti-
tudes. One of her strongest concerns seemed to be related to the latter point 
of learner motivation, as already mentioned in Sect. 2.1.1. She comments 
that:

[…] it’s not only the students’ attitude towards English or towards any lan-
guage. It’s towards school. They don’t want to be there and they don’t study. 
Teachers don’t update their practice so they [students] feel [hesitates] as if they 
were in prison. So it’s an obligation for them to be there to do what we ask 
them to do and they do it just because they want to pass the subject.

María feels that there is nothing essentially wrong with the theoretical back-
ground underpinning the curriculum. However, the contextual reality of 
low student motivation and classroom management challenges related to 
this means that it is difficult to implement it as intended. She sums this up 
below:
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[…] I don’t think this is wrong [pointing at documents on the table] I agree 
with what this says. The problem is how to implement it with our reality. […] 
it’s a social problem. It’s not er … not because of these documents, or because 
of the language we’re teaching. […] Maybe they are not acquainted with real-
ity. Maybe they don’t know what a real school looks like or what real lessons 
are like. […] I don’t have behaviour problems but sometimes you can’t give 
a lesson because you have 3 or 4 problematic students and you’re there, you 
greet the students, you start fighting with them and then you leave. And you 
couldn’t teach a word.

Although María acknowledges that the context above might be the particu-
lar reality at her school, she believes that the situation is probably not very 
different elsewhere:

It goes beyond [our local context]. It’s something national as regards educa-
tion. The educational system is failing in something and I don’t know what 
it is … er … something is failing and the students don’t want to be part of 
it. And how to engage them is … almost impossible. You try and you try but 
[long pause] it’s never ending and exhausting.

This sense of failure of the education system that María suggests in her 
words above has also been acknowledged by others (e.g. Croce 2014; Pozzo 
2009). María goes on to suggest that this dissatisfaction with the education 
system in general appears to also affect learners’ views of teachers.

It’s because of … erm … the prestige schools have. Schools are no longer 
seen as the place where they’re going to learn. They learn from the computer 
at home. They don’t learn from teachers. Teachers are there to be like a role 
model, model of what they don’t want to be. They don’t want to be like that 
person sitting there, who’s poorly paid, and has no motivation to be there 
because most teachers are like that. So, they see us as losers […] They don’t 
want to be like us. It’s like that.

Such feelings and responses are not helped by parents’ apparent indifference 
to their children’s education, which María explains below.

Parents don’t care [about school]. And if it is English, they are er … even less 
interested. When the students have to graduate and the only subject they have 
to sit is English, parents come to schools, get to know me […] parents don’t 
care. And authorities and colleagues are acquainted with this and they take it 
naturally. That’s the problem.
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With little support from parents, and in the face of her students’ low moti-
vation compounded with relatively few opportunities to share with and 
learn from other colleagues, María feels disillusioned by the whole change 
process. She expresses this strongly below.

I don’t think that there are … other people apart from me thinking about 
this. And it’s frustrating [emphatic]. If you’re really into what you’re doing, it’s 
really frustrating. Time-consuming, it demands a lot of energy, and frustrat-
ing - when you see that they [learners] don’t know the numbers, or they don’t 
know how to conjugate the verb to be, you say, “what am I doing here”?

These feelings of frustration and disillusionment perhaps also stem from the 
fact that few of the stakeholders in the English language learning process 
seem to view learning English as particularly worthwhile. María’s response 
to the feelings was to suggest a change in ‘people’. Although her words 
below seem quite emphatic, they highlight that perhaps in María’s context, 
there has been a neglect of the role that people play in successful curriculum 
implication—that it is not just about textbooks and a new syllabus.

I would change everything, from the headmaster up to the people who clean 
schools. I would … because I see, I see teachers who are there for the salary 
or the newcomers [novice teachers] who are there because it’s the only school 
where no teacher went to the ‘concurso’ [teachers’ recruitment system]. So I 
see them and I would like to fire all of them and to hire new people with my 
ideas and my will for change [emphatic]. But it’s impossible. And I find it 
frustrating.

María’s story provides a fairly bleak picture of a teacher living with curricu-
lum change, and it was perhaps significant that she found the telling of it 
a positive experience. Her last words in the interview were ‘I felt GREAT 
doing this!’, suggesting perhaps that she has had very little opportunity to 
voice her concerns and struggles.

3  Discussion

Educational change depends on what teachers do and think it is as simple and 
complex as that (Fullan 2007: 129).

The outcomes of this case study seem to support Fullan’s deceptively sim-
ple words, showing an implementation gap between the hoped-for  
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outcomes of the new curriculum and María’s classroom practices, despite her 
endorsement of the curriculum principles. The subsections below will con-
sider and try to explain mismatches between the intended change and teach-
ers’ situated practices at state-run schools in the provincial context.

3.1  The Intended Change and Classroom Reality

Studies exploring EFL curriculum design, planning and implementation 
processes in Argentina are not abundant. In one of the few available, Zappa-
Hollman claims that in terms of implementation of change in Argentina:

[…] not enough consideration seems to have been given to the human and 
material resources available to implement the policy, curricular and instruc-
tional modifications, thus imposing on the teachers the formidable task of 
operationalizing these changes while leaving them to grapple with a number 
of challenges, some of which revealed deeply rooted structural problems in the 
social fabric of the country (2007: 620).

As María relates, such deeply rooted problems greatly influenced her capac-
ity to implement the curriculum as intended.

The literature on curricular change provides ample evidence that for an 
education innovation to succeed, the decisions made at the initiation stage 
play a crucial role (Fullan 2007; Wedell 2009). It is during this initial phase 
that decisions concerning the rationale for the innovation and the character-
istics of the hoped-for change are delineated. Issues related to the context, 
the roles of those involved in the change, the degree of cultural and profes-
sional shift that the change implies (Wedell 2003), how change goals will be 
communicated, and the availability of funding for sustained support of the 
change and its implementers, all need to be considered at this first stage.

Whereas the previously mentioned Document 2 (2008c) intended to 
inquire into the existing situations at schools, prior to change implemen-
tation, this initial attempt to identify contextual realities died young. No 
serious effort was made to use the information gained to inform the devel-
opment of plans to support teachers’ uptake.

In the case described here, stakeholders’ real understanding of the 
intended change was limited. The debriefing sessions organised were few 
and for a few—excluding María. These briefings dealt only with facts and 
information about the change. Dissemination relied on those attending 
the briefings cascading content to their colleagues at school. Briefings did 
not thus help teachers (and other local stakeholders such as school leaders  



220     M.A. Soto

and parents) to understand (through concrete examples) what the changes 
implied for classroom practices.

The change was thus implemented with little understanding, and so lit-
tle consideration, of existing contextual features of secondary school class-
rooms. It was unlikely that implementers (teachers) would view the change 
as  compatible with their existing practices, and so approach implementation 
positively (Markee 1997).

Findings from this study are consistent with those of other research into 
change implementation that pinpoint the existence of a rhetoric-practice gap 
between the documented and the realised curriculum (Park and Sung 2013; 
Orafi and Borg 2009; Sakui 2004). In particular, these findings are similar 
to the outcomes of two small-scale studies I conducted on the same topic 
when the implementation stage of the curriculum change had just started 
(Soto 2011, 2012). Outcomes from all these studies suggest that teachers’ 
pedagogical decisions are based on their beliefs about what is appropriate for 
their learners in the specific situated context of their school and classroom 
realities. Such beliefs may be in conflict with the aims and principles under-
lying a new more communicative curriculum.

Contrary to the popularly espoused perception in Argentina that the 
main language teaching approach implemented in schools is of a commu-
nicative nature (perhaps leading policy makers to believe that the changes 
introduced were more or less consistent with teachers’ existing practice), 
research has shown that this is not so. Actual classroom practices continue 
to place a heavy emphasis on traditional grammar and vocabulary activities 
(Soto 2011, 2012).

Although María agrees that the intended changes are relevant, her class-
room behaviour largely reflected traditional practices due to contextual 
influences, some of which relate to the learners themselves. The learners’ low 
language proficiency level and their clear disengagement from and disinter-
est in learning English make it difficult to develop a classroom atmosphere 
that promotes an anxiety-free, cooperative, learning environment, conducive 
to developing fluency through natural learning and meaningful interaction. 
In addition, the development of fluency requires extensive input and inter-
action opportunities over time. Both were very limited. This would suggest 
that curriculum planners need to take into account current levels of lan-
guage proficiency and the rationale for learning English. Similar concerns 
regarding the lack of relevance of the curriculum and its limited ability to 
engage learners were found among teachers in a study of English language 
curriculum reform in Jordan (Al-Daami and Wallace 2007).
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In Entre Ríos, there are no high-stakes English examinations and teachers 
are free to decide what to assess and how. María seems to be fully aware of 
the possibilities that alternative forms of assessment might mean for learn-
ers and how ‘changes in examinations can promote parallel changes in peda-
gogic practices’ (Orafi and Borg 2009: 251–252). She attempted to adopt 
assessment strategies of a more formative nature, but with limited success, 
since in her classroom contexts learners wanted to be tested to the book in 
a manner consistent with the long-standing cultural tradition of rote-
learning and summative tests. In response, María seems to have adopted a 
‘student-based teaching’ approach, which shaped her pedagogical decisions 
and which encompassed decisions ‘based primarily on factors related to the 
particular group of students in the classroom at that particular moment’ 
(Woods 1991: 9).

3.2  The Intended Change and Teachers’ Feelings

Research supports the view that teachers’ instructional decisions and cur-
riculum enactment are influenced by their existing beliefs, whether these 
are explicit or not (Borg 2006). In this sense, research findings show that 
translating any hoped-for curriculum innovation promoting new pedagogi-
cal approaches into classroom practices is not a simple enterprise, since ‘(…) 
most teachers will probably only be able to see the reform goals through 
the lenses of their existing beliefs and understandings’ (Wedell 2009: 34). 
Changing such beliefs and understandings takes time and needs support 
over time.

Asking teachers to change their existing behaviours and practices in the 
classroom can also be an emotional upheaval (Zembylas 2003).

Change implementation in the classroom is ‘shaped by a wide range of 
interacting and often conflicting factors’ (Borg 2003: 91), including scarcely 
addressed ‘affective, moral and emotional factors’ (p.93) or, as Wedell argues, 
‘planning and implementing educational change (…) needs to take peo-
ple’s feelings into account’ (2009: 19). María’s story has shown the feelings 
of frustration and disillusionment that she felt with the change imposed on 
her. If a change is externally imposed, with insufficient recognition of the 
extent to which the practices it promotes differ from existing norms, teach-
ers may view it as a threat (Gao 2008). Attempting to implement it can 
undermine their confidence and feeling of self-efficacy—something which 
María’s account seems to illustrate.
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María’s experiences suggest that despite unfruitful attempts to expose 
learners to a range of communicative approaches such as CLT, TBL, CLIL 
and CBI, in Entre Rios province most secondary school English learners’ 
(and probably their parents‘ as well) expectations of teaching and learning 
remain firmly situated in a transmission—memorisation paradigm, which 
shares little with the educational principles underpinning the curriculum 
changes that policy makers have introduced. The expectation that María 
and other teachers should work alone to try to alter their existing beliefs and 
practices suggests a lack of awareness by curriculum planners of the extent 
of the change required and the emotional effort it requires (Zembylas 2003; 
Hargreaves 1998). Indeed, in attempting to change classroom behaviours 
and practices, teachers like María are likely to be exposed to criticism for 
challenging existing educational norms. Such conflict between the new cur-
riculum aims and existing practices and behaviour has also been found in 
other change contexts (e.g. see Ouyang 2000; Curdt-Christiansen and Silver 
2012).

3.3  Support for Change

Although the main tenets of a communicative methodology are not 
unknown to teachers in Argentina, the shift into CBI or CLIL or even to 
reading comprehension activities that go beyond True-False questions asks 
teachers to display a set of skills that may be unfamiliar to them, or in the 
case of María, perhaps also asks new skills and roles of learners that they 
are unfamiliar with. Small-scale local research findings suggest that in such 
circumstances teachers tend to stick to what they feel confident about doing 
and what matches existing expectations, rather than trying to meet curricu-
lum specifications (Soto 2012, 2014).

Teachers’ attitudes to and advocacy of any curriculum change are likely 
to be shaped by the opportunities they are given to (re)educate themselves, 
in the light of the proposed changes and of their local classroom realities 
(Wedell and Malderez 2013). If misconceptions are to be avoided, sup-
port provision needs to both communicate the rationale behind the change 
clearly and give teachers first-hand chances, ideally with colleagues, to make 
sense of it for their classrooms. Smith and Sutherland claim:

Teachers require scaffolded opportunities over time, with other teachers who 
are focusing on the same issues, and with the specific content they are teach-
ing (…) to directly wrestle with the messages of these documents and to work 
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through the implications of these reforms for their own teaching practices. 
(2007: 418)

For teachers like María, with heavy workloads, and working in isolation—
not only from other curricular areas, but also from other English teach-
ers—the cascaded debriefing sessions were completely insufficient to meet 
ambitious change demands such as identifying and selecting suitable mate-
rial or content to develop a syllabus appropriate to their learners’ needs 
(Banegas 2012, 2014). Indeed, research (Bax 2002; Hayes 2000; Wedell 
2005) suggests that when introducing a change that entails the adoption of 
new teaching practices, such a cascade strategy is often insufficient to ensure 
that the training aims will actually materialise in classrooms

As Freeman (2013: 127) points out, ‘the change process involves mak-
ing sense of the new (however it is understood); basically it is a process of 
professional learning’. In this change context, as María’s experiences showed, 
teachers, working in isolation, had little opportunity for such sense mak-
ing or professional learning. In such unsupported circumstances, María 
is unlikely to be the only teacher feeling frustration and distress (Chacón 
2005; Kennedy 2013).

4  Conclusion

The findings of this study have again confirmed the complexity of change 
initiation and implementation planning. Farrell and Kun highlight

[…] how vitally important it is for language policy strategists to understand 
the crucial role that teachers play in the enactment of language policy and that 
therefore they should be recognised as an integral part of any government lan-
guage policy efforts. (2008: 399)

In this case only token efforts appear to have been made to ask teach-
ers about the context of change implementation, leading to the proposed 
changes being based on a series of invalid assumptions about existing 
English language classroom contexts. Two of these seem particularly impor-
tant in explaining the difficulties that María reported. Firstly, a belief that 
prior changes, which had introduced communicative approaches to school 
language education, were already being implemented and so the associated 
practices were very familiar to teachers and learners. Secondly, the assump-
tion that secondary school learners were interested in and motivated to learn 
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English. Since neither of these was true, the challenges that the changes 
posed for teachers were considerable. Invalid assumptions contributed to 
inadequate planning for teacher support, as Armendariz (2009:51) suggests:

[…] professional growth and deep conviction can only come from bottom up 
rather than top down processes. It is only in this way that the new profes-
sional will be able to construct, reconstruct and evaluate their teaching.

Implementation planners seemed to have overlooked the need for such 
bottom-up professional growth. The limited support was theory-driven and 
transmission-oriented and failed to provide teachers with clear examples of 
how to integrate the new curriculum principles into their day-to-day prac-
tice or with supported opportunities to do so. María and her colleagues in 
other schools were essentially left to make their pedagogical adjustments 
to meet the new curriculum goals alone. For her at least, the curriculum 
changes led to little classroom change.

Given the above invalid assumptions, it is reasonable to question whether 
borrowed, off-the-shelf approaches to ELT, introduced with little or no 
attempt to adjust them to the local context, are a viable option. A deeper 
analysis of the motivation to learn English in the context where this study 
took place, and in other contexts, might help redirect the goals of future 
curricular innovations. Communicative approaches might have the potential 
to enhance meaningful communication and improve comprehension, skills 
development, learner motivation, cultural awareness and teacher autonomy 
(Banegas 2014; Kiely 2011; Ravelo 2014). However, future policy initia-
tives in contexts such as the one in this study should perhaps reassess the 
appropriacy of encouraging unadapted implementation of communicative 
approaches where existing perceptions of the importance of grammar and 
vocabulary remain a strong influence on classroom practice, and there is less 
emphasis on language skills development, especially listening and speaking 
(Bax 2003; Hiep 2007; Sakui 2004). While this case study has focused on 
one teacher in Argentina, it is hoped that there is much which can be learnt 
from María’s experiences by researchers and practitioners operating in other 
similar contexts.
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1  Introduction

As Cuba becomes ever more open to the wider world, the role of English 
in the country continues to develop. I could find no research evidence to 
attest to citizens’ attitudes to the teaching and learning of English in Cuba. 
However, as a parent and a teacher educator who is involved in some of the 
changes discussed below, I sense that people in Cuba are very enthusiastic 
about learning English. They support the importance given to the subject, 
because of the opportunities they perceive it as providing for career choices, 
job opportunities and the development of small businesses in the current 
evolving national socio-economic environment.

This chapter begins by briefly introducing the Cuban education system 
and the role of English within it, together with the curriculum changes 
introduced during the past 15 years in junior high school English. The 
following section focuses on one teacher’s experiences of this curricu-
lum change process, and the chapter concludes with a discussion of what 
these experiences suggest about factors that it is important for the Cuban 
approach to English curriculum change to consider.
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1.1  Education and ELT in Cuba

All schools in Cuba are part of the state system. Education has always been 
a government priority and the overall quality and successful outcomes of 
Cuban education have been internationally recognised (UNESCO 2010). 
There is a constitutional right to free education at all levels (elementary to 
tertiary), and all citizens must complete basic secondary education up to 
year nine (Gaceta Oficial de la República de Cuba 2002).

The Ministry of Education has given the English curriculum an increas-
ingly important role in general education, and today English, together with 
Mathematics, Spanish and History, is one of the core curriculum subjects 
across the country. It is now taught from the third year of elementary school 
to the first two or three years of university studies.

Since English is a core curriculum subject, the training of English teach-
ers has high priority. Teachers of English are trained at universities through 
the Foreign Language Teacher Education Programs that are offered in every 
province for 12th-grade graduates and for workers who decide to take on 
university studies. The status of these programmes is quite high, and so most 
accepted applicants have achieved good (or above average) results in 12th 
grade and passed the University Entrance Exam. Recently, the Ministry 
of Education also introduced a new form of training for English language 
teachers for elementary education. This takes place at the Pedagogical 
Schools of the country, for students who have completed their ninth grade.

In 2000–2001, there was a major national change in Cuban education 
with the introduction of the Audiovisual Program, which emphasised the 
appropriate and extensive use of television and video for the teaching of all 
subjects at all levels of schooling. In response to these changes, English syl-
labus designers redesigned the English curriculum, to try to match the use 
of audiovisual aids with international perspectives on ELT that supported 
a more communicative methodology. The aims of the new English curricu-
lum for junior high schools were to contribute to the formation of students 
as responsible and revolutionary citizens, through the development of their 
knowledge, habits and skills to communicate in the foreign language, and 
to understand oral and written information through meaningful, risk-taking 
and communicative tasks (Enríquez et al. 2006).

These aims represented a move away from existing approaches to language 
teaching all over the country that prioritised rote learning and mastery of 
grammar and vocabulary. They also influenced the approach to foreign lan-
guage assessment. Students’ progress in learning was no longer to be assessed 
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only through summative comprehension tests, but also through ongoing, 
more formative assessment, using a combination of role-plays, interviews, 
project work and presentations, midterm tests and self- and peer-assessment 
procedures, which were consistent with the new curriculum aims.

To begin with, the implementation of this new English curriculum 
was inflexible. It was entirely based on TV lessons as the main source for 
learning. These had had to be watched by all teachers and learners across 
the whole country at the same time. This decision was prompted both by 
a pragmatic response to the then-existing shortage of qualified English 
teachers and by a desire to utilise the possibility of using TV sets and video 
recorders at schools (Font 2006). Over time, in the light of changing per-
spectives about the use of audiovisual aids, the steady increase of graduate 
English teachers, and increasing recognition of teachers’ roles as professional 
educators and mediators of the learning process (Castellanos et al. 2005), 
TV lessons were replaced by video lessons. These allowed for other forms 
of learning input and gave teachers greater freedom to manage their own 
 classrooms, since they could now select the best video sequences for their 
lesson aims.

Nowadays, the aims, content, rationale and suggested assessment of the 
English curricula remain the same, but the use of TV lessons and video les-
sons has been greatly reduced. With growth in the availability of printed 
course books and qualified English teachers, it is now a common practice 
for English teachers to use excerpts of these video lessons as just one form 
of supplementary material, together with the use of other educative software 
and Internet resources, whenever possible. This increasingly flexible view of 
curriculum implementation has freed teachers to use different strategies to 
plan, execute and manage teaching and learning bearing in mind students’ 
needs and interests, as well as school and curriculum demands. Besides, it 
has had a positive impact on assessment since teachers are free to decide on 
the content of formative and summative assessment (oral or written) that is 
appropriate for their students at a specific moment of the course.

In other words, in principle, over time, teachers and schools have been 
given increasing scope to participate in decision-making, and to imple-
ment the curriculum flexibly in ways they believe will improve the quality 
of English learning and teaching in their own contexts. However, the extent 
of understanding of how such opportunities to adapt curriculum implemen-
tation to local contexts can actually be carried out in practice, varies across 
the country. Consequently, while some teachers may understand curricu-
lum expectations and work consistently towards fulfilling the aims for their 
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own learners, others still overemphasise grammar learning, prefer written 
exercises, or assign project work that is above students’ level. The following 
section explores one teacher’s experience of the above curriculum implemen-
tation process.

2  A Teacher’s Perspective on the English 
Curriculum Change Process

Carmen Rosa teaches 13–15 year-old learners at Capitán San Luis Junior 
High School, a typical secondary school at Amancio, a southern municipal-
ity of Las Tunas province in the eastern part of the country. It has a popula-
tion of about half a million people living in eight municipalities. There are 
631 schools, including 52 junior high schools (Seventh to Ninth grades) and 
18 senior high schools (10th to 12th grades) to cover the educational needs 
of children, teenagers and adults.

Carmen Rosa holds a Master’s Degree in Education. During her career, 
she has been a junior high school English teacher, ELT advisor/consultant 
in her municipality and mentor of foreign language teacher trainees placed 
in her school. She has participated in professional development opportuni-
ties and been engaged in a range of different activities and tasks to develop 
learners’ whole personality, including holding teacher—parent meetings, 
working on class profiles, discussing students’ progress and visiting commu-
nities. These responsibilities have extended her experience and helped her 
to develop an understanding of different issues related to foreign language 
teaching and learning in Cuba. She has a very good command of English; 
however, during the interviews she sometimes referred to an official English 
booklet outlining the curriculum objectives to support her responses. Some 
of her reflections on the ELT change process in her context follow.

2.1  Carmen Rosa’s Understandings of the New 
English Curriculum

Carmen Rosa begins by explaining her understanding of some of the current 
English curriculum’s formal characteristics.

So the curriculum framework has different components; it describes what is 
taught as well as how this body of knowledge is best taught […] to ensure that 
current pupils’ learning is supported.
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She explains that the communicative nature of this new curriculum is 
expressed in its main aims, which she summarises, based on official docu-
ments (Enríquez 2000, Enríquez et al. 2006: 16–17), in the following way:

To foster in the students a variety of learning strategies that will enable them 
to interact orally in meaningful ways and comprehend written and spoken 
English; to enable students […] to complete tasks according to students’ 
school and life environment and projects involving communication in English 
[…] to contribute to the political and ideological formation of students as 
they learn to use English as a means of communication and social interaction 
in classroom activities and outside the school environment […] to increase 
students’ general knowledge by using English as a vehicle for supporting 
learning across the curriculum and for demonstrating understanding of prior-
ity subjects such as Spanish, History and Mathematics, and other cross-cur-
riculum contents that include sexual education and environmental issues […] 
to stimulate understanding of cultural similarities and differences between the 
culture of English speaking countries and the Cuban culture.

Despite the range and complexity of the above aims, Carmen Rosa believes 
teachers in her school do have a clear understanding of both the aims and 
the curriculum content. This is due to the efforts made by change planners 
to present them clearly not to just teachers, but also to other stakehold-
ers, such as school administrators, methodologists and even parents, if they 
request the information. She especially acknowledges the important role 
played by the different professional development opportunities available to 
her and colleagues in the municipality, to help them become aware of cur-
riculum expectations.

[…] The teachers are conscious and they are aware of the content of these 
objectives for ensuring the students’ progression […] As I said before, all the 
teachers are clear and aware of these objectives so for this […] some profes-
sional sessions were developed and in those professional sessions […] they had 
the possibility to exchange ideas about the objectives of this curriculum.

I think her opinion is based on her own experience of working with col-
leagues in her school, their participation in PD sessions, and their daily 
informal discussions. My experience as a teacher educator suggests that it is 
unlikely that all teachers everywhere are actually as fully aware of curriculum 
aims or what they imply as she is.

She recognises ‘the appropriateness of aims to meet the students’ needs, 
to develop communicative competence and to achieve students’ progression 
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in communication’. She considers the new English curriculum to be consist-
ent with the general goals of education in Cuba which stress that attention 
should also be given to the ‘development of values, attitudes and behaviours’ 
relevant to the socio-economic demands of our society and worldwide issues.

The above wide-ranging curriculum aims have implications for both 
the content and the process of English language learning. In terms of the 
 content of English classes, she understands that in order to achieve the  
aims ‘ language learning does not only imply learning and practice of micro-
skills; it also implies knowing about language and how to use language in 
meaningful contexts’. She explains that language learning should be under-
stood as an ‘open, dynamic and evolving process’ and that such a view 
implies teachers recognising both the importance of grammar, pronunciation 
and vocabulary and of getting students engaged in proper communication.

And then when teachers have this wide and expanded view of language learn-
ing […] students can benefit from this language in a better way. So, teachers 
need to know how language is used to create and represent meaning, and how 
to communicate with others, and to engage in communication […] teachers 
should not see language as just a simple code of acquiring grammar, pronun-
ciation or vocabulary […] Language development and language acquisition is 
more than that.

English lessons, like all other school subjects in Cuba, have to take into 
account the cross-curricular themes like sexual education, health education, 
culture, moral values, ideology and environmental issues, which are part of 
the core curriculum for basic secondary education. Successfully implement-
ing the above English curriculum aims, thus entails the use of a range of dif-
ferent content, some of which is often updated.

English teachers make great contributions to the development of sexual edu-
cation, health education and environmental issues […] English teachers are 
always updated about the current national, international, and local events and 
then with this updated information they are able to develop the lesson […] 
we prepare some debates to exchange ideas with our students…

In addition to identifying appropriate content covering the above topics, 
teachers also need to make decisions about how to introduce cultural ele-
ments in the classroom, to provide learners with opportunities to reflect on 
and compare both universal values and those that are shared in particular 
contexts.
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Culture is an important aspect in the English curriculum. We may establish 
differences and similarities between the Cuban culture and the culture of 
some English-speaking countries […] another important aspect is the devel-
opment of moral values through the English lesson so we take into account 
important contents and prioritise the development of these values. We may 
work with responsibility, honesty…

To become able to achieve such wide-ranging curriculum goals for their own 
learners, it is now recognised that teachers need the professional competence 
and confidence to do more than just follow a predetermined audiovisual 
method or ‘teach a book’. They need to be creative in order to adapt lan-
guage teaching to the changing reality and needs of their particular class-
rooms (Enríquez et al. 2006; Font 2006).

In terms of the process of teaching and learning, Carmen highlights two 
noticeable changes that have become visible in language classrooms since the 
implementation of the present curriculum framework. Firstly, she says that 
a much wider range of interactional patterns is now found in English class-
rooms as, in order to meet current curriculum aims, teachers increasingly try 
to promote active learning through interactive and cooperative activities.

Teachers develop different interactional patterns within the classroom envi-
ronment. For example, it may […] be whole-class patterns or students may 
work in groups, in teams, in pairs to accomplish different learning tasks.

Secondly, she believes that there is far more explicit attention paid to the 
teaching of learning strategies (i.e. using dictionaries, creating vocabulary 
lists, repetition, reading for detail…), and to how learners can benefit from 
their use in classroom settings (Enríquez et al. 2006). Carmen Rosa states 
that ‘students succeed best when they are able to use different learning strat-
egies’. For her, it is also necessary for teachers to use different instructional 
strategies (i.e. scaffolding learning, training students to process information 
or solve problems…) especially if they expect students to be involved in the 
range of different communicative tasks mentioned below.

I may also add that language learning occurs in a wide variety of settings […] 
Then in the classroom they practice the communicative functions, oral reports 
about suggested topics of the unit syllabus […] the students write descriptions 
and they describe orally […] The students have the possibility to use role-play 
in different situations and also they present project works at the end of units 
[…] They listen to authentic materials, write texts, read texts…
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The introduction of the new English curriculum was matched by major 
changes to the recommended approaches to assessment. Carmen Rosa is 
very aware of the importance of using ongoing assessment procedures to 
monitor students’ progress and to make appropriate planning decisions. 
In practice, as Carmen Rosa says below, teachers ought to make profes-
sional judgments on students’ performance in every lesson, in order to 
make appropriate planning decisions for subsequent lessons and to provide 
 feedback.

Assessment of students’ ongoing language development is vital to ensure rel-
evant planning, to be aware of the progress they are making at any particu-
lar point […] it allows teachers to make decisions about students’ learning 
and also how to meet students’ needs […] feedback is an important fact for 
improving the quality of students’ performance…

The general curriculum in Cuba fosters formative assessment to assess stu-
dents’ intellectual activity, as well as how their learning process has contrib-
uted to their motivation, feelings, attitudes and values (Castellanos et al. 
2005). Such an approach to assessment is potentially very challenging for 
teachers, in terms of both the time and the professional skills needed to be 
able to carry it out appropriately. Carmen Rosa’s comments remind me, as 
a teacher educator, of the need for greater focus on formative assessment in 
professional development workshops or courses.

2.2  Carmen’s Views on the Curriculum 
Implementation Process

Recognition of the need for flexibility in curriculum content and the need 
to adopt new teaching and assessment practices both pose challenges, not 
only to those within education such as teachers, learners, school leaders and 
teacher educators, but also to those outside schools with an interest in what 
happens in school classrooms, such as parents. Carmen Rosa acknowledges 
this when she raises the issue of the need for shared values in order to help 
students to succeed better within the current curriculum framework.

Students benefit most when the school environment and the environment 
they find at home have or establish similar values; similar expectations for 
their learning, for their behaviour and also for their well-being, so important 
things have been achieved in recent years but parents are not fully informed 
about and do not feel involved in many aspects of students’ school life.
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In her opinion, the school, the community and the family should ideally 
share educational values and understandings because students sometimes 
need parental understanding and even community support to complete 
tasks like project work, a task-type new to the Cuban educational context. 
Despite her above comments on the extent to which planners try to provide 
information about changes, my experience suggests there is a need for fur-
ther awareness-raising activity, to more closely align school and community 
understandings of what the English curriculum is trying to achieve.

Carmen Rosa recalls the beginning of the implementation process of 
the communicative curriculum in Cuba in the academic year 2001–2002 
as being ‘compulsory for all English teachers along the country’. This sug-
gests that to begin with Cuban English teachers were faced with a top–down 
‘rational’ (Wise 1977) change initiative, aiming to improve general educa-
tion through the introduction of educational TV channels, the Audiovisual 
Program and TV courses, and video lessons. To support the change, the 
Ministry of Education guaranteed new resources [TV, VCR, computers…] 
for each school. ELT advisors and teachers were given guidelines and trained 
on the methodology to work with them. The guidelines were then used by 
school boards to monitor the implementation process, mainly through class-
room observation.

In Carmen Rosa’s opinion, teachers’ first experiences of the new English 
curriculum were challenging, due to the quantity and complexity of the ini-
tial materials and the inflexibility of their presentation.

Teachers on TV and classroom teachers themselves did their best to make 
[content] accessible to the students since the contents presented were really 
complex for junior high students. In addition, their previous knowledge did 
not ease content assimilation for the majority of students […] In each TV les-
son the teachers just had 15 minutes to practice, to make some reflections or 
to clear out any possible doubt…

In order to follow TV instructions and at the same time meet students’ 
learning needs, teachers had to reappraise their teaching practice and their 
roles in the classroom. In her reflections, Carmen Rosa suggests that in order 
to cope with the new curriculum, teachers needed to develop a new ‘philoso-
phy of education’. She states that she did her best ‘to change […] in those 
conditions’ but in her opinion not all teachers were ready to make such 
changes. Even her commitment to her students’ learning did not prevent her 
from sometimes feeling reluctant to adopt changes, especially because of the 
requirement for teachers to exactly follow the TV lessons and video lessons.
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[During] video lessons teachers did not have the possibility to stop the video 
sequence; they were not allowed to stop the video sequence to explain some 
important aspects to the students; teachers did not have the possibility to 
interact directly with students and […] I was against that, I did not like that.

She points out however, that there were also positive aspects to these inflexi-
ble early approaches to implementation in terms of teacher training and sup-
port. The TV lessons firstly provided more varied input for learners than was 
available in most schools (e.g. songs, conversational extracts, pictures and 
films). Secondly, they acted as models for teachers in how to use more varied 
materials in their own classrooms, and enabled them to see examples of how 
they might update their own professional skills and knowledge in relation to 
ELT methodology, language skills, communicative tasks and the culture of 
English-speaking countries. These lessons remain available to support teach-
ing at elementary level up to the present.

2.3  Implementation Support

While the TV lessons provided some initial support for the new curriculum, 
Carmen Rosa adds that over time a great deal of further support was pro-
vided for all English teachers to try to ensure their awareness of, and clar-
ity about, curriculum expectations, and what these implied for practice. 
Support has taken and continues to take various forms.

There were different sources of support to develop the English curriculum […] 
We can refer to some professional sessions; I mean, in these professional ses-
sions different topics regarding syllabus contents and the guidelines of this cur-
riculum were discussed and were presented by experienced teachers for a better 
exchange of ideas to get into agreements to develop the English curriculum.

Over time, there has been increasing awareness among national and pro-
vincial educational leaders that teachers needed to have some flexibility to 
 interpret the curriculum in ways that are appropriate for the needs of their 
own learners. Considerable support is available for such development of 
teachers’ professional role. Cuba has a well-developed teacher support system 
with each municipality having a municipal methodologist and each province 
a provincial methodologist. Teachers therefore continue to have access to 
regular support, with subject teachers holding weekly meetings within each 
school, and monthly meetings within each municipality with other teachers 
of their subject, to discuss local issues related to the  practical  implementation 
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of syllabus content and/or associated methodological approaches. These 
meetings, which happen within teachers’ working hours, are generally led by 
experienced teachers or the municipal methodologist, and provide opportu-
nities to share ideas and materials and to observe demonstrations of/try out 
practices that are relevant to the English curriculum aims.

As well as school and municipal level support, teachers have access to 
 university-provided ELT courses or those provided by joint projects, for 
example, courses with the British Columbia Teachers’ Federation of Canada 
and the British Council (TKT Course). For university-offered courses, 
teachers can suggest topics that they feel they want/need via contact with 
their municipal methodologist. These then meet the provincial methodolo-
gist to agree what courses to ask the universities to offer.

There is no empirical evidence to show the extent to which all teachers fully 
understand the theoretical principles underlying curriculum goal and how to 
put them into practice. My own experience as a teacher educator suggests that 
the regular meetings do help most of them to arrive at a shared understand-
ing of what the curriculum intentions are, and of how they may begin to be 
achieved in their local settings. However, in Carmen Rosa’s opinion, while 
such professional sessions have helped her improve her practice, they have not 
always sufficiently considered teachers’ existing professional skills and knowl-
edge. She thinks that more ‘listening to teachers’ voices’ during the PD ses-
sions would have helped teachers face changes in a more positive way.

Teachers had to consult; well, in my case I consulted new bibliography for my 
training […] to face the students’ learning needs and syllabus demands […] 
The contents presented were really complex for the students’ level of assimila-
tion, and then we teachers had to do our best to cope with that, to understand 
what was really happening in the classroom environment and to solve that 
situation.

Being told about, or reading about, ideas underpinning the change was not 
enough. It seems she wanted opportunities during PD sessions to share her 
ideas about and experiences of implementation with other teachers.

2.4  The Move to More Flexible Implementation

Carmen Rosa explains that the accumulated experiences and feedback from 
teachers to curriculum designers and policy makers on the implementation 
of the new English curriculum over the past fifteen years have led to more 
flexibility in current ELT practices.
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Teachers nowadays have the possibility to use those video lessons as teach-
ing aids […] Teachers have the possibility to present just a video excerpt from 
the video lesson and this video excerpt is selected by the teacher taking into 
account the content of the unit of study and also the class profile.

Where once all teachers were expected to follow the audiovisual materials 
rigidly, they are now trusted to make decisions that they feel are appropri-
ate for their classes. She feels that teacher development and teacher training 
has been enriched by its recognition of the need to support such evolving 
teacher autonomy. When she compares current language skills development 
to the reality before these changes, she concludes that students and teachers 
have evolved significantly and have benefitted ‘academically, culturally, and 
socially’.

Language learning has been developed in a new context […] If we compare 
the current language development and language development ten or twelve 
years ago, now I think we are in a better position [repetition] to face the 
demands of teaching English, not only in junior high education but also in 
elementary education and also in tertiary contexts too.

This encouragement for teachers to be more flexible has in turn enabled 
them to help students to learn to communicate in a more active way in 
meaningful contexts that are relevant to their lives. In her case, she feels 
she has learned from both the negative and the positive aspects during this 
period of curriculum change but reflects on the need for teachers to be com-
mitted and open to further professional learning in order to face the ever 
changing reality of our classrooms nowadays:

We need committed teachers to develop language learning; […] committed 
teachers to students; committed teachers to the proper act of teaching; com-
mitted teachers for the development of society because these students in the 
course of years will be active in different spheres of society.

For her, teaching and educating are not technical exercises. Teachers’ respon-
sibilities extend beyond the classroom into the communities in which 
schools are situated. Teacher learning needs to be constantly evolving to try 
to ensure that teaching practices and activities remain appropriate for the 
context in which they work and live.

We also need trained teachers […] for facing any kind of classroom situ-
ation […] situations outside the classroom; situations that have to do with 
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 behavioural problems; also situations that students face in different communi-
ties […] teachers should know the situation in the students’ communities […] 
home environment, and also what is the learning situation at school…

She sees curriculum implementation as a complex process and points out 
that there are factors that continue to create challenges for all participants, 
and so need to be given appropriate attention by policy makers, curriculum 
designers and evaluators:

Well, there are some factors that create challenges for that implementation 
[…] we may refer to guidelines for implementation, large classes, shortage of 
teachers to face that implementation, content complexity and also content 
accessibility, […] parental involvement because parents were not aware of the 
roles they should play to help their children […] Besides, classroom condi-
tions were not favourable as such and so many teachers had to adapt, modify 
and differentiate their teaching to cope with the students’ learning needs and 
to ensure learners’ progression…

She seems to be aware of many of the connections between the more mate-
rial and personal affective factors that can influence change implemen-
tation. She states that ‘language learning and language teaching should 
be an art [laugh] and the language teacher should be an artist’. In addi-
tion, when reflecting on her own learning during these years of curriculum 
changes, she states that she has experienced growth, both professionally and 
 personally.

I have become a better teacher and I have improved my teaching practice. I 
have been aware of students’ needs to communicate, to develop different […] 
skills and also […] to face behavioural problems […] And also my parent—
teacher relationship has also improved and has been better as a result of all 
this curriculum implementation. I have been in a better position to under-
stand [pause] parents’ viewpoints regarding the way teachers deal with their 
children…

While referring to herself above, she concluded by generalising that in order 
to be able to implement curriculum changes, English teachers have to be 
conscious of the changes they are supposed to introduce, do their best to fit 
into those changes and think about the benefits that their students will gain 
from them.
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3  Discussion

Despite Carmen Rosa’s experience of feeling officially encouraged to 
become more autonomous, I feel that overall, change processes in Cuba 
continue to have what Bolitho (2012: 34) calls ‘a centralised and top-down 
 management structure’. The curriculum implementation process clearly 
did have  positive aspects for a dedicated teacher like her. She reports that 
in her context change planners attempted to inform not just teachers, but 
also local teacher educators and administrators and wider society ( parents) 
about the new learning content and teaching practices introduced by 2001 
 curriculum. While the initial implementation planning was top down, 
inflexible and ignored differences in classroom contexts, the TV lessons did 
show how new materials and teaching approaches might be used in Cuban 
 classrooms. The teacher support system at regional, local and school  levels 
provided her with a certain amount of relevant professional  development, 
and the  cross-curricular themes that were part of the new curriculum 
(e.g. sex and health education and environmental issues) helped provide her 
with  potentially relevant topics for stimulating classroom interaction.

Two main points for discussion emerge from Carmen Rosa’s story. The 
first relates to the information available to national planners to inform cur-
riculum implementation planning. In Sect. 2.1, Carmen Rosa outlined the 
range and complexity of the curriculum aims, which hoped to achieve a shift 
in the culture of learning in Cuban schools. Such a shift represents what 
Fullan (1992) calls a complex change—one that requires changes to both 
the thinking and behaviours of stakeholders across the education system. 
National change planners would, in such circumstances, ideally have based 
their detailed implementation plans on a clear understanding of how learn-
ing, not only of a foreign language but also of all curriculum subjects, is cur-
rently conceived by classroom teachers, school leaders and the wider society 
(parents). However here, although Carmen Rosa reports official attempts to 
raise awareness of change at local level, initial implementation was not pre-
ceded by any systematic exploration of the ‘deeper culture of the educational 
system’ (Bolitho 2012: 41), as manifested through its existing classroom prac-
tices, materials and examination procedures. Consequently, initial imple-
mentation planning did not appropriately acknowledge the challenges that 
the changes would pose for the existing educational norms, assumptions and 
practices among ‘front-line change agents’ (Bolitho 2012: 44) and the wider 
communities in which they worked.
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Although insufficient effort seems to have been made to gather such 
information about existing contexts prior to beginning curriculum imple-
mentation, the Cuban Ministry of Education does today encourage ‘con-
sultation with educators right from the base, in the organization of teacher 
preparation, in drawing up proposals, in discussing school program plans…’ 
(Velázquez 2015: 7). It is therefore now a common practice to provide stake-
holders with opportunities to express their opinions whenever a curriculum 
change is proposed. Meetings are held with the board of directors from each 
province, municipality and school to explain and gather opinions about any 
new change that needs to be introduced. First drafts of plans for change are 
usually sent to the different educational levels for analysis and discussion 
and, once a consensus has been reached, the final documents or regulations 
to begin the implementation process are developed.

However, this greater consideration of national and local contexts prior 
to implementation planning still rarely extends to teachers, most of whom 
continue to be informed about rather than involved in change decisions. 
Educational leaders and school heads are responsible for raising awareness 
of the goals, content and implementation processes of new initiatives at the 
local level among classroom teachers, students, families and community 
organisations. As is likely to be true anywhere, the extent to which this hap-
pens is not consistent, since not all responsible stakeholders take the oppor-
tunities to be involved and become informed themselves.

The continuing lack of real teacher involvement noted above, is impor-
tant when considering the second issue emerging from Carmen Rosa’s story. 
Over time, national curriculum planners, perhaps due to implementation 
feedback emerging from the above consultations, have become more aware 
of the need to acknowledge contextual differences. As Carmen Rosa reports, 
teachers’ practices need to be appropriate for the context in which they work 
and live, and teachers need ongoing encouragement and support in order to 
become more autonomous and capable of developing context-relevant peda-
gogies and materials. The need to understand teaching—learning contexts 
and contextualise appropriately—has been a recurrent theme in the ELT lit-
erature for several decades (Willis and Willis 1996; Richards and Rodgers 
2001; Finney 2002; Kumaravadivelu 2003, 2006; Richards 2008, Wedell 
and Malderez 2013), and awareness is now growing among official circles 
in Cuba too. For example, Castellanos et al. (2005) explain the need to bal-
ance unity in our educational system with attention to the diversity of indi-
vidual needs, wants, contexts and resources, a view recently confirmed by 
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Velázquez  (2015), who also stresses the importance of contextualising the 
general  curriculum in every school to achieve the objectives of education.

While it is easy to call for flexible curriculum frameworks, interpret-
ing what these imply for educational practices and responsibilities for 
stakeholders playing different roles within the system is much more dif-
ficult. Nowadays, therefore the term ‘flexibility’ is under scrutiny in Cuba 
and needs to be properly systematised (Velázquez 2015), so that a shared 
awareness of what it implies for the various levels of the educational system 
is attained. For example, some aspects of flexibility that need clarifying for 
English curriculum implementation in Cuba include defining:

1. How the central structure will encourage and enable teachers to partici-
pate in making curriculum aims, contents, methods, materials/resources 
and forms of assessment relevant to their contexts;

2. To what extent the central structure will allow teachers to think and act 
flexibly in their classrooms during curriculum implementation; and,

3. How to evaluate whether enabling a flexible framework contributes to the 
attainment of the expected curriculum goals.

Expecting teachers to actively participate in developing local versions of the 
curriculum, which are appropriate for classrooms with differing class sizes, 
resources and learner backgrounds, represents a major extension of most 
(Cuban) teachers’ existing roles. If they are to feel able to expand their roles 
in these ways, they will need systematic provision of appropriate training 
and development support over time. This challenge is acknowledged by the 
Cuban educational authorities. Velázquez (2015: 7) states that:

The keystone of every effort aiming at improving the quality of education is 
the preparation and professional development of the teaching personnel; with 
their intelligence, sensitivity, humanism and commitment they are directing 
the complicated process of instruction and education.

As a teacher who takes her own professional development seriously, Carmen 
Rosa utilised whatever opportunities were available to better understand 
curriculum aims and content, and the changes to methodology and assess-
ment that they implied. However, the challenges that she continued to 
face (e.g. trying to understand unclear implementation guidelines and/
or to help learners understand complex curriculum content) were faced by 
other teachers also, especially those less experienced and/or dedicated than 
her. Appropriate decisions about pre-service provision and professional 
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 development will determine whether future support better enables teach-
ers to understand and carry out their role as change managers of a flexible 
curriculum. For Crookes (2007: 197), change in social systems like schools 
takes place because of ‘networks, movements, collectives, and the force of men 
and women who undertake to work together for change’. In Cuba, local net-
works for teacher support at school and municipal level already exist. 
Regular teacher development is part of each teacher’s timetable. There are 
established municipal level experts to facilitate teachers’ meetings. However, 
if there is genuine national commitment to more flexible curriculum imple-
mentation, it is now time for those responsible for professional development 
at all levels to heed Carmen Rosa’s request for greater ‘listening to the teach-
ers’ voices’, and the active inclusion of such voices in decision-making about 
the design, content and process of future teacher support.
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Neglect of the phenomenology of change – that is how people actually experi-
ence change as distinct from how it might have been intended – is at the heart 
of the spectacular lack of success of most social reforms (Fullan 2007: 8).

