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PREFACE 
 

The overview study ‘Perspectives on Curriculum Change’ has been commissioned by the Netherlands 

Initiative for Education Research (NRO) with the overall aim of collecting evidence for the design of a 

strategy for curriculum change that aligns with the review of the curriculum frameworks for primary 

and secondary education which is currently under way. 

First, a systematic literature study was carried out to learn what fundamental tensions and trade-offs 

should be taken into account in light of the current Dutch curriculum review. This resulted in six 

themes with questions and dilemmas that were discussed with experts who were invited based on 

their track records and expertise regarding large-scale curriculum change. Synthesis of the literature 

study findings and the expert discussions yielded a proposed theory of change for the Dutch context. 

The authors are grateful to NRO for the opportunity to conduct this investigation, as well to those 

who provided valuable comments and remarks. They also wish to thank the curriculum experts for 

generously sharing their knowledge and insights.  

It is hoped that the findings of this study will be supportive for discussions regarding curriculum 

change strategies for the Dutch context. 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION AND DESIGN OF THE STUDY 
 

1.1 Aim of the study and theoretical framework 
This overview study has been commissioned by the Netherlands Initiative for Education Research 

(NRO) with the overall aim of collecting evidence for the design of a curriculum change strategy that 

aligns with the current review of the Dutch curriculum frameworks. The integral review is taking place 

of all curriculum frameworks for all subjects and learning areas in Dutch primary and secondary 

education. The review has a twofold aim: (i) to provide a substantive update of and more coherence 

in and among the curriculum frameworks, and (ii) to offer clearer guidance and better support to 

teachers, school leaders and other stakeholders for curriculum enactment efforts in schools and 

classrooms.  

In this overview study, we define a curriculum as a plan for student learning (cf. Taba, 1962). 

The literature often makes a distinction between the intended curriculum (ideals about learning and 

teaching that are often documented in frameworks), the implemented curriculum (ways in which 

teachers interpret the plans and enact them in the classroom process) and the attained curriculum 

(what students experience and learn during the classroom process). Following this classification 

(already proposed in 1977 by Fullan and Pomfret), the curriculum review refers to the revision of the 

intended curriculum. Teachers hold a key position in the implementation of a curriculum (Stenhouse, 

1975). When teachers make actual changes in their teaching, we speak of an implemented or enacted 

curriculum.  

Curriculum reform comprises the review of the curriculum frameworks as well as all related 

change processes. During processes preceding actual classroom changes, the ideals and principles 

behind the intended curriculum need to spread, teachers need to gain ownership and need to ensure 

that the teaching and learning processes (including the associated attainment targets and final 

attainment levels) are maintained in a sustainable manner (Coburn, 2003). The curriculum change 

processes that are required for this to happen include all activities that teachers, school leaders as well 

as other partners in the education system carry out during the review of the intended curriculum as 

well as activities that are performed to support actual changes in schools and classrooms (Goodlad, 

Klein & Tye, 1979; Van den Akker, 2003). On the one hand, this requires that teachers, school leaders 

and other partners need to have opportunities to contribute to and explore the meaning of the review 

for curriculum enactment in schools and classrooms. On the other hand, this requires that teachers, 

school leaders and other actors get to an understanding what they can contribute to the curriculum 

change process (Nieveen, Sluijsmans & van den Akker, 2014). The other actors can contribute by 

working directly with teachers (for example when teachers follows a professional development 

program related to new elements in the curriculum framework). Their contributions can also be more 

indirect, organized further away from teachers (for instance when school leaders discuss the intentions 

of the new curriculum frameworks with the sector councils). This implies that curriculum change 

processes will comprise chains of contributing activities that system partners (inside and outside the 

school) perform. Partners who initiate such interventions will interact with other partners who in turn 

initiate interventions of their own. The interventions in such a chain are often aimed at increasing 

understanding, support and willingness to take action and can be of a human, material or structural 

nature (McKenney, 2017).  

The characteristics of a curriculum change process are not only determined by the essence, 

scope and legal basis of a curriculum review and its actors. Also the curriculum policy of a 
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country/jurisdiction, largely determines the type of support (open or more prescriptive) that partners 

in the education system can or will need to provide. In literature two extremes are being distinguished, 

i.e. centralized or decentralized curriculum policies (Leat, Livingston, & Priestley, 2013). Usually, when 

the curriculum policy of a country/jurisdiction is highly centralized, the goals, contents, learning 

materials are prescribed in detail by the government and it is ensured that education adheres to the 

regulations through testing, examination and inspection. This type of curriculum regulation fits a 

fidelity approach towards curriculum implementation. Teachers are supported in such a way that they 

implement the curriculum as faithfully as possible. In the other extreme, the curriculum policy of a 

country/jurisdiction is decentralized. Here the government refrains from regulation and control. A 

decentralized curriculum policy provides room for context-specific revisions. The support of teachers 

takes place via an "enactment" approach. The curriculum policy of a country determines to a large 

degree the need for and feasibility of interventions by partners in the curriculum change process. 

 

This overview study aimed to inform a theory of change (or foundation) for the actual change strategy 

that will be required in relation to the Dutch integral curriculum review. A theory of change is a graphic 

representation of interventions that usually depict inputs, processes and mechanisms as well as yields, 

including immediate benefits and/or more long term outcomes (Greene, 2018; Jones & Rosenberg, 

2018). In order to reach this aim, evidence of tensions and trade-offs of curriculum change 

interventions have been collected and discussed. The researchers were challenged not only to look for 

contexts that are similar to the Dutch situation, but to also explore what happens in other contexts in 

order to be able to derive principles that may apply to many different contexts.  

 

1.2 Research questions and research design 
This study had as an overarching research question: What fundamental tensions and trade-offs should 

be taken into account when designing a theory of change for the upcoming Dutch curriculum review? 

In order to answer this overall question, the following sub-questions have been posed: 

SQ1: What are, in general, potentially effective (elements of) large-scale curriculum change 

processes in basic education (age 4-18 years)? 

SQ2: How do, in general, large-scale curriculum change processes (in particular regarding integrated 

curriculum revisions) develop in basic education (age 4-18 years), both at the national level 

and at the school level? 

SQ3:  For the Netherlands, what are potentially effective interventions to promote and realize 

curriculum change in schools and classrooms? 

 

The overview study consisted of a systematic literature review (SQ 1 and SQ 2) and (international) 

expert panels (SQ 3). Moreover, two handbooks in the curriculum domain (Handbook of curriculum 

and instruction and Handbook of curriculum, pedagogy and assessment) have been hand searched. 

This resulted in 14 chapters (see reference list) that have been summarized and used as background 

information.  
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Table 1 shows a summary of the research questions and activities. For more details on the design of 

the literature review and the panels, please refer to chapters 2 and 5 respectively.  

 

Table 1 

Summary of the research questions and activities 

 Sub questions Research activities 

SQ
 1

 

What are, in general, potentially effective (elements of) large-scale 

curriculum change processes in basic education? 

 

Step 1: Systematic literature review 

→ SQ 1: key elements based on ‘input-

process-yield’ within context 

→ SQ 2: linking separate elements towards 

change 

SQ
 2

 

How do, in general, large-scale curriculum change processes (in 

particular regarding integral curriculum revisions) develop in basic 

education, both at the national level and at the school level? 

SQ
 3

 

For the Netherlands, what are potentially effective interventions to 

promote and realize curriculum change in schools and classrooms? 

Step 2: Expert panels 

- International and Dutch experts 

- Final synthesis 

 

 

1.3 The content of this report 
First of all the report presents the design (chapter 2) and outcomes (chapter 3) of the systematic 

literature review regarding SQ1 and SQ2 and the questions and dilemmas that were found based on 

these empirical findings (chapter 4). These questions and dilemmas fed into the expert panel 

discussions, leading to recommendations for the Dutch curriculum reform context (SQ3). The design 

and findings of the expert panels are presented in chapter 5. Finally, chapter 6 addresses the main 

conclusion of this study in the form of a tentative theory of change. 
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CHAPTER 2. SYSTEMATIC LITERATURE REVIEW: METHOD 
 

As a first step in collecting evidence for the design of a strategy for curriculum change in primary and 

secondary education in the Netherlands and to learn what fundamental tensions and trade-offs should 

be taken into account when developing a theory of change for the current Dutch curriculum change 

efforts, a systematic literature review has been carried out. This chapter offers the procedure that we 

followed in this systematic literature review. 

 

2.1 Search strategies and information sources  
To retrieve all studies on large-scale curriculum change in primary and secondary education, the most 

important concepts of the research question were determined. These were “large scale”, “curriculum 

change”, “professional development” and “primary/secondary education”. For each concept, a 

literature and a thesaurus search were performed to find synonyms in both English and Dutch. For the 

concept of curriculum change for instance, examples were “renewal”, “reform” and “implementation”. 

The final search string can be found in appendix A.  

 

Three databases indexing journals in the social sciences were systematically searched for peer-

reviewed studies and dissertations on November 24th, 2020: ERIC, Scopus and Web of Science. The 

search was limited to 2000-present, because of the assumption that more recent studies would 

describe more recent reforms, and that information about these reforms would be more suitably 

connect to the current situation in the Netherlands. The cut-off was also set because of time 

constraints for the research period. In total, 917 articles were identified. Figure 2 details the results of 

the literature search and the elimination process (adapted from Moher et al., 2009).  

 

Table 2 

Inclusion Criteria  

Articles should have been published in English or Dutch 

Articles should have been published in the year 2000 or later 

Articles should have been published as peer-reviewed journal articles 

Articles should have reported on primary or secondary education 

Articles should have described the process of curriculum reform 

The curriculum described should have been mandated by government 

Articles should have described interaction between macro, meso or micro levels 

*Reform must have been presented in five articles at minimum1 

*Total reform corpus must contain information about the change process, the effects and ownership 

 

 
1 Starred inclusion criteria were added in a later stage.  
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2.2 Inclusion of studies 
After removing duplicates, the titles and abstracts of the studies were screened based on the inclusion 

criteria. Figure 1 provides a summary of the literature search and exclusion and inclusion of the studies. 

After the first screening, which was based on the first five inclusion criteria, it was decided that the 

unit of analysis would be the curriculum reform (or change), and not the study. To achieve this goal, 

two extra inclusion criteria were added. In the next screening stage, country information of every of 

the 258 remaining studies was extracted and tallied up, and all countries present in less than five 

studies in the dataset were excluded2. This left twelve countries in the dataset: Sweden (5 studies), 

Korea (5 studies), Finland (5 studies), Japan (6 studies), Indonesia (9 studies), Taiwan (11 studies), 

Australia (15 studies), South Africa (19 studies), Turkey (21 studies), England (28 studies), China (33 

studies) and the USA (39 studies). 

 

Figure 1  

PRISMA Flow Diagram of Literature Search and Exclusion and Inclusion of Studies 

 

 
 

 
2 This meant that Afghanistan, Albania, Argentina, Belgium, Botswana, Canada, Czech Republic, Estonia, Laos, Macedonia, 
Mongolia, Italy, Jamaica, Namibia, Nepal, Nigeria, Pakistan, Peru, Philippines, Portugal, Qatar, Russia, Rwanda, South Korea, 
Uganda and Vietnam were all excluded (all one study). It also led to the exclusion of Bangladesh, Germany, Greece, India, 
Israel, Kenya, Latvia, Lesotho, Malawi, Romania, Saudi Arabia, Sri Lanka and Switzerland (two studies), East Timor, Malaysia 
and New Zealand (three studies) and Hong Kong, Ireland, the Netherlands, Norway, Scotland, Singapore, Thailand and 
Zimbabwe (four studies). 
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Of these countries, all full-texts (165) were assessed for eligibility and to determine the described 

curriculum reform (because in the dataset for every country, there were still several reforms present). 

After this stage, 79 studies were excluded, consisting of 25 reforms in total. These excluded studies 

contained the full datasets for Japan, Korea and Sweden, because they did not have any reform in the 

dataset that made it to the inclusion criteria of minimum of five studies; and several studies from 

included countries for which some reforms did not have enough studies in the dataset. The final 

dataset consisted of 86 studies, composed of nine reforms in nine countries, that could be included in 

the systematic literature review (listed in table 4 chapter 4). 

All of the studies located during the search were screened by three junior researchers, using 

the inclusion criteria presented in Table 2. Studies were excluded if they used any other language than 

English or Dutch, if they were not peer-reviewed and if they did not describe the process of large-scale 

curriculum reform in primary or secondary education. Further, studies describing curriculum 

implementation by any initiative other than government (such as researcher-initiated 

implementations) were excluded, as were studies not reporting on the interaction between several 

levels of stakeholders. Finally, for a reform to be included, a minimum of at least five studies was set. 

This was done both for reasons of time constraints and because individual studies turned out to give 

very fragmented views of the implemented reforms, the total reform corpus (all of the combined 

studies about a certain curriculum reform) had to contain information about the processes, the effects 

and ownership of the reform.  

 

2.3 Data extraction and analysis 
Data from the studies were systematically extracted for every individual study using a logic model 

(appendix B). Every junior researcher was responsible for the extraction of several reforms so that 

extraction would already take place in context of the reform. During the extraction phase, the junior 

researchers met regularly to discuss and resolve questions. After extracting all of the study data, the 

data for every individual reform was combined, analyzed and interpreted by teams consisting of one 

junior and one senior researcher, consistently discussing questions, findings and results with the other 

researchers. Every reform was analyzed for the salient themes.  
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CHAPTER 3. SYSTEMATIC LITERATURE REVIEW: RESULTS  
 

3.1 Description of the corpus 
The final corpus for the systematic literature review included nine curriculum reforms in the following 

nine countries: Australia, China, England, Finland, Indonesia, South Africa, Taiwan, Turkey, USA. Table 

3 lists the reforms that were included in the data set. 

 

Table 3 

List of the included reforms in the data set (in alphabetical order of countries) 

Australia  The New National Curriculum (2010) 

China  China's New National Curriculum Reform (2000-2006) 

England  National Curriculum (2014-2016) 

Finland  Core Curriculum Reform (2014) 

Indonesia Curriculum 2013 

South Africa Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (2012) 

Taiwan  2001/2003 reform 

Turkey  2005 reform 

USA  Next Generation Science Standards (2013) 

 

In the remainder of this chapter, we will provide for each reform an overview in poster format and a 

two or three-page snapshot of the context of the reform, the intentions, processes and outcomes of 

the reform and what the studies reveal about the reform.  

Important to note is that the country briefs have been written on the basis of the information found 

in the journal articles. The research budget did not allow for case study activities, such as interviewing 

country experts or site visits. In case readers would be interested in any of these reforms, we would 

advise to contact experts in the specific country for follow-up information. 

The sources for some of these briefs include secondary sources (e.g. Wikipedia, Ministry 

websites, white papers) when additional context information was required to understand the contents 

of articles in our data set. These were only used to provide information on country-specific practices 

to help interpret the article findings and were not analyzed on their own. These kinds of sources are 

indicated in footnotes at the bottom of each page.  
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3.2 Australia: The New National Curriculum (2010) 
 

3.2.1 Background information 
For a long time, the individual states in Australia were responsible for the development of curricula, 

standards and exams. In 2007, this sub-national responsibility moved towards national responsibility 

by forming a new national body: the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority 

(ACARA) (Musofer & Lingard, 2020).  This body first introduced national standards and testing for 

literacy and numeracy (NAPLAN testing) (Casinader, 2016). In addition, they made teacher professional 

development (PD) a requirement of teacher accreditation (Fitzgerald, Danaia, and McKinnon, 2019). 

Even though control at the national level increased, the individual states remained responsible for 

schooling and the implementation of the new standards, and for organizing PD, because the 

government continued to recognize the large differences between states (e.g., cultural differences 

between Indigenous and non-Indigenous cultures) and wanted to provide room to the states to adapt 

new policies to their own context (Musofer & Lingard, 2020).  

 

3.2.2 The national curriculum reform 
Next to introducing national standards for literacy and numeracy, ACARA also created a national 

curriculum. ACARA developed this curriculum in 2010, based on requested expert-drafted framing 

papers, bureaucrat-crafted shaping papers, and curriculum framework drafts (Musofer & Lingard, 

2020). ACARA kept making adjustments and refinements until there was agreement by all states 

(Musofer & Lingard, 2020). With the national curriculum, the government and ACARA aimed to deal 

with the globalization pressures by placing a greater emphasis on future education and hence on 

inquiry-based learning, sustainability, and critical and creative thinking skills (Paynter & Bruce, 2014).  

In the dataset of studies that focused on the curriculum reform in Australia, four salient themes were 

identified: 1) Content within reform policies, 2) Communication of implementation process, 3) Teacher 

support for translation to practice, and 4) Leadership within schools.  

 

3.2.3 What the studies reveal  
Content within curriculum documents 

The new curriculum embodied a three-part design consisting of a) eight learning areas, b) seven 

general capabilities, and c) three cross-curriculum priorities (e.g. Sustainability and Indigenous 

perspective) (Musofer & Lingard, 2020). The written curriculum contained clearly articulated 

achievement standards for each learning area, which was arranged into two school year bands 

(Chapman et al., 2018). Additionally, the cross-curriculum priorities were articulated in three school 

year bands (Lasen, Skamp, & Simoncini, 2017). As the individual states were allowed to adapt the 

written curriculum to their own context, several states decided to arrange the written curriculum into 

a year by year syllabus instead of per two or three school year bands (Chapman et al., 2018). In 

addition, the department of education in Queensland requested extra funding from the government 

in order to invest in extra resources, such as detailed  unit- and lesson plans as well as assessment 

samples, because they wanted to provide their teachers with more prescriptive materials in order to 

ensure higher student results (Musofer & Lingard, 2020). This led to an extra series of curriculum 

documents, especially for schools in  ueensland  the ‘Curriculum-to-Classroom’ or ‘C2C’ curriculum. 

In 2014, in the midst of the implementation process, the government conducted an independent in-

between review , to evaluate the new curriculum (Casinader, 2016; Fitzgerald et al., 2018).   
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Although the three-dimensional design, the written curriculum was still discipline-focused and also 

contained more content to be covered, than the previous curriculum (Musofer & Lingard, 2020). In 

addition, the new curriculum was found to be a one-size-fits-all curriculum, which could be partially 

attributed to the strict articulated and uniform achievement standards. Another critique was about 

the fact that the new curriculum framework mostly focused on pedagogy (how to teach) and that there 

was not enough guidance on content (what to teach) (Chapman et al., 2018), nor sample tasks or 

concrete examples on for instance how to integrate cross-curricular priorities within mathematics or 

literacy (Paynter & Bruce, 2014; Hardy, 2015; Lasen et al., 2017).  The new curriculum also lacked 

specific values and attitudes that learners must achieve (Green, Reitano, & Dixon, 2010). In line with 

this, teachers identified the lack of assessment guidelines and indicators through which they could 

monitor their students (Green et al., 2010; Hardy, 2015). On the other hand, the C2C materials, which 

were highly prescriptive in all facets and which were used in Queensland, were also much criticized as 

schools found that these materials contained too much detailed prescription and hence could not be 

implemented (Wall, 2017; Musofer & Lingard, 2020). Teachers complained about the low degree of 

autonomy that came with the C2C materials, because it greatly restricted their freedom to make the 

lessons and activities more suitable and interesting for their students. Hence, teachers started to 

design their own teaching materials (Wall, 2017). This could imply that curriculum developers should 

carefully determine the balance between prescription and autonomy within reform documents. What 

was also found, was that the new curriculum did not match with the national NAPLAN testing, which 

constrained teachers to fully teach according to the new curriculum (Wall, 2017). In addition, teachers 

complained that the new curriculum stressed the importance of community consultation for 

embedding the Indigenous perspective more, but did not contain practical advice on how consultation 

with these communities can be effectively organized within the busy timetables of teachers (Maxwell, 

2012). Not only schools were skeptical, also the government, based on the independent in-between 

review, was critical and concluded that the curriculum was overcrowded, and therefore suggested that 

learning areas such as Geography, History, Economics and Business, and Civics and Citizenship should 

be combined into an integrated Humanities and Social Sciences subject through primary school 

 Casinader,    6 . The government had consensus on this point. This is in line with experts’ opinions, 

that if the curriculum aims to promote approaches such as inquiry-based learning, the breadth of the 

curriculum needs to be reduced, as such approaches take more time (Fitzgerald et al., 2019). Although 

teachers experienced an overcrowded curriculum and accompanying barriers as well, teachers were 

positive about the concept of cross-curriculum priorities, and thereby the future orientation within the 

new curriculum, as they thought this was strongly needed, to prepare students well for the next 

century (Hardy, 2015; Lasen et al., 2017). 

 

Communication of the implementation process 

Initially, the reform was planned to be implemented in three stages, starting from 2011 (Chapman et 

al., 2018). In the first stage, the curriculum and materials for the subjects English, Mathematics, Science 

and History would be reformed. In the second stage, changes would be made to subjects such as 

Geography, other languages than English, and Arts. In the third phase, subjects such as Health and 

Physical Education, Economics and Business, and Civics and Citizenship, were being revised. 

