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IN FOCUS

Curriculum as a Way of Attaining Quality

1. Why does the curriculum
matter?

Curriculum issues, either in an
explicit or an implicit manner, are
inextricably linked to current
thinking and action on educa-
tional concerns and reforms
around the world. Juan Manuel
Moreno (2006) states that: ‘Edu-
cational reform all over the world
is increasingly curriculum-based,
as mounting pressures and de-
mands for change tend to target
and focus on both the structures
and the very content of school

curricula’. ' He also highlights the
inextricably political nature of the
curriculum debate which s
marked by ‘ideological clashes,
conflicts of interest and a difficult
process of consensus building'.
When we discuss curriculum
structures, we are contributing to
the design of future national so-
cieties, their well-being and their
development.

We are not advocating the idea
that the curriculum is an all-
encompassing panacea for what
is happening in education. What
we suggest is the on-going need
for a close and careful look at
how curricula are created and
organized as a sound way of de-
signing and implementing
reforms linked to core definitions
of what we wish and expect
education’s role to be in society.
At least four issues arise as the
most signifi-cant ones in current
regional de-bates about
educational and cur-ricular

transformations.2
1. How to foster the vision of
education as a human right,
as adequate and thorough
citizenship education from
childhood to the tertiary level
covering cultural, political,
economic and social aspects;
2. How to facilitate through
edu-cation a balanced
personal development that

could con-tribute to a happy,
healthy and self-fulfilling life;
3. How to make education as
a key element in economic
and social policy a reality in
pro-moting national
development and in raising
economic com-petitiveness;
and

4. How to accept and move
forward on education as an
irreplaceable factor in im-
proving the well-being of the
poorest populations, in com-
bating social exclusion and in
contributing to closing the
equity gaps in ho3useho|d in-

come distribution.

It is quite difficult to advance with
improving the processes and the
outcomes of educational quality
without developing a compre-
hensive curriculum vision that
justifies why and what it is rele-
vant and pertinent (basic and
needed) to teach children and
young people according to an
overall interpretation of societal
expectations and demands. This
interpretation is always subject
to debate and controversial, and
is deeply grounded in historical,
ideological and political concerns
and arguments. A good example
is the passionate discussion
about the objectives and the
content of national history les-
sons in secondary education,
partifularly in post-conflict socie-

ties.

When we approach the need
for identifying and selecting is-
sues to be included in teaching,
we must face the long-standing
problem of an overloaded cur-
riculum and the notorious diffi-
culty of cutting down on content
when new educational reforms
are introduced. Cesar Coll and
Elena Martin (2006) stated, in a
recent seminar organized by
UNESCO’s Regional Office for
Education in Latin American and
the Caribbean (OREALC), that
‘curricula and school hours are

not elastic'.5 This pays no atten-
tion to students’ expectations and
needs as the central focus of the
education system. Coll and
Martin establish the distinction
‘between what is basic and
absolutely nec-essary and what is
basic and de-sirable in the

primary education curriculum’.6
Moreover, they point out that the
‘absolutely basic’ re-fers to core
learning that is essen-tial to
fostering the personal and social
development of the student,
allowing them to carry out their
life projects and facilitating social
in-clusion.

Frequently, the discussion
around what to include in or to
exclude from the curriculum is not
associated with any analysis of
the role of education in society,
but more related to maintaining
historical disciplinary identities
and traditional forms and contents
of knowledge organization, as
well as to the strong influence of
corporate interests. Cristian Cox
(2006) refers to the ‘cultural hard-
ness of the organizational catego-
ries of knowledge and the iso-
morphism observable between
such structuring and teachers’

7
professional identity’.

The upper secondary
education reform in Argentina
(1997 on-wards) is a good

example of the problems and the
bottlenecks that arise when an
attempt is made to define
curriculum categories based more
on problems and ideas than on
disciplines. When the moment
came to introduce the curriculum

change, the au-thorities were
obliged to design a more
traditional curriculum based on

disciplines in direct response to
teachers’ determined defence of
their historical disciplinary iden-
tities. Cecilia Braslavsky (late IBE
Director, 2000-2005), who was in
charge of this process of educa-
tional reform, considers that ‘an
attempt to change the frontiers



between disciplines also implies
redefiningsteachers’ positions and
identities’.