The opening chapter of this book made a case for the need to explore teach-
ers’ experiences of English language curriculum change in order to better 
understand factors influencing ‘the spectacular lack of success’ that Fullan 
refers to. The preceding chapters have focused on the change experiences 
of 11 teachers working in ten very different countries, which are all trying 
to introduce similar changes (development of interactive classroom teach-
ing and learning approaches that will increase learners’ English language 
‘competence’, however locally defined). Teacher stories report that years and 
sometimes decades after implementation began, most contexts have had, at 
best, limited success in bringing such changes about. These teachers’ experi-
ences thus reflect accounts of attempts to introduce more ‘student centred’ 
or ‘learner centred’ approaches over the past few decades in the wider educa-
tional change literature, which are also ‘riddled with stories of failures grand 
and small’ (Schweisfurth 2011: 425).
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While most chapters describe an initial enthusiasm for and openness to 
change on the part of the teacher, their actual experiences of the implemen-
tation process seem to have acted as a counterbalance, pulling them towards 
a continuation of existing teaching practices and behaviours. So, rather than 
being able to make the paradigm shift that a move from existing practices 
to those expected by the curriculum change usually implies (see below), 
many teachers in preceding chapters have felt able only to begin to make a 
‘paradigm shuffle’ (Grassick 2016). Such a shuffle suggests that teachers are 
trying to cope with the new ideas and practices which a more communica-
tion-oriented curriculum requires, while at the same time making pragmatic 
decisions to continue with previous ways of working, due to the constraints 
imposed by their largely unchanged working contexts.

Many of the case studies highlight familiar ‘technical’ failures of imple-
mentation such as a lack of resources (e.g. Argentina, Philippines, Senegal), 
ineffective textbooks (e.g. Poland, Maharashtra), limited teacher capacity 
(e.g. Vietnam, Kenya, West Bengal). However, such technical aspects of cur-
riculum change implementation alone do not provide the whole picture of 
teachers’ experiences within the chapter stories. Indeed, it is this assumption 
that the change process consists of and can be broken down into technical, 
isolated, discrete parts independent of each other (Radford 2006) that has 
contributed to the tendency to overlook the phenomenology of change.

What is noticeable about the teachers’ stories in this book is that they 
‘probe beneath the technical aspects of reform’ (Bascia and Hargreaves 2000: 
15) to reveal a more holistic and relational view of their experiences of ELT 
change implementation, which we base around three interconnected themes 
of time, contextual confusion and risk.

In the majority of the cases, planners and policy makers seem to have 
inappropriate understandings of the nature of the change they are requir-
ing teachers and others to make, and thus the effort and challenge it repre-
sents for everyone involved. This seems to indicate an overarching lack of 
understanding of time; what we have termed ‘temporal dissonance’. Such 
dissonance stems from inappropriate understandings by planners and policy 
makers of

• historical time—the existing educational norms and assumptions within 
their own cultural contexts at the point in time at which the particular 
English language curriculum changes are being introduced

• time for planning—the time needed to plan and implement coherent 
and appropriate English language curriculum changes, which are usually 
based on very different norms and assumptions
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• time for learning—the time and space needed for implementers to absorb 
and adjust to the changes required and the implementation process itself.

Such temporal dissonance contributes greatly to contextual confusion 
which in turn contributes to the incoherence of implementation planning. 
The experience of the conflicting messages emerging from such incoherence 
leads many teachers to see the implementation of English curriculum change 
as representing an unacceptably high degree of personal and professional 
risk.

The above dimensions of temporal dissonance are of course not discrete 
but interlinked, as we try to show in the discussion that follows.

1  Time

1.1  Historical Time

In the majority of the case studies, policy makers seem unaware of (or 
unwilling to acknowledge) existing conceptions of education in their own 
cultural context. They are therefore unable to judge (or uninterested in judg-
ing) the degree of challenge that national classroom implementation of the 
statements in their English curriculum documents represents. For example, 
Mukherjee reports that the aims of the new curriculum in West Bengal focus 
on:

developing basic proficiency in language for communicative purposes, devel-
oping competency in language acquisition and developing higher order lan-
guage skills for meeting the challenges of life.

Such aims constitute a significant pedagogical change for teachers in that 
context, and change planners and policy makers ‘seriously underestimated 
the challenges that moving away from historically embedded teaching 
approaches entail’ (Mukherjee: 23).

The teacher from Poland similarly reports that curriculum reform:

promoted a completely new philosophy of teaching, with learners being part-
ners in the process of planning and implementation of the new paradigm.

This underestimation of the challenges is apparent in all other chapters also, 
with the aims of the English curriculum statements representing a view of 
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education that is very different from existing majority educational beliefs 
and assumptions both within the education system and beyond it

The implementation of the communicative, learner-centred approaches 
advocated by the curricula across the ten countries described in this book 
requires not only a pedagogical paradigm shift (Tabulawa 2013) by teach-
ers, but also a fundamental cultural shift in existing attitudes to knowledge 
and teaching and learning by others within and beyond the education sys-
tem. Ballard and Clanchy (1991: 13), discussing the extent of the challenges 
that some overseas students faced when studying in Anglophone academic 
contexts, identified what they term a continuum of attitudes to knowledge 
within different educational cultures. The endpoints represent conceptions of 
knowledge which they call ‘conserving’ and ‘extending’, and they suggest that 
where a particular context situates itself on this continuum will also affect its 
members’ beliefs about and expectations of appropriate learning approaches 
and teacher and learner roles. We believe this framework can help illuminate 
the challenges of TESOL curriculum change also. A simplified version of 
their table in Coleman (1996: 151) is provided below (Table 1).

In contexts with a ‘conserving’ view of knowledge, they suggest that edu-
cation may be seen as a didactic process of transmitting a more or less finite 
body of tangible, mostly factual, knowledge from teacher to learner and 
assessing the success of the process through tests which principally evaluate 
learners’ abilities to memorise and replicate what has been taught. A good 
teacher in such a context is likely to be similar to Hu’s (2002: 99) example 
from China, where she or he will be someone who can:

make class events fully predictable, guarantee the smooth delivery of carefully 
planned content, and give a sense of security to both the teacher and students.

Table 1 Conceptions of knowledge and some implications for the roles of teachers 
and learners

View of knowledge Conserving Extending

Learning 
approaches

Reproductive Analytical Speculative

Role of teacher Source of knowl-
edge. Directs and 
assesses learning.

Coordinator /
Facilitator 
of learning. 
questioner.

Collaborator advi-
sor critic

Learning strategies 
promoted

Memorisation 
Imitation

Analytical and criti-
cal thinking

Speculating 
hypothesising
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In contrast to the above, the curricula introduced in all of the contexts 
represented here aim to develop learners’ critical thinking, creativity and 
independence. They imply views of knowledge more towards the ‘extend-
ing’ end of the continuum, and the adoption of more analytical and specu-
lative learning strategies. The recommended teaching approaches in most 
contexts also imply some version of a more interactive, communication-
oriented, flexibly grouped, learner-centred and linguistically uncontrolled 
classroom, with corresponding changes in classroom roles and behaviours. 
In addition, in a number of chapters (Philippines, Poland, Argentina, Cuba 
and Senegal), the change included a move away from a rigidly prescribed 
syllabus towards one where teachers had more choice in both materials and 
approaches. As most teachers’ stories show, the curriculum expectations of 
such very different teacher behaviours and responsibilities continue to pose 
great challenges for teachers who are more used to working in a manner 
similar to that described by Hu (2002) above.

The existing educational norms in any context are largely invisible. They 
reflect deeply embedded, and not necessarily consciously articulated, shared 
beliefs and assumptions. Policy makers and planners in each of the contexts 
represented here seem to have overlooked the:

dominant tendencies within cultures about socially appropriate attitudes to 
knowledge. It is these traditional attitudes… that gradually shape the pre-
ferred educational process within different societies at different moments in 
their history (Ballard 1996: 152; citing Ballard and Clanchy 1991).

Implementation of the statements in the TESOL curriculum documents, evi-
denced in all the countries covered by the chapters, thus represents a pro-
found change to existing cultural conceptions of education. The statements 
also represent a significant change to expectations of what teachers and learn-
ers ought to be doing in their classrooms to demonstrate that ‘education’ is 
taking place. Insufficient acknowledgement of this ‘gap’ between existing 
educational norms within the change context, and those implicit in English 
curriculum change documents, helps to account for the second feature of 
temporal dissonance identified in most chapters: the insufficient recognition 
that implementation will require a great deal of ‘hard, patient, unrelenting 
effort [and support] over a period of time’ (Levin and Fullan 2008: 300).

It is interesting to note in this regard that many of the stories (e.g. in 
Cuba, India, Korea, China and Senegal) are not tales of teachers’ experi-
ences of new/current curriculum change, but instead of experiences over 
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decades of ongoing attempts to implement more communicative-oriented 
and interactive curricula. For example, in the case of Senegal ‘after approxi-
mately 25 years, CLT has yet to become embedded in Senegalese class-
rooms’. Teacher and societal understanding have at best reached what Fullan 
(2001) refers to as ‘false clarity’, which ‘occurs when change is interpreted 
in an oversimplified way; that is, the proposed change has more to it than 
people realise’ (p. 77). Most teachers’ experiences suggest varying degrees of 
such ‘false clarity’ in their contexts. The issue of historical time thus suggests 
that Birzea and Fartusnic’s (2003) assertion (when considering educational 
change in Eastern Europe during the Post-Communist era) that complex 
educational change requiring great adjustments to existing norms and prac-
tices can take ‘generations’ to become visible in classrooms, holds true more 
widely.

1.2  Time for Planning

In addition to embarking on change implementation planning with unsuf-
ficient understanding (or acknowledgement) of existing educational norms, 
planning for many of the initiatives described was rushed, and hyper rational 
(Wise 1977). The assumption seemed to be that the reform process would 
begin on a particular day and be implemented uniformly across the country. 
Vilches, for example, mentions how the government in the Philippines:

presented the urgency of implementing K-12 and the schools were left with-
out any choice but to implement it, despite the limited period of time in 
which they had to prepare for it.

Teachers’ concerns about being rushed into implementing changes in the 
classroom are not of course unique to TESOL change contexts in non-
Anglophone contexts. Referring to experience of a recent study of curricu-
lum change in the USA (Porter et al. 2015: 131–132), one teacher remarks 
that ‘I feel like the school district is flying the plane as it is being built’.

While lack of recognition of the time needed for implementation is likely 
to be linked to policy makers’ and planners’ limited awareness of the nature 
and consequent challenge of the changes at hand (as discussed in Sect. 1.1), 
there may also be other reasons. For example, Mukherjee’s chapter suggests 
that the rush to implement change in West Bengal was political, with a 
newly elected government wanting to be seen to be doing something/mak-
ing changes. The lack of long-term planning may also be a more general 
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feature of our current point in historical time, in which the inevitability of 
rapid change often seems to be assumed and accepted as normal.

In Sect. 1.1, we have discussed policy makers’ apparent lack of awareness 
of the largely invisible existing educational norms and beliefs (Wedell and 
Malderez 2013), which affect the complexity of any proposed change imple-
mentation process. However, a rushed approach to change implementation 
also allows less time for consideration of more visible features of the context. 
Such features include the variable material realities across different regions 
or schools, and the degree of consistency between the goals of curriculum 
change and existing elements of the English subject system such as assess-
ment, teacher development provision and textbooks (issues which we discuss 
further under the interrelated theme of ‘contextual confusion’). A com-
ment by the teacher in Argentina sums up the frustration that she and many 
teachers in other chapters feel about implementation planners’ apparent lack 
of awareness of the actual teaching and learning contexts in which teachers 
work:

The problem is how to implement it with our reality…maybe they [the plan-
ners] don’t know what a real school looks like or what real lessons are like…

For the teachers from Argentina and Senegal, this limited awareness of con-
textual reality extends to policy makers’ understanding of the real role of 
English (or lack of one) in their wider society, and so the motivation to learn 
it and the rationale for teaching it. In Senegal, this relates to a lack of aware-
ness by planners of the impact of learning French, which has a strong liter-
ary focus, on teachers’ and learners’ conceptions of what language learning 
is. In Argentina, the teacher questions whether English has any real role in 
the lives of learners, who are more interested in learning Portuguese.

In other accounts, teachers report on the mismatch between different 
parts of the subject system and the stated aims and approaches in the new 
curricula. In Vietnam, the teacher worries that the new textbooks do not 
reflect the communicative approach set out in the curriculum. In China, 
the embeddedness of the high-stakes exam in the education system and the 
‘Gaokao’ ethos which pervades much of society, seem to have been largely 
ignored by policy makers and planners promoting implementation of a cur-
riculum which attempts to foster a communicative, learner-centred peda-
gogy. The teacher’s story from Kenya highlights how inconsistent messages 
sent by different key parts of the education system (curriculum design and 
planning, high-stakes national assessment and teacher education) interfere 
with teachers’ attempts to implement the curriculum.
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The temporal dissonance resulting from inadequate consideration of both 
invisible and the visible features of the change contexts contributes to the 
many examples given by Fink (2001) of  ‘two solitudes’, with policy mak-
ers and policy implementers apparently inhabiting different ‘universes’, and 
having little understanding of the contexts of the others’ worlds, or of where 
they may be starting from (in terms of their historically embedded attitudes 
to education). The chapters provide occasional examples of attempts by pol-
icy makers and planners to ‘break out of their solitude’ and make the new 
curriculum change more coherent, as in Vietnam where attempts were made  
to lift teachers’ language levels to a point where their proficiency would 
enable them to teach as intended in a communication-oriented curriculum. 
However, while no doubt well intended, this attempt at increasing coher-
ence seems only to have made the curriculum implementation process mess-
ier, again because of issues of TIME—with changes in expected language 
proficiency being rushed, and too much change being expected of teachers 
all at once.

As teachers try to implement new curricula in contexts which are often 
neither materially nor conceptually prepared for what successful implemen-
tation implies, it is unsurprising that they have difficulties. Some of these 
are expressed by the teacher from Maharashtra in India, where the oppos-
ing ‘pull’ of the need to prepare students for the high-stakes exams and 
the desire to develop their communicative competence causes tension and 
confusion.

This seems to be the inevitable result of the inconsistent messages com-
ing from the curriculum and the training and his immediate working 
environment.

These kinds of dilemmas, and the workplace tensions that result, are not 
helped by the hierarchical leadership and management structures that 
remain characteristic of most education systems (Wedell 2009). These mean 
that few change initiatives involve genuine consultation with people who 
do understand (and represent) the local context (e.g. school leaders, local 
educational officials and parents) about the proposed changes, and how 
their implementation might best be introduced and supported. Zheng and 
Davidson (2008: 61) found that, in China, involving different groups in the 
process of change was crucial for effective classroom change since:

[i]f the principal [or educational official etc.] does not gain some understand-
ing of the dimensions of change, that is, the beliefs, teaching behaviour and 
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curriculum materials, he or she will not be able to understand teachers’ con-
cerns – that is, will not be able to provide support for implementation.

A further outcome of not involving and raising awareness of change among 
influential others can be seen in Poland, where the teacher is under intense 
pressure from parents to stick to the existing ways of teaching and learning.

Many parents think of language learning as being tangible accumulation of 
knowledge rather than an ongoing process of skill development through prac-
tice over time. Nobody told them otherwise, so the new core curriculum in 
fact seems not to be in tune with prevailing educational ideas in the society 
for which it has been developed.

Similarly, the teacher’s story from China provides a rich account of the dif-
ficulties that result from failure to consider the prevailing ‘gaokao’ ethos, 
and the problems that such an ethos creates in the relationships between the 
teachers, students, parents, school principals and educational officers. In this 
case, rushing implementation, apparently ignoring existing cultural attitudes 
to education and the desirability of involving local stakeholders in identify-
ing what the change implies for teaching and learning and so how best it 
might be implemented, again resulted in high levels of teacher discomfort 
and anxiety.

Noticeable throughout all the chapters, concomitant with temporal disso-
nance, is the ‘positionality’ (Goodson 2014) of the teachers and those others 
involved in implementation. Whatever the underlying reasons, in the rush 
for change, the change agents on the ground (i.e. the teachers and others 
working with them) tend to be viewed as reactive and compliant (Goodson 
2014: 771), rather than as proactive participants. Few if any communication 
channels existed in most contexts to enable teachers to voice their  concerns 
in a way that may have an impact. Indeed, the teacher from China has now 
accepted her role of conformity and powerlessness in the face of change. 
This reflects findings from a study of English language curriculum change 
in Jordan (Al-Daami and Wallace 2007) where it was reported that educa-
tional officials did not involve teachers in curriculum planning because they 
felt there was no reason to do so, even though they agreed with the idea 
of inclusion of stakeholders in successful curriculum planning. Such a ‘crisis 
of positionality’ (Goodson 2014) will be discussed again in the section on  
risk below.

The frequent rush to complete curriculum change implementation 
means the actual TIME for planning, thinking through and trying out 
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new ways of ‘doing’, is also likely to be rushed. The outcome seems to be 
that individual implementers, within most of the different change contexts 
described, find themselves struggling to make sense of the changes required 
of them on their own. Temporal dissonance in the change process influ-
ences the availability, duration and appropriacy of content and delivery of 
any formal support that teachers receive through workshops and in-service 
training programmes. For example, in Vietnam, the teacher reports how 
the initial INSET support was ‘not so practical and useful’. Much of the 
time in workshops was spent on technical and procedural information 
and administration about the new textbooks with little reference to how 
to apply the new pedagogy to the actual classroom teaching and learning 
contexts that the teachers face. Other chapters from Poland and Argentina 
mention the almost non-existent formal support provision for teachers, 
as though in the rush to implement the technical aspects of curriculum 
change, the very people on whom the success of change will ultimately 
depend have been forgotten about. The teacher in Poland cannot recall any 
training support provided by the education authority in the wake of the 
new curriculum. An initial training-based conference organised at the start 
of the reform which she did attend had little impact on her because ‘these 
conferences were prepared in haste’ with little thought and planning put 
into ensuring that the content addressed the needs of the participants and 
went beyond procedural administration.

In Argentina, initial INSET support for teachers at the beginning of the 
reform process used a cascade approach, which meant that the teacher in 
the case study (and many others nationwide) was unable to attend because 
she had not been officially selected. The follow-up cascade delivered in her 
school by her headmaster consisted of a debriefing of the general curriculum 
guidelines, rather than any kind of ‘operationalising of the framework in the 
real context of the classroom’, which was exactly what this teacher found dif-
ficult and needed support in. Similarly, in China, the many training courses 
that the teacher, Yao, participated in seemed to be organised to meet admin-
istrative obligations rather than to meet the real needs of teachers. The fact 
that so much of the formal INSET provision described in the chapters con-
sisted of short, one-off courses also suggests that the TIME needed for teach-
ers to make sense of pedagogical change has not been fully recognised by 
implementation planners. More positively, where, as in Cuba, South Korea 
and Maharashtra, India, teachers perceived at least some of the official sup-
port for teachers as appropriate in terms of both length and quality, their 
increased professional confidence, understanding of and positive attitude to 
the reform were noticeable. For example, the teacher in Maharashtra, India, 
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expresses how his positive experience of change has been partly shaped by 
the training he received. What is significant (and unusual) in this case is that 
the official support provision had taken the time to consider the contextual 
needs of the teachers and to address their practical concerns about the cur-
riculum change.

Insufficient time to consider the implications of desired curriculum goals 
for classroom practices is also reflected in the continuing pressure on teach-
ers, by those in authority and in the wider social community, to cover the 
syllabus within a set time frame. Such an expectation is inconsistent with 
simultaneously requiring teachers to try to incorporate more communica-
tive activities into lessons, which by their very nature tend to be more time-
consuming. The chapter from Maharashtra reports how, although the new 
textbook used by the teacher in their case study provides numerous commu-
nicative activities, the majority of teachers do not use them in class, due to:

… the stiff challenges teachers face when the new textbook calls upon them 
to play various new roles in a school system that expects them to just ‘finish 
the textbook’ and also be accountable for the outcomes of teaching in terms of 
exam results.

This situation can be seen in many of the other teachers’ stories where there 
is also pressure to cover the required syllabus in order to reach a uniform 
point for testing purposes. For example, the teacher in China did attempt 
to try out new activities and approaches in line with the new curriculum. 
However, the pressure she felt under to meet the requirements of the high-
stakes exams meant that when this new pedagogy did not produce immedi-
ate, positive exam results, she felt obliged to return to her previous ways of 
carrying out classroom teaching. The pressure of syllabus coverage in Kenya 
meant that students were obliged to come to school earlier and teachers felt 
the need to ‘“steal” time from the games hour’, all of which added to the 
workload of teachers in Kenya.

This particular dilemma of time is not unique to TESOL curriculum 
change contexts, and is reflected in reports of many other curricular reform 
situations where changes in pedagogy require greater classroom interac-
tion and student-focused activities (e.g. see Le Fevre 2015; Wang 2011). 
Curricula continue to espouse the use of communicative (learner-centred) 
classroom activities and approaches, without a concomitant understanding 
by planners that their adoption implies the need for additional teaching and 
learning time.
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1.3  Time for Learning

The third dimension of temporal dissonance emerging from analysis of 
the teachers’ stories highlights the lack of sufficient personal time to think 
about, reflect on and engage with the change process they are going through. 
This notion of ‘personal time’ is similar to Spillane and Zeuli’s (1999) ‘zones 
of enactment’, where, in order for teachers to make sense of change, they 
need ‘spaces’ to be able to think about and question their existing teach-
ing beliefs and practices, both on their own and in interaction with others. 
These ‘spaces’ provide an opportunity for change participants to unsettle 
their own conceptions of teaching and learning and begin to make the peda-
gogical shift that new curricula may require. However, with ‘rushed’ INSET 
provision and very little informal support provided at the school level, teach-
ers in the case studies seemed to have minimal space and time for such 
personal thinking. For example, the teacher in China had little or no oppor-
tunity to take stock of her own teaching since:

with the ethos that Gaokao results depend on the investment in time and 
sweat (shijian jia hanshui), the school schedule is crammed with classes, 
assignments and tests...

A similar picture emerges from Poland, where increased school bureau-
cracy has left teachers with very little personal time to reflect on what they 
are doing in the classroom. In situations where little opportunity for time 
or space for reflection exists in teachers’ working environments, spaces 
within INSET become all the more important. The South Korean chapter 
provides a rare example of INSET provision that did provide such oppor-
tunities. Here the teacher, Chang, attended a six-month intensive training 
programme that took her out of her school environment and ‘allowed [her] 
to have an opportunity to think only of teaching English by reducing the 
workload’. This, combined with her personal commitment over many years, 
seemed to have a strong influence on the extent to which she was able to 
consider her own teaching in the light of the curriculum’s new pedagogical 
requirements, and begin to identify how she might be able to make adapta-
tions to her classroom practice.

In most cases, the issues arising from the temporal dissonance discussed 
above seem to result in change implementation occurring in a state of con-
textual confusion. This in turn leads many implementers to perceive change 
as representing a risk.
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2  Contextual Confusion

Contextual confusion is by definition uncomfortable for those whom it 
affects. Here, we highlight two main aspects that emerged particularly 
clearly from the teachers’ experiences.

2.1  Change Planning that Focuses Solely 
on ‘Changing Teachers’

The speed of much of the curriculum change implementation described 
in the chapters and also the many different change initiatives experienced 
over a short timescale by, for example, teachers in Poland, Korea and West 
Bengal, have meant that there has often been insufficient attention given 
to the need to raise awareness among all those involved in the change pro-
cess. As has been touched on in Sect. 1.2, those who most strongly affect or 
influence teachers’ professional lives (e.g. head teachers, parents, supervisors) 
often failed to fully understand the ‘why and what’ of change in relation to 
the new curriculum content, approach, roles and outcomes. They continued 
to expect teachers’ classroom behaviour to meet existing norms and did lit-
tle to support teachers’ implementation attempts. For example, the teach-
ers in Senegal and Maharashtra both remarked on the tensions that emerged 
when they attempted to carry out the collaborative tasks that the curriculum 
promotes, only to find their head teachers responding with concerns about 
the noise levels and their seeming lack of control in their lessons. This fits 
with Fullan’s (2001: 83) argument that the psychological and sociological 
challenges of change (the risks involved) are not only experienced by teach-
ers, but also by others involved in change implementation, such as school 
principals.

