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Background to the paper

New and continuing challenges face teachers and teacher educators involved in innovation and change.  Such challenges include a concern as to whether investment in improving teacher quality and performance has been adequate and appropriate, what the practice of teaching has to ‘say back’ to policy and how the dialogue between policy and practice can be enhanced (ICET conference website, 2005).

This paper focuses on the link between teacher development and educational change in a context of social and political transformation. Using experiences from South Africa as the focus, it explores a particular angle of the policy-practice dialogue, namely the relationship (and potential contradiction) between teacher voice and systemic regulation within curriculum innovation. The concept ‘voice’ is lodged with an inquiry- or action research-oriented model of teacher development, with curriculum innovation emerging mainly from teachers' own personal and professional aspirations and actions.  ‘Regulation’ refers to a teacher development and curriculum innovation strategy that is based on a national agenda, driven by a central political vision.

The paper is framed as a set of questions and dilemmas, emerging from reflections on teacher development initiatives in a post-apartheid South Africa. The paper is written in a format that asks more questions than it answers, and is intended as a route into deeper theoretical and strategic debates.  In this regard, it hopes to respond to the call by Jansen (2001) that policy implementation in South Africa needs a ‘standing back’ approach, as well as a theoretical perspective that takes the politics of transition into consideration.

The focus of the paper

South African teacher development in the ten years since the advent of democracy has, perhaps ironically, been characterised by a fairly top-down approach to teacher development.  The argument for this is generally two-pronged.  First, the strategy for teacher development is seen as directly supporting a nationally identified set of goals, linked to the transformative intentions of the new democracy.  A second position suggests that teachers in South Africa have had little experience with school-based curriculum development, and would therefore benefit from a centrally-organized and supported policy strategy. In such situations, the argument goes, it becomes the task of a national government to support a streamlined and coherent approach to educational renewal.

While the argument for centrally-driven reform under these conditions is reasonably convincing, a strong body of research in the international arena argues that deep and meaningful change in practice depends on teachers’ personal and professional identification with curriculum reform. This is encompassed most succinctly in two of Fullan’s famous eight lessons of change, namely:

Lesson Six: Neither centralization nor decentralization works (Both top-down and bottom-up strategies are necessary …

Lesson Eight: Every person is a change agent (Change is too important to leave to the experts; personal mind set and mastery is the ultimate protection) (Fullan, 1991, p. 22).

Drawing on the above, the question motivating this paper is - how does the community of teachers participate in a national agenda of teacher development, and at the same time maintain its own ability to explore professional meaning in education?  Is the exploring of professional meaning (for example, through forms of action research) undermined when the state has already defined the goals and content of education, however 'democratic' these may be?

Honing deeper into this area of concern, the following sub-questions define the scope of the paper:

· What forms of personal and professional learning best support systemic educational change?  And - what is the relationship between systemic educational change and personal and professional learning?

· How does the professional context of teaching engage with the political context of policy? And - how can the political context of policy engage with the professional context of teaching?

Both these questions are set up with a longer-term intention, namely to understand the conditions necessary for successful implementation of classroom-based educational policy in a society undergoing fundamental social change, as in South Africa. In this respect, the deeper question becomes:

· What theory of change best informs a strategy for national curriculum innovation?

The relationship between centralised policy reform and improved classroom practice can be explored within a variety of international fields of debate and research, all of which try to understand the conditions for personal, organisational as well as systemic change. These fields of research include policy implementation (see Ball, 1990); curriculum development (see Cornbleth, 1990); school improvement (see Dalin, 1998); school change (see Fullan, 1991); national models of curriculum management (see Dalin, 1998) or teacher development.  The frame of reference provided by the last-mentioned category of analysis, namely teacher development, is pursued here, as it is this category of analysis that speaks most directly to the teacher change focus of this paper.

