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Abstract

The process of national curriculum change began in China following a critical review of the former curriculum in 1997. A “try-out version of new curriculum was developed in 2001. The new curriculum represented a fundamental change in the philosophy, objectives and structure of the curriculum in the world’s largest educational system. This paper refers to the five key elements of this curriculum change in China, pointing out that these are basic changes, which set in turbulence teachers’ identities and the system itself. Traditional approaches to implementing change, based on teacher development and organizational change strategies are inadequate, because they fail to appreciate the learning involved in adopting a new curriculum. Drawing on psychoanalytic understandings of learning, unlearning and the “work of mourning”, I attempt to re-think resistance – not as a rejection of change – but as necessary for learning.    

Introduction


Systemic educational change has become a global phenomenon. The basic education reform that is now underway in China is without doubt one of the most ambitious, far-reaching and complex in the world. Not only does it mark a fundamental change in the underlying philosophy and practices of teaching in China, but it is also happening within largest and oldest public education system in the world. 

Professor Zhang Hua (2006) has summarized the five key elements that constitute the ongoing curriculum reform in China.  The first element is the shift to student centred teaching, which places emphasis on the personal development of each student. Second, is a focus on democratizing education by devolving the authority for curriculum and instructional decisions from the national level to more locally controlled decision-making. The third element addresses globalization and the consequent need for Chinese education to foster international understanding. The fourth concerns the responsibility for the environment and the urgent need to understand and care for the natural world. Finally, the new curriculum moves away from a subject matter focus that designates a common knowledge to be learned by all students, to a concern for how that knowledge relates to the life worlds of individual students. 

The reform represents a new vision for education in China that is based upon tapping into individual human development, as well as recognizing China’s place in the global community. In its emphasis on the individual’s personal development and devolution of responsibility to local authority this new curriculum departs substantially not only from China’s recent educational past, but also from the historical traditions of China’s long Confucian past. Centralized curriculum authority has deep roots in centuries of Chinese history. 


Traditional curriculum in China was elitist and organized around a rigid examination system set up to select scholars for service in the imperial bureaucracy. Although Confucianism was abolished as the state religion/philosophy of China well over 100 years ago, traces of Confucian teaching and social organization remain in Chinese traditions of honouring elders, order and deference to centralizing authority, and the importance of collective welfare over individual freedom. Given these deep traditions of education and social organization, the present curriculum is a break from the past introducing a fundamental cultural change in education, which draws upon intellectual and social traditions associated with the western enlightenment. 

Curriculum Change as a Problem of Theory and Practice

What does curriculum history and research say about the challenge of implementing curriculum change, especially as it relates to the scale and extent of that being attempted in China? In the first place, the challenge of curriculum change starts with the curriculum development process itself, because of its focus on curriculum outcomes rather than the implementation process. Many curriculum reform efforts are implicitly or explicitly underwritten by a linear rational planning process known as the “Tyler rationale”, which has dominated curriculum thinking for the past half-century or more. The Tyler rationale is a simple and elegant description of the relationship between curriculum, instruction and evaluation. Ralph Tyler’s Basic Principles of Curriculum and Instruction, which was originally published 1949, described this as a four step, process: 1) Deciding the educational purposes, or objectives of schooling. 2) Selecting appropriate learning experiences. 3) Organizing the learning experiences for effective instruction. 4) Evaluating the effectiveness of learning experiences. 

Tyler’s description of curriculum, instruction and evaluation as a linear system has proven to be very appealing, especially for those seeking guidance for planning systematic curriculum change. The fact that Tyler’s book continues to sell well after nearly six decades in print speaks to the durability that its sturdy logic has for planners. But however appealing the Tyler rationale might appear to be as a guide for curriculum design it is seriously flawed when it comes to the question of implementation. In fact, an argument could be made that the very assumptions guiding the Tyler rationale are responsible for actually producing the “implementation problem” in the first place. This is so because so much effort is typically expended developing a new curriculum, while the matter of implementation comes along as an after thought. Classical modern curriculum theory (see for example Johnson, 1967) supports this separation by portraying curriculum and instruction as distinctive systems, with the outputs of the curriculum development system becoming the input for the instructional system.  