The subjective world of principals is such that many of them suffer from the 
same problem in ‘implementing a new role as facilitator of change’ as do 
teachers in implementing new teaching roles: What the principal should do 
specifically to manage change at the school level is a complex affair for which 
the principal has little preparation. The psychological and sociological prob-
lems of change that confront a principal are at least as great as those that 
confront teachers. Without this sociological sympathy, many principals feel 
exactly the same as teachers do: Other people simply do not seem to under-
stand the problems they face.
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These relationships of support go beyond the school and include the wider 
community. The story from Kenya mirrors many of the others in the con-
stant pressure and anxiety experienced by the teacher, as she tried to balance 
the expectations of the wider community (focus on exam preparation) with 
the demands of the Ministry of Education to teach a curriculum which aims 
to develop learners’ communicative competence. In Vietnam, the expecta-
tions of students, their parents and the school principal, that learning is about 
knowledge input related to the exams, again suggest that there has been insuf-
ficient awareness-raising, about what the new curriculum means for teachers 
and teaching and learning pedagogy, across society at large. The teacher thus 
continues to dictate grammatical notes for her learners because of concerns 
about the loss of face that might result if the students were to go home with 
empty exercise books. Similar tensions can be seen in Poland, where ‘parents 
usually have very firm views on what good teaching of a foreign language 
should look like’ and English teachers feel under pressure to meet paren-
tal expectations. Even in contexts such as the Philippines where mentors/
supervisors exist to provide ongoing support to teachers in schools, unless 
they are supported in making sense of the new, they are likely to continue to 
promote existing classroom practices and behaviours and teachers will con-
tinue to struggle with the dilemma of what is expected of them (Coburn and 
Russell 2008). Where the implementation planning focus remains solely on 
the teacher, and there is insufficient awareness-raising among others involved 
in implementation, teachers will not only be largely unsupported in their 
change efforts, but may also have to struggle with conflicting messages from 
the new curriculum and those tasked with guiding them in using it.

In most cases, there seems to have been insufficient consideration of the 
role of others in providing formal support for teachers, alongside what con-
tent and delivery styles would be appropriate and where and for how long it 
will be needed. The teachers’ stories suggest that where support was provided 
it was limited in terms of time and content and often perceived as inappro-
priate due to its insufficient practical relevance. In some cases (e.g. Vietnam, 
Kenya, India), inadequate support seems to stem from the minimal extent 
to which the trainers themselves have been helped to make sense of the new 
curriculum and their role in the change process. The relationship of support 
between trainers and teachers is crucial since whatever sense they both make 
of any pedagogical change will influence the nature and outcomes of any in-
service provision. Kirkgöz (2008), in a study of 32 teachers in Turkey, found 
that in-service trainers’ understanding of the new English language curric-
ulum had a significant influence on how teachers were able to  implement 
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the new pedagogical practices. The story from Vietnam suggests the same, 
highlighting how in-service or INSET trainers in the Vietnam context ‘were 
people who did not have direct connections or relationships with secondary 
education’ and so were unlikely to have much awareness of either the exist-
ing or new English language curriculum, or the context in which teachers 
were trying to implement it. Such trainers may find it difficult to provide 
appropriate examples and models for teacher learning, and so, like teach-
ers, may decide to avoid the risk of losing face by resorting to what they 
know best—theoretical input delivered in transmission mode. Indeed, as 
Schweisfurth (2013: 66) points out (citing Harber 2002 and Haser and Star 
2009), ‘teacher education is itself rarely learner-centred and therefore creates 
and perpetuates models of authoritarianism’. This only adds to the contex-
tual confusion that teachers have to grapple with.

2.2  Systemic Incoherence

Across the cases, there is evidence that contextual confusion is exacerbated 
by insufficient consideration of the whole interconnected English sub-
ject system before the implementation planning stage. Lack of concern 
for coherence leads to the continuing presence of textbooks, and/or exams 
and initial and in-service teacher education courses that remain inconsist-
ent with the pedagogy and outcomes promoted by new curricula. Teachers’ 
relationships with the professional conflicts which arise as they try to nego-
tiate the various parts of incoherent systems, pose further dilemmas. For 
example, many teachers are trying to comply with the requirements of a 
more communicative pedagogy and to fulfil needs and expectations aris-
ing from (largely unchanged) high-stakes national English exams. In the 
case from China, the pressure that teachers are under becomes clear in the 
teacher’s remarks that ‘exam results [are] the sole indicator of a teacher’s and 
student’s quality’. To abandon prevailing teaching practices which ensure 
exam success in favour of new pedagogy, which may not achieve the same 
results in the same time frame, represents a huge risk for any teacher’s pro-
fessional self-image and status (something we discuss further in Sect. 3). 
The influences of the inconsistency between curriculum and national high-
stakes exams are particularly complex and do not only affect teachers. As 
the China case shows, school leaders and local education authorities are 
also likely to be fearful of responses from their superiors at higher levels of 
the education system and also from parents, if desired exam scores are not 
achieved.
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Similar risks associated with exams are reported in Poland where, 
although the new curriculum has brought freedom of choice to the teacher 
in terms of syllabus and approach, the content of the national Matura exams 
has not changed. Rather than risk being judged a bad teacher by students, 
parents and school authorities by adopting new teaching practices and 
behaviours that may not lead to exam success or meet the expectations of 
others, the teacher feels compelled to resort to familiar and less risky ped-
agogical choices. In Argentina, Poland, West Bengal and Korea, the teach-
ers report that formative assessment approaches have been introduced in an 
attempt to align examinations with curriculum goals. However, with almost 
no support or training for teachers, as Chang in Korea remarks, these have 
been ‘too difficult to implement’. In a context like Argentina, where there 
are no high-stakes exams in English, one might expect the teacher to have 
more opportunities to experiment with formative assessment. Here, though, 
the teacher was constrained by the learners’ desire to continue with familiar 
normative practices of language learning through memorisation of set gram-
matical knowledge, and traditional assessment of the same. These examples 
show that while policy makers may have consciously (or unconsciously) 
extended more freedom to teachers through choices in syllabus and teach-
ing approach and new assessment practices, in reality, the teachers do not 
appear to experience more freedom. Similar to responses reported in a study 
of school reform in Norway (Mellegård and Petterson, 2016: 187), increased 
freedom seems to add to teachers’ burden with more ‘decision making, 
responsibility, anxiety about not doing things the right way…’.

Further contextual confusion arises from apparent lack of ‘fit’ between 
new textbooks and the goals of the curriculum they were supposed to sup-
port. Since most teachers in most contexts do not have access to the offi-
cial curriculum documents, the textbook becomes ‘the change’, and in that 
sense, will influence how teachers make sense of any new pedagogical prac-
tices. This was particularly evident in the context of the teacher working in 
Maharashtra in India. Where support to interpret the textbook is limited, 
it is perhaps unsurprising that most teachers report sticking to familiar 
activities. This fits with findings from a recent study in Japan (Humphries 
2014; Humphries and Burns 2015) where teachers’ struggles to imple-
ment a new English language course book at tertiary level were exacerbated 
by a lack of any formal training. As previously mentioned, the teachers 
in Poland, Cuba, Argentina and Senegal were encouraged to choose and 
adapt their materials/textbooks/syllabus, yet with limited support or train-
ing, this initiative appeared little more than a ‘superficial decentralization’. 
Indeed, the teacher in Poland remarked that despite freedom that the new  
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curriculum afforded her in designing her own syllabus, with insufficient 
 support, the risks of such freedom were too great and so she relied on more 
traditional textbooks as a kind of comfort.

Rushed implementation has, in many contexts, led to incoherent in-service 
provision for teachers, as discussed previously, and also a failure to  consider 
the need to review and adapt the curricular content of initial pre-service 
teacher education modules. These remain as they were before curriculum 
change, potentially adding to (future) teachers’ feelings of confusion and anx-
iety about the inconsistent messages they are getting from different ‘official’ 
sources. For example, the Kenyan case reports that:

the content and process of ELTE [English language teacher education] fails to 
prepare trainee teachers for what the ELT curriculum expects them to be able 
to do once they are appointed.

3  Risk

The sense of risk associated with implementation evident in many of the sto-
ries in this volume is closely linked to aspects of temporal dissonance and 
consequent contextual confusion discussed above. Due to the interrelated 
nature of our three themes, aspects of risk have already been touched on; 
however, in this section, we discuss this issue in greater depth. The peda-
gogical shift implicit in the new curricula described in the case studies, asks 
teachers to abandon many of the classroom practices and behaviours they 
are familiar with for new approaches that are less familiar, and which pose 
a potential threat to their professional self-perceptions and their profes-
sional relationships with others, or what Blacker and Shinim (1984) term 
their ‘key meanings’. In the rush to implement national change, most of 
the teachers felt a sense of compulsion to try to integrate the new pedagogi-
cal practices into their classroom teaching, despite the fact that they were 
usually still trying to make sense of what was expected of them. Many of 
the narratives expressed feelings of uncertainty and anxiety as the teachers 
tried to balance the challenges of existing normative conceptions of a good 
teacher with the changes to these conceptions implied by curriculum change 
goals. The resulting feelings of vulnerability, arising from a fear of public 
failure and/or losing control over what happens in the classroom, are con-
sistent with the findings in other studies of educational curriculum change 
from around the world (e.g. Porter et al. 2015; Le Fevre 2015; van Veen and 
Sleegers 2006; Zembylas 2010).
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The teachers’ stories suggest that the relationships they have with  others, 
who are tasked with supporting implementation, are rarely built on trust, 
support or collaboration, but are rather relationships of compliance—
change being something that has to be done in order to follow policy 
 directives. In a ‘culture of compliance’ (Yin et al. 2014), emotional  empathy 
can be difficult to foster. In the hierarchical structure typical of most 
 education systems, such a culture of compliance is encouraged from top to 
bottom. Many of the teachers’ mixed emotions about curriculum change 
thus emanate from their ‘crisis of positionality’ (Goodson 2014), their lack 
of agency and their inability to get their voices heard within the school and/
or wider educational system. The teacher in China exemplifies this clearly.

We are the lowest-ranked. How can we question the system? How can we 
change the system from the bottom level? Our voice will fall into oblivion.

Many of the teachers’ stories in this volume reflect the exclusion from any 
meaningful participation in curriculum planning also experienced by  teachers 
in another study in Jordan (Al-Daami and Wallace 2007).

Feelings of loss and concern about declining professional self-efficacy were 
evident in many of the teachers’ stories, again similar to accounts from the 
wider educational change literature (Kelchtermans 2005, 2009; Gao 2008). 
Most teachers in this volume were required to make changes to normative 
values and attitudes to teaching and learning unsupported, and felt a strong 
sense of isolation (e.g. Maharashtra, Argentina, Senegal, Poland). Isolation 
also extends to feeling unable to express negative emotions about the 
changes teachers are obliged to implement and the inconsistencies in mes-
sages that they are receiving. This was particularly noticeable in the account 
from China where Yan comments that:

the limited opportunity for her [the teacher] to express her feelings has 
severely undermined her sense of efficacy. She refrained from disclosing her 
feelings to her colleagues for fear of causing disharmony with colleagues.

The ensuing uncertainty surrounding feelings of loss, isolation and profes-
sional efficacy can lead teachers to question their own professional identity, 
in terms of their continuing capacity to know and do what a good teacher 
should know and do (Gao 2008), and/or to feel that their capacity is being 
questioned by those around them (colleagues, school heads, parents). The feel-
ings of risk and vulnerability that can result, perhaps inevitably, push teachers, 
as in the Vietnamese example, towards teaching in familiar ways that they feel 
confident about, and which match contextual norms of good teaching.
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Perceptions of risk and concomitant negative emotions associated with 
making changes to long-standing classroom practices and behaviours are not 
confined to teachers. The cases from China, Poland, Korea, Kenya, Argentina 
suggest that learners too may feel uncomfortable with new ways of working 
and new classroom learning and teaching roles, particularly if they share their 
teacher’s anxieties about apparent mismatches between practices promoted by 
a new curriculum and those needed to succeed in high-stakes exams.