The problem is not only related
to the redefinition of the tradi-
tional boundaries among disci-
plines in response to the chang-
ing epistemological nature of how
knowledge is constructed, vali-
dated and finally applied in daily
life, but also about how the new
knowledge organization really
affects the processes of teaching
and learning in the classroom.
For example, a social sciences
syllabus would surely be a better
way of sharing with students
more comprehensive frames of
reference in order to understand
the world they live in than a tradi-
tional syllabus based on history
and geography as separate and
disconnected subjects. But it
could also generate a lot of con-
fusion and uncertainty if teachers
and heads of department oppose
the new syllabus and do not even
try to understand it. This is what
is called by Jacinto and Freites

9 -
Frey ‘resistance to face a re-
10

form’.

A likely temptation is to return
to the past, to a ‘more comfort-
able and less troublesome’ pre-
reform stage as a reaffirmation of
traditional teaching identities and
knowledge boundaries. As far as
the students are concerned, this
may mean that the curriculum
becomes increasingly remote
from today’s societal challenges
and opportunities. On the con-
trary, we could try to be more in
tune with epistemological
changes in knowledge construc-
tion and development which pre-
sent the urgent need, among
other things, to include curricular
changes in teachers’ pre-service
and in-service training based on
common approaches, objectives
and strategies.

Besides this, there is an in-

creasing recognition - for ex-

ample, in Latin America - that

the reform proposals based on
training teachers mainly through
awareness-raising and informa-
tion-sharing have had a very lim-
ited impact. In fact, they pay little

attention to the historical and cul-
tural profile of teachers. Beatriz
Avalos (2006) clearly states that:
‘experience and research show
that this type of training ap-
proach does not produce good
results in terms of changes

among teachers’.11 We address
this issue in the following
section.

2. A curriculum vision

Essentially, when we discuss
the challenge of achieving better
levels of equity and quality as
one of our main concerns, trying
to understand and profit from
their mutual implications and
synergies, we are addressing the
analysis of the curriculum visions
that situate and inform the
relationships between these two
concepts.

Many times have we heard
and read the argument that the
attainment of high-quality educa-
tion has been jeopardized by an
explosive and quite chaotic
process of universalizing enrol-
ment in primary and secondary
education. At least three issues
should be taken into considera-
tion here:

1. It is one thing to talk about the
objectives and the con-tent of
quality education when it relates
to the expec-tations and needs
of the most advantaged
students, and another to include

all  of them through the
diversifica-tion  of  curricular
pathways and teaching

strategies. In-clusion, as a broad
concept, supports an equitable
high-quality education. UNESCO
(2005) defines inclusion as a
process of encouraging and
responding to the diversity of
students’ needs through par-
ticipation in learning, in cul-ture
and in communities, while
reducing the exclusion that is
generated from  within anlcg

outside the education system.
This implies changes in the
contents, ap-proaches,
structures and strategies that
can lead to in-cluding all boys
and girls, un-der the premise
that the pri-mary institutional
responsibil-ity is to educate

everyone.
2. The increase in enrolment
rates, particularly at the pri-mary
and secondary levels, as a major
indicator of con-crete advances in
the attain-ment of EFA goals, is
an on-going testimony to the
democ-ratization process that en-
ables educational equity to
advance mainly through ac-cess
to formal schooling.
Nevertheless, it is very far from
achieving the goal of providing
similar opportunities for success
to everyone, in-dependent of their
back-ground. The agenda of edu-
cational change, in both de-
veloped and developing coun-
tries, is deeply influenced by the
idea of giving each child a real
chance of success. The idea of

“No Child Left Be-hind"
supposes indeed a renovating
and a removing vi-sion of how we
understand and see children and
youth culture, encompassing
sound combinations of social and
emotional learning and aca-
demic performance.
3. Quality education deals
with both processes and
results along the different
stages of an equity continuum
— ac-cess to and completion
of the compulsory schooling
period through pertinent and
signifi-cant learning that can
lead to a worthy personal and
social involvement in society.
Qual-ity should not simply be
re-garded as the sum of
condi-tions and inputs that
have proved to be relevant in
im-proving the processes of
teaching and learning, but
should also highlight the im-
portance of giving them sig-
nificance and content within
the framework of educational
policy and a curriculum vision.
We can agree, for example,
that good school leadership is
a potentially positive factor in
improving educational quality,
but for what objectives, under
what conception of the cur-
riculum and school, and by
what content should it be fos-
tered?
For example, the Association
for the Development of
Education in Africa (ADEA)



has been applying a practical

approach that consists of
learning from action to
improve action. ADEA

outlined a series of key
factors in improving the qual-
ity of education and the

students’ outcomes — for
example, the relevance of
local planning and

management, the principals’
role, teachers’ professional
develop-ment, the importance
of the lan-guage of instruction
and direct financial support to

schools.14 The impact that
could be achieved through
these factors is clearly linked
to core definitions about why
and what to teach in primary
education, as well as to the
edu-cational and curricular
framework that situate and
support them.

Widespread involvement in
the design and understanding
of the curriculum could be a
wonderful opportunity to set
up veritable goals and
objectives, as well as feasible
strategies within a com-mon
educational policy frame-
work. But it could also be,
under a narrow-minded and
prescrip-tive approach, an
implacable ob-stacle to
implementing change. Even
during the process of edu-
cational reform, the way the
cur-riculum is interiorized by
supervi-sors, principals and
teachers could lead to the
continuation  of  practices
totally contrary to the
changes intended.

The prescriptive top-down ap-
proach is linked to a certain mis-
understanding and underestima-
tion of teachers’ roles in educa-
tional reforms. Avalos rightly
states that ‘through their long
teaching careers, teachers have
developed their own opinion
about what to teach and about

“how things should be done”.
They cannot be considered as
mere executors of others’ de-
signs and plans, while their
backgrounds, visions and feel-
ings about educational and cur-
ricular reform are ignored.

Naively, we can convince our-
selves that we are facing an im-
plementation problem, and thus
focus our efforts on carrying out
teacher training programmes as
a possible solution. However, in
reality, we may have a restricted
vision of the design process
without much feedback and
awareness of what is happening
in the field. What are the visions,
the attitudes and the practices of
teachers, principals and supervi-
sors? Consequently, one issue
under discussion is the crucial
relevance of how we construct
and develop a curriculum vision
with key stakeholders in order to
foster and sustain substantial
changes that allow us to focus
on the issues of quality, effi-
ciency and equity in an inte-
grated way. This is, for example,
a key aspect of the approach
behind the draft Action Plan for
the Second Decade of Education

in Africa (2006-2015).

Experiences of educational
re-form almost all over the world
have shown that curriculum is at
the same time a policy and a
technical issue, a process and a
product, involving a wide range
of institutions and actors. The
inter-faces are complex,
dynamic, con-troversial and non-
linear in this vision of the
curriculum as a con-tinuous
development of processes and
outcomes.

A broad view of the
curriculum, comprising values,
skills, knowl-edge, attitudes and
competencies, could help us to
understand it as a complex and
multidimensional process or, in a
more comprehen-sive vision, as
the hub of educa-tional change.
As suggested by Braslavsky
(2002), the curriculum can be
defined ‘as a dense and flexible
contract between poli-tics/society

and teachers’.17 To foster this
conception, we could look for
suitable and dynamic
combinations of universal con-
cepts that tend to support opera-
tional procedures (density), as
well as clear and concrete
oppor-tunities to choose
between op-tions and to be able
to implement them (flexibility).