An inquiry-oriented approach to teacher development

Approaches to educational change have over the years undergone a variety of orientations (Lieberman, 1998).  The orientation that informs much of the international discourse on teacher development is one that can be loosely termed an ‘inquiry-oriented approach’ to teacher development.  This approach is one that places teachers at the centre of school change, arguing the interlinking of personal and professional learning, and focusing on how teachers themselves make meaning of the change (Fullan, 1991).  While this approach does not necessarily translate into an action research approach to classroom improvement, the approach shares much of the conceptual framework and principles informing action research, where practitioners’ questions and concerns form the basis of investigation and action.

The core principles and values of this approach have been summarised as involving teachers as learners, active participation by teachers, collaboration, collegiality and conversation, cooperation and activism (Sachs, 2000); as containing notions of emancipation and empowerment of teachers, the establishment of self-critical, self-reflecting communities, the ability to forge contracts based on moral responsibility, critical friendship and trust (Day and Hadfield, 2004); as including mutual trust, caring support, constructive critique and collaborative norms (Stevenson, 1995); and as being based on the power of action through inquiry (Burnaford et al, 2001).  Such principles, it is argued, form the basis for meaningful and lasting teacher change.

It is significant, however, that much of this orientation has been developed working with teachers in relatively stable and well-resourced societies, like the United States of America, Australia or the United Kingdom, where particular assumptions of the context of teaching and learning may well be prevailing.

These assumptions have been questioned even within the contexts from which this approach has emerged. Peters (2004), writing from Australia, argues that more attention needs to be paid to “examining the assumptions that underpin any associated expectations [of teacher research], and determining the nature of the conditions that will enable such expectations to be achieved” (2004, p.553). She identifies a number of conditions that support teacher research, for example, teacher expertise, shared priorities, the existence of an ‘inquiry stance’, time, and integration into normal workload (p. 552). Berger et al (2004), while lauding the potential of action research to promote improvement in the lives of individual teachers, found that there were paradoxes and difficulties associated with extending “the mini-cultures of inquiry and collaboration … to include the entire school, creating school cultures that are more collaborative, more intentional, and more thoughtful than is generally described” (Berger et al, 2004, p. 103).

Action research is in most cases cognisant of the broader systemic environment, however it is interesting to note that specific action research initiatives are often written from the perspective of a relatively low identification with the political imperatives underpinning the change agenda.  Day and Hadfield (2004), for example, specifically motivate the need to rediscover the power of teacher choice because of the centralised, standards-driven change agenda in the United Kingdom that has undermined the traditional autonomy of teachers. Teacher development, they argue, has been limited “to those activities which promote the agenda of ‘the system’ (p. 577), something which needs to be cautioned against. McNiff (2002) describes the power of action research in the realm of the personal, the relational and the broadly social.  Less clear in her account, however, is a sense of how the personal and the relational articulate with systemic or political issues.
The difficulty of linking individual teacher change, school development, and broader systemic change is noted by Hargreaves et al (1998), in their introduction to the International Handbook of Educational Change. As they put it: “While we have learnt a lot about how to improve individual schools or small clusters of schools ... we are only just beginning to understand the challenges of scaling reform up from small samples of improving schools, to entire school systems” (1998, p.6).  Termed the “implementation problem” (Lieberman, 1998, p.17), this insight has given rise to a new set of questions about the relationship between policy and practice, with, interestingly, the same conclusion ultimately being drawn – that “the connection between policy and practice ultimately will be made or missed in teachers’ professional communities” (McLaughlin, 1998, p.83).

Dalin (1998) argues that while the individual school is the unit for real change, the challenge “is to create a responsive system to meet school development needs” (Dalin, 1998, p.214).  In his analysis of school change in South Africa, Fleisch (2002) suggests that it is a prescriptive, rather than a participatory/ empowerment model of school reform that is showing most success. If this is indeed so (and it could be too early to tell), then it is certainly time to interrogate the impact of context on the theory of change as espoused by the inquiry-oriented approach to teacher development.

A different social and historical context

In an attempt to interrogate this theory of how teachers and systems change, this section of the paper asks how principles of change based on an inquiry-oriented model play themselves out in a context that is different from the one in which they were conceptualised.  

In contrast to the context from which the change literature discussed above emanates, the educational change process in South Africa has, since the advent of democracy in 1994, displayed a high level of engagement with the national political and social goals of nation-building.  With this has come a concomitant emphasis on the strong relationship between educational practice and social transformation.  

Such fundamental social goals are pursued, however, within a much more difficult context for teacher learning than that from which the change literature emanates.  Interestingly, one of the central principles of an inquiry-oriented approach is that it is based on the real questions of real teachers, so that by implication teacher development becomes located within the immediate and pressing conditions of teachers’ work.  However, a number of studies have described just how challenging the context for teacher development is in South Africa. Adler et al (2002), for example, note a number of difficulties impacting on teacher ‘take-up’ of a particular in-service programme.  These included a lack of educational resources, the multilingual nature of many classrooms, a culture of following ‘prescriptions’ (p.122), and in some cases, a limited subject and pedagogic knowledge base (p.130).  Fleisch (2002) notes that there are schools that can be described as mediocre or dysfunctional, and that these schools require particular interventions.  

Perhaps most disturbingly, a recent survey on reasons for potential attrition in education (ELRC, 2005), found that more than half of the 20 626 teachers surveyed in all regions of South Africa would leave the profession if they had the chance, the main ‘push’ factors being poor remuneration, challenging working conditions, poor relationships with the education department, a lack of respect for the profession, and stress due to transformation in education (such as the implementation of new curricula (p. 25). Hargreaves (1998) has argued that teachers’ emotions pay a fundamental role in their willingness or otherwise to embrace educational change. The low morale of the teachers in the ELRC study certainly sound a warning cry to those assuming positive teacher engagement with change initiatives. 

The above seems to indicate that enabling conditions for teacher change in South Africa exist at the macro or ‘big picture’ level of social transformation, but that difficulties exist at the micro or ‘small and medium picture’ of teacher learning. The questions become, therefore: What can we learn about the conditions that enable personal and organisational, as well as systemic change? What dilemmas, tensions and contradictions exist in this relationship?

The questions raised here do not in any way attempt to contradict the theory of change that has as its starting point a commitment to teacher engagement with the change process. Rather they build on a strong tradition of action research in South Africa and an action research philosophy that pre-dates the end of the apartheid era. This tradition was embedded in the radical movement in South Africa, and was firmly located within an emancipatory framework. This tradition of action research assumed - almost without thinking it could be otherwise - that there was a close link between the personal, the professional and the political (Van den Berg and Meerkotter, 1994; Robinson and Meerkotter, 2003). The writings are well captured in a small volume entitled “Emancipatory education and action research” (Davidoff et al, 1993) containing a set of reflections by educators on the deeply political role of the teacher and the contribution of action research to wider social change.

Noffke and Brennan (2004), looking at the global context of education, argue that it is the very “conditions that cry out for action research [that] make its realization difficult” (2004, p. 8).  Taking this point to a regional, rather than global level, the question becomes - how feasible is an action research [or inquiry-oriented] approach under these conditions described above?  And in a situation where teacher development is seen as a tool for social transformation, one would need to ask if an inquiry-oriented approach promotes  – or depends on – conditions of teacher professionalism, collegial cultures and a well-resourced system of support.

A specific curriculum intervention

As an empirical point of entry into the debate, this paper looks at the introduction of the Revised National Curriculum Statements (RNCS) into schools.  This process of national curriculum reform started with Foundation Phase (Grades 0-3) teachers in 2004, and moved to Intermediate and Senior Phase (Grades 4-9) teachers in 2005. The RNCS was a second national curriculum renewal intervention after the advent of democracy in 1994. It was a streamlined and revised version of the first new national curriculum, which was introduced in 1997 and subsequently heavily critiqued for its complexity.

The RNCS is based on an outcomes-based approach as the form around which teaching and learning is constructed. It is underpinned by a seven generic critical outcomes towards which all learning should be directed.  In addition, each learning area has its own set of discipline-specific outcomes, which are linked to particular assessment standards for each grade of schooling.

The critical outcomes expect that learners will:

· Identify and solve problems and make decisions, using critical and creative thinking

· Work effectively with others as members of a team, group, organisation and community

· Organise and manage themselves and their activities responsibly and effectively

· Collect, analyse, organise and critically evaluate information

· Communicate effectively using visual, symbolic and/or language skills in various models

· Use science and technology effectively and critically, showing responsibility towards the environment and health of others

· Demonstrate an understanding of the world as a set of related systems by recognising that problem-solving contexts do not exist in isolation.

This new curriculum is, at the same time, framed within an extensive set of other new policies impacting on schools. Besides the total outlawing of all apartheid era legislation that in previous decades enforced the racial segregation of schools, national policies and frameworks now promote respect for diversity through the mainstreaming of learners with special needs, provide equal recognition to different religions in schools and acknowledge the importance of promoting multilingualism. Underpinning these initiatives is the Manifesto on Values, Education and Democracy (Department of Education, 2001), with its ten core values of democracy, social justice and equity, equality, non-racism and non-sexism, ubuntu (human dignity), respect and reconciliation.
The implementation of these policies is aimed at fundamentally overhauling almost every component of education in the former apartheid state and addresses virtually every aspect of teachers’ lives, from school admission, to quality management, classroom methodology, learning content, broader goals and visions, school organization, etc.

Teachers’ orientation to the RNCS was designed as a five-day programme, offered during school holidays as a generic training for all regions in the country. On Day 1 teachers discussed the fundamental values of the Constitution, as well as the principles of the revised national curriculum (social justice, human rights, healthy environment, inclusivity), and the eight learning areas of the curriculum (Languages, Mathematics, Life Orientation, Economic and Management Sciences, Technology, Natural Sciences, Social Sciences and Arts and Culture).  Day 2 introduced (or reminded) teachers of the range of policies informing their work: policies on religion, HIV/Aids, inclusive education, multi-grade classes, consolidating these all in terms of an agenda for social justice, articulated within the following outcomes:

Participants will be able to analyse and deliberate on how policies and related theories support curriculum transformation;

Participants will be able to demonstrate an understanding of the principles of the RNCS and critically respond to their implications for classroom practice (Western Cape Education Department, 2004, p.22).

Day 3 focused on assessment policies, assessment standards and the nature of progression, while Days 4 and 5 concentrated on the development of learning programmes, work schedules and lesson plans.  The programme concluded with the identification of monitoring, evaluation and support structures at schools, and teachers in the same geographical areas making arrangements for a common plan of action regarding the implementation of the revised curriculum in their schools.

While it is still too early for systematic research to have emerged on the impact of this approach, an interview conducted (on 17/03/05) with three senior provincial curriculum advisers involved in the orientation programme raises some interesting debates about this intervention.

Asked how the context for teacher development influenced the design of the strategy for the RNCS training, these advisers highlighted three factors that they felt were significant: the policy imperatives, cost, and leadership and management in schools.  More ‘cultural’ factors (like working conditions of teachers, teacher qualifications and competences, school cultures and human resources) had played, in their view, a lesser role in devising the strategy for curriculum change. The reason for this, as they saw it, was that the national department offered one generic training model to teachers all over the country.  This was important because “you would make sure that everybody got the same message and so then you can’t say that you didn’t know what you were doing.  You had one voice coming through and that voice was the voice of the national policy”. Probed about the potential negative consequences of offering teachers ‘one message’, their answer was simply: “I think that’s the correct thing to have done.  Given our history, it was the correct thing to do.”  They were firm, however, that this approach did not imply a silencing of teachers’ voices, as the curriculum on which the orientation programme was based was revised precisely because of the heavy criticism of the earlier curriculum, thereby showing that the department of education had “listened”.