Implementation was split up into three stages , to allow teachers more time to come to terms with the 

reform. Noteworthy is that the individual states remained responsible for the exact timeline regarding 

the implementation of the new curriculum (Musofer & Lingard, 2020). Next to the staged 

implementation, ACARA also set up new initiatives to support the new curriculum, such as the 
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Australian Sustainable Schools Initiative through which they, for instance, aimed to increase the focus 

on inquiry-based, technology-enabled, and praxis-oriented learning and assessment within pre-service 

teacher education (Lasen et al., 2017). 

Unfortunately, the staged implementation had an unintended effect on the way in which 

schools perceived and acted upon the curriculum change, as it created an unofficial hierarchy of 

subjects (Casinader, 2016; Chapman et al., 2018). This hierarchy of subjects was even strengthened by 

the degree to which certain elements or subjects were described as mandatory, or not within the 

written curriculum. Besides this, half of the schools were hesitant because of a lack of clear 

communication from ACARA and other educational authorities, and hence waited for completely and  

explicitly approved elements, timelines or changes in the new curriculum before conducting 

preparations as well as implementing the new curriculum (Casinader, 2016). Wall (2017) found even 

more communication issues, namely that there were three logics at play during the implementation 

process: bureaucratic (national requirements such as NAPLAN testing), market-driven (schools want 

to be attractive to new students), and professional logic (expertise from teachers to do what benefits 

their students  most). Miscommunication with regard to these different logics at play, led to a 

segmented implementation process as well as to a segmented curriculum rather than a cohesive and 

cumulative one (Wall, 2017).  

 

Teacher support for translation to practice 

Teachers received support for implementing the new curriculum into their practice in various ways. 

One of these ways was teacher professional development (TPD), which was mostly organized by 

researchers from universities (Bayness, 2016). In addition, curriculum leaders were assigned to help 

teachers translate the content and the intent of the curriculum to their own practice (Chapman et al., 

2018). Besides this, teachers were required to conduct consultation processes with communities, 

institutions and companies, which could help them in developing extra materials or activities (Maxwell, 

2012). In order to promote these consultation processes, Community  ducation Counsellors  C C’s  

were hired to arrange and plan these consultation sessions.   

Fitzgerald, Danaia and McKinnon (2019) carried out a large project, which was funded by the 

Australian Research Council, that provided TPD to prepare teachers for implementing the new 

curriculum. Participants responded negatively to the first PD sessions, because they found the sessions 

too heavily lecture-driven and missed the opportunity to actually practice implementing the 

curriculum in their classroom. Moreover, teachers were also frustrated about the fact that they were 

only provided with materials that needed much adjustments in order to be useful in their classroom. 

Some teachers even mentioned that they hated TPD and that a five-minute chat over the coffee table 

sometimes can be more useful than an entire TPD day. Based on all the feedback, the PD sessions were 

revised. Teachers were very positive about the new and revised PD sessions as these sessions included: 

a) the opportunity to undertake the same processes as their students would need to, b) opportunities 

to actually practice the new approach and to obtain a clear picture of how the new approach actually 

looks like, c) Materials ready for use in the classroom d) reflection time and feedback which were used 

for determining the to be provided scaffolds,  e) multiple face to face moments with 

collaborative homework , f) in-house and informal PD, and g) training tailored to subject specialties. In 

addition, Baynes (2016) found that teachers gained more respect, ownership and understanding when 

they recognized the potential of the new curriculum more because of effective PD. Next to the above 

mentioned lack of practical training, teachers also mentioned a lack of practical advice on how 

consultation with communities, companies or institutions could be coordinated within a busy schedule 



15 
 

  axwell,      .  lthough teachers really appreciated the support of C C’s, they mentioned that not 

enough C C’s were hired. Teachers also appreciated the support they received from curriculum leaders 

as they helped them to translate the intent of the new curriculum to their own context in a feasible 

way (Chapman et al., 2018).  A well supported translation process is paramount for preventing that 

teachers adjust the new to the old through backwards working as they feel more comfortable with 

their existing practice and do not like to start from scratch again (Musofer & Lingard, 2020).  

 

Leadership within schools 

Leadership within schools played an important role in the implementation of the new curriculum. 

Leadership was advocated at different layers within schools and in different ways by the principal, 

assistant principals, faculty leaders, counsellors, school community, curriculum leaders, and teachers. 

The assigned curriculum leaders were often head teachers or other teachers who had accumulated 

experience about the policy reform agenda and, hence, possessed the knowledge and understanding 

of the educational administrative system (Hardy, 2015; Wall, 2017). The curriculum leaders 

emphasized changed student needs as the motivation for curriculum change (Wall, 2017).  

School principals who pro-actively took leadership in an early stage for promoting a supportive 

climate with respect to the new curriculum, were paramount as they yielded more demand and 

readiness for change within the school (Musofer & Lingard, 2020). Successfully stimulating a 

supportive climate was for instance achieved by jumping on the new curriculum even when it was not 

mandated yet (Musofer & Lingard, 2020), by promoting professional development initiatives 

(Fitzegerald et al., 2019), by getting parents on board, and by pro-actively stimulating administrators 

to make a good timetable that matches with the new curriculum (Chapman et al., 2018). Furthermore, 

also faculty leaders were of great importance for promoting a supportive climate regarding the reform. 

It was found that faculty leaders that too  the role of “ ead” were more li ely to ta e actual 

responsibility and leadership for the change, as opposed to the role of “Coordinator” which was more 

based on the collation and representation of diverse points of view amongst faculty members, and not 

principally on the role of leader as being the guide in front of the group (Casinader, 2016). Additionally, 

assigned curriculum leaders effectively helped teachers to proactively translate the intention of the 

new curriculum into their classroom (Wall, 2017; Chapman et al., 2018). In Queensland, the curriculum 

leaders also played a big role in providing confirmation to teachers that they do not have to implement 

the detailed lesson plans exactly as written down, but that they need to work from the intent of the 

lesson plans (Wall, 2017). These leaders achieved this by working on the level of adaptive expertise 

and by working towards a clear goal, by being confident in their own skills, by having trust in the 

commitment of their colleagues, and by vocalizing an improved agenda (Wall, 2017). Furthermore, it 

was found that some teachers acted as receivers of the new curriculum, and others as translators of 

the new curriculum. The latter group took leadership in translating the curriculum to their own specific 

context and also inspired their colleagues (Hardy, 2015).   
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3.3 China's: New National Curriculum Reform (2000-2006) 
 

3.3.1 Background information 
China has a culture in which respect for authority, collectivism, and harmony in school leadership is 

key (Yin, 2013). Maintaining harmonious relationships and hence saving face is natural in China, which 

makes it uncommon for teachers to, for instance, have direct confrontation with people from national 

or local authorities, colleagues in their schools, or students. Moreover, in light of collectivism, Chinese 

teachers believe that education or teaching is collectivist by nature as they see student achievement 

as the result of collective effort and collaboration of various sub ect teachers. For a long time, teachers’ 

professional development has been promoted and has taken place by participating in collective 

activities of school-based teaching research groups (TRG), such as lesson study activities, conducting 

public lessons and studying teaching materials and student work (Chen & Yang, 2013).  

 

3.3.2 The national curriculum reform 
In June 1996, the Ministry of Education (MoE) initiated a large-scale survey in order to investigate the 

existing situation of 9-year compulsory education. Unfortunately, the outcomes revealed many 

problems within compulsory education (Wei & Thomas, 2005). This functioned as input for a 

curriculum reform. In early 1999, the Center for Curriculum Development of Basic Education, attached 

to the Department of Basic Education of the MoE, was established as the headquarters of 

this curriculum reform. 

In 2001, the Ministry of Education in China initiated the national curriculum reform for the 

entire basic education system (six year of primary education and six year of secondary education) in 

order to transform their model of knowledge transmission into a more constructivist learning model 

with more student participation, self-initiated collaborative inquiry (Chen & Yang, 2013), and a broader 

focus on skills as well as on affective objectives (Fu, 2016). Through this transformation, the ministry 

aimed at improving students’ overall development  Fu,    6 , higher-order skills (Wang, 2011), 

creativity, initiative taking, and hence increased global competitiveness (Walker, Qian, & Zhang, 2011).  

The curriculum reform has undergone three sequential stages: preparation, experiment and 

popularization (Guan & Meng, 2007).  In cooperation with experts and researchers, the Center for 

Curriculum Development of the MoE, created the new curriculum including the determination of basic 

subjects and content standards. The new policies were then forwarded to the education departments 

at provincial and local levels.  The local authorities were granted some powers such as making detailed 

lessons plans, executing specific policies and managing the school system on a daily basis (Lu & Liu, 

2012). Individual schools were delegated responsibility to design and organize the extended research 

courses (Walker et al., 2011).  

After completing the curriculum standards of 18 subjects of grades 1-9 compulsory education, 

new textbooks and some other corresponding preparations such as professional development (PD) 

sessions, the ministry started piloting the first few experimental areas before the 2001 autumn 

semester began (Lu & Liu, 2012). Then, high-school curriculum standards of 15 subjects (including the 

New English Curriculum (NEC)) were published in 2003. Moreover, in the same year also the standards 

of subjects of grades 1-9 were refined based on previous experiments, feedback, surveys and other 

studies (Guan & Meng, 2007).  In 2004, the reform for grades 1-9 began its full implementation and 

the field tests for the high-school curriculum standards first started in four provinces. By 2010, all of 
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the provinces of mainland China implemented the compulsory education curriculum standards and all 

provinces except Guangxi implemented the high-school standards.  

In the dataset of studies that focus on the curriculum reform in China, five salient themes were 

identified: 1) Three-tiered teacher training system, 2) Alignment between the new curriculum and the 

examination system,     Teachers’ and principals’ buy-in, 4) Situational compliance within top-down 

structure,  and 5) Resources and time.  

 

3.3.3 What the studies reveal 
Three-tiered teacher training system 

A three-tiered professional development system was established in order to support teachers in 

implementing the new curriculum (Han & Wang, 2010). At the first level, the MoE organized national 

workshops for a certain group of teachers to understand the reform ideas and the new standards, so 

that these teachers could become trainers of other teachers. At the second level, provincial or local 

educational agencies organized workshops through which teachers could learn about the reform goals, 

the new standards, the new textbooks, and as well could attend demonstrations on how to teach the 

new curriculum. Teachers were required to participate in mandatory teacher training for at least 48 

hours every year (Guan & Meng, 2007).  At the lowest level, schools also provided room for 

professional development (PD) through collegial collaboration within teaching research groups (TRGs) 

and lesson study groups. Lesson study was seen as the most important school-based PD activity as 

lesson study can make the best use of scarce resources from observing expert teachers’ practices  Chen 

& Yang, 2013). In most of the schools, teachers were required to give at least two open lessons per 

year. During the reform, the function of lesson study groups as well as TRGs, in which teachers from 

the same subject or field collaboratively study teaching materials, student work, lesson plans and in 

which they conduct preparations for student tests, was strengthened even more than before (Yin, 

2013). On top of that, an increasing number of universities launched an undergraduate major of 

‘ cience  ducation’ because for successfully implementing the new curriculum teachers needed to be 

able to teach all facets of science while earlier pre-service training only focused on compartmentalized 

science education (Sun et al., 2014). 

The public demonstration lessons for and by teachers were supported by a series of unseen 

discourse which were based on teachers' personal practical knowledge or collective culture, which was 

usually tacit. This made it often hard for an outsider to fully capture and understand, which made these 

public demonstrations not adequate enough (Chen & Yang, 2013). The process of re-contextualization 

within individual schools contributed to some extent in making the implicit explicit by coating the 

meanings of the reform with teachers' own familiar language. However, the use of more diverse 

meditational artefacts and tools such as teacher discourse, could have helped in revealing teachers’ 

hidden belief system even more. Furthermore, it was found that teachers who participated in school-

based PD activities for longer periods (Han & Wang, 2010) as well as teachers who thought they had 

gained substantially from external teacher training (Ma et al., 2009), had a more positive attitude 

towards the effectiveness of the PD activities and were also more likely to carry out the new way of 

instruction.  oteworthy is that T  s were impacting teachers’ implementation of the new curriculum 

the most (Han & Wang, 2010). In line with this, Fang and Garland found that information sharing 

between teachers led to more applied curriculum principles although teachers were not aware of this 

effect on their teaching practice. Sargent (2011) found that there was a small shift visible in the 

classroom as teachers provided more room for group work, hands-on activities and student 

interaction, and also made more use of praise and encouragement, which all resulted in a more relaxed 
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atmosphere within the classrooms. On the other side, a high level of collegial support in learning 

communities within schools also sometimes led to conducting more conventional practices (Han & 

Wang, 2010). Furthermore, a great number of defects of teacher training were identified. One of these 

defects included a lac  of chances to gain practical ‘how to do it in classroom’ information, resources 

and experience (Ma et al., 2009; Jin, 2013; Sun et al., 2014). Another defect was that teachers were 

not trained intensively enough for the design and implementation of the instructional content of their 

subject specialism as teachers’ individual differences  e.g., sub ect specialism  were not ta en into 

account (Sun et al., 2014). Besides this, teachers still had misinterpretations or too literal 

interpretations about some teaching concept as for instance teachers thought they should focus less 

on grammar when teaching English, while the curriculum actually asked to encourage practical and 

communicative use of language knowledge in which grammar still plays a big role but in another way 

than teachers were used to (Zheng, 2013).  

 

Alignment between new curriculum and examination system 

The MoE as well as some provincial Departments of Education (DoE) had the intention to change some 

of the exam policies according to the new curricula. For instance, measures were taken to ensure that 

the New English Curriculum (NEC) was better embodied in the National University Entrance 

 xamination        by gradually reducing questions that test students’ memory of particular words 

(Fang & Garland, 2014). However, the formal policy for the NUEE was disseminated in 2008, which is 

nearly two year (and for some regions even longer) after the New English Curriculum was enacted. 

Moreover, also changes in other entrance exams remained unclear for a long time (Yin, Lee, & Wang, 

2014).  

Several studies report on teachers complaining that there was no alignment between the 

curriculum and all the tests and exams that have to be taken during a school year, as well as with 

respect to the exit and entrance exams (Lee & Yin, 2011; Walker et al., 2011; Zhang, 2020). In line 

with this, Lu and Liu (2012) found that none of the high school exit exams of all the four provinces 

that were studied, were significantly aligned with the national curriculum for high school biology. All 

of this resulted in teachers wearing two pairs of shoes: adopting some forms of the new curriculum 

while not diminishing their focus on exams and thereby the traditional curriculum (Lee & Yin,  2011). 

The exam pressure was found to be the highest in secondary schools and especially in senior high 

schools (Sargent, 2011). This was not only due to a mismatch between the curriculum and the exams, 

but also because the exam system and the status of the exam system in general. University and 

secondary school entrance examinations remained the norm while the curriculum reform aimed, 

amongst other things, to focus more on the overall development and well-being of students, 

practical abilities, and to decrease the pressure on students. (Walker et al., 2011). Zhang (2020) 

found that the majority of students were still feeling under pressure and were also unmotivated as 

their classes were still intensively exam-oriented and dominated by the teacher lecturing about 

theoretical knowledge in a fast pace. Students did recognize the importance of the exams, but also 

hoped for ways through which their individual needs other than passing exams could be met. 

However, a good score on exams was still the predictor of success in the future for students which 

led to pressure from parents on teachers to prepare their children well (Walker et al., 2011) and also 

teacher evaluation and promotion were still dependent of the exam scores (Yin, H., 2013).  

Situational compliance 

Within the curriculum reform, schools and provincial and local authorities were allowed more 

autonomy than before by decentralizing the curriculum by establishing a three-tiered system 

consisting of national, provincial and school levels in which schools and provinces were allowed to 
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design school-based curricula or extra courses that took account of local needs (Han & Wang, 

2010;  Walker et al., 2011; Chen & Yang, 2013). However, the system was still highly top-down and 

embodied a compliance culture. The MoE forwarded a great number of policies to provincial 

departments of education and requested them to forward it further to lower levels for 

implementation. Within these documents, the use of demand or command tones declared an 

unquestioning acceptance of carrying out all actions that are written in these documents (Li, 2011). 

Moreover, a supervision team strictly monitored the implementation.  

Both principals and teachers adopted a ‘must-do’ attitude towards the reform even when they 

were experts themselves and disagreed with the new curriculum, because they were historically 

accustomed to following orders from the highest authority and felt that there was no other option 

(Yin, 2013; Yin et al., 2014). Teachers were used to saving their face and to avoid conflict. However, 

most of the time they especially showed compliance during demonstration lessons, teaching 

competitions, visits from inspectorates, and on the school website (Walker et al., 2011; Fang & 

Garland, 2014). Hence, teachers demonstrated situational compliance while focusing mainly on 

preparing students for the national and traditional exams rather than on the new curriculum. It can be 

concluded that when there is no conflict it can be a sign of decay (Yin, 2013). 

 

Teacher buy-in 

In order to convince principals and teachers of the importance of the new curriculum, several 

conferences were held. In addition, all the curriculum documents explicitly and repeatedly emphasized 

the importance of the new curriculum and thereby the need to improve teaching material, teacher 

training and leadership   i,      . Furthermore, to increase principals’ and teachers’ buy-in, they were 

given the opportunity to develop and design the extended and research courses, which were the extra 

courses next to the basic courses. When the education bureaus noticed that the schools were hesitant 

in designing these courses, they organized design competitions between schools in order to motivate 

the schools to design the extra courses (Walker et al., 2011).  

The majority of teachers was positive about the ideals of the new curriculum, especially in the 

initiation stage, because they felt that keeping on with the original approach did not work anymore 

(Ma, Yin, Tang & Liu, 2009; Wang, 2011; Jin, 2013; Sargent, 2014). In a study conducted by Ma, Yin, 

Tang and Liu, it was found that teachers with less than 10 years of teaching experience had a more 

positive attitude to the reform than teachers with more than 10 years of teaching experience. An 

explanation could be that it is more difficult for the latter group to change their firm beliefs and 

teaching practice which they have developed over the course of many years of teaching. As time 

passed by, teachers became more negative about the curriculum reform (Wang, 2011; Lee & Yin, 2011; 

Ma et al., 2013; Chen & Yang, 2013; Jin., 2013)  for the following reasons: a)  the curriculum was ideal 

but not practical, b) teachers felt not being heard, c) preparation time for implementing the new 

curriculum was  too short, especially because teachers felt they were going from one extreme to the 

other and they were tired of all the different waves of reforms, and d) lack of parental support. More 

specifically, the new student-centered approach was found to be unfeasible as in China all classes 

include around 60 students and hence teachers continued teaching through teacher-centered lectures 

because of self-protection   ang,      .  ntimated by the ‘ ero tolerance’ policy, teachers were afraid 

that the new approach would lead to chaos and unpredictable behavior (Wang & Wang, 2020).  

Important to note is that especially teachers from low-performing schools were negative about the 

reform as for them the reform was even more unfeasible (Lee & Yin, 2011).  Teachers complained that 

there was no communication channel through which they could receive follow-up support for 
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problem-shooting (Lee & Yin, 2011). Moreover, it was found that theoretically-based beliefs that were 

not supported by evidence from personal experience had a greater chance to fail to influence teacher 

practice, therefore it is important to provide teachers the opportunity to gain positive and practical 

personal experiences (Zheng, 2013). Also, non-monetary cost-benefit appraisal such as the 

improvement of student learning, teachers’ professional development and the probability of 

promotion, was found to be a predictor of teacher buy-in. In contrast, design competitions were not 

effective (Walker et al., 2011). 

 

Resources and time 

Prior to this curriculum, only two school textbooks were used across the entire country (Lu & Liu, 

2012). In contrast, the new policy allowed the different local areas and schools autonomy with respect 

to both the textbook development and the selection of textbooks. Seven agencies and institutions 

were accredited to develop new textbooks. Besides this, the reform required different settings of 

classrooms in combination with laboratories for both collaborative and inquiry-based learning, and 

also needed well enough qualified teachers for the extra courses (Yin et al., 2014). In some schools, 

many years after the implementation of the new curriculum, schools created a ‘ ulti-functional 

Classroom’ that was twice as large as the regular classrooms and that were equipped with movable 

desks and chairs and advanced multimedia devices (Wang & Wang, 2020). These classrooms were 

especially used for demonstration lessons.  