We should also be aware of the
existence of two possible
situations that might op-pose
density and flexibility:

1. An education system with ‘in-
sufficient national guidelines’ for
curriculum  management and
evaluation — a good ex-ample is
a badly conceived
decentralization  process that
transfers ‘everything’ to the local
levels as if they were all
homogenous, and does not
maintain a well-equipped na-
tional unit to lead and monitor.

2. A rigid, overloaded mass of
disconnected procedures and
rules that curtail school autonomy
and the initiative of its actors — a
good example is a highly
centralized, ritual-ized education
system where schools must ask
for permis-sion through a
multitude of channels and rules to
imple-ment community activities.

Marc Demeuse and Christine
Strauven (2006) state that a
global vision of the curriculum
should include: the learning
out-comes to be achieved; the
peda-gogical and the didactic
strate-gies connected with the
teach-ing/learning  process;
the teaching materials for
teachers and stu-dents; the
disciplinary  contents; the
evaluation of the learning out-
comes and what has been

achieved; and the

management of the
18

curriculum.

Under a comprehensive vision
of the curriculum, teachers
would be deeply involved in
the curricu-lum change
process as curricu-lum
developers, including periods
of co-design and of co-
implementation, but mainly as
key historical actors among
oth-ers, in discussing what
curriculum is most suited to
society’'s expec-tations and
demands. In any edu-cational
reform that expects to
succeed, teachers are
irreplace-able  sources  of
legitimacy in the
conceptualization and in the
defi-nition of the role of
curriculum in society. This
does not imply the mere



acceptance of their visions
and their proposals. There is,
in-deed, a need to
acknowledge their role and
make it public and clear to all
the other key stake-holders
as a critical foundation for the
collective construction of cur-
riculum change.

Curriculum issues are neither
endogenous nor exogenous to
any person and to any institution.
The curriculum expresses and
reflects the values, the attitudes,
the expectations and the feelings
of a society towards its well-being
and its development. It is also a
complex mix of different stake-
holders’ visions and interests,
which may often be contradictory
to each other. It is controversial in
both political and in technical
terms, and we should recognize
this conflictual nature.

Under widely different formats
and structures, the curriculum
encompasses foundations, vi-
sions, objectives, contents, in-
puts, processes and outcomes
mainly related to ways of con-
ceptualizing, organizing and im-
plementing the processes of
teaching and learning. A com-
prehensive vision of the curricu-
lum can lead us to a better un-
derstanding of how to address
critical issues of educational
quality as part of the curriculum
agenda and within a vision of
education as public policy.

It should be recalled that the
curriculum can be viewed as both
a product (the ‘what) and a
process (the ‘how’). Both as-
pects are equally important.
Quality learning needs, as pre-
requisites, both sound curriculum
documents that reflect a soci-
ety’s vision of what and how stu-
dents should learn, and innova-
tive implementation strategies
that lead to a friendly learning
environment and inspired teach-
ing and learning practices. When
we speak of curriculum devel-
opment as a process, we refer to
five dimensions (Gimeno &
Pérez, 1993): (a) what is pre-
scribed and regulated within the
political and administrative realm;
(b) what is designed for teachers

and students; (c) how it is
organized in a school setting; (d)
the curriculum as imple-mented,;
and (e) 19the curriculum  as

evaluated.

3. Constructing the
curriculum

The process of constructing
the curriculum is unique to each
na-tional setting. It is a complex
outcome of the opinions and so-
lutions that key stakeholders
propose for society’s require-
ments and needs. There are no
‘successful’ international models
to copy. Instead of importing and
buying models, we should focus
on finding out the delicate
equilib-rium  between  global
society and national needs. As
Cox (2006) indicates, if such a
balance is not attempted, ‘is
there not the risk of content
(globally referred or aligned)
without context (national socio-

- -y 20
economic realities)?’