These advisers were confident that sufficient opportunities were built into the generic training model for teachers to engage and make meaning of what was being presented.  They conceded, however, that a number of assumptions had been made about the conditions that existed in teachers’ working lives to support engagement with fundamental curriculum change. As they put it: “The biggest assumption we made was to say that teachers would be more than willing and excited by the possibility of developing their own curriculum within a national framework.”  In addition, assumptions had been made that “teachers would grab this opportunity for a change in curriculum … that [they] wanted to bring about political change … [or] whether people were prepared to deal with the consequences of change”.  In concrete terms, it had become clear that many teachers did not want to share their work, resisted team teaching, had a dearth of content knowledge, did not want colleagues and peers in their classrooms, did not have “nice small classes”, and that many lacked the most basic resources.

The theory of teacher development underpinning this paper argues that sustainable and meaningful change depends on teachers being able to identify with the principles and procedures of the change, and to see its purpose in their own environment. For the departmental advisers, who shared a deep commitment to social justice in the country, it seemed an obvious move to spend the first two days of the orientation programme exploring the underlying values of the Constitution, and discussing national educational policies and the principles of the Revised National Curriculum, all of which were seen as underpinning teaching in the classroom. During the next three days these values, policies and principles were linked to classroom methodologies. To their surprise, they found that the majority of teachers evaluated this sequence of activities negatively, indicating their preference to start with looking at learning programmes. As one adviser commented: “Maybe we in our minds had it clear how these things were going to interface with one another but maybe teachers don’t see it that way, they are concerned with what’s happening in the classroom.”

Asked how the curriculum strategy integrated personal, institutional and systemic learning, the advisers described the follow-up to the orientation programme, where teachers from one geographical area came together to discuss implementation issues.  In this way it was felt that teachers were getting the opportunity to build critical and professional communities.

Emerging dilemmas

This very brief foray into trying to understand the principles informing the introduction of a national curriculum based on emancipatory social goals, begins to raise some interesting dilemmas for those supporting an inquiry-oriented approach to teacher development. These dilemmas revolve around the central question of how to balance regulation and voice, and how to ensure that a coherent, far-reaching new system of education is responsive to teachers’ own concerns and questions. They respond to the caution expressed by Noffke and Brennan (2004), that many of the definitions of action research are done “in an almost timeless, ahistorical manner … For the most part, there has been far greater attention to theorizing theory, than there has been to understanding how that relates to context … the urgency for action creates a strong theory of action, and an important balance to the action-research connection” (Noffke and Brennan, 2004, p. 8).

Hargreaves (1998) has identified many of these challenges in an international context, but the final section of this paper articulates the specific dilemmas as emerging from the South African context. These are framed as a set of dilemmas precisely because of their obvious complexity and as intended aid for further reflection and strategic action in context. In an attempt to order thinking, the dilemmas have been clustered into three central headings.

The policy should be the driver, but the practice must be the co-driver
This first set of dilemmas is based on the design of the orientation programme to the revised curriculum, which took the ‘outside in’ approach, beginning with the ‘big picture’, the vision of the new South Africa, in the belief that teachers needed first to understand where they were going, and why they were being expected to teach in a particular way. This ‘outside-in’ approach to reform runs the risk, however, of contributing to what has been called “the diminution of progressive agency and activism … [promoting] an externally driven vision of reform [and] … the predominance of discourses external to the logic of education.” (Fataar, 2005, p.2).  In so doing, the argument continues, it could well contribute to the undermining of teacher professionalism, and draw attention away from understanding teaching and learning within the real conditions of school classrooms (Fataar, 2005). 

These, then, are the dilemmas identified in this category:

· How do we move from policy to practice and from practice to policy?

· How do we organise policy centrally and ensure decentralised involvement?

· How do we install clear policy drivers to steer change in particular directions and support teacher engagement with their own professional questions?

· How do we frame new approaches to education within a broader vision and offer concrete teaching tips to those who need them?

· How do we implement a coordinated and coherent thrust for radical change and remain open to the critical voice of those who contest these interventions?

· How do we inspire with the power of political vision and meet teacher preferences for more immediate individual and institutional action?

The teachers must have a voice, but should it be the loudest voice?

This set of dilemmas recognises the importance of teacher engagement in change if it is to be lasting and meaningful.  Its concern, however, is with who sets the agenda for change, and to what extent fundamental change is likely to be driven by the questions and concerns of individual teachers, or even professional communities. What, it asks, do we gain and what do we lose, when there is a centralised set of policies that define educational practice?

These, then, are the dilemmas identified in this category:

· How do we maintain a slow pace of change preferred by teachers and respond to the fast need for change in a country which is seeking fundamental transformation?

· How do we acknowledge teachers’ past professional experience and expect them to do so many new things in their classrooms?

· What enables a common vision of educational renewal and avoids a culture of compliance?

· How do we acknowledge the negative context for teacher learning and maintain high levels of morale and agency amongst teachers?

How do we reconcile working small with thinking big?

This set of dilemmas brings together the sense of vision contained in South African educational policy with the detail of classroom practice. It confirms that South Africa’s policies reflect a strong commitment to quality education and social justice, but acknowledges that the sum total of the new policies may well constitute overload for teachers in the field. It reminds us that the most important task of teachers is to advance student learning, and that the greatest contribution of policy reform would be to create the conditions for teachers to advance such learning, within a context of, and an identification with, broader social transformation.

These, then, are the dilemmas identified in this category:

· In a context of financial and human resource constraints for school-based support, what innovations can realistically be expected from teachers?

· How can the introduction of a comprehensive set of new policies avoid policy overload and innovation exhaustion? 

· What kind of student learning is evidence of an improved education system?

Moving forward

In conclusion, this paper attempts to pull together the dilemmas identified above and to offer a way forward for sustainable teacher development within a broad social development agenda. The following central factors are offered as a basis to support a strategy that integrates professional, organisational and systemic learning, at least in a South African context:

· Shared vision and values within a framework of social justice

· Simple policy frameworks

· Supportive conditions for teaching and learning

· Inspired and excellent teachers.

While acknowledging the complexity of attaining these factors, an honest mapping of the terrain would identify points of incoherence, where the dilemmas identified earlier do not live in healthy tension, but in fact actively contradict one another, thereby creating confusion and resistance at local level.  This terrain mapping would bring together research, policy and practice in a symbiotic relationship, with each informing the other.

Two examples of strategies to do the above are suggested here, both drawing from the immediacy of the South African policy and practice environment.  As the one adviser interviewed commented: “If we would have been covering the critical outcomes, then we would have been covering everything and anything that we need to have.” The critical outcomes of the revised curriculum provide an excellent base for a shared sense of vision, and a good starting point for educators to reflect – alone, or in professional communities - on the way in which they, in their daily practice, could contribute to the attainment of these outcomes in their own teaching. 

A second suggested strategy builds on the fact that, despite the new curriculum, many learners continue to attain extremely low standards of achievement in numeracy and literacy at the earlier levels of schooling.  If teachers, researchers and policy-makers were to come together and collectively attempt to try answer why this is so, a conversation on the relationship between teaching strategies, social aspirations and classroom conditions would immediately ensue. Such conversations would simultaneously, and powerfully, show respect to the learners in the country, acknowledge teachers’ professional abilities to engage with appropriate teaching strategies, and engage policy-makers in the detail of what good teaching and learning could look like.
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