Issues of time, the resultant contextual confusion, and the consequent 
sense of personal risk, place teachers very much on the front line of a more 
or less explicit ‘conflict’ between the existing ‘cultural ecology’ (Padwad 
and Dixit Chap. 6) and the new, largely unknown ‘culture’ of curriculum 
change. Thus, while teachers might express a desire to change their peda-
gogical practices in line with the requirements of a new curriculum, (and a 
few teachers may be making a ‘shuffle’ (Grassick 2016) towards more com-
municative teaching and learning), in reality the professional and emotional 
struggles and risks involved in adjusting classroom behaviours to curriculum 
goals are considerable. It is therefore unsurprising that teachers continue to 
teach according to pre-existing norms, thereby fitting into their surrounding 
‘ecology’ more comfortably.

Only those teachers who have the confidence and courage to take risks 
appear to attempt to resist the pull of the status quo. The stories of change 
in this volume describe many such teachers. Their confidence is perhaps 
due to their greater understanding of the changes as a result of involvement 
over time in initial implementation planning, materials writing and train-
ing design and/or their personal access to particularly effective formal and/or 
informal support. Yet what their stories also highlight is that even these ‘spe-
cial’ teachers are struggling with change and so it is likely that for the vast 
majority of other English teachers who are perhaps ‘less special’, the struggle 
is even greater.

4  What Messages Emerge from the 
Teachers’ Stories?

The stories in this volume have helped to foreground accounts of teachers 
coping with TESOL curriculum change; what change means for them, what 
sense they see others around them making of the change process and how 
the extent and types of understanding that they experience from those in 
different layers of the system help (or hinder) their attempts to cope with 
the pedagogical shift required of them. Their stories have helped us better 
understand some of the systemic factors that help to explain why teachers 
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see change as risky and thus why, often decades after TESOL curriculum 
changes have been introduced, it is still so rare to see visible evidence of suc-
cessful curriculum change, in the form of the hoped-for new ‘teaching and 
learning practices, in thousands and thousands of classrooms’ (Levin and 
Fullan 2008: 291).

The teachers’ stories demonstrate how insufficient understanding of, and so 
support for, the challenges that the changes pose, result from temporal disso-
nance which contributes to contextual confusion, which in turn generates and 
increases teachers’ feelings of risk. However, the stories are not all of doom 
and gloom, and we are not advocating a continuation of the ‘misery research’ 
(McLaughlin 2006) prevalent in the curriculum change literature over the 
last 30 years. The story from the Philippines, in contrast to most other cases, 
highlights strategies related to effective communication across, and supportive 
relationships within, the various layers of their education system which helped 
to mitigate some of the negative effects mentioned above. The story from 
Cuba suggests an education system that is also working towards system-wide 
communication. Similar successful strategies have been mentioned by Karavas 
(2014) in her report on primary ELT innovation in Greece.

National level, state system, curriculum innovation is a complex process, 
largely because its success depends on the coordinated responses of such a 
large number of people. If parents are included, the people directly or indi-
rectly affected may represent a majority of any given population. ‘Learning’ 
about what the changes are, why they are desirable and what they may imply 
for how one performs one’s role is thus necessary not only for teachers, but 
also for everyone else who is affected across the system (and to a more lim-
ited extent beyond it).

Wedell and Malderez (2013) assert that any change initiative requires 
‘parallel learning’ across stakeholders at all levels of an education system, 
throughout the planning and implementation stages in order to  maximise 
support and minimise contextual confusion. Davis and Sumara (2006;  
and with D’Amour, 2012) suggest that successful education systems are 
‘nested learning systems’, systems which enable a flow of information 
between their layers, through multidirectional channels of communication. 
For large-scale national change programmes, the teachers’ experiences here 
suggest that it would be worthwhile for planners and policy makers to make 
efforts to ‘learn’ from local stakeholder representatives (teachers, school 
heads, teacher educators, parents) at the change initiation stage for two main 
reasons. Firstly, such ‘learning’ would raise their awareness of existing cul-
tural and material realities in the many local contexts in which they hope  
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to implement their change, and so become able to plan and time 
 implementation in a manner that limits contextual confusion. Secondly, 
it would begin to develop the sense of stakeholder involvement in, under-
standing of, and perhaps even commitment to the change process, that will 
be needed if implementation is to lead to classroom change.

For example, the teacher in the Philippines’ change context feels that she 
is coping because ‘she has been involved IN the change process through her 
roles as a teacher, teacher trainer and textbook writer’. Vilches argues that 
genuinely involving teachers in discussions at the initial stages of an innova-
tion is likely to ensure that their concerns at the classroom level are taken 
into consideration.

Similarly, in Greece, Karavas (2014) found that part of the success of 
the new primary English curriculum could be attributed to the conscious 
attempts made by the programme planners to involve teachers in the cur-
riculum development process and ‘to set up efficient communication and 
support networks with all stakeholders’ (p. 247).

The case from Cuba also suggests a move towards more system-wide 
thinking, since it is now national policy to provide opportunities for stake-
holders at different levels to voice their thoughts and opinions about any 
new educational initiative that is being introduced,

meetings are held with the board of directors from each province, munici-
pality and school to explain and gather opinions about any new change that 
needs to be introduced.

As yet teachers’ voices remain under-represented.
However, as the Argentinian case warns, such consultation is only worth-

while if it is more than tokenistic. Policy makers and planners need to clearly 
demonstrate that they understand the importance of learning from and 
about those who will (in various roles) be responsible for implementation.

Of course, given the large numbers of more and less central stakeholders 
in any education system, it will never to be practical to actively consult eve-
ryone whom the change affects. There thus needs to be careful planning of 
the mechanics and logistics of initial stakeholder consultations, especially in 
geographical contexts such as the Philippines where there is:

…a huge population of teachers, … whose geographical divisions into island 
groups can impinge on resources for communication dissemination and peo-
ple mobility.
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Time spent on shared learning, prior to making final decisions about imple-
mentation planning, has the potential to lessen the temporal dissonance we 
refer to above, through bringing planners and policy makers more clearly 
face-to-face with the challenges that a proposed change represents for stake-
holders in different parts of the country. Greater understanding of these 
challenges potentially allows for (more) realistic implementation planning 
timetables, which are able to lessen contextual incoherence and include 
(more) appropriate national and local awareness-raising and support provi-
sion for stakeholder groups in different areas.

Making the development of structures and communication systems to 
enable shared learning a normal part of curriculum change planning would 
itself represent a complex change for most education systems. It would 
require radical adjustment to the current top-down stance of those respon-
sible for leading education systems at national and local level. However, 
given the enormous global financial and human investment over decades on 
largely unsuccessful attempts to enable state system learners to obtain tan-
gible benefit from their time spent in TESOL classrooms, increased invest-
ment in developing systems to support shared learning would surely be time 
and money well spent.
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Further Reading

Although each chapter has a comprehensive list of references, we thought it 
would be helpful to those readers, interested in exploring and engaging with 
the themes that emerged from the teachers’ stories more deeply, to suggest 
some key literature.

Curriculum Change Planning

• Fullan, M. (2007). The new meaning of educational change (4th edition). 
London and New York. Routledge.

Fullan is one of the key authors on curriculum change and a useful start-
ing point would be this book which provides an accessible account of the 
stages involved in bringing about change from initiation through to institu-
tionalisation. Fullan identifies some of the reasons why curriculum change 
might not succeed as intended and calls for more focus on the people 
involved in the change process. One of his key points is the need to rec-
ognise that educational change involves ‘reculturing’; learning new ways of 
doing and thinking and behaving. It is interesting that he first made this call 
in the first edition of this book in the 1980s and thirty years later, it remains 
a key argument in this fourth edition.

• Levin, B. and Fullan, M. (2008). Learning about systems renewal. Educa-
tional Management Administration and Leadership, 36(2): 289–303.
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This article argues that successful educational change requires consider-
able effort over time. It also emphasises the need for coherence across the 
different parts/levels/people operating within an educational system. They 
argue that unless all these parts and people share, as much as possible, 
the same goals and purpose, educational change is unlikely to happen as 
intended.

• Wedell, M. (2009). Planning for educational change. London: Continuum.

Wedell’s book provides an interesting overview of curriculum change 
planning in English language teaching and learning contexts. It starts with 
an analysis of the stages of curriculum change planning and implementation 
and the kinds of issues that are likely to arise. The latter part of the book 
provides case studies of English language curriculum innovation which have 
been less successful, with a discussion as to why this might be.

Three themes that emerged from the teachers’ stories in this volume are 
time, contextual confusion and risk.

Time

Both Fullan and Wedell (above) mention the importance of the recognition 
of the time and effort involved in any curriculum change. The titles below 
provide more specific reading on some of the issue related to time.

• Wang, D. (2011). The dilemma of time: Student-centred teaching in the 
rural classroom in China. Teaching and Teacher Education, 27: 157–164.

In this article, Wang describes how a move to more learner-centred ped-
agogy in general education in China created significant pressures of time 
for the teachers. Many of the struggles faced by the teachers in this study 
(increased work load/ pressure to cover the syllabus/lack of understanding by 
planners about what the changes might mean for teachers and learners) are 
likely to resonate with readers around the world.

• Alexander, R. (2000). Culture and pedagogy. Oxford and Malden: Black-
well Publishers Ltd.

Alexander provides a different take on the issue of time in relation to 
learner-centred pedagogy. His book describes and analyses teaching and 
learning at primary level in three different cultural contexts—England, 
France, India, Russia and the USA. He highlights the role that culture plays 
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in existing practices and behaviours in the classroom in terms of student–
teacher interaction and the overall pace of the lesson. His account of pri-
mary teaching in India shows the dilemma that a teacher may have in trying 
to incorporate more time-consuming learner-centred approaches into a 
tightly packed and fast-paced lesson.

Contextual Confusion

Our discussion around contextual confusion highlighted the mismatch and 
systemic inconsistencies that often exist between new ‘communicative’ cur-
ricula and the existing conceptions of teaching and learning held by those 
working in education and within the broader society. There are numerous 
studies from around the world which provide evidence and interesting read-
ing of such contextual confusion, many of which have been referred to in 
the chapters in this volume. One article that might be a useful starting point 
is listed below. From this, you may be able to identify particular case studies 
from the reference list to explore further.

• Schweisfurth, M. (2011). Learner-centred education in developing coun-
try contexts: From solution to problem? International Journal of Educa-
tional Development, 31: 425–435.

This article provides a systematic review of 72 articles on curriculum 
change from the International Journal of Educational Change. Schweisfurth 
highlights the issues reported in implementing more learner-centred peda-
gogies in various contexts and discusses some of the implications. Although 
most of the studies Schweisfurth analyses are not focused on English lan-
guage education, the issues and challenges that arise from them clearly relate 
to many English language curriculum change contexts.

Risk

There is relatively little in the curriculum change literature that focuses on 
the idea of risk and emotions, despite the widespread recognition of the role 
of teachers in the change process. As Hargreaves (a key author on teacher 
emotions) has attested, this continues to be an area that is under-researched 
and this is particularly true in the context of English language education.
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• Le Fevre, D.M. (2015). Barriers to implementing pedagogical change: 
The role of teachers’ perceptions of risk. Teaching and Teacher Education, 
38: 56–64.

This article provides a fascinating account of the kinds of risks teachers are 
exposed to during a pedagogical change, why these might be risks, and how 
teachers deal with them. Le Fevre’s study looks at teachers in the USA, but 
what she discusses has implications for most teacher change contexts around 
the world.

• C. Day and Lee, J. C-K. (Eds) (2011). New understandings of teacher’s 
work: Emotions and educational change. Dordrecht, Heidelberg, London 
and New York: Springer.

This edited volume provides a number of interesting chapters on the emo-
tional side of curriculum change. One of the chapters authored by Zembylas 
is particularly noteworthy.
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