Schools experienced several issues with regard to time and resources. One of these issues is 

related to the new textbooks. Teachers found that the new textbooks were not completely in line with 

the new curriculum standards (Yin et al., 2014) and that the books also included too much material to 

finish in time, because each semester a teacher had to address a whole textbook (Li, 2010; Wang, 

2011). Teachers from rural and low-performing schools struggled even more with keeping up with the 

textbooks as the curriculum standards for their students were too high and the schedule too short 

(Wang, 2011). The relatively centralized education system did not try to diminish the differences 

between regions or schools by providing for instance extra support or resources to low-performing or 

rural areas, which increased the inequality (Yin et al., 2014 . In addition, the class sizes of around 60 

students and the lack of resources such as internet access as well as lockers in which students could 

place their jackets and hence could make room for collaborative and inquiry based-learning, made 

implementing the new curriculum difficult (Sargent, 2011) Realizing inter-school resource sharing 

could have been helpful in reducing the lack of sufficient resources.  
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 Pressure of high sta es tes ng made schools give  core  sub ects more  me and 

support.  on core sub ects were under constant threat of being removed
 Teachers felt performance management pressure  performance related pay, appraisals, 

observa ons, grades, support plans, disciplinary procedures, capability procedures, 
exam accountability

 Teachers felt increased pressure due to wor load increases, lac  of specialist teacher 
support, and  ght scru ny from school and  fsted

  nder resourced schools felt intense  nancial pressure due to increased 
responsibili es, increased costs, and a shrin ing economy

                
  any schools were not able or prepared to deal with increased autonomy and 

implement the curriculum changes, resul ng in subop mal implementa on
  chools from larger academies  /or with more resources were prepared and have 

be er organi a onal strategies for implementa on
  chools translate macro level policy documents into their own policies in combina on 

with remnants of older reforms which build upon each other
  ixed results found in the student outcomes  some schools saw signi cant increases

and some saw signi cant decreases

                           
  utonomy given to schools has come with strict accountability measures  ed to the 

na onal examina ons, undermining the  exibility given to schools
 The increased focus on accountability and threat of the inspectorate has driven schools 

to be more results oriented
 Compe  on across schools with league tables and  fsted inspec ons has created 

di culty for schools to improve teaching and learning, but instead focus on 
accountability measures

                                      
 Curriculum chosen by schools were  ed to the requirements of the na onal 

examina ons.  truggling schools pushed more  me to the required sub ects and le  
out non core sub ects even more

 The con nued focus on  raising standards  has constrained the greater  exibility given 
to empower teachers and schools to direct their own curriculum
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  epartment for  duca on   F    develop  a onal Curriculum standards 
   ce for  tandards in  duca on   fsted   non ministerial school inspectorate
  ul   cademy Trusts  manage groups of schools and create curriculum materials 
 Commercial publishers  create curriculum materials
 Teaching  chools  independent P  providers, wor  in partnership with schools
  chool leaders  manage implementa on of curriculum 

                  
  ar e sa on of educa on with compe  on to encourage school improvement
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  ore than  /  of secondary schools and  /  of primary schools are academies  not 

required to follow na onal curriculum 
  ocal educa onal authori es have been severely wea ened since      changes
  eries of budget cuts have exacerbated compe  on within and between schools

                                          

       

                       

   more contextually sensi ve approach towards policy ma ing and policy enactment that recogni es dis nc ons between schools is li ely to 
be more e ec ve than a  one si e  ts all  policy approach. This might mean that when reforms are being proposed, di erentschools are 
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3.4 England: National Curriculum (2014-2016) 
 

3.4.1 Background information 
 ngland’s educational system can be viewed as mostly centrali ed with strong output regulation and 

a mix of strong and weak input regulation. All schools are controlled with strong output regulation in 

the form of inspections and the strict evaluation of school performance data. Schools that follow the 

National Curriculum also maintain a high level of input regulation. However, increasing numbers of 

schools are not required to follow the National Curriculum, reducing the level of input regulation and 

placing more power and autonomy in the hands of the schools. The aim is to promote a system of 

continuous self-improvement with the schools at the heart of the process3. The National Curriculum in 

England is used to support schools in their design of curriculum by identifying attainment targets 

students should obtain by certain Key Stages. Schools can choose the content, sequence, and resources 

they wish to use with no statutory time requirements (Borysenko et al., 2020). There is no standardized 

curriculum renewal process, but rather new curriculum, vision, and mechanisms are introduced ad hoc 

depending on the political forces at a given time. While a National Curriculum exists, many schools are 

not required to adhere to it and can deviate from it so long as they maintain acceptable performance 

in national examinations. Further, financial disparities between schools have been exacerbated by 

rising costs, which has left many schools with funding struggles (Maguire et al., 2020). 

The English system has no statutory curriculum body. The  ngland’s  epartment for  ducation 

is responsible for creating the National Curriculum framework and attainment targets. Schools 

implement the National Curriculum and are responsible for maintaining the quality of schools and 

student results.  However, due to legislative changes and since 2010, a large portion of schools have 

not been required to follow the National Curriculum. These academy schools account for more than 

two-thirds of secondary schools and one-fourth of primary schools4. They are publicly funded, but do 

not fall under the control of the local educational authorities.  

Large multi-academy trusts (MATs) have emerged as a dominant stakeholder in the system 

with the gradual merging of academies. These MATs, or academy chains, wield strong political and 

financial power and have well-connected leadership teams.5 The academy chains are responsible for 

the management of the schools in their chain and, along with commercial publishing companies, 

develop curriculum materials for schools around the country. Other stakeholders include the national 

inspectorate, Ofsted, which upholds the quality of the schools using exam results, inspections, and 

reports of all English schools, and teaching schools, which conduct teacher professional development 

in partnership and coordination with schools. Overall, schools (including the large academy chains) 

retain much of the autonomy in the choice of curriculum materials, professional development, and 

subject content, within the scope of the National Curriculum framework and the Ofsted inspectorate. 

 

3.4.2 The national curriculum reform 
The elements of the 2014 reform included a new National Curriculum, a change to the national 

secondary school GCSE exams, and a new regional school inspection mechanism. The new National 

Curriculum had a heavy focus and detailed prescription of English, math, and science, but had a 

“seemingly to enistic” treatment of all other sub ects   uttall,    6 .  n the primary curriculum, a new 

 
3 Department for Education. (2010). The importance of teaching: The schools white paper. 
4 Cruddas, L. (2018). Where next for the self-improving school system? Getting system governance right, Nottingham: CST. 
5 Personal email correspondence with England curriculum expert 
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subject, Computing, was created to replace the previous ICT subject and a requirement for access to 

modern foreign language was introduced. The GCSEs were shifted from a modular system, with the 

courses made up of discrete units and tested in stages, to a linear system with the whole course 

content tested simultaneously at the end of the course (Pinot de Moira et al., 2020). In 2014, as a 

response to the large increase in schools opting for academy status, 8 Regional School Commissioners 

were appointed to oversee the quality of academy schools and intervene in underperforming schools6. 

This new inspection mechanism ran in parallel with the existing Ofsted inspection system.  

 

3.4.3 What the studies reveal 
The 2014 reform of the English reform resulted in a large power shift away from local authorities to 

the academy chains. Well-funded schools were able to manage the implementation of the new 

curriculum, but struggling schools struggled even more. Combined with high-stakes testing and a 

shrinking economy, this caused a narrowing of the curriculum and an increased focus on results, 

particularly of the core subjects, in order for schools to survive.   

Across the studies in the dataset reporting on the 2014 English reform, the following 5 themes 

emerged: 1) stakeholder influence, 2) pressure on schools & teachers, 3) change readiness, 4) 

curriculum alignment, and 5) accountability. 

 

Stakeholder influence 

Different stakeholders in the English education have varying amounts of influence and power. The shift 

of power away to the schools has created a market sort of system of competition (Norwich, 2014). 

Notably, this change in power severely weakened the local educational authorities in favor of academy 

schools, and in particular the large academy chains. The academy chains have been able to consolidate 

power and influence with which to advocate for even more school autonomy and less government 

regulation, further strengthening their position7. Simultaneously, schools which were not part of the 

academy system, have had their influence undermined with the growth and expansion of the academy 

system.  

 

Threat of accountability 

The increased focus on standardized assessment and the threat of the inspectorate intervention has 

driven schools to be extremely results-oriented. The test results of the schools were the sole indicator 

of success in schools, which limited the ability for teachers to engage students in meaningful learning 

activities (Nuttall, 2016). By increasing the importance of results for accountability purposes, time and 

effort is spent to ensure improvement and positive test results, not necessarily learning. If schools are 

not rated as successful by Ofsted, they can be required by the government to convert to an academy 

school by the  egional  chool Commissioners, further reducing the local education authority’s power, 

budget, and influence. 

Further, competition across schools has created difficulty for schools to improve teaching and 

learning. School performance is ranked in league tables, a published list of rankings available to the 

public at large (Maguire et al., 2020). This accountability measure intended to enhance the competitive 

nature of the school environment places increased pressure on the schools to perform for an 

 
6 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/schools-causing-concern--2 
7 West, A., & Wolfe, D. (2018). Academies, the School System in England and a Vision for the Future. London: London School 

of Economics and Political Science 
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appearance of success to parents, which may affect their decision to choose to attend a given school. 

While this was particularly acute in secondary schools due to GCSEs and other high-stakes testing, 

primary schools also were subject to the pressure of accountability (Nuttall, 2016).  

 

Pressures on schools and teachers 

There were various pressures placed on schools and teachers during the reform which resulted in 

negative effects and experiences. The accountability discussed previously placed the pressure of high-

stakes testing on schools which, in-turn, resulted in schools giving ‘core’ sub ects more time and 

support to ensure positive results (Finch et al., 2020). This narrowing of the curriculum made teachers 

of non-core subjects feel a consistent threat of their subject being removed or diminished in terms of 

time allocation and funding (Maguire et al., 2020).  

Financial pressure on the school resulting from a shrinking economy and budget cuts placed further 

pressure on schools to narrow the curriculum and focus on the measures of accountability that would 

maintain a school’s standing in the eyes of  fsted and the   Cs.  ue to schools’ financial pressure, 

teachers were also subject to strong pressure to perform, including performance-related pay schemes, 

observations, support plans, disciplinary procedures, and capability procedures (Maguire et al., 2020).  

Teachers were also placed under high workload pressure. The financial pressure caused schools to 

invest less in specialist teachers, which increased workload for teachers and primary schools, and even 

caused teachers to be forced to teach subjects they were not as familiar with (Finch et al., 2020). 

 

Change Readiness 

Schools varied in their ability to implement the changes to the curriculum. This often depended on 

how prepared they were to implement the changes in terms of resources and preparation.  Schools 

from larger academies or with more resources were able to appoint curriculum coordinators that 

focused on adapting the schools to new curriculum, while schools with less resources and already 

understaffed could not do so (Maguire et al., 2020). School leadership proved to be of high importance 

for how schools were able to respond to change in the curriculum. Additionally, schools that already 

were underperforming and under close scrutiny of the inspectorate were not able to implement 

changes effectively as they needed to remain focused on core subjects and exam results (Isaacs, 2014). 

 

Alignment of curriculum and assessment  

The pressure of the results-oriented system has severely hampered innovation in curriculum desired 

by allowing schools to choose how to reach the set attainment targets (Nuttall, 2016). With national 

examinations being designed separately from the schools’ curriculum design, the pressure for schools 

to teach to the test remained. The connection between bottom-up initiatives did not always align with 

top-down curriculum and assessment, resulting in a mismatch between what schools wanted to do 

and what they had to do to achieve positive results in the high-stakes testing regime.   
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  ven though both teachers and students were given ownership in the curriculum and by the 
school, its full e ect could some mes not yet be reached because they were not supported 
enough to ta e it, and there was no follow through on how they should act on it

  or ing together on crea ng new modules mo vated and enthused teachers and brought 
them in contact with new people, inspiring them to new ideas

                   

  ecause there was no shared sense ma ing between ini ators in a school and educators, 
misconcep ons arose on interpreta ons of concepts and how to act on plans made together 

                 

  n some municipali es and schools, misconcep ons in a school had room to grow because 
there was no itera ve process of wor ing on the curriculum together.  ome teachers acted on 
wrong assump ons, which had implica ons for curriculum design, teaching and assessment

  n some cases, leadership had not planned for regular communica on between layers or 
methods for feedbac  

                       

 Teachers with posi ve a tudes and beliefs towards a new curriculum concept 
 mul lingualism  did not always show behavior in the classroom suppor ng those beliefs

  ome teachers had not fully understood connec ons between concepts and either interpreted 
those di erently in the classroom or stuc  to their old habits

 Teachers need to be seen as  re ma ers of policy

                       

  lignment between curriculum and tested curriculum was not always clear  when some parts 
of the curriculum were only assessed forma vely, teachers worried that students would not do 
the wor  because they would not get tested on those aspects. 

 Teachers had rather high percep ons of the coherence  consistency, integra ve approach of 
teaching and learning, and alignment  of the curriculum

 Teachers with a high percep on of coherence showed a slight decrease a er a year of 
implementa on  low percep ons showed a slight increase. Possibly this is because percep ons 
were developed during the teacher experimenta on phase with the curriculum  coherence 
might fade over  me if explicit e orts are not made to maintain it

 Teacher percep on of coherence appeared to be related to school impact  the reform s impact 
on everyday pedagogical prac ces in schools  

 Curriculum architects turned out to have a rather consensual theory of change, even though 
some aims were stronger shared than others. This theory of change was either already similar, 
or shared understanding was built during the reform. 

 Curriculum architects had complex theories of change, with tensions and possibly contradictory 
items  even at the individual level.  ringing them to light early would prevent the burden of 
solving these tensions to be placed upon teachers or students

                                          

                                                          

            
 The reform process is led by o cials of the independent state level governmental agency, Finnish 

 a onal  gency for  duca on     F      main architects, total responsibility and power over core 
curriculum wor  based on performance agreement with the  inistry of  duca on and Culture  
 decision ma ers and central executors of reform

  inistry of  duca on and Culture and other poli cal actorsgive policy guidance

  ey sta eholders   ssocia on of Finnish local and regional authori es, Trade  nion of  duca on  
submit expecta ons

  xperts in teacher educa on, researchers, municipal educa on authori es, school principals, and 
teachers share their views

  ccording to the  duca on  ct, every educa on provider  municipal educa on authori es, private 
schools, state schools  must draw up a local curriculum which must be based on the na onal core 
curriculum

                  
 Teachers play an ac ve role in curriculum development
 There is an assump on that any teacher has , the necessary exper se to tac le curriculum 

development, based on their ini al teacher educa on

                             
 Finland has state led curriculum reform, approximately every ten years 
 The system is rela vely decentrali ed  relies on school autonomy and empowering schools and 

teachers in reform wor    represen ng tradi on of process control 
 Finland has no na onal tes ng systems or school ran ing lists in basic educa on, and the evalua on 

of implementa on is based on samples  there is no outcome based educa on
 Change ini ators and managers are explicitly not poli cal, to achieve con nuity in a changing system
 The Finnish wage system is mainly built on the number of lessons taught, but includes some planning 

 me

                       

                   

         

 The view of the mul disciplinary module was not nego ated at a conceptual level . The headmaster in 
our study had a clear but quite abstract vision, while the realisa onof the vision was le  to the 
teachers. 

     the reform architects  theory of change was complex and included possibly contradictory shared 
elements even at the level of individual par cipant s re ec ons such as sub ect centrednessand 
integra ve approaches. This is a useful reminder of the slow and complex nature of change processes 
and also human understanding of them. 

     we argue that even though one of the aims of the curriculum of F         is to promote cultural 
and language diversity, there does not seem to be a strong mul lingual voice or turn in teachers  tal  that 
is in line with the curriculum. 
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3.5 Finland: Core Curriculum Reform (2014) 
 

3.5.1 Background information 
The Finnish school system is relatively decentralized. There are several levels of the curriculum in 

Finland. From the teacher's perspective, there are three layers in the curriculum: school (detailed 

curriculum), municipality (municipal guidelines) and national (core curriculum). The Education Act 

obliges every education provider to draw up a local curriculum. Education providers are 

either municipalities (more than 90% of providers) or private schools or state schools. In the local 

curriculum design process, some municipalities united their efforts and formed some kind of "district" 

groups where they work together, exchange ideas, invite experts, organize training for teachers, etc. 

But, they could not draw up a district curriculum but had to produce a local curriculum required by the 

Education Act. Local curriculum usually includes municipal guidelines and school-based curricula. So, 

in most municipalities, all schools are required to produce their own, school- based curriculum. Finland 

does not have school inspections; the school inspection system was dissolved in the 1980s and 1990s 

during the decentralization of the school system. As organizers of education, municipalities were given 

responsibility for monitoring the effectiveness of education8, and local education authorities and 

political leaders are held accountable, promoting a reciprocal accountability system where schools are 

accountable for learning outcomes, and education authorities have to support schools to achieve them 

(Yli-Piipari, 2014). Finnish teachers have the pedagogical autonomy to decide which methods and 

materials they use; assessment is conducted by teachers based on the curriculum (Sullanmaa et al., 

2019), however, in some cases there are doubts about their ability and willingness to implement new 

pedagogical ideas (Braskén et al., 2020). The occupation of teachers in Finland is highly respected. All 

teachers should have finished a  aster’s degree  admission to the university programmes is highly 

competitive9.  The system could be characterized as a ‘process controlled’ system (Salonen-Hakomäki 

et al, 2016). 

Finland has a state-led curriculum reform, every ten years on average. The reform process in 

Finland is led by an independent government bureau on the state level, the EDUFI (Finnish National 

Agency for Education). This is explicitly a non-political initiator, so that the sustainability and continuity 

of education may be advanced, even during changes in the political system (Salonen-Hakomäki et al, 

2016). The EDUFI is the main architect of the curriculum and has full responsibility and power on the 

curriculum work, based on an agreement with the Ministry of Education and Culture. The Finnish 

government decides the distribution of lesson hours of obligatory school subjects. The Parliament 

defines in the Education Act what subjects must be taught and the government  defines in the 

Government Decree how the lesson hours are shared among these subjects. The reason is the 

importance of shared understanding of what is "Bildung", what subjects are important and how the 

time must be allocated among them. How the actual lessons are shared among teachers is decided at 

the school level. Stakeholders are invited to communicate their expectations, such as the Association 

of Finnish local and regional authorities and the Trade Union of Education. An Advisory Group is 

assembled with central stakeholders in the field of education, one of which is a representative of the 

Ministry. The curriculum design is the result of combined action between administrators and university 

representatives, education providers, schools and associations (Sullanmaa et al., 2019). There were 

 
8 https://www.researchgate.net/publication/314106826_How_Do_Finns_Know_Educational_Monitoring_ 
without_Inspection_and_Standard_Setting 
9 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Education_in_Finland 
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many opportunities for public comments, for instance, citizens were encouraged to comment freely 

on the drafts online, and feedback from schools and municipalities was collected as well (Salonen-

Hakomäki et al., 2016).  

 

3.5.2 The national curriculum reform 
The curriculum renewal from 2014 was caused by different movements; problems in society, such as 

a lack of facilities in education and rising demands; problems on the school level, such as the 

consideration that schools were too old-fashioned; and topics in regard to the pedagogy of the earlier 

curriculum, such as focus on content. Transversal competencies, that could be applied in occupational 

situations, were a way to reach these goals. Competencies were defined so that they would, in the 

best possible way, describe the Finnish understanding of what kind of "bildung" students need for 

holistic, all round development and for a sustainable way of life in their present life and to be ready to 

meet the challenges of the future. Another aim was to awaken an interest in students for learning and 

study. Related to this was the aim to prepare students for enriching activities and physical activities 

for individual growth. Finally, the reform aimed for stimulating cultural diversity. The individual identity 

of the student was aimed to be more supported by the curriculum, and the students’ mother tongue 

(Finland has two official languages and six official minority languages10) could develop more strongly.  

The curriculum as it is designed in Finland by the Finnish National Agency for Education, is 

mostly a framework, that other parties can further specify. This framework consists of goals, core 

content, description of value basis and main features of the school culture, basic principles and 

guidelines for pupil welfare, support for learning (general, intensified and special support), and pupil 

assessment as well as criteria for various grades in assessment. It prescribes certain aspects, such the 

addition of a multidisciplinary module, and the addition of 21st century skills. The core curriculum does 

not specify the subjects a module should consist of; this decision was left up to each school (Braskén 

et al, 2020). Finland provided professional development for teachers, for instance on the topic of 

language awareness. After the core curriculum was published, the ideas could subsequently be 

translated to the district, municipal and the local school level (Salonen-Hakomäki et al, 2016), for which 

the local education providers were responsible.  

 

3.5.3 What the studies reveal 
Coherence and alignment 

The perception of coherence of the curriculum seemed to be rather high with teachers, both during 

the curriculum design phase and during the implementation phase (Sullanmaa et al., 2019). Curriculum 

architects who were interviewed in the design stage turned out to have ideas what needed to happen 

in order to reach the desired change, although they differed on some of the details (Salonen-Hakomäki 

et al, 2016) and sometimes had tensions and contradictory items. Even though this is to be expected, 

bringing them to light early is important, because if these tensions are not discovered and made 

transparent before implementation, the burden of solving them is placed on schools, teachers or 

sometimes even on students. The studies showed that these underlying ideas were not always made 

explicit in the schools. This sometimes resulted in misconceptions or struggles during the 

implementation because not everybody was on the same page.  

 

  

 
10 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Languages_of_Finland 
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Shared sense-making 

Because the Finnish curriculum leaves a lot of room to design aspects on the school and the classroom 

level, the importance of a shared interpretation of the curriculum within the school rises. Teachers in 

the included studies valued the possibility of constructing their lessons further, but had trouble coming 

to a shared meaning of the different concepts within the framework (Braskén et al., 2020). There were 

sometimes worries about the curriculum as well, when teachers saw prescribed elements as 

encroaching on their territory and sovereignty (Braskén et al., 2020). Leadership played an important 

role in these situations: the communication at the start of the implementation, where conversations 

were held in the school about actions to take based on the framework, led in one school for instance 

to speaking about tasks, but topics as conceptual clarification, division of tasks or administrative 

complications were not discussed. Later in the implementation, this school had teachers designing a 

multidisciplinary module, but their different interpretations of the concept of multidisciplinarity led to 

misconceptions and teachers ending their participation in the project based on incorrect 

argumentation (Braskén et al., 2020). The final result did not reach the goals as aimed for by the 

curriculum for both teachers and students. However, teachers still enjoyed their participation and 

working together in new ways, and decided they would further improve the modules in a later stage.  

 

Ownership and iterative process 

The Finnish curriculum is aimed strongly at ownership on the student level. During the 

implementation, it turned out that schools did strive to accomplish this, but that fully realizing this goal 

was not possible yet, both on the teacher and on the student-level. This showed the importance of 

clear communication and working iteratively, but also the significance of preparation of teachers for 

the start of the implementation, both on the content as the working with new methods and concepts. 

New methods were used in the schools, but not always fully thought through on consequences and 

necessary actions by all involved. Teachers were not always well prepared for the tasks that were given 

to them in the curriculum, for instance concerning ownership (which they often received, but were not 

always prepared or supported for to take) and new information and skills. The shift towards coaching 

instead of instructing was sometimes challenging. 

 

Changing the status quo 

Constructive alignment between the intended curriculum, the enacted and the tested curriculum was 

not always present. During a case study with a school implementing a multidisciplinary module 

(Braskén et al., 2020), the misconception had arisen by teachers that the module could only be tested 

formatively. Students however, considered formative testing as not relevant to their grades, which 

resulted in worries of teachers whether students were partaking actively enough in the module.  

Another study (Tarnanen & Palviainen, 2018) showed positive attitudes in teachers about the 

multilingual component of the curriculum. Having a positive attitude, however, did not always lead to 

the desired behavior; some teachers did turn out to teach some aspects of the curriculum, such as 

encouraging students to speak in their mother tongue during classes, but this was not the case for all 

teachers, who sometimes neglected certain elements. Another problem for several teachers were the 

more complex parts of this curricular component, such as making the connection between the 

command of the mother tongue of the student and their use of the schooling language. During 

curriculum implementation, focus from different perspectives should be on challenging the status quo 

(the old curriculum) in schools and classrooms, so teachers are confronted with the tension between 
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their routine and desired behavior, and so that they are challenged to actively make choices in 

implementing the new information. 
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3.6 Indonesia: Curriculum reform 2013 
 

3.6.1 Background information 
Indonesia has two types of schools: government-run schools, and schools that are being run by the 

private sector (swasta) (Qoyyimah et al., 2020). The first type of schools falls under the responsibility 

of the Ministry of Education and Culture (Ministry of Education and Culture, MOEC), the second type 

under the Ministry of Religious Affairs11. Because state schools are funded by the government, the 

quality of education is nationally the same on average. The application procedure on state schools is 

competitive and complex. This makes the educational standard of state schools usually higher than 

that of private schools. The quality of education in private schools varies, depending of the wealth of 

the supporting organization. In many cases, private schools have less means; they are viewed as 

‘second-choice schools’ (Qoyyimah et al., 2020). The quality of education in Indonesia is relatively low, 

a survey of an affiliate organization of the Ministry showed (Directorate of the Educational Human 

Resource and Education Quality Assurance) (Anif et al., 2020). Indonesia has a strong focus on religion 

and character education in education; these are fixed topics within the curriculum, and religious 

schools can supplement  extracurricular components (Suyanto, 2018). Indonesian education aims to 

deliver disciplined, calm and polite students; teachers function as role models, and replace the parents 

in the school (Suyatno et al., 2019).  

In Indonesia, the Ministry decides the implementation principles of the curricula. The Ministry 

has local education offices in the districts (Qoyyimah et al., 2020; Rumahlatu et al., 2016), who support 

the Ministry during implementation. Supervision teams visit schools, and monitor and evaluate the 

implementation, seemingly functioning as an inspectorate, and report to the MOEC. The objective of 

these teams is to improve the quality of education and to improve curriculum implementation; 

however, teachers experience these random visits as formal and scary, because the findings being 

reported can influence the performance level of schools and teachers (Qoyyimah et al., 2020).  

 egional educational boards organi e    P’s   usyawarah  uru  ata Pela aran, teacher wor ing 

groups), that allow teachers from different schools but teaching the same subject to meet to receive 

professional development or to work together, for instance on lesson plans (Anif et al., 2020; Qoyyimah 

et al., 2020; Sofiana et al., 2019; Suyanto, 2018).  

 

3.6.2 The national curriculum reform 
The curriculum renewal of 2013 was intended by the Ministry to empower Indonesians to become 

religious, productive, innovative and passionate citizens (Sofiana et al., 2019), and to better prepare 

students for their future (Suyatno et al., 2019). The aim was to involve public support through formal, 

non-formal and informal education, along with considering the diversity of Indonesian culture 

(Suyatno et al., 2019). Other important objectives were the prevention of corruption, criminality and 

educational conflicts (Qoyyimah et al., 2020) and the strengthening of the competence of educators, 

staff, students, society and the family environment in implementing character education (CE) (Suyatno 

et al., 2019). To accomplish these goals, a curriculum was drafted with core competencies in the 

following areas: spiritual attitudes, social attitudes, knowledge and skills, and divided into basic 

competencies with three aspects: affective, cognitive, and psychomotor (Sofiana et al., 2019). A 

significant part of the curriculum was aimed at values education. The scientific cycle     ’s      

Mengamati (observing), (2) Menanya (asking questions), (3) Mengumpulkan informasi (information 

 
11 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Education_in_Indonesia 
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gathering), (4) Menalar (reasoning or data analyzing), and (5) Mengomunikasikan (Communicating)) 

was also added (Suyanto, 2018).  

Indonesia used a cascading train-the-trainer model to communicate the reform to the teachers and to 

teach them how to implement it. 

 

3.6.3 What the studies reveal 
Systemic differences 

The included studies showed the large impact that systemic differences have, and how these 

differences impacted all layers in the system. For instance, the teacher wor ing groups     P’s  were 

facilitated much better for teachers in state schools; they met often, sometimes weekly, and they 

received the curriculum and the materials. Teachers in private schools mentioned not knowing of the 

existence of these groups, or that their group assembled rarely. A teacher from a private school 

mentioned that he only could view the syllabus from the new curriculum because a colleague from a 

state school gave it to him (Qoyyimah et al., 2020).  

 

Train-the-trainer 

The train-the-trainer model makes for a lot of misconceptions. Not all trainers come from a fitting 

educational background, and sometimes, different interpretations of the curriculum arise. Because 

every trainer trains a new group of teachers, this led to a lot of ambiguousness (Retnawati et al., 2016). 

It seems as if this situation was not considered beforehand, and it was not planned how to solve this 

problem. The large differences in quality and amount of professional development that teachers 

received, led them to landing in different stages of implementation or concern. Teachers who received 

low amounts of training (some of the teachers only participated in one socialization meeting at the 

start of the school year), often did not realize the complex choices or problems they could have 

surrounding the curriculum, because they were still struggling to create a lesson plan (Qoyyimah et al., 

2020). Teachers who received more training were further in their understanding of the curriculum, but 

arrived at new problems and concerns: they experienced bottlenecks in implementing values in their 

education and how they could align the curriculum to their own practice (Qoyyimah et al., 2020).   

 

Classroom assessment and misinterpretations 

The Ministry added several new types of assessment in this curriculum, such as observation, self-

assessment and peer-assessment. Teachers should use at least one of these types of assessment for 

every type of core competency, also for the assessment of social and spiritual attitudes. Teachers were 

not experienced with these types of assessment, and professional development mainly focused on the 

teaching process. Therefore, most of them chose the type of assessment they considered to be the 

most practical: observation. This led to unreliable results and low validity of the tests. Other problems 

with these assessments arose because facilities needed, such as printers (the assessments had to be 

edited by teachers and printed out at the schools), were not available in every school (Retnawati et al., 

2016). Several surveys showed mainly positive teacher attitudes towards the curriculum, but 

interviews with teachers about their experiences with curriculum implementation were not always as 

positive. Teachers indicated having trouble with the development of materials, and with assessment 

and evaluation (Dewantara, 2020; Rumahlatu et al., 2016). Further, they viewed the assessment 

system as complex, and felt that there were many instruments that they never had gotten an 

opportunity to practice with (Retnawati et al., 2016).  

 



34 
 

Compliance vs. commitment 

In some cases, unforeseen side effects happened based on curricular changes with originally positive 

intentions. One aspect of the new assessment system was the minimal passing grade. In the new 

curriculum, students who have not passed a subject should go into a remedial session. However, due 

to class sizes (between 30 and 40 students) (Retnawati et al., 2016) and the limited time of teachers, 

teachers could not handle the extra work load of giving remedial sessions, and had to make sure all 

students pass immediately. This meant they had to manipulate student scores as to give all students 

passing grades, sometimes resorting to giving extra tests that students could use to get high scores.  

Finally, in some cases teachers showed compliance with the curriculum, when they knew they are 

being judged on e.g. the quality of their lesson plan, but they did not have the time or did not receive 

enough instruction to fulfill the criteria. This led to teachers copying lesson plans from the internet, or 

making changes in lesson plans they knew they would never perform in their classroom.  
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3.7 South Africa: Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (2012) 
 

3.7.1 Background information 
 outh  frica’s educational system has been made up of several reforms beginning with an outcomes-

based education in 1994. The education reforms have been a post-apartheid reaction aimed at shifting 

society towards more democratic values (Molapo & Pilay, 2018). The South African system can be 

described as very top-down with many well-intended and, on paper, well-designed reforms, but poor 

results have led to many subsequent changes and further reforms throughout the 1990s and 2000s 

(Fourie et al., 2018). The CAPS reform in 2012 was a reaction to the confusion and unsuccessful 

implementation of previous reforms. 

The main stakeholders involved in the implementation system include the ministry Department of 

Basic Education (DBE), which develops the framework, curriculum documents, and specific materials; 

the 9 provincial education departments, which implement the curriculum framework and manage 

teacher professional development; the professional development (PD) facilitators who provide the 

ongoing teacher PD; and the school leaders, principals, and heads of department who support the 

teachers through the implementation. Historically, the role of teachers was that of an implementor 

rather than a contributor to curriculum.  Accordingly, they were not regularly involved in the design of 

the reform (Bantwini, 2012). Teachers and school leaders also experienced curriculum exhaustion due 

to the multiple iterations of curriculum reform occurring since 1994.  

 

3.7.2 The national curriculum reform 
The main element of the C P  reform was to consolidate each sub ect area’s attainment targets, 

curriculum guidelines, and assessment methods, which previously were three separate documents, 

into one ‘Curriculum and  ssessment Policy  tatement’ per sub ect12. These comprehensive guides 

were then used by schools to implement each sub ect area’s curriculum. The nationwide annual 

standardized examination (ANA) was implemented for the government to be able to identify schools 

needing more support, provide public insight into student achievement, and expose teachers to better 

assessment practices (Fourie et al., 2018). The reform also expanded school-based assessment, 

wherein teachers take a leading role in assessing their students and providing formative feedback, 

continuously. At the school level, department heads would act as curriculum managers to moderate 

the assessment mechanisms for quality assurance. National and regional campaigns were developed 

to support implementation in targeted areas. Interventions included detailed curriculum materials and 

guides, ongoing professional development programs, and the provision of resources. 

 

3.7.3 What the studies reveal 
The 2012 South African CAPS reform included many elements important for successful 

implementation. Ongoing professional development, curriculum materials, and systems of support 

from the government were chosen by the national Department for Basic Education as sound strategies 

for supporting curriculum implementation. However, the quality of the professional development and 

governmental support was viewed as inadequate and teachers were not provided with sufficient 

resources and materials (Molapo & Pilay, 2018). The elements of the reform were decided from behind 

a desk rather than by testing in the field, creating a disconnect between the top-down implementation 

 
12 https://www.education.gov.za/Curriculum/CurriculumAssessmentPolicyStatements(CAPS).aspx 
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strategy and the teachers implementing the new curriculum. The lack of appropriate support 

mechanisms caused teachers to feel overwhelmed and demotivated by the reform. 

Across the studies in the dataset reporting on the 2012 CAPS reform, the following 4 themes emerged: 

1) lack of stakeholder involvement, 2) inadequate of field-testing, 3) low quality of support, and 4) low 

curriculum ownership. 

 

Lack of stakeholder involvement 

Across the studies of this reform, one issue was the lack of involvement of stakeholders in the design 

of the policies and intervention elements. Neither school leaders nor teachers were included in the 

process, which severely limited the effectiveness of the reform. The new curriculum then left teachers 

feeling neglected and imposed upon instead of a feeling like a part of the new vision of the 

government. Principals were overloaded due to a lack of teachers and resources and did not feel 

sufficiently trained to support teachers through the reform changes (Mohapi et al., 2014).  

 

Inadequate field testing 

In addition to low involvement of stakeholders in the design, many reform elements were not properly 

field-tested to identify potential conflicts and challenges. The instructional materials and assessments 

provided proved to be a poor match for learners’ needs and s ills   ohapi et al.,      . Teacher guides 

were perceived as too restrictive and stifling for the teachers’ agency  Fourie et al.,      . The 

professional development did not prepare teachers for the reform or address their specific needs 

(Bantwini, 2012). Without the involvement of key stakeholders or field testing, the quality of the 

support suffered heavily. 

 

Low quality support 

The low quality of support elements of the reform undermined trust and buy-in of the teachers and 

school leaders. In the Eastern Cape province, primary teachers felt the professional development 

programs were not designed to suit their needs or experiences (Bantwini, 2012). The facilitators of the 

professional development (PD) were not viewed as knowledgeable or experienced and teachers did 

not find the PD valuable. Schools were grouped in clusters of teachers from 6-8 schools, led by a cluster 

leader to meet and discuss issues in their classrooms. These PD efforts were overseen by subject 

advisors, which were district officials. A shortage of subject advisors overloaded their work schedule 

and led to a feeling of neglect from the teachers who felt their subject advisors were too busy to help 

them.  

The moderation of school-based assessment in tourism at secondary schools was managed by heads 

of departments, but lack of training prevented effective monitoring of quality. This further 

deteriorated the assessment models as the heads of department lacked sufficient content knowledge 

and could not provide developmental feedback for the teachers (Dube-Xaba & Makae, 2018). These 

above issues together led to low feelings of curriculum ownership.  

 

Curriculum ownership 

Teachers felt that the new curriculum was imposed upon them without involvement or ability to alter 

it to fit their needs. They did not feel supported by the government in the enactment of the curriculum. 

The prescriptive curriculum materials and professional development programs did not allow teachers 

to use teaching that worked for them but instead forced them to use concepts they viewed as low-
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quality. Rather than feeling as if they were contributing member of the new curriculum, teachers 

delivered what they were told to do more for compliance reasons (Dube-Xaba & Makae, 2018).  
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schools and teachers trea ng them as separate sub ects, not overarching themes.
 This led to schools priori  ing some  reas and  ssues more than others and 

undermined the integrated learning model.
   orts to decentrali e curriculum design placed burden and schools to implement a 

transforma onal integrated curriculum without su cient government support.

                                       
  a onal examina ons remained unchanged and were misaligned with curriculum 

guidelines  ey, so teachers con nued teaching to the exam, especially in sub ects on 
the examina ons. 

  lthough mul  phase high school entrance program was implemented,bac lash 
from, parents and public about the unfairness of the new system pressured 
government to maintain the high sta es compe  ve examina on structure.

  eeply entrenched examina on culture in Taiwanese society restrained the move 
away from examina on dominance
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3.8 Taiwan: 2001/2003 reform 
 

3.8.1 Background information 
The government in Taiwan has a history of being highly restrictive and centralized. During its inception, 

the political turmoil following World War II caused the single-party, authoritarian government to 

institute martial law which continued for 38 years until 1987. The government maintained tight control 

of the curriculum content and textbooks to ensure there were no subversive challenges to the existing 

government. While martial law was lifted and the government underwent democratic reforms in the 

1990s, traces of this centralized power structure remained in the Taiwanese education system (Huang, 

2012). To maintain international competitiveness, the national curriculum was based on discrete, 

‘rational’ sub ects from the  est, such as physics, mathematics, and chemistry   uang,      . For 

many years, the Ministry of Education (MOE) closely aligned the national curriculum with national 

examinations for entrance into secondary school and university. 

Taiwanese examination culture has a deeply imbedded history of being a path for social prestige, social 

mobility, and resources. The national examinations were extremely competitive and due to the 

discrete subject areas of the curriculum, memorization and rote learning became an effective strategy 

for students to succeed and pass the exams (Chang et al., 2009). Endless exam preparation became 

the norm for students with many parents putting intense pressure on students to succeed 

academically. Cram schools wherein students spent many hours outside formal school times, became 

very popular with parents to push their children to excel in competition with their peers.  

 

3.8.2 The national curriculum reform 
The G1-9C curriculum reform in 2001 introduced multiple elements aimed at de-centralizing the 

education system, modernizing the curriculum, and reducing the dominance of the national 

examinations as the main driver of the learning activities.  

The MOE replaced national curriculum standards with curriculum guidelines, which provided more 

flexibility for schools to adjust their practices to local contexts. Instead of only being government-

provided, textbooks and other curriculum materials were allowed to be developed by external 

publishers, so long as they were based on the curriculum guidelines (Lin et al., 2011). Curriculum was 

shifted from a national, rigid curriculum model to a school-based curriculum model. This allowed 

schools to consider school-specific visions, contexts, and student needs in their design of their 

curriculum. The previously discrete subjects were integrated into 7 overarching areas: language arts, 

mathematics, science and technology, social studies, health and physical education, arts and 

humanities, and integrative activities (Chang, 2005). This integration aimed at developing a learner-

centered curriculum with consideration for the students’ life experiences   uang,      .  n addition to 

the areas, 6 Issues, such as environmental education, were spread across the learning areas to infuse 

the curriculum with overarching societal goals. Further, as opposed to the prescriptive learning 

activities from the previous curriculum, the G1-9C would allow for schools and teachers to align their 

teaching to the students’ interests and needs.  In addition to the national examinations, multiple ways 

to qualify for entrance into secondary school were introduced including by recommendation, 

applications, and direct promotion (Huang, 2012). This multi-phased approach was intended to provide 

more pathways for students to succeed, disrupt the dominance of the national examinations as the 

only mechanism for qualification, and reduce the competitiveness of the exams. 
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3.8.3 What the studies reveal 
The studies of the G1-9C reform in this dataset showed that the intended outcomes of the reform were 

not reached. The curriculum is integrated on paper but teaching and learning is still mainly subject-

centered. Schools did comply with the requirements and submit their integrated curriculum plans to 

the MOE, but teachers often do not follow plans in the classroom (Huang, 2012).  National 

examinations remained the dominant mechanism for entry into university and teachers continued to 

teach in subject-centered ways to prepare students for the examinations. Across the studies, three 

main themes were found: 1) teacher professional development, 2) government support, and 3) 

alignment of curriculum and assessment.  

 

Teacher professional development 

The teacher professional development provided by the MOE were viewed as insufficient by teachers 

and schools. Limited, one-time compulsory workshops were provided which overviewed the changes, 

but did little to communicate the aims and rationale of the reform or obtain buy-in from teachers. One 

study reported only one-third of secondary earth science teachers agreed with the curriculum 

guidelines  Chang et al.,      . Teachers’ professional identity was noted as an important factor as to 

be a ‘good teacher’ was lin ed in teachers‘ minds to preparing students to do well on the examinations. 

 ithout a transformational change to the teachers’ sense of identity, teachers had little reason to 

change their teaching practices and instead would do only what is required for compliance purposes. 

The elements, the goals, vision, and reasons of the reform must be communicated properly to all 

stakeholders, including the public at large, to properly develop support and buy-in. Teachers were not 

prepared to teach in the integrated ways envisioned by the reform. They were expected not only to 

teach new subjects in an interdisciplinary manner, but also to include aspects of the six cross-

curriculum Issues in their teaching. Teacher guides were part of the implementation plan external 

publishers basing their design off the curriculum guidelines published by the ministry. Multiple 

versions were with differing layouts and design principles. The teachers at the schools then were able 

to vote for their preferred version of the teacher guides. While teachers and schools were involved in 

the selection of curriculum materials, they were not involved in the design. Teachers viewed the guides 

mainly as resources for content, as previously they were used to curriculum with prescribed content. 

 

Government support 

In the implementation of the new curriculum, the central government provided funding to support the 

Curriculum Areas and Issues. The funding was provided in an ad hoc method resulting in unequal 

distribution. This led to schools and teachers treating the Issues as separate subjects, not overarching 

themes with which to teach in an integrated manner with the learning areas. As their teaching 

philosophy remained subject-oriented, this further reinforced subject-thinking for the learning areas 

as well and undermined the integrated learning model. Due to the efforts to decentralize curriculum 

design  to the schools, the schools were not appropriately supported to enact transformative change 

to their teaching methodology. 