Why is so much attention given to curriculum design, and why does curriculum implementation, then, become so problematic? Curriculum design is a reformist activity; it is an opportunity to engage with and (seemingly) to actually do something to redress the shortcomings of the curriculum that it is replacing. Thus a new curriculum is developed around an agenda of educational policy and shaping future directions. Curriculum development is a creative activity announcing new possibilities for teaching. But by following the Tyler rationale, curriculum design must represent only a partial view of teaching, making it appear to be an entirely rationally planned activity that is structured around designing instruction for achieving intended learning outcomes.

While teachers do pay attention to objectives and plan appropriate lessons, teaching is not primarily a rationally planned activity. The Canadian curriculum theorist, Ted Aoki (1986/2005) describes the relationship that teachers have with curriculum as being the “curriculum as lived”. The lived curriculum refers to the responsibility that teachers have for taking account of the planned curriculum, but also for how it is received in the context of the history, the community and the character of the children in their actual classrooms. Certainly teachers must pay attention to objectives, textbooks and other forms of instructional support, and certainly they must attend to assessment as well. To this extent, teaching can be represented as a rationally planned action, but this planning and teaching takes place in the contingent and local world of particular classrooms. For the teacher context is everything.

 Implementation becomes problematic, because the conventional models of curriculum design are focus on trying to enact necessary reform through education. The focus of development is on achieving new aims for education in the form changes to the goals and objectives, and instituting the appropriate philosophies and approaches to teaching that are consistent with these new goals. Local contexts cannot really be considered in curriculum development. And yet, the curriculum must be interpreted at the local level for implementation. Successful implementation depends very much on teachers’ willingness and their abilities to take up the new curriculum.

Implementation Challenges of the Changes in the New National Curriculum 

The extent of the reform in the new national curriculum in China places an extraordinary burden on the capacity of teachers, and indeed for the system itself, to enact the change. Looking at how the reform relates to the curriculum commonplaces will give some indication of the challenge. 

The term “curriculum commonplaces” was employed by the American curriculum theorist Joseph J. Schwab (1969) to describe fundamental aspects shared by all curricula. Schwab identified four curriculum commonplaces: the subject matter, the view of students, the role of teachers, and the nature and significance of the milieu. Comparing the commonplaces of the new curriculum with the one that it replaces shows the far-reaching implications that the change has for curriculum content, teacher identity, learning, as well as for the role of the school itself within the community. 

	Commonplace

Subject matter

Students

Teacher

Milieu


	Old Curriculum

Knowledge exists as basically universal, agreed upon facts and concepts.

Are the receivers of knowledge.

Delivers the curriculum and directs learning.  

The milieu and the local environment are not that important.
	New Curriculum

Knowledge is created through inquiry-based discovery learning.

Are inquirers and co-creators of knowledge. 

Acts as a guide and is a co-inquirer with students.

The local community and the school are highly relevant.

	
	
	

	
	
	


Teachers’ Identities and the Complexity of Curriculum Implementation

Typically curriculum implementation efforts focus on the teacher, and are presented in the form of in-service education, curriculum guides and instructional support materials such as new textbooks. In the case of the Strengthening the Capacity for Basic Education in Western China Project much of in-service and curriculum support is provided through distance delivery. While these interventions are welcomed and certainly provide some necessary assistance to teachers, they only begin to address the complexity and the far-reaching effects that the change is having on school and society in China. The above figure shows how the change causes new sets of relationships to be formed among the commonplaces of subject matter, teachers, students and the milieux. The formation of new sets of relationships show that the change does not only involve what the teacher does, but who they are and what it means to be a teacher -- in other words teachers’ identities are fully implicated in curriculum implementation. 

The error made by linear interpretations of curriculum change, such as the Tyler rationale, is the failure to adequately represent these complex processes of learning and unlearning that lurk behind the label “curriculum implementation”. Beginning with the very term “implementation”, from the Latin implere (to fill up), an erroneous impression is given that the new curriculum is filling up a void, or an empty space that exists in the life worlds of the teachers and students. In reality the new curriculum enters a space that is already well populated by the understