
Activity Resources


Activity Resource 2

Transformations of curriculum innovation: dimensions of analysis

The following is a summary of the analysis of the STTIS research about the factors that affect transformations of curriculum innovation. This research was based on a variety of different kinds of curriculum innovation, of which the work on computer modelling considered in these workshops was a part. In the first part of the workshop, you considered four different kinds of factors related to the nature of transformations: Content, Beliefs about learning, Values, and Contexts, customs and constraints. These factors cannot be seen in isolation, however, and there is overlap between them. In the analysis, three broad dimensions will be discussed. [The links to the activities in the first workshop are given in parentheses.]

· The relationship to accepted subject content [Section C]

· Teachers’ convictions (beliefs about learning, and values) [Sections D and E]

· Teachers’ habitual practices, and those expected of them (contexts, customs and constraints) [Section F]

The relationship to accepted subject content

An important issue is teachers’ concern for the match of an innovation to existing syllabus content. This is especially true in the cases where the ‘up-take’ of an innovation is optional. The innovation is easier to accept when the content-distance between the ‘new’ and ‘old’ knowledge is rather small. Moreover, innovations are easier to accept if they address:

· Curriculum areas not presently taught but which teachers would value. (Note that in many systems this would involve the development of new curricula so that work on these new areas would not be seen as distracting from the syllabus content).

· Those curriculum areas currently taught but where teachers believe that present methods are ineffective. Experimentation is more likely to be viewed as reasonable if what exists is felt not to be good.

How may the ‘new’ be seen in relation to the ‘old’. The following two kinds of transformation were observed in the research:

‘New’ is considered as an add-on to the ‘old’. The innovation is ‘added to’ rather than ‘substituted for’ something else. In this case, certain ideas of the innovation are included, but the adoption of the general framework of the innovation is ignored or deferred and thus possible contradictions between the new and the old are ignored.  There is a good deal of switching between using the innovation and not using it depending on the context. ‘Old’ and familiar contexts attract ‘old’ and familiar strategies.  

The ‘new’ becomes like the ‘old’. Teachers transform the use of an innovation to one as close as possible to a more traditional structure of content. The existing framework remains unchanged, and the new ideas are adapted so that they may be accommodated within it. 

The teacher’s perception of the degree to which an innovation ‘fits’ the required subject content is critical to its acceptance. If the fit is not good enough, the use of the innovation will be transformed to make the fit closer. Where the innovation carries with it both a new ‘tool’ and new subject matter, and the latter is too far from what a teacher expects or understands, both are likely to be transformed. But against this, there are some successful ‘curriculum packages’ which put together new tools, contents and practices in a convincing way. 

Teachers’ convictions (beliefs about learning, and values)

It is striking that, when asked, most of the teachers in the case studies express strong convictions and beliefs about what should be taught in the classroom, and about what can facilitate learning and engage students. It seems that teachers develop strong views, on which they act, and any proposal which runs counter to those views is unlikely to succeed. In consequence any proposal for the use of an innovation is likely to meet objections on the grounds of some conviction, which will have to be overcome if the proposal is to succeed. Some characteristic kinds of conviction are:

Convictions about goals for students: Teachers, as one would expect, have strong views about what ideas can be taught with a particular age of pupils. It was not the case that all teachers agreed about what would be easier or more appropriate with a particular age of pupils; nevertheless, they seemed to repeatedly appeal to this notion of easiness or appropriateness for their students, when they talked about using a particular approach. 

Convictions about time: The notion of time, whether this was preparation time for the teachers, preparation time for the pupils, or teaching time that an innovation would require, was an important consideration for the teachers. This played an important role when the implementation of an innovation was considered optional by the teachers.

Teachers’ habitual practices, and those expected of them (contexts, customs and constraints)

Every case study shows a teacher trying to achieve a fit between the use of the innovation, and the habitual classroom practices with which that teacher and his or her class are familiar. 

Old resources and practices: Where the innovation itself was not accompanied by detailed guidelines or teaching material to use, the intentions of the innovation were liable not to survive into the actual teaching event when they were in conflict with or marginal to the teacher’s practices. 

Integration of the innovation into the teaching process: The extent to which an innovation is integrated with other teaching materials varies widely. Innovation may be isolated from the curriculum, and may happen as single ‘one-off’ lessons. On the other hand, innovations may be integrated cautiously, through small-scale integration of new ideas into old materials.

Examinations and syllabus requirements: It seems to be of paramount importance that teachers perceive the innovation as addressing or helping towards fulfilling the examination syllabus requirements. 
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