 

Alignment of curriculum and examination 

Curriculum and examination should be aligned together to achieve the objectives of a curriculum 

reform. Many curriculum models purport that assessment drives teaching practices, and thus should 

be aligned well with the goals and vision of the curriculum. In the G1-9C reform effort, the national 

examinations did not change along with the changes to the integration of the curriculum. This resulted 
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in teachers not transforming their teaching practices to an integrated, learner-centered pedagogy, but 

instead continuing to teach in subject-knowledge way to ensure their students would perform well on 

the national examinations. Further, parents perceived the multi-phased entrance program as less 

objective and fair than the national examinations. Without public support, pressure to continue the 

status quo was felt by teachers. Even when teachers claimed they preferred the integrated practice 

and learning, their actual practice tended to focus on preparation for the examination (Chang et al., 

2009). Without the alignment between the intended goals of teaching and the assessment, teachers 

and schools complied with the implementation on a minimal level, but did not deeply imbed the 

curriculum reform into their practice. Thus, after two years of implementation, the G1-9C reform was 

considered unsuccessful, even though the administrative orders still exist in a formal capacity. 
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  ismatch between curriculum and entrance examina ons led to teachers ignoring the 
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 Teachers o en rewor ed the curriculum at the start and end of secondary educa on 
because of missing alignment with primary and ter ary educa on

 Pre service teachers were not informed about the impending curriculum and had to learn 
very quic ly in their new employment  in some cases, parents or school management also 
were not informed

                    

  ess facilitated schools were not always able to fully implement the curriculum because of 
the   t  with the school, local needs and materials available

  tudents without computers at home needed more explana on using the new computers 
at school, ta ing away teaching  me  many teachers did not have enough computers or 
other facili es while they were prescribed in the curriculum

  ecause teachers are not divided over schools at random, some schools had high 
concentra ons of inexperienced teachers, who had more trouble implemen ng the 
curriculum

                        

 The curriculum was o en not enacted as planned, because teachers were as ed to train 
students for the upcoming admission exams
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3.9 Turkey: 2005 reform 
 

3.9.1 Background information 
Turkey has a large income gap. This social inequality leads to regional differences, especially within the 

eastern provinces (Incikabi, 2011). The competition to gain entry to secondary and tertiary education 

is rising (Incikabi, 2011). There are significant differences between schools when it comes to buildings, 

facilities, amount and quality of teachers, and funding   nci abi,      .  t’s very common in Tur ey for 

students to take private lessons or to visit private instruction centers to increase the chance of 

admission, but not all families can afford this. The effect is that students in certain regions and in 

certain schools have more chance to continue their education than other students in less favourable 

situations.  

The National Ministry of Education is the stakeholder initiating and overseeing the reforms and 

also reforming the programs (Incekara, 2010). During the 2005 reform, the Ministry received feedback 

from the Board of Curriculum and Instruction Professors (Yildirim & Kasapoglu, 2015). In 2003, school 

books were given to teachers and students free of charge, but they could only be written by experts 

directed by the Ministry, and printed by the Ministry publisher (National Education Printing House 

(Incikabi, 2011)), or by publishers approved by the Ministry. Starting from 2004, private publishers 

could also put in a bid to print educational textbooks. EARGED (Educational Research and Development 

Department), affiliated with the Ministry, did research into the curricula   rbas    lubay,       Şahin, 

2010). The Turkish Inspectorate is appointed to perform both inspecting and supervising and guiding 

tasks, but mainly focuses on the inspecting tasks (Arslantas, 2011).  

 

3.9.2 The national curriculum reform 
The 2005 curriculum reform had several aims. As negotiations for EU membership were started in 

October 200513, EU alignment and the relationship with other EU countries was deemed very 

important. Further, unfavorable PISA results in 2003 and 2006 (Yildirim & Kasapoglu, 2015) and low 

scores on the Timms-R (Şahin,       made need for Turkey to prove growth on mathematics, science, 

and language teaching. The Ministry of National Education wanted to align with economic and 

technological innovations at the EU (Erarslan, 2018) and the global level (Yildirim & Kasapoglu, 2015) 

and heighten awareness and consciousness of Turkish language and history (Arslantas, 2011). To this 

end, a reform of primary and secondary education was proposed for Turkish, mathematics, life studies, 

social studies and science and technology courses. 

To achieve these aims, a renewal was planned for primary and secondary education for the 

subject areas Turkish, mathematics, life studies, social studies and science and technology courses. 

The new curriculum entailed a transformation from behaviorism to constructivism (Arslantas, 2011; 

Şahin, 2010; Yildirim & Kasapoglu, 2015); the reform of 1997 aimed at memorization, role play and 

repetition, but in the 2005 reform a shift towards student-centered education was made, to improve 

students’ autonomy and have them be an active participant in their own learning process (Erarslan, 

2018; Incekara, 2010). The dominant-linear principle of thinking was changed to mutual causality 

(Arslantas, 2011). The curriculum was designed for the subjects above, based on a mutual set of 

fundamental concepts with four components: a) Social, b) Individual, c) Economical and d)Historical 

and Cultural (Koc et al., 2007) suggested by the Ministry as overarching themes. The role of teachers 

 
13 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Accession_of_Turkey_to_the_European_Union 
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changed during this reform from transferring knowledge to facilitating, guiding and supporting 

students. Technology use was also viewed as more important and added to the curriculum. The 

decision for the reform was made in 2002 by the Ministry of Education. Qualified teachers were trained 

by teacher education departments to implement the curriculum. In the school year of 2004-2005, a 

pilot was started in primary education in 120 schools in 9 provinces. This pilot was relatively successful. 

In the school year of 2005-2006, the national implementation was started to roll out. In that 

year, the implementation started for the grades 1-5. Starting from the school year 2006-2007, every 

year a grade was added, until in 2008-2009 all of the grades from 1 to 8 worked with the new 

curriculum. In the meantime, the Ministry had decided to provide free textbooks to students in primary 

education, and added students in secondary education to this plan after four years. From 2005-2006, 

subsidized laptops and computer courses were provided to teachers, and schools started offering 

information technology classes from 2006 (Güven et al., 2009).  

 

3.9.3 What the studies reveal 
Constructive alignment and competition side-effects 

The included studies showed an image of a mismatch in Turkey between the implemented curriculum 

and the standardized admission exams for secondary and tertiary education. The admission exams 

were in content and methodologically developed in a different way, leading to clashing systems. 

Students with teachers who stuck to the curriculum only, had therefore less of a chance to pass their 

exams. However, the numbers of students who got admitted were informally used as a means to 

evaluate, control and steer teachers, schools and education districts (Somel & Nohl, 2015). Teachers 

were under pressure from parents as well; parents told them to instruct their children on these 

admission exams as well as teach them the regular classes (Somel & Nohl, 2015), and students asked 

questions about topics they came into contact with during their time at the private instruction centers. 

This meant that teachers were pressured in different ways to deviate from the prescribed curriculum, 

which they often did. However, this varied highly in different school and location circumstances (for 

instance, students in rural schools often do not continue their schooling after primary education, 

resulting in less experienced pressure with teachers in rural areas) and varied for different teachers as 

well (inexperienced teachers had more trouble adapting the curriculum, and therefore tended to fully 

focus on the material for the admission exams).   

 

Systemic differences and time 

Further, the studies showed differences between the amount of preparatory materials and books 

schools participating in the pilots received for implementing the curriculum, and how schools 

implementing in the implementation year were prepared. Pilot schools received more professional 

development, and more supporting materials (Şahin,     ). Schools in the implementation year were 

given less time to prepare and received materials a very short time from the start of the school year. 

The reform was not communicated to pre-service teachers, and teachers were not asked to give input 

or feedback about the coming reform. During the reform, feedback was also not asked structurally. 

Therefore, teachers were not able to communicate their problems and make changes.  

 

Teacher priorities 

There turned out to be large differences in how teachers acted on the new curriculum. This seemed to 

be connected to the amount of professional development they received (which they often felt was not 

sufficient), their earlier experiences with similar topics in the curriculum and their own experience. For 
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instance, experienced teachers felt more comfortable adjusting prescribed lesson plans to their own 

and their students’ needs, and to add or remove topics. The curriculum introduced a few new methods, 

for instance on assessment and instruction. Because communication surrounding the curriculum 

hadn’t been very clear, teachers did not always understand why a change was made or what the 

underlying concepts were for the new additions. Not all teachers felt comfortable using these new 

methods. This led often to teachers using knowledge from the earlier curriculum or from their own 

experience. Because of this, the curriculum was not always enacted as planned. Another problem was 

that the curriculum was overloaded, resulting in teachers having to make choices because they could 

not teach the entire curriculum in the time they had. A review study (Erarslan, 2018) posed that 

teachers had trouble implementing the curriculum because the goals of the reform were not clear 

enough. The goals did supposedly not connect enough to the needs and the level of the students, 

resulting in content that was often on a level that was too low. Further, there were problems with 

sequencing, the topics and their amount of content, and often teachers did not have the facilities they 

needed to enact the curriculum, such as computers and CD- and DVD-players.  
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  chools with a higher rate of teachers per student and several teachers for one sub ect had 
more opportuni es for teacher collabora on on curriculum implementa on topics and 
more  me to divide between each other, resul ng in more teacher collabora on

  chool leaders and teachers experienced the curriculum in very di erent ways based on 
their situa on, earlier experiences and  me constraints  this led to a richer understanding 
and implementa on in schools where teachers were supported administra vely and 
prac cally

  ecause many curricular decisions are made at the state or district level, the resources and 
training schools received and the speci c curricula they wor ed with varied greatly 

                    

 Teachers of low achieving students were some mes surprised by the engagement and 
results of their students. Possibly, new curricular materials made them try out ac vi es or 
pedagogical prac ces they would not use usually

                       

 Curriculum shi s were challenged by rou ne exper se behavior from teachers 

 Professional development delivered to teachers in one study only modeled pedagogical 
approaches based on the new curriculum  par cipa ng teachers s ll showed rou ne 
behavior as well as adap ve behavior 

  xperienced teachers showed more rou ne behavior such as vocabulary memori a on 
and direct teaching in adap ng the new curriculum, perhaps because scripts for classroom 
behavior were hardened over  me

  ome themes  such as sustainability  were less visible in the  tandards because their 
interdisciplinary nature clashed with the compartmentali a on of curricula and standards 

                  

  chool leaders put more pressure on teachers by giving priority to standardi ed tes ng, 
which led to less  me for the curriculum and teachers who felt that they had to prove the 
 worth  of some aspects of the curriculum

  istrict level expecta ons and standards based tes ng led to pressure on teachers doing 
many things at once, and some curricular aspects su ered 

 Teachers struggled with choosing which topics to priori  e in the curriculum because of 
limited  me
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 The public was invited to review the standards, encouraged by na onal teacher 
associa ons, in two public web feedbac  periods

 The  a onal  ssessment of  duca onal Progress added a standardi ed test on the topics 
of technology and engineering, adding urgency for engineering and technology to be 
integrated formally into      educa on

                           
  tates in the     hold governmental  urisdic on over a territory and share their 

sovereignty with the federal government 
  mericans are ci  ens of the federal republic and of their state
  ithin states, school districts  depending on state  operate as independent local 

governmental units and o en prescribe district level standards, curriculum and 
assessment, some mes including having power over the pacing of the curriculum

  istrict infrastructure can ma e for a  ghtening of the coupling between policy goals and 
teacher ac ons 
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3.10 USA: Next Generation Science Standards (2013) 
 

3.10.1 Background information 
Because of the national structure in states and districts, education and the standards it is beholden by 

in the United States of America can vary from district to district14. States hold governmental jurisdiction 

over a territory, and within states, school districts operate as independent local governmental units. 

At this level, often district-level standards are described and curriculum content, assessment and 

sometimes teacher professional development is offered (Harris et al., 2015). Because policy goals are 

often expressed on a broader scale, district-level standards can make for a tightening of the coupling 

between policy goals and teacher actions (Harris et al., 2015). This means that when states adopt 

certain curricula, on the district level, there may be an interpretation of that curriculum that is being 

communicated to teachers.  

The National Research Council (a committee of 18 experts in science, engineering, cognitive 

science, teaching and learning, curriculum, assessment and education policy) created the Framework 

K-12 Science Education. Based on this Framework, the Next Generation Science Standards were 

created15. This process was state-led and involved state policy leaders, higher education, K-12 

teachers, the science and business community and the National Science Teachers Association, the 

National Research Council, the American Association for the Advancement of Science and Achieve; the 

federal government was not involved during this process. The public was invited to review the 

standards in two public web feedback periods16. Further, the National Assessment of Educational 

Progress added a standardized test on the topics of technology and engineering, adding urgency for 

engineering and technology to be integrated formally into K-12 education (Douglas, Rynearson, Yoon 

& Diefes-Dux, 2016). 

 

3.10.2 The national curriculum reform 
Many students in STEM fields do not finish their degrees, do not return for further studies or leave the 

field afterwards. This indicates that students may not be adequately prepared to enter postsecondary 

education with the skills they learn in college. Because of this continued concern, policy efforts such 

as the Framework for K-12 Science Education and the Next Generation Science Standards were 

developed (Fischer et al., 202017). The goal of these standards was to position students for future 

learning in science programs, careers and as global citizens (Raycroft & Flynn, 2020).  

The Framework K-12 Science Education was intended for students in Kindergarten until Grade 

12 and consists of three dimensions: science and engineering practices (practices that professional 

scientists engage in, e.g. analyzing and interpreting data, engaging in argument from evidence, using 

mathematics and computational thinking), cross-cutting concepts (concepts found across scientific 

disciplines, such as patterns, similarity and diversity, or energy and matter), and disciplinary core ideas 

(which are ideas central to a given discipline, such atomic/molecular structure and properties for 

chemistry). Based on this Framework, the Next Generation Science Standards were developed with 

performance expectations, foundations (referring to the dimensions above) and coherence, where the 

performance expectations are connected to other ideas within the disciplines of science and 

 
14 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Education_in_the_United_States 
15 https://www.nextgenscience.org/ 
16 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Next_Generation_Science_Standards 
17 https://osf.io/83hm2 
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engineering, and with the Common Core State Standards18. The curriculum aimed for a shift from 

students knowing about natural phenomena to developing explanations about them, and strived to 

show the role of science and engineering in solving problems in society (Douglas et al., 2016). About 

20 states have now adopted the Standards, and 24 states have developed their own standards based 

on the Framework19. The intention of this reform was to bring about a change in science classrooms, 

where teachers support the knowledge building of their students and where science is focused on 

argumentation and consensus building after investigation and analysis (Bowers, Merritt & Rimm-

Kaufman, 2020). Another goal of this reform was to strengthen the positioning of engineering and 

technology into classrooms (Douglas et al., 2016).  

 

3.10.3 What the studies reveal 
Changing the status quo 

The NGSS reform presented a large shift for teachers, both in content and concepts taught as in 

practices used. This change in practices means for teachers that they have to change the way they act 

to a more student-centered way of teaching and allow for more student agency (Bowers et al., 2020; 

Jen et al., 2020) which can bring about large changes in how they conduct themselves in the classroom. 

Implementation of the NGSS may be hindered by teaching practices or expectations that follow the 

script of traditional science classrooms (Bowers et al., 2020); teachers should ideally have a balance 

between innovation and efficiency (Bowers et al., 2020). Because of the USA infrastructure that is 

heavily oriented towards districts, schools and districts had very different experiences in implementing 

the curriculum. A case-study in primary schools in the Eastern United States showed that teachers 

differed heavily in how adaptive or routinely they worked, even though all teachers showed aspects of 

both types of teaching. Some teachers gave students a lot of ownership during the lessons, and 

facilitated student-centered science discourse. Others prioritized following the lesson plan over 

exploring emergent student understanding. There were only five teachers in this case study, but 

experienced teachers showed more signs teaching according routines built based on the former 

curriculum than less experienced teachers (Bowers et al., 2020). Teachers in a curriculum field trial 

implementing Virtual Engineering Internships (Jen et al., 2020) struggled with this topic as well. Some 

teachers mentioned that shifting from direction lessons to facilitating student learning felt li e ‘giving 

up power’, but also noted that this was very empowering for their students   en et al.,      . The 

change from classes where teachers could give ‘one right answer’ to them learning with their students 

was large, but teachers generally viewed this shift in a positive light (Bowers et al., 2020; Jen et al., 

2020). Teachers mentioned this change in pedagogical skills was challenging, but they welcomed it 

greatly. However, some did mention a need for more strategies to facilitate the students in their 

learning (Jen et al., 2020).  

 

Teacher expectations 

Working with new materials gave some teachers new insights into the capabilities of their students. 

Teachers working on the VEIs with low-achieving students had the assumption that they would not be 

able to follow certain parts of the lessons. However, their students performed better than expected, 

and were more engaged than usual, perhaps because of the hands-on aspect of the curriculum (Jen et 

al., 2020); teachers in another study mentioned feeling surprised at the performance of young 

students, but also noted their own growth during curriculum implementation (Douglas et al., 2016). It 

 
18 https://www.nextgenscience.org 
19 https://www.nextgenscience.org 
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seemed like engaging with their students in a different way and new pedagogical praxis made it able 

for teachers to break away from pre-conceived notions about what their students would and would 

not be able to do.  

 

Systemic differences and teacher priorities 

Systemic differences and differences in leadership and vision between schools had implications on 

several levels. A case-study (Douglas et al., 2016) with a suburban school and a school in a large city, 

showed that their differences in teacher rate per student, student base and principal support led to 

very different ways in which the implementation was handled. At one school, teachers got 

administrative support, found new ways to collaborate across subjects and grade-levels. They 

experienced some time-constraints with the timelines but solved these in the second year of 

implementation. The other school, where the ratio of teachers per student was much lower, 

experienced problems due to time constraints and language barriers of the students. This school had 

to modify the curriculum to relate the ideas about engineering more to their students’ experiences 

and language abilities. Collaboration was present but notably smaller, because there were less 

teachers to collaborate with; because of work pressure and demands from their principal on 

standardized testing, teachers did not have time to make supplemental materials and had less 

classroom time. They did experience higher student engagement and teachers were enthusiastic about 

implementation, yet implementation was discontinued after two years (Douglas et al., 2016).  

Some of the studies looked at both the content of the curriculum or how this content was taught in 

the classroom. Teachers were often not able to teach the full content of the curriculum (Douglas et al., 

2016; Harris et al., 2015; Jen et al., 2020) and had to make choices in which topics they would prioritize 

(Jen et al., 2020). This choice was sometimes dependent on their own views (Jen et al., 2020), 

sometimes on stakeholder needs, such as the principal (Douglas et al., 2016), but was sometimes 

connected to district decision making as well, such as teachers using a district pacing guide (Harris et 

al., 2015).  
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CHAPTER 4. SYSTEMATIC LITERATURE REVIEW: SYNTHESIS 
 

Based on the inclusion criteria,  we identified nine reforms in nine countries (Australia, China, Finland, 

Indonesia, South Africa, Taiwan, Turkey, England and USA). This section presents the data analysis 

activities (4.1), a rough comparison of the curriculum policies in the nine countries (section 4.2) and 

six key features of the reforms (section 4.3). The chapter ends with central questions and dilemma’s 

for further discussion with the expert panels (section 4.4). 

 

4.1 Data analysis 
Based on the country briefs presented in chapter 3, a list of overarching themes and dilemmas has 

been developed. This was done by the full team of researchers in a joint two-hour analysis session. In 

preparation to the session, all researchers read the materials on the nine reforms (posters and two-

pagers) and had thought about any salient similarities or differences between two or more reforms. 

During the session the team members first worked individually, noting similarities and differences. This 

was followed by a share-out in which each team member wrote observations and reflections on the 

whiteboard, followed by an explanation of these notes to the rest of the group. This led to a plenary 

discussion of similarities and differences and a review of the discussion themes in light of research 

questions. Moreover, in order to better understand the reform contexts, the team compared the 

curriculum policies of the countries, based on the information that was found in the articles. This led 

to a rough overview presented in section 4.2.  

 

4.2 Rough overview of curriculum policies  
The extent to which a country or jurisdiction has a centralized or decentralized curriculum policy 

determines the characteristics of the curriculum change process, including for instance the role of 

various stakeholders (see also section 1.1 of this report). At the one extreme, the curriculum policy is 

centralized. Here it is a government’s intention to prescribe the curriculum at the input level (in terms 

of goals, contents and teaching and learning materials) and prescribe the curriculum at the output level 

(in terms of assessments, examinations and inspection). At the other extreme, the curriculum policy is 

decentralized. This reflects a government’s intention to refrain from prescription and control at the 

input and output level. Countries included in this study differ in their curriculum policies (see figure 2). 

Most reforms took place in a centralized curriculum policy environment, except for the Finnish and 

Indonesian reforms. 
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Figure 2  

Input and output regulation in the nine countries based on our findings 

 
 

4.3 Themes in the reform processes 
Based on the analysis session with the research team, six salient themes were found to be important 

for the Dutch curriculum change context, i.e. shared sense-making, professional development of 

teachers, professional development of school leaders, addressing (mis)alignment, addressing 

(in)equalities and a cyclical approach during the curriculum change process. Table 4 provides an 

overview of the salient themes indicated to be important in the studies on the nine reforms. The salient 

themes were found in countries with mainly centralized as well as with decentralized curriculum 

policies. 