On the one hand, there is a clear
tendency towards a certain
universalization of curriculum
concerns and issues. This is re-
lated, among other aspects, to
the globalization process and its
ex-pectations and requirements,
as well as to the need to respond
to them. There is an increasing
rec-ognition of the relevance of
com-mon core issues — for
example citizenship,
environmental and HIV&AIDS
education — leading to
significant similarities in the
struc-ture, contents and methods
of new curricular proposals

(Meyer, 1999).21 There is also an
increas-ing  awareness  that
implementing change to the
curriculum results in  similar
challenges in different world

regions, as outlined by the IBE.22
Braslavsky (2004) noted that
education systems are built more
in relation to an imagined than a
real society, and that the
imagined forms of progress are

quite similar throughout the
23

world.

On the other hand, we can note
the emergence, the development
and the consolidation of national

and local identities This is associ-
ated with a growing self-esteem
built around native cultures, lan-
guages and knowledge — for ex-
ample, the cases of African coun-
tries in general and of indigenous
people in Latin America. This
raises questions about a curricu-
lum vision that does not tackle
multiculturalism and respect for
diversity as opportunities to facili-
tate and advance through a proc-
ess of inclusion, while improving
educational quality. It is much
more than a problem of establish-
ing the right of each person to an
education based on diversity, of
making knowledge relevant and
of highlighting local realities and
cultures. It primarily implies that
diversity is a socio-pedagogical
working tool that could lead to
inclusion through the application
of a multitude of didactic strate-
gies.

For example, the debate in Af-
rica about the role of native lan-
guages in education is linked to a
double objective (not always
aligned with each other) of con-
solidating national and local iden-
tities, and of facilitating children’s
access to core competencies and
knowledge in their mother-
tongue. The bilingual model is
now being questioned. Among
other factors that justify this reap-
praisal, Adriaan Verspoor (2006)
mentions insufficient  teacher
training, poor teaching materials
in African languages, lack of cul-
tural relevance of the pro-
grammes and absence of clearly
defined national linguistic poli-

cies.24 As an alternative to the
bilingual model, an ‘additive’ one
is proposed which combines the
use of African languages as in-
structional media for a six- to
eight-year period and the interna-
tional/official language to provide
an education of good quality. This
is quite a promising challenge.
The additive model must find
ways of introducing students to
universal knowledge and skills
based on the revalorization of na-
tive cultures and languages, while
at the same time reflecting global
realities.

The troublesome equilibrium
between global and national reali-



ties could be addressed by a his-
torical approach of a genealogi-
cal nature, as defined by Bra-
slavsky. Cox (2006) outlines
Braslavsky’s concept implying the
use of tradition (traditional type),
the examples of other na-tions or
cases (exemplary type), criticism
(critical type) and inter-pretation
and creation to build future

realities.25 This historical
framework could be a way of giv-
ing pertinence, meaning and
content to core universal compe-
tencies that are frequently de-
signed and defined in highly ab-
stract terms with no clear links to
national and local realities. How
do we describe and apply com-
petencies facing the challenges
of concrete situations?

Moreover Braslavsky (2004)
suggested the possibility of mov-
ing towardg(_)developing a ‘glocal’

curriculum, which can embrace
certain trends that seem to be
increasingly universal. She men-
tioned:

1. Global comprehensiveness
— core subjects such as
mathematics, languages and
sciences aimed at promoting an
Education for All, the teaching of
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Practice Annual Papers Archive
Meeting in Shanghai
On 30 October, a one-day IBE Community of Prac-
tice (COP) annual meeting will be held. Participants
include focal points from all UNESCO regions and
selected Chinese experts.
The meeting will be focused on three main
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1. revise the activities carried out through the COP in
2006;
2. discuss possible lines of activities for 2007; and
3. outline inter-regional cooperation activities
(elaborate a thematic agenda) regarding the re-
lationships between curriculum change and
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For more, please click COP Annual Meeting .
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America: Policy priorities and challenges of
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Issues N° 5, October 2006)

Download the Working Paper N° 5 (PDF,
217kb) (In Spanish only)

For , please click previous issues of IBE
Working Papers on Curriculum IssuesWorking
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