 

Table 4 

Important reform themes in the various countries 
Features Austra-

lia 
China England Finland Indone-

sia 
South 
Africa 

Taiwan Turkey USA 

1. Shared sense-
making  

X X X X X X X X X 

2. Professional 
development 

X X  X X X X X X 

3. School/teacher 
leadership  

X  X X  X   X 

4. (mis)alignment 
 

X X X X X  X X X 

5. (in)equity 
 

 X X X X X X X X 

6. Cyclical 
approach 

X   X  X   X 

Note: countries with mainly centralized curriculum policy in blue, mainly decentralized in orange 

 

The remainder of the section presents a brief introduction for each theme accompanied by illustrations 

from the country briefs in chapter 3. 
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4.3.1. Shared sense-making 
All studies report on issues experienced with reform clarity and unintended messages in the 

process/approach throughout the educational system (government level, school policy level, teachers, 

parents) and in the society as a whole. Communication and shared sense-making are needed 

throughout the educational system and with the public in order to increase buy-in and ownership. The 

concepts 'sense-making' and 'shared sense-making' are used as they were introduced in organizational 

studies in the 1990s (cf. Weick, 1995). The attribution of meaning to curriculum reform is seen as a 

cognitive process (with questions such as: What does this mean? Is this relevant to me? Should I do 

something with it? Why? How?) with social aspects (with questions such as: How do others think? 

What is my role in it?). Sense-making happens through becoming acquainted with, trying out, reflecting 

on and discussing of abstract concepts. Regardless of the type of curriculum change, teachers and 

school leaders will engage in forms of sense-making when they encounter innovation. The following 

phrases have been included here to illustrate these issues: 

- Schools waited for completely and explicitly approved elements, timelines before conducting 

preparations for implementation. (Australia) 

- Teachers complained that there was no communication channel through which they could receive 

follow-up support for trouble shooting. (China) 

- As the school-policy accommodated for the new macro-level policy language, policies often relied 

on past texts and discourses. This process led to a reproduction, legitimization, and institutional 

imbedding of past ideologies, often with uncritical consideration. (England) 

- The curriculum design is the result of combined action between administrators and university 

representatives, education providers, schools and associations. There were many opportunities 

for public comments, for instance, citizens were encouraged to comment freely on the drafts 

online, and feedback from schools and municipalities was collected as well. (Finland) 

- Because there was no shared sense-making between architects of the curriculum, initiators in a 

school and educators, misconceptions arose on interpretations of concepts and how to act on 

plans made together in an earlier stage. (Finland) 

- Curriculum architects had ideas regarding what would be needed in order to reach change, 

including tensions and possibly contradictory items at the individual level. Bringing them to light 

early would prevent the burden of solving these tensions to be placed upon teachers or students. 

(Finland) 

- Teachers in the included studies valued the possibility of constructing their lessons further, but 

had trouble coming to a shared meaning of the different concepts within the framework. (Finland) 

- Inadequate access of all materials by teachers and only surface understanding of the curriculum 

made misinterpretations prevalent. (Indonesia) 

- Parents were not briefed about change in curriculum and assessment, which made teachers worry 

about parent understanding of the new way of reporting. (Indonesia) 

- Teachers felt that the new curriculum was imposed upon them without involvement or ability to 

alter it to fit their needs. They did not feel supported by the government in the enactment of the 

curriculum. The prescriptive curriculum materials and professional development programs did not 

allow teachers to use teaching that worked for them but instead forced them to use concepts they 

viewed as low-quality. Rather than feeling as if they were contributing member of the new 

curriculum, teachers delivered what they were told to do more for compliance reasons. (South 

Africa) 

- Without public support, pressure to continue the status quo was felt by teachers. Even when 

teachers claimed they preferred the integrated practice and learning, their actual practice tended 

to focus on preparation for the examination. (Taiwan) 
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- The reform was not communicated to pre-service teachers, and teachers were not asked to give 

input or feedback about the coming reform. During the reform, feedback was also not asked 

structurally. Therefore, teachers were not able to communicate their problems and make changes. 

(Turkey) 

- Teachers were under pressure from parents as well; parents told them to instruct their children 

on these admission exams as well as teach them the regular classes (Somel & Nohl, 2015), and 

students asked questions about topics they came into contact with during their time at the private 

instruction centers. This meant that teachers were pressured in different ways to deviate from the 

prescribed curriculum, which they often did. (Turkey) 

- Novice teachers followed the detailed curriculum lesson plans as much as possible, but when 
facilities were not in order, they followed the content of the admission examinations. (Turkey) 

- Because policy goals are often expressed on a broader scale, district-level standards can make for 

a tightening of the coupling between policy goals and teacher actions. This means that when states 

adopt certain curricula, on the district level, there may be an interpretation of that curriculum that 

is being communicated to teachers. (USA) 

- During the curriculum design, feedback was gathered from the public during to public web 
feedback periods. (USA) 

- Curriculum shifts were challenged by routine expertise behavior from teachers. (USA) 

- Experienced teachers showed more routine behavior such as vocabulary memorization and direct 

teaching in adapting the new curriculum, perhaps because scripts for classroom behavior were 

hardened over time. (USA) 

 

4.3.2 Professional development focusing on classroom changes 
The studies stress the importance of professional development (PD) of teachers in order to get to the 

full understanding of the curriculum change as well as the competencies needed to change the 

teaching and learning processes accordingly. Professional development needs to be tailored to the 

specific needs of teachers and preferably be provided by knowledgeable and experienced educators. 

The following phrases from the reform briefs illustrate the importance of this: 

- Teachers hated the PD, because it never showed how the new teacher behavior should look like 

(modelling). (Australia) 

- Teachers who participated in school-based PD activities for longer periods as well as teachers who 

thought they had gained substantially from external teacher training, had a more positive attitude 

towards the effectiveness of the PD activities and were also more likely to carry out the new way 

of instruction. (China) 

- Even though both teachers and students were given ownership in the curriculum and by the 

school, its full effect could not yet be reached because they were not supported enough to take it. 

There was no follow-through on how they should act on it. (Finland) 

- The train-the-trainer model makes for a lot of misconceptions. Not all trainers come from a fitting 

educational background, and sometimes, different interpretations of the curriculum arise. 

(Indonesia) 

- Teacher working groups across schools (connected by course) helped crossing bridges and 

enhanced communication and experimentation (Indonesia) 

- Teachers received no feedback on their use of new assessment methods, which led to unreliable 

usage and low reliability and validity of the results. (Indonesia)  

- PD efforts were overseen by subject advisors, which were district officials. A shortage of subject 

advisors overloaded their work schedule and led to a feeling of neglect from the teachers who felt 

their subject advisors were too busy to help them. (South Africa) 
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- Teachers’ professional identity was noted as an important factor as to be a ‘good teacher’ was 

lin ed in teachers‘ minds to preparing students to do well on the examinations.  ithout a 

transformational change to the teachers’ sense of identity, teachers had little reason to change 

their teaching practices and instead would do only what is required for compliance purposes. 

(Taiwan) 

- Teachers who did not get sufficient training to fully realize the curriculum fell back on earlier beliefs 
and experiences and made choices based on those beliefs. (Turkey)  

- Professional development delivered to teachers in one study only modeled pedagogical 

approaches based on the new curriculum; participating teachers still showed routine behavior as 

well as adaptive behavior. (USA) 

 

4.3.3 Professional development for leadership capacity for school-based curriculum change 
Studies report on teachers and school leaders not being ready for the demands of curriculum 

autonomy. Providing schools with curriculum autonomy does not mean that schools do not need 

guidance and support. Curriculum leadership needs to be in place as well as support and time to 

develop the school-based curriculum, otherwise the curriculum involvement of schools and teachers 

will not work. The following phrases illustrate the significance of leadership capacities: 

- Teachers appreciated the support they received of curriculum leaders (head teachers or other 

teachers) as they helped them translate the intend of the curriculum to their own practice. 

(Australia) 

- School leadership proved to be of high importance for how schools were able to respond to change 

in the curriculum. (England) 

- There were sometimes worries about the curriculum as well, when teachers saw prescribed 

elements as encroaching on their territory and sovereignty. Leadership played an important role 

in these situations. (Finland) 

- Teachers were often not supported in their role as (re)makers of policy; leadership gave attention 

to knowing and understanding the curriculum, but less so to using the curriculum in the classroom 

and how teachers should act differently than with the old curriculum. (Finland)  

- Leadership had not planned for regular communication between layers or methods for feedback. 

(Finland) 

- Principals were overloaded due to a lack of teachers and resources and did not feel sufficiently 

trained to support teachers through the reform changes. "We are not adequately capacitated to 

perform our roles as principals and this inadequacy impedes our efficiency and effectiveness in 

managing curriculum changes in schools, we are not given a platform to engage with the directives 

from the Department of Basic Education, we are not consulted when there are major changes 

within the education system, this limits our inputs on decision making on key changes affecting 

schools” (South Africa) 

- At one school, teachers got administrative support, found new ways to collaborate across subjects 

and grade-levels. They experienced some time-constraints with the timelines but solved these in 

the second year of implementation. In another school because of work pressure and demands 

from their principal on standardized testing, teachers did not have time to make supplemental 

materials and had less classroom time. They did experience higher student engagement and 

teachers were enthusiastic about implementation, yet implementation was discontinued after two 

years (USA) 

 

4.3.4 Addressing (mis)alignment  
Studies report on mismatches between on the one hand the intentions of the curriculum renewal and 

on the other hand choices regarding other aspects of the educational system that are at odds with the 
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renewal. Mentioned most are mismatches between curriculum intentions and exit/entrance exams 

and accountability systems which lead to an increased focus on results and pressure from school 

leaders and parents to prioritize student performance on standardized tests. The following phrases 

illustrate the presence of these mismatches:  

- Perceived subject hierarchy due to phased implementation of subject renewal. (Australia) 

- Teachers complaining that there was no alignment between the curriculum and all the tests and 

exams that have to be taken during a school year, as well as with respect to the exit and entrance 

exams. (China) 

- A good score on exams is still the predictor of success in the future for students which led to 

pressure from the parents on teachers to prepare their children well. (China) 

- Teachers demonstrated situational compliance while focusing mainly on preparing students for 

the national and traditional exams rather than on the new curriculum. It can be concluded that 

when there is no conflict it can be a sign of decay. (China) 

- Narrowing of the curriculum made teachers of non-core subjects feel a consistent threat of their 

subject being removed or diminished in terms of time allocation and funding. (England) 

- Well-funded schools were able to manage the implementation of the new curriculum, but 

struggling schools struggled even more. Combined with high-stakes testing and a shrinking 

economy, this caused a narrowing of the curriculum and an increased focus on results, particularly 

of the core subjects, in order for schools to survive. (England) 

-  ith national examinations being designed separately from the schools’ curriculum design, the 

pressure for schools to teach to the test remained. The connection between bottom-up initiatives 

did not always align with top-down curriculum and assessment, resulting in a mismatch between 

what schools wanted to do and what they had to do to achieve positive results in the high-stakes 

testing regime. (England) 

- Creation of school-level policy was heavily influenced by the intertextual connections with macro-

level policy. School policy was subordinated to government-issued directives and initiatives which 

shaped school-level policy to overtly focus on accountability and measurement. (England) 

- Alignment between curriculum and tested curriculum was not always clear: when some parts of 

the curriculum were only assessed formatively, teachers worried that students would not do the 

work because they would not get tested on those aspects. (Finland) 

- In the new curriculum, students who have not passed a subject should go into a remedial session. 

However, due to class sizes (between 30 and 40 students) and the limited time of teachers, 

teachers could not handle the extra work load of giving remedial sessions, and had to make sure 

all students pass immediately. This meant they had to manipulate student scores as to give all 

students passing grades (Indonesia) 

- the national examinations did not change along with the changes to the integration of the 

curriculum. This resulted in teachers not transforming their teaching practices to an integrated, 

learner-centered pedagogy, but instead continuing to teach in subject-knowledge way to ensure 

their students would perform well on the national examinations. (Taiwan) 

- The different styles and content of curriculum and admission exams led to parents questioning 

whether the curriculum was useful. (Turkey)  

- Students sometimes had to take classes on the weekend next to attending school during the week, 

to be able to prepare themselves for the admission exams. (Turkey) 

- The curriculum was often not enacted as planned, because teachers were pressured to train 

students for the upcoming admission exams. (Turkey) 

- School leaders put more pressure on teachers by giving priority to standardized testing, which led 

to less time for the curriculum and teachers who felt that they had to prove the ‘worth’ of some 

aspects of the curriculum. (USA) 
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4.3.5 Addressing (In)equity 
The studies reveal that many reforms led to an (unintentional) increase of educational inequities 

because of differences between regions, schools and teachers, for instance due to variation in budget 

and the availability of teaching and learning resources. Differentiation is required in the curriculum 

change process taking into account variation in regions that are less recourceful than others, as well 

as variation in teachers’ experiences (novice vs experienced) and variation in student populations. 

Finland seems to be a positive outlier here with its reciprocal accountability system where schools are 

accountable for learning outcomes, and education authorities have to support schools in achieving 

them. The following phrases illustrate the appearance of inequalities: 

- The relatively centralized education system did not try to diminish the differences between regions 

or schools by providing for instance extra support or resources to low-performing or rural areas, 

which increased the inequality. (China) 

- Schools varied in their ability to implement the changes to the curriculum. This often depended on 

how prepared they were to implement the changes in terms of resources and preparation.  Schools 

from larger academies or with more resources were able to appoint curriculum coordinators that 

focused on adapting the schools to new curriculum, while schools with less resources and already 

understaffed could not do so. (England) 

- Reciprocal accountability: As organizers of education, municipalities were given responsibility for 

monitoring the effectiveness of education, and local education authorities and political leaders are 

held accountable, promoting a reciprocal accountability system where schools are accountable for 

learning outcomes, and education authorities have to support schools to achieve them. (Finland) 

- The large differences in quality and amount of professional development that teachers received, 

led them to landing in different stages of implementation or concern. (Indonesia) 

- Existing differences between schools magnified during implementation and trickle down to all 

levels (i.e. teachers from schools who did not receive the curriculum were less prepared and could 

teach it less well, resulting in more problems in execution; schools with less facilities had problems 

executing the curriculum, etc.). (Indonesia) 

- The lack of resources available to rural schools heavily impacted the quality of teaching and 

learning and the degree to which curriculum was managed and implemented. Lack of teachers, 

inadequate workshops, and overloaded principals/school management teams negatively 

influenced implementation. (South Africa) 

- The funding was provided in an ad hoc method resulting in unequal distribution. This led to schools 

and teachers treating the Issues as separate subjects, not overarching themes with which to teach 

in an integrated manner with the learning areas. (Taiwan) 

- Pilot schools received more professional development, and more supporting materials. Schools in 

the implementation year were given less time to prepare and received materials a very short time 

from the start of the school year. (Turkey) 

-  ess facilitated schools were not always able to fully implement the curriculum because of the ‘fit’ 

with the school, local needs and materials available. (Turkey) 

- Students without computers at home needed more explanation using the new computers at 

school, taking away teaching time; many teachers did not have enough computers or other 

facilities while they were prescribed in the curriculum. (Turkey) 

- Because Turkish teachers were not divided over schools at random, some schools had high 

concentrations of inexperienced teachers, who had more trouble implementing the curriculum. 

(Turkey) 

- Because of the USA infrastructure that is heavily oriented towards districts, schools and districts 

had very different experiences in implementing the curriculum. (USA) 
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- Case-study with suburban school and a school in a large city, showed that their differences in 

teacher rate per student, student base and principal support led to very different ways in which 

the implementation was handled. (USA) 

 

4.3.6 Cyclical approach during the curriculum change process 
Several studies report the need for an cyclical approach during curriculum change processes, meaning 

that the curriculum change needs to be piloted and monitored at all layers, needs to be responsive 

and open for revision in case of specific issues. The following phrases from the country briefs in chapter 

3 illustrate the importance of this theme: 

- Based on all the feedback, professional development (PD) sessions were revised. Teachers were 

very positive about the new and revised PD sessions (Australia) 

- The Finnish curriculum is aimed strongly at ownership on the student level. During the 

implementation, it turned out that schools did strive to accomplish this, but that fully realizing this 

goal was not possible yet, both on the teacher and on the student-level. This showed the 

importance of clear communication and working iteratively, but also the significance of 

preparation of teachers for the start of the implementation, both on the content as the working 

with new methods and concepts (Finland) 

- The elements of the reform were decided from behind a desk rather than by testing in the field, 

creating a disconnect between the top-down implementation strategy and the teachers 

implementing the new curriculum. The lack of appropriate support mechanisms caused teachers 

to feel overwhelmed and demotivated by the reform. (South Africa) 

- Teachers and school leaders also experienced curriculum exhaustion due to the multiple iterations 

of curriculum reform occurring since 1994 (South Africa) 

- Need for evaluation data during the implementation process: However, their students performed 

better than expected, and were more engaged than usual, perhaps because of the hands-on aspect 

of the curriculum (Jen et al., 2020); teachers in another study mentioned feeling surprised at the 

performance of young students, but also noted their own growth during curriculum 

implementation (Douglas et al., 2016). It seemed like engaging with their students in a different 

way and new pedagogical praxis made it able for teachers to break away from pre-conceived 

notions about what their students would and would not be able to do. (USA) 
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4.4 Dilemmas and questions regarding the themes 
The findings led to six themes with dilemmas and questions with respect to curriculum change 

processes. These questions are also meant to address the more practical interest in what needs to be 

done, by whom (not), when, how often.  here we refer to ‘country’ in these questions, one may also 

read another jurisdiction, such as a state or province. The questions and dilemma’s fed into the expert 

panels (Chapter 5). 

 

1. Shared sense-making • How can a country accomplish shared clarity and ownership 
among all actors about the purpose, goals and methods of the 
reform without losing too much space for schools? 
 

2. Professional 
development (PD) for 
curriculum change in 
the classroom 

 

• How does a country increase curriculum awareness among 
teachers? 

• How can a country provide the required professional 
development for teachers and school leaders in a differentiated 
and sustainable way, taking into account that deep PD is usually 
site/school teams-specific and slow, and that surface PD is generic 
and quick? 

• Depending on the reform the need for PD for teachers and school 
leaders might be significant. How to deal with this? Also with 
respect to the potential burden on teachers and school leaders? 
 

3. Professional 
development (PD) for 
curriculum change at 
the school level 

• How should a country balance out the freedom of schools and 
teachers and the need for guidance and support? 

• How can a country provide school and teacher leaders with the 
competences and information to increase school-readiness for 
change? 
 

4. Addressing 
(Mis)alignment 

 

• How does a country ensure that schools and teachers benefit from 
clear guidance and quality control/assessment/examination 
without losing autonomy and trust?  

• How does a country avoid a perceived hierarchy of subjects 
because of a phased implementation of subjects and subjects 
with/without a central examination (next to school-based 
examination)? 
 

5. Addressing  
(In)equity 
 

• How can a country make sure that the curriculum change does not 
lead to further inequity in the educational system, bearing in mind 
that some school leaders and teachers will be better equipped to 
take up the tasks, than others and that some regions/schools 
(student populations and resources) might be more prepared for 
the reforms than others? 
 

6. Cyclical approach • How can a country make sure that a cyclical approach before and 
during the actual process leads to improvements in the change 
efforts? 

• How does a country prevent exhaustion and overload for already 
burdened schools and teachers?  
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CHAPTER 5. EXPERT PANEL DISCUSSIONS 
 

Expert panels were organized in order to gain recommendations regarding SQ3: For the Netherlands, 

what are potentially effective interventions to promote and realize curriculum change in schools and 

classrooms? The systematic literature review led to six areas with dilemmas and questions with respect 

to curriculum change processes (presented in section 4.4). To discuss these questions in light of the 

Dutch context, three expert panels were organized. This chapter will cover the design (section 5.1) and 

findings of these expert panels (section 5.2). 

 

5.1 Design of the expert panels 
All experts were invited based on their track record and expertise regarding large-scale curriculum 

change. The experts were contacted via email. Participants of the international expert panel were: 

- Irmeli Halinen (Curriculum expert for OECD and UNESCO, Former Head of Finnish Curriculum 
Institute); 

- Anne Looney (Executive Dean at Dublin City University, Institute of Education, Dublin, Ireland;  
Former Chief Executive of the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment); 

- Sten Ludvigsen (Professor in learning and technology at University of Oslo, Norway; Former chair 
of the curriculum reform committee Norway); 

- Mark Priestley (Professor of Education at Stirling University, Scotland; Director of the Stirling 
Network for Curriculum Studies). 

Participants of the two Dutch expert panels were: 

- Ellen Klatter (Lector Versterking Beroepsonderwijs [Strengthening Vocational Education] and 
Lector Studiesucces [Study success] at Rotterdam University of Applied Sciences); 

- Marco Snoek (Lector Leren & Innoveren [Learning and Innovation] at Amsterdam University of 
Applied Science); 

- Jan van den Akker (Professor emeritus Curriculumontwerp en -implementatie [Curriciculum design 
and implementation] at University of Twente; Former director SLO, Netherlands Institute for 
Curriculum Development); 

- Monique Volman (Professor Onderwijswetenschappen [Educational sciences] at University of 
Amsterdam; Member of the Dutch Education Council); 

- Sietske Waslander (Professor Onderwijssociologie [Educational sociology] at Tilburg Institute for 
Advanced Studies and University of Groningen; Crown member of the Dutch Education Council). 

 

The two-hour online expert panels were held in June 2021. Two weeks before the panel discussion 

took place, the participants received the draft report of the systematic literature review, including the 

six discussion areas described in section 4.4. Each panel discussion consisted of three rounds: 

- Setting the stage (20 min): Brief overview of the current Dutch curriculum change process  

- Discussing the six discussion areas (90 minutes): 15 minutes per theme 

- Closing statements (10 min). 

By organizing several panels, we hoped to counter the ris  of ‘group thin ’ that is always lur ing in 

panel discussions. Other preventative actions were explicitly asking follow-up questions about 

recommendations and asking for examples from their various contexts. The individual preparation of 

the participants in the panels (reading the literature study), and the way in which the panels were set 

up (no open discussions, but thematically arranged) also helped. The panel discussions were recorded 

and transcribed. Inductive coding within the six main themes led to a code book (see appendix C). The 

findings section is based on the coded text.  
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5.2 Findings of the expert panels 
The findings in this section follow the six themes introduced in section 4.4. Citations from the panelists 

(in italics) have been added in order to underline or illustrate their positions. 

 

5.2.1 Shared sensemaking 
The panelists stress that from the outset, curriculum change efforts need to be understood as a multi-

layered social practice. According to the panelists, sense-making at all layers in the system should be 

regarded as a prerequisite for the actual change in educational practice. 

“We need to avoid the activity trap – a rush to activity without sense-making.” 

However, panel members pointed out that even before starting sense-making efforts, first and for 

most a clear sense of direction needs to be in place that is based on a clear problem statement that 

explains why the curriculum change is needed.  

“Important to be able to explain why something can’t go on as before; why we need minor 

changes and why we need radical changes.” 

A sense of urgency needs to be felt in the entire educational scene as well as in the society at large. 

This implies that the curriculum change process should start with a proper problem analysis phase in 

which a wide array of stakeholders should have a voice in structured debates. 

“Effort must be made to organize a much more structured debate with all those involved, 

including people who come in from different directions. So far they flew over each other and 

never touched each other from their own right and often did not notice that they were talking 

past each other. That way you don't develop empathy for different points of view, then you 

won't recognize what we do agree on. So no twitter, but structured public debates, where 

variety of opinions is possible.” 

As Dutch primary and secondary school teachers are not represented by a common body and do not 

share one identity, it has been recommended to put further efforts into ways of including their say in 

the problem analysis phase. 

“When you talk about sense of urgency and sense-making, you look for a common denominator 

that is felt and recognized by everyone. But is there one teaching profession? It assumes that 

teachers have an identity about, for example, what is in the interest of students, the importance 

of the subject. I think one of the major problems in the Netherlands is that we have little or no 

shared identity among teachers.... Therefore, if you look at different sub sectors, for instance 

primary and secondary education, there is more commonality in identity and it is easier to give 

meaning from its own context. Therefore do not only work at the overarching level, but also at 

the sub-levels.” 

According to the panelists, based on the problem statement a clear vision for the overall curriculum 

renewal needs to be thought out. The panelists recommended to invite authoritative persons to take 

up this task.  

“Authoritative persons who take the lead in that and end up holding the pen and saying to 

parliament this is what the overall vision is, this is overarching, this should be it and this is 

guiding for what can happen next. This group of experts, of course has to listen; but also has to 

dare to make idiosyncratic choices based on their expertise.” 

The panelist understand it to be important that the new vision also bears a resemblance to what is 

currently happening in Dutch education and society.” 
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“They also like to know what is uniquely Dutch, what are our cultural values, how do we view 

that, what is uniquely us; history geography, core values; giving both of those in that vision is 

extremely important.” 

 

From the moment that the vision has been laid out with a clear link to the problem statement and 

consent of the parliament has been found, sense-making efforts will be needed throughout the 

educational system and the society at large, including reluctant people. In order to do so, the panelist 

recommend that first of all it should become clear what the intended curriculum entails for the various 

educational sectors and subjects. Sense-making usually takes the form of guided conversations in 

schools (with teachers, school leaders, students, parents), in the public at large, with policy-makers 

and with all bodies who provide support to schools and teachers (school boards, publishers, test 

developers, support agencies, etc.).  

“The guided conversations with people in schools start with big ideas (what is the purpose of 

school) and would include the purpose of education, the purpose of educational practice, 

values. These conversations need to be supported”  

Moreover, sense-making means more than organizing discussions. It also requires a supportive 

language and road maps (where are we now, what will be the next steps, who is responsible for what) 

and communication campaigns with an outreach within the entire country. 

“One brief story, quite controversial, but the right thing to do; we made an ad about the new 

curriculum review in the cinemas, young people went to movies; it is a little cartoon with a child 

telling the story about the reform, this had enormous impact. Families were out, got to see the 

ad, not enormously expensive but very significant. Normally education tends to talk to itself.”  

The panelist finally recommended that sense-making needs continuing attention, also when the first 

stages of the curriculum change have been ended. 

“What I learned, there must be someone who repeats after repeating what was the starting 

point and what we tried to achieve and comes back to basic questions all the time. When the 

actual reform process is over, when the curriculum is ready, this is even more important that it 

is expressed clearly what we’ve tried to do. And we continue supporting people In 

understanding that and trust they can do it.”  

 

5.2.2 Professional development focusing on classroom changes 
According to the panelists, professional development is another key aspect of any curriculum renewal. 

The kind and amount of professional development needed depends on the significance of the change 

itself and the expected role of teachers and school leaders when creating the curriculum for the school 

and in the classrooms. This should be clear from the outset. For instance in Finland: 

“It emphasizes teachers’ active role, they’re not implementing something, but they are creating 

for students because they know their students, the different needs of their students and they 

are in a way transmitting the local and national goals and it gives them a special task and place 

in educational system.” 

According to the experts, it is a matter of how teacher agency, the interplay of teachers’ capacities 

based on past experiences, their abilities to envisage future opportunities, and the existing support 

and constraints, is envisioned throughout the change process. 

“It is really helpful if we have a clear idea of what we mean and don’t mean by teacher agency, 

freedom and autonomy. If we remove regulation, does that mean we are also removing 
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framings, conceptual frameworks, resources? Saying to schools to get on with it? That view of 

autonomy, empowerment, handing over control can also be corrosive for teacher agency.” 

“Agency is important here. Thinking how we enhance teachers knowledge, how to improve 

resources, aspirations about what is possible in education. Don’t do that by simply handing 

over responsibility and control.” 

The panelists recommend to take a broader and differentiated view to professional development, 

including networks of teachers and resources.  

“It is important how we facilitate throughout layers, actions, to engage and support curriculum 

making. To give choices in what they can do, means having a good foundation of conceptual 

knowledge, availability of research and curriculum examples, interaction with critical friends, 

engagement with university lecturers, not recycling ideas.” 

Regarding teacher networks, the panelists recommend that these can have various bases such as 

regional, school-based and subject-based. Within these networks tutor teachers can be of great help.  

“Then how to take care of teachers understanding without increasing workload enormously? 

We created a system where voluntary teachers were chosen to be tutor teachers who were 

coaching, helping and supporting their colleagues. For these tutor teachers there was a 

development/educational program with conferences that was supporting their work, they 

could develop their own understanding first in these conferences. Finland is divided into 

municipalities, every municipality choses 2-5 teachers who joined a program, they were given 

time to support their colleagues. We got very positive feedback on that.” 

According to the experts with respect to resources, teachers will need new materials but also social 

support and recognition by school leaders. Moreover, all panelist agree that time is a crucial factor, 

even a deal breaker.  

“In my experience, one of most significant actions that government took was to give teachers 

time, by appointing 400 new teachers to the system and reducing class contact hours for 

teachers. This has been a very expensive intervention, but sent the message that we are deadly 

serious about the change vision that we are trying to deliver here for children. It sent a message 

to students and teachers that this is not just another update, but a significant change. Being 

visible about commitment to teachers and teaching.” 

 

5.2.3 Professional development focusing on leadership capacity for curriculum change 
Next to teachers, school leaders also play an essential role in curriculum renewal processes. They need 

to be aware of the consequences of the curriculum renewal for their school, need to facilitate 

curriculum vision-building and (horizontal and vertical) coherence-making that is appropriate in their 

schools and need to ensure that the right sort of resources and time are available for collaborative 

work in teacher teams that make their common curriculum.  

“In 'Time for focus'20 we really address the school leaders, they must give the team the 

opportunity to do things, facilitate, protect the school against the outside world that wants all 

kinds of unnecessary things.” 

The experts agree that school leaders need to be supported too, as curriculum leadership is not yet to 

be found in all schools according to the panelists.  

“I still want to draw attention to special aspects of Dutch school leaders; all studies show that 

Dutch school leaders, especially in secondary education, are managers. People who organize 

 
20 ‘Time to focus’ is a report of the  utch Education Council in 2021. 
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the hours, arrange the division of tasks, administer, but educational leadership is not very well 

developed in the Netherlands. There is a huge gap in particular in the area of curriculum 

making. It is an enormously important condition that there is someone at the school level who 

understands and monitors coherence, who can have a good conversation about this with 

teacher teams. In many schools there is no coordination between the different departments. 

As long as that is the case, how do you want to organize any form of coherence from the 

perspective of the students?” 

The experts put forward that professional development for school leaders that is concentrating on 

curriculum development in schools may take different forms, including formal studies, professional 

inquiry groups, as well as providing alternative worked examples with approaches and schemes.  

“We can increase system capacity by building system leadership. Scotland is working with 

deputy principals, the idea is to get them to understand curriculum and curriculum 

development by using an approach of professional inquiry. We’ll see them 4 to 5 times and the 

work they are doing with us is translated into their own schools. We have to accept if we want 

to properly invest in resources, we also need to invest in contact time and funded masters levels 

studies for teachers and school leaders.” 

Various panelists recommend that schools also need to be held accountable for the coherence in their 

curriculum. Providing freedom to make school-based curriculum decisions should not go without 

obligations related to the quality of the school curriculum.  

“The assumption of autonomy is that a number of things actually happen at the school level. 

Ensuring coherence in the curriculum is one of them. That must be done. This also places 

demands on people who have to do that important work. If we don't make demands on that, 

we as a country leave it to chances whether someone fulfills this task. This is far too important 

to leave that to chances.” 

According to the panelists, for school-based curriculum development to flourish, it should be part of 

the school’s culture. For instance, it will require teachers’ collaboration within subjects, between 

subjects and between school years. How to lead changing a school culture should also be 

acknowledged in professional development for school leaders. 

“Individualism reigns in Dutch education. If you want to engage in 'sense-making' at school 

level, then ‘acting as king in your own classroom' is no longer possible. So it means a cultural 

change for many schools.” 

The panelists recommend that curriculum leadership capacities should also be encouraged by the 

school leadership register. 

“The school leaders register contains a frame of reference for the professionalization of school 

leaders. If curriculum development is not or insufficiently included in that register, then it is not 

certain for school leaders to look for ways to develop in this area.” 

 

5.2.4 Addressing (mis)alignment 
Due to the many influencing variables and actors in the layered education system, curriculum renewal 

is a complex and vulnerable endeavor. Misalignment in and between layers of the curriculum and in 

the education system at large are continuously lurking. Because of this, panelists recommend to take 

a system approach for the curriculum change itself, that trusts and appreciates the work of schools 

and teachers, and advise that a holistic approach is of upmost importance for the broader educational 

policies at the macro level.  
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“A lack of coordination between curriculum and assessment is a ‘killer’. Even for countries with 

the most ambitious innovations and good will, if assessment/examination is not in line with the 

new curriculum intentions, then you can do whatever you want, but teachers, students and 

parents will keep looking at study success in terms of grades, diplomas, etc. This lack of 

coordination has to be reversed. Assessment should follow curriculum and not the other way 

around. It relates to the triangle: curriculum, assessment, and professional development. Those 

three need to be in good coordination and interaction.”  

“With the changes in the examination programs for pre-vocational education (vmbo), it was 

frustrating that we could not achieve a good connection with middle-level vocational education 

(mbo). We've really been fighting for it, at an ever-higher level; with everyone we spoke to, we 

were right above the table, but nothing happened under the table.” 

The experts agree that such a system or holistic approach requires system-wide dialogue and sense-

making with all educational policy-makers.  

“Please tell national educational policy makers that sense-making also applies to examination 

and assessment as much as to curriculum. If it doesn’t you are wasting your time. If there is any 

hint of a mismatch, teachers immediately feel that. This also applies to 

accountability/inspection mechanisms. Whatever you use to evaluate schools, whatever way 

teachers are appraised, they will sacrifice autonomy in the interest of certainty and belief that 

this will make their lives easier. … That cultural piece, isn’t uncommon when teachers are 

overworked and underappreciated.”  

“Policy was quite resistant to change the exam system in Norway. After a lobby they decided 

to appoint a committee to make the exam system coherent with most radical changes. Without 

that we wouldn’t have achieved anything. You really need a lobby to get right stakeholders out. 

Maybe not radically but at least coherent with what you’re trying to test. Policy making is really 

important issue here.”  

This system approach at the macro level is even more important according to the experts, because of 

the atomistical approach in Dutch educational policy making, where educational policy issues are 

spread into various domains each with its own way of communicating with the educational system. 

From a school leaders’ and teachers’ point of view this leads to steering overload. 

“We talk about the importance of alignment within the curriculum change process. But there 

is also a need for alignment between the curriculum change and all other policies topics that 

reach the schools. The Netherlands is a real champion in dividing policies per sector and then 

also within a sector by topic. All those forms of steering towards schools lead to steering 

overload. The policy measures work against each other, there is little coherence in them. There 

is also a major demand for steering around the curriculum, also from the government. If we 

really think that curriculum change is important, we shouldn't do a number of things for a while. 

Otherwise it will be way too much. We need to prioritize among policy topics.” 

According to the panelists, one part of solving the issues of steering overload is to agree on the central 

role of the curriculum as a common sense of purpose and then to tie the related policy domains with 

this common sense of purpose.  

“The essence of the curriculum is that we agree on what we as a nation think is important in 

what the school teaches. There must also be a political agreement to that, it must be central. 

Many other policy decisions are given a different – less loose – position if you ask what schools 

are for in the Netherlands.” 
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Moreover, according to the experts, it is all about having the right sort of national policy that provides 

clarity and supportive frameworks for the curriculum work that needs to happen in the schools.  

“There is a danger in too much detail, it takes responsibility away from people.” 

“Too often the curriculum is too prescriptive in input sort of sense, it often tries to over specify 

what should be done, or over specify in outcome sense. Easily, learning outcomes turn into lists. 

And if it looks like a list it will be used like a list. At the macro level the curriculum should provide 

a sensible level what it’s about, purposes, values, big ideas, then setting out a framework which 

teachers can use as a set of resources. This ties in with the curriculum making as social practice 

view. Then it is about developing frameworks that are useable and helpful for schools.” 

Then the panelists warn that in supporting schools and teachers to develop their school-based 

curriculum, it is important that the guidance and support does not create complexity.  

“The support materials need to be manageable and comprehensible. It needs to be to some 

extent in line with values of teacher, based on a positive cost/benefit analysis for teachers. We 

see in Wales a relatively simple curriculum in its framing. Guidance is offered in a fairly simple 

form. In Scotland, we ended up with multiple documents, with different people putting out 

different versions, this became absolutely haywire. You need to avoid doing that.”  

According to the experts, this implies that bodies that provide support to school leaders and teachers, 

such as the inspectorate, support agencies, teacher educators, publishers and test developers, need 

to be on board in the curriculum change process and have a proper dialogue about what matters in 

education. 

“The overload is also due to the overloaded textbooks and the way teachers use them from 

cover to cover. Publishers must be included in the curriculum playing field.”  

“Why do teacher teams like to stick to the text books; I think that also has to do with the 

steering from the outside. They are monitored and must be held accountable.” 

“It is important that all layers (teachers, teacher educators, etc.) tackle this together, focusing 

on only one of the layers will not work.” 

Finally, the panelists recommend that also within schools attention should be given to coherence-

making efforts. This brings us back to the issue of curriculum awareness and curriculum leadership 

within schools.  

“A great deal of education is very implicit. Because teachers often work alone, they don't have 

to justify to anyone why they do what they do. The very moment a dialogue arises, you force 

people to make ideals explicit, to justify what choices they make and why. This is the crux for 

me; also about misalignment, having a conversation with each other. As long as you work 

alone, misalignment can easily develop.” 

 

5.2.5 Addressing (in)equity 
In order to address the potential differences between schools and within schools between teachers, 

the panelists agree that a form of tailor-made policy-making is necessary, that recognizes these 

inequalities. From the start, the change approach should anticipate these differences to happen and 

should communicate a broad idea of what success constitutes of, then resources need to be allocated 

according to needs of schools and teachers. 

“It is all about fighting inequality with unequal treatment. Aside from the obvious, schools that 

are struggling the most need the most support. It's a distribution issue."  

“When I was working in Helsinki city, education department, we developed a system called 

positive discrimination. More resources, more money, personnel went to those schools that 
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needed this. Now this has also been implemented at the national level, we try to support those 

areas and municipalities who need more help.” 

“It is a deep political issue how you move resources to different communities. Some are not 

school problems but bigger societal problems.” 

According to the panelists, acting on the curriculum renewal, the potential inequalities and allocation 

of resources is also an important responsibility of school boards and school leadership. 

“I can't give a recipe for it, but I also think it's the responsibility of a school board and then of 

the school leader to estimate what fits and is needed.” 

In allocating resources, one needs to be aware of potential negative side effects, such as narrowing 

down the success of the curriculum change to the basics of literacy and numeracy. These effects need 

to be mitigated according to the experts. 

“This is exactly what is happening with the Scottish attainment challenge where a lot of money 

went into low achieving local authorities. These have injected large amounts of money into 

schools serving disadvantaged areas. Although the intention is good, the effect is not so good. 

It is framed in too narrow ways.  The curriculum offering is considerably narrower in these 

areas. It is a cultural issue, schools feel they have to focus on these narrow areas to get the 

attainments higher, but challenge has driven this by focusing on poor skills of literacy and 

numeracy.” 

Also, when the overall vision of the renewal is based on the idea that curriculum renewal is a social 

practice, then the system should allow for differences between en within schools. Then the question 

will be how much differences between schools is justifiable for students? 

“In social practice view, unified doesn’t exist. The renewal will be performed differently in 

schools.” 

“It is a many-headed monster, with a justice element. The curriculum vision will have to say 

something on that note. You will have to put in this moral appeal. What can you do about it 

next: clear frameworks, a lot of professional development of teachers and school leaders, so 

that all schools have good teachers and school leaders who are also aware and competent in 

that curriculum area.” 

“Perhaps you should also use the curriculum review as a new start, to say this is the norm. This 

is where we will all go. And indicate within it what the school leader must be able to do, and 

what the teacher must be able to do”. 

The experts agree that the possibilities of a school to make sense of the renewal and to think through 

the implications for the school curriculum are also linked with the basic educational quality of a school. 

“If we don't have the education quality in good order, we can come up with a new curriculum, 

but that is no guarantee that the quality will suddenly improve. Curriculum can be described, 

but must also be enacted.” 

“The basic quality has everything to do with your ability to innovate. That refers to the 

professional capacities in the school. These are very much related. I can't really see them 

separately." 

Panelists agree that in order to be able to know what is happening and in order to address inequalities 

in change capacities of schools, independent monitoring research will be needed to see how the 

educational system at large is treating the change, to know which schools are participating and which 

are not yet or not anymore, to understand what is happening in the classrooms and to learn what 

student outcomes are.  
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“Collect data, look at case studies, example, be open to possibilities, include also networks in 

high poverty schools, collecting good examples from those kind of schools can be extremely 

important. Include these people. If you do include them, it becomes a powerful part of the story 

towards success.” 

 

5.2.6 Cyclical approach during the curriculum change process 
All panelists agree that data should be collected and responsive feedback should be provided, during 

the entire curriculum change period. 

“In Finland, with the 2004 reform, when school started to work, we started to collect data on 

what is happening, what are questions at different levels, how do the school curricula look? 

Have school leaders and teachers understood the main ideas? They were giving constant 

feedback. It is important, you must not forget to communicate these basic findings to everyone. 

We tried also to help the media to have enough information and be ready to share or handle 

it. Good if its critical but critics must be based on facts and not imaginary. It appeared to be 

important to be active all the time in mediating and expressing the basic ideas of the reform.” 

“If something goes wrong, unforeseen issue arises, you need to be prepared to fix it. You will 

have to go to government and the project minister. They need to fix that, adjust with 

acknowledging the big vision.” 

“It is mainly about closely monitoring how the implementation is progressing, opening the black 

box between the input and the student results, so that you can have good diagnoses where 

things go wrong, where good solutions have been found.”  

According to the panelists, for gaining informative feedback, a research program needs to be in place 

that follows the change and that allows for longitudinal studies as well as small scale classroom studies. 

The panelists also agree, that the monitoring studies need to be carried out by a larger research 

consortium. 

“The reform in Norway was really built on thousands of pages of reports and other data, based 

on different methods, qualitative and quantitative in nature, collected in a research program 

that followed the reform. It appeared to be really important to get indications of how it is going 

and what you need to adjust.” 

“You need the big longitudinal studies but also small scale classroom studies. In Ireland the 

small scale research projects were led by teachers at their own school sites. The government 

funded small masters fellowships, which signals you’re serious and listening to what is 

happening and empowering teachers.” 

“Enabling researchers who understand curriculum renewals to perform the research. Let us not 

spend too much time on writing research proposals, but create a consortium in which you bring 

all expertise together. And then let's get started.” 

For such a research program it is important to get to a shared agreement about what success factors 

are in the education system at large. According to panelists, it appears not to be easy, or maybe not 

possible at all, to measure causal effects at the student level because of the many factors and variables 

that are into this play. 

“Setting up the research program in Norway also led to empirical conceptual issues of what is 

important. The policy makers accepted policy reports based on interviews and observations but 

also based on hard measures. But they didn’t really pay that much attention to that, more to 

teachers and how to follow up on principals and so on. It were mainly mixed methods studies, 

not trying to measure effects of implementation per se, that is way too complicated.” 
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According to the panelists, research data can already have an important function at the very start of 

the reform, in order to inform the approach about the current status quo in the educational system.  

“Show what is happening and let people develop pride in their accomplishments. Displaying 

inspiring practical examples and interpretations of curricula and the like is, in my opinion, an 

incredibly important part of an iterative approach.” 

“What should be the first step in the reform, is to analyze the curriculum process and all the 

elements in the system that can influence it. Political interests, what the ministry wants, what 

the situation is at the local level, what is happening in the media and communication channels, 

who is responsible for teachers’ in-service education, what kind of examination/assessment 

system do we have, who is producing textbooks and learning materials? Any of these and 

others can work against the reform if we haven’t thought about it before the reform and 

somehow tried to discuss with the groups of people responsible for this. How they all could 

support the success of the reform.” 

This latter remark leads us back to the first theme we presented to the panels regarding shared sense-

making. Finally, the panelists recommend that curriculum change needs to become part of a regular 

change process that for instance happens once in the 10 years.  

“Few words about timing, how long or short process is. Must not be too short, we need enough 

time to make it properly, to have time for comments, feedback so that people really feel that 

they have had influence on what is happening. But not too long, people get tired, get 

exhausted, do not want to give any feedback anymore, they forget what was starting point.” 

“Once every ten years, a recalibration of the vision and curriculum frameworks, which will never 

be very prescriptive and detailed in the Netherlands. If needed schools can be responsive to 

changes in other ways in the meantime.” 

“In the meantime, you have to look around in the world, society and look for interesting trends 

and examples that we might be including in the next period of calibration. So we should not be 

sleeping for ten years, but also no major curriculum changes in the meantime. This will keeping 

the country’s expectations stable at macro level.” 

A periodic curriculum renewal every ten years would help to give the educational system time to adapt 

to the curriculum renewal and prevent the system from ad hoc decision making. 
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5.3 Summary of key expert recommendations 
The systematic literature study aimed at identifying a set of themes that are necessary in curriculum 

change. Based on the literature study and the cross case analysis, we identified six themes that were 

presented to the experts in the expert panels. We explicitly asked the experts to give advice for the 

Dutch context. To this end, we outlined the Dutch policy context and the purpose of the Dutch 

curriculum change during the first 20 minutes of the panels. This section presents the key 

recommendations and takeaway messages of the expert panel discussions. 

 
The basis for the renewal effort 
- From the outset, understand curriculum development efforts as a multi-layered system-wide 

social practice that allows for differences between en within schools. 
- Take a system and holistic approach and be continuously aware of potential misalignments 

between and within layers of the curriculum and in the education system at large and pro-actively 
solve these misalignments. 

 
Thorough phase of problem analysis and vision building 
- Start with a thorough problem statement that explains why the curriculum change is required. 
- Make sure that a wide array of stakeholders, including teachers, have a voice in debates. 
- Ensure that the sense of urgency is felt in the educational scene as well as in Dutch society at large. 
- Invite a group of authoritative people to create a clear sense of direction/vision for the curriculum. 
- Ensure that the new vision bears resemblance to what is currently happening in Dutch education 

and society, has clear links with the problem statement and finds consent in parliament. 
 

Shared sense-making 
- Safeguard system-wide sense-making efforts at all layers, including reluctant people.  
- Make clear what the actual change entails for the entire curriculum as well as for the curriculum 

of the various educational sectors and subjects.  
- Organize guided conversations in schools (with teachers, school leaders, students, parents), with 

the public at large, with policy-makers and with all bodies who provide support to schools and 
teachers (school boards, publishers, test developers, support agencies, etc.).  

- Use supportive language and road maps (where are we now, what will be the next steps, who is 
responsible for what?) and communication campaigns with an outreach to the entire country. 

- Give sense-making continuing attention, also when the first stages of the reform have ended. 
- Make clear what is meant by teacher agency, freedom and autonomy.  
- Trust and appreciate the work that schools and teachers perform for the curriculum change. 
 
Professional development focusing on classroom changes 
- Send the right messages to students and teachers that the change is not just another update, but 

a significant change. 
- Include a variety of professional development activities, including regional, school-based and 

subject-based networks of teachers and resources.  
- Within the networks consider the help of tutor teachers. 
- Ensure the availability of required resources, such as new materials, social support and recognition 

by school leaders. 
- Organize time for teachers (this is a deal breaker), for instance by appointing new teachers to the 

system, reducing class contact hours for teachers.  
- Ensure teacher leaders’ capacities in school-based curriculum development. 
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Professional development focused on leadership capacity for curriculum change 
- Ensure that school leaders can play their essential role in the school-based curriculum change 

processes, regarding curriculum vision building, (horizontal and vertical) coherence-making, 
ensuring the availability of resources and time for collaborative curriculum development efforts in 
teacher teams. 

- Organize a variety of professional development activities for school leaders that focus on 
curriculum development in schools, including professional learning communities, and provide 
alternative worked-out examples. 

- Hold school leadership accountable for the coherence in the school-based curriculum.  
- Acknowledge the importance that school leaders need to know how to lead changes in school 

culture. 
- Encourage curriculum leadership capacities by including it in the school leadership register. 
 
Addressing (mis)alignment 

- Ensure an holistic approach towards educational policies at the macro level, especially with respect 
to interlinkages between curriculum, assessment and professional development policies. 

- Organize system-wide sense-making dialogues with all stakeholders.  
- Give the curriculum renewal a more central role in educational policy and link other policy 

initiatives to the curriculum renewal.  
- Provide clarity and supportive frameworks for the curriculum design work that needs to happen in 

the schools.  
- Avoid creating complexity by providing too much fragmented guidance and support to schools and 

to teachers. 
- Ensure that bodies that provide support to school leaders and teachers (such as the inspectorate, 

support agencies, teacher educators, publishers and test developers) are on board in the 
curriculum renewal process and have a proper dialogue about what matters in education. 

- Ensure that also within schools attention is given to horizontal and vertical curriculum coherence-
making efforts. 

 

Addressing (in)equity 

- Communicate a broad idea of what success entails. 
- From the start of the renewal process anticipate that differences will happen and act on these. 
- Provide tailor-made policy-making that recognizes inequalities among schools, although one 

should keep in mind that inequalities can also be societal-based,  
- Allocate resources in line with needs of schools and teachers, this is also an important 

responsibility of school boards and school leaders. 
- In allocating resources, be aware of potential negative side effects, such as narrowing down the 

curriculum to the basics of literacy and numeracy.  
- Ensure independent monitoring research to see how the education system at large is treating the 

change, to know which schools are participating and which are not yet or not anymore, to 
understand what is happening in the classrooms and to learn the impact on student outcomes. 

- Be aware that the possibilities of a school to make sense of the renewal and to think through the 
implications for the school curriculum also depend on the basic educational quality of a school. 

 
Cyclical approach during the curriculum change process 

- Obtain a shared agreement about the success factors for the change process in the educational 
system at large.  

- Collect data and be responsive to feedback. Make research data on the progression of the renewal 
in schools and classrooms available from the start of the reform, in order to inform about the 
status quo in the educational system and about support needed.  

- Display inspiring practical examples and interpretations of the curriculum renewal. 
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- For gaining informative feedback, organize a research program that follows the reform and that 
allows for longitudinal studies as well as for small scale classroom studies. 

- Create a consortium with curriculum experts who will perform the monitoring research. 
- Ensure that curriculum renewal becomes part of the regular process that happens once in 10 years 

in order to give the educational system time to adapt to the curriculum renewal, and prevent the 
system from ad hoc decision making. 
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CHAPTER 6. TENTATIVE THEORY OF CHANGE FOR THE DUTCH CONTEXT 
 

This chapter presents a tentative theory of change for the Dutch curriculum change efforts based on 

tensions and trade-offs found in the systematic literature review and the expert panels. The tentative 

theory of change needs to be understood against the background of the Dutch (policy) context and the 

integral review of the curriculum frameworks for primary and secondary education. 

 

6.1 Acknowledging the complex nature of curriculum change 
The findings in this study demonstrate once again that by nature curriculum change is a complex 

endeavor due to at least three factors: a. its many interlinked components; b. its multitude of levels 

and c. its many system players. Regarding the many interlinked components the metaphor of the 

curriculum spiders’ web  van den    er,    3), with its 10 elements and underlying questions is 

instructive, i.e. curriculum change includes renewed decisions with respect to the rationale (why are 

students learning?), aims and objectives (towards which goals are students learning?), content (what 

are they learning?), learning activities (how are students learning?), teacher role (how is the teacher 

facilitating students’ learning  , materials and resources  with what are students learning  , grouping 

(with whom are they learning?), location (where are they learning?), time (when and how long are 

students learning   and assessment  how is students’ learning assessed  . The curriculum spiders’ web 

illustrates the familiar expression ‘ very chain is as strong as its wea est lin ’ which also explains why 

sustainable curriculum change is so difficult to accomplish. The findings of the literature review confirm 

this complexity of reaching coherence in the curriculum. The curriculum reforms of many countries 

were focused on a new rationale as well as renewed objectives and pedagogies. In those instances 

where assessment regimes were not aligned with the change, the renewal did not get in place nor 

sustain.  

Moreover, the curriculum components and accompanying questions require answers at various 

levels of detail throughout the educational system. In the literature review the following curriculum 

levels were referred to: supra level (with its international reference frameworks), macro/national level 

(with national syllabi or core objective frameworks), meso/school level (with its school-specific 

educational programs), micro/classroom level (with its specific teaching and learning plans), and 

nano/individual level (with its personal/individual plans). The findings show that in many countries it 

appeared to be hard to keep the renewal messages coherent throughout the curriculum levels.  

Finally, the literature review and the expert panels refer to the many system actors who need to 

take part in the curriculum change endeavor. Where schools and teachers are in charge of the actual 

realization of the curriculum in practice, all actions taken by others in the educational system (policy 

makers, school boards, public and private support agencies, test developers, textbook developers, pre- 

and in-service teacher education, inspectorate, and so on) need to be considered as providers of lateral 

guidance and support for schools and teachers. Figure 3 shows the key actors who were referred to in 

the literature corpus and by the experts. Because of the involvement of many actors at different levels, 

the probability for watering down, changing and re-interpretating the key messages of the change 

need to be recognized and worked on. 
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Figure 3 

Key actors in the educational system 

 
 

According to the findings, these actors need to be involved, as much as possible, in creating a common 

sense of direction for the intended curriculum and need to take the essence of the review as a starting 

point for their supportive and encouraging activities for schools and teachers. Based on the studies in 

other countries/jurisdictions and based on the expert panels, sense-making does not just apply to 

teachers and the school leadership; the entire educational infrastructure plays an important role. A 

condition for sense-making is that the revision is based on a clear problem analysis that leads to a 

guiding vision and approach. From the outset, targeted communication between and with various 

parties will have to take place via multiple settings and channels in order to arrive at common language 

and images, leaning to a shared aim that every involved party can work towards. The importance of 

shared sense-making is present in the studies into all curriculum changes and therefore appears to be 

context-independent. Moreover, sense-making efforts need to be orchestrated in order to avoid 

misalignment. Table 5 summarizes the findings regarding salient (human, material and structural) 

support mentioned by the experts during the panels. 

 

Table 5 

Salient support by system actors 

System actors Salient (human, material and structural) support 

Policy makers Consultation sessions, briefing all system actors, compact policy briefs with clear rationale 

for the review and conditions (especially time), road maps 

Teachers, school leaders 

and school boards 

Teacher design and inquiry teams, in- and cross-school working groups, professional learning 

communities  

Students and parents Sense-making efforts in parental and student networks, providing feedback and suggestions 

Pre- and in-service 

teacher education 

Sufficient professional development time with practical considerations regarding lesson 

design and teaching, professional learning communities, demonstration lessons, lesson study  

Educative materials 

developers 

Access to adaptable lesson materials and resources, educational material development with 

teacher involvement, consultation sessions 

Support agencies Provision of exemplary support materials such as progression statements and educative 

materials, knowledgeable specialists who support teachers with the right tone of voice 

Researchers Independent monitoring studies including case studies with the help of school leaders and 

teachers, dialogue with teacher researchers, subject experts and PCK experts 

Interest groups and 

media 

Dialogue with associations and lobby groups and responsive online feedback channels, pro-

active use of social media, movie clips 

Exam and test developers (Exemplary) exams and test materials, test development with teacher involvement, 

guidelines, consultation sessions 

Inspectorate School inspections and guidelines with right tone of voice, reporting interim results 
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Based on this study, it is impossible to distinguish general stages in curriculum revision processes. One 

reason is that the studies do not all describe the stages of the curriculum renewal. Moreover, the 

nature and length of the stages are dependent on the type and extent of the change: involving in some 

cases a subject-specific revision, sometimes a complete change of an educational sector and 

occasionally activities within a more encompassing renewal. Nevertheless, in order to give the 

educational system time to adapt, the expert panels suggested that smaller formative cycles need to 

become part of a longer, more in-depth process that happens once in 10 years. 

 

6.2 Towards a tentative theory of change 
The overarching research question of the study was: ‘ hat fundamental tensions and trade-offs 

should be taken into account when designing a theory of change for the upcoming Dutch curriculum 

review ’ Acknowledging the complex nature of curriculum change (see previous section), we came to 

the conclusion that because of the multiple components, levels and actors, any curriculum change will 

have more than one theory of change. The synthesis of our findings constitutes a theory of change 

from the teachers’ perspective. While varied system actors are included in the literature in our corpus, 

the studies we identified centered predominately on the experiences of teachers in their schools. As a 

result. In this regard, our findings confirmed the decades old statement by Stenhouse (1975) saying 

that there can be no curriculum development without teacher development. Teachers hold the key for 

actual changes in the classrooms. Teachers need to be enabled to create and make sense of the 

curriculum change and develop new teaching practices with the help of external resources, student 

outcomes and based on their (adjusted) beliefs. As such, the tentative theory of change was derived 

by reflecting on the findings in light of well-established models for describing teacher professional 

development. Central to understanding these models is the notion that professional development is 

not a linear process but rather an iterative one. It therefore follows that developing professional 

capacity in light of curriculum change cannot be viewed as a single event or even a linear sequence of 

events, but rather as an iterative process which evolves over time and is shaped by varied inputs, under 

diverse circumstances, and at different points in time.  

In order to increase the understanding of supporting teacher change, we propose the use of the 

interconnected model of professional growth of Clarke and Hollingsworth (2002). The model has been 

grounded in empirical data and identifies the specific mechanisms by which change in one domain is 

associated with change in another. The model (see figure 4) represents two types of domains. The 

external domain (in yellow) is separated from the other domains by its location outside the teacher's 

professional world of practice (in grey). This professional world of practice comprises of three domains: 

the domain of practice (the teacher's professional actions), the domain of consequence (the results of 

those actions) and the personal domain (the knowledge and beliefs that prompted and responded to 

those actions). Changes in one domain are transformed into changes in another domain through the 

mediating processes of reflection and enaction. Another important feature of the model is that it 

presents a non-linear structure which enables the identification of particular change sequences, giving 

recognition to the individual nature of teacher professional growth.  
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Figure 4  

Interconnected model of professional growth of Clarke and Hollingsworth (2002, p. 951) 

 
 

The external domain (in yellow) is an important element to the model as it connects teachers’ 

professional world of practice with the lateral support efforts of the system actors, whether it is of a 

human, material or structural nature. The human support for teacher development comes from 

curriculum leadership within the schools, networks of teachers, pre- and in-service teacher education, 

support agencies, researchers, inspectorate. The material support comprises for instance educative 

materials and resources, assessment materials, inspection guidelines. The structural inputs include 

supportive school culture (with space, appreciation and trust) and facilities (such as time to design and 

discuss, physical spaces for teaching, learning and design activities) and compact policy briefs with a 

clear rational and conditions. 

From the literature review and panel discussions, it was found that these external inputs can 

be conducive or of hinderance for curriculum change in the classrooms. For instance, when support 

personnel were lacking experience with the renewal, when educative resources were unavailable and 

when time for sense-making was scarce, this had hampering effects on the domain of practice and 

teachers’ reflections regarding the change.  urdening teachers and school leaders with too many 

changes at the same time may impede curriculum change as well. For instance, in this period with all 

Covid-19 measures and consequences of school closings and the need for provision of online and 

hybrid education, curriculum change itself may come on top of many other obligations of schools and 

teachers. In many instances, the studies included in this corpus reported on misalignment of the 

various external inputs, leading to mixed messages regarding the intentions of the change. For 

instance, we found many examples where the messages from the accountability system (exams and 

inspection) did not match the curriculum intentions, leading teachers to take the accountability system 

more seriously at the cost of curriculum change efforts. 

Other tensions in the change system reported in this study were caused by the mere fact that 

teachers differ when it comes to their beliefs, knowledge, skills and attitudes towards change. This 

implies that external support should not be provided in a one-size-fits-all manner. The support system 

needs to be responsive to the needs and wishes of teachers and teacher teams. Teachers and school 

leaders need to have a voice in the type of support they get from the external domain. Moreover, as 

was explicitly recommended by the expert panels, in order to create ownership with teachers and 

school leaders, they should not only be given facilities (time, human support, materials) to make sense 
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of the renewal; already from the outset of the change process they need to have their say in the 

direction of the curriculum change itself. The external domain needs to act as a mediating entity that 

also ensures that teachers’ and school leaders’ voices and experiences with the change feed back into 

the educational system at large. In order to prevent this from being an ad hoc feedback mechanism, 

curriculum change in schools and in the educational system at large needs to be monitored and 

reviewed in a coherent manner preferably by a consortium of independent researchers. Figure 5 

illustrates this mediating feature of the external domain in order to raise ownership throughout the 

education system. 

 

Figure 5 

Tentative theory of change: 

Fostering teachers’ ownership and professional growth in the educational system 

 
 

Without an attempt to be comprehensive here, we identified key areas for deliberation, and crucial 

aspects that policy makers and other system actors should attend to in order to address the complexity 

of curriculum change. Curriculum renewal requires an holistic system approach (cf. Fullan, 2008; 

Rosiek & Clandinin, 2015), that starts from a proper problem analysis in order to agree upon a common 

sense of urgency regarding to why the curriculum renewal is needed. Curriculum change depends upon 

engaging teachers meaningfully in these processes while public values as well as the  interests of many 

actors are at stake. This sheds light on curriculum development and realization as social practice of all 

actors at the various layers in the education system (Priestley, Biesta, Philippou, & Robinson, 2015).  

 

Curriculum change as a social practice implies that all actors in the system need to take their 

responsibilities and achieve agency in the change process. Similar interconnected models of 

professional growth may also be applicable to other system actors, as they will have their own 

professional world of practice and external domain with lateral support. 
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APPENDICES 
 

Appendix A: Full Search String (Scopus) 
 

TITLE-ABS-KEY(("large-scale" OR "national" OR "country" OR "macro" OR "district" OR "state" OR 

"province" OR "education* system") AND ("curriculum") W/5 ("renewal" OR "reform" OR "innovation" 

OR "implementation" OR "change") AND ("primary education" OR "primary school" OR "elementary 

education" OR "elementary school" OR "secondary education" OR "secondary school" OR "middle 

school" OR "high school" OR "K-12" OR "K12" OR "compulsory education" OR "comprehensive 

school")) 
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Appendix B: Data Extraction Model 
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Appendix C: Code book analysis of expert panel findings 
 

A. Shared sense-making 

1. Sense-creation before sense-making 

2. Sense-making activities 

3. Curriculum making is social practice 

4. Sense-making at levels 

5. Framing of agency 

6. Time needed for sense-making 

B. Teacher professional development 

1. Tutor teachers 

2. Educational program for tutor teachers 

3. Reduction of workload 

4. Be resourceful 

5. Professional development subject and school related 

6. Teachers are creating not implementing 

7. Networks of teachers 

8. Differentiated approach to professional development 

9. Time needed 

C. School leader professional development 

1. Increase system capacity 

2. Facilitate curriculum making in schools 

3. Teacher requirements 

4. No autonomy without requirements 

5. Culture change in schools 

D. (Mis)alignment 

1. Right sort of policy making 

2. Do not produce complexity 

3. Detail will take away responsibilities 

4. Avoid mismatches, teachers will feel those, waste of time 

5. Ask students 

6. Exam system needs to be coherent 

7. Textbook publishers 

8. Time 

9. Inspectorate 

10. Networks 

E. (in)equity 

1. Collect data in all schools, independent research 

2. Use data for story telling 

3. Anticipate on inequity issues 

4. Allocate resources according to needs 

5. Side effects 

6. Basic education quality 

7. Curriculum renewal to lower differences 

F. Cyclical approach during the curriculum change process 

1. Timing, length 

2. Feedback system 

3. Research program 

4. No uniform picture 

5. Review as part of normal process 

6. Responsive to problems 

7. Iterations at levels 

8. Learning culture 

9. Support of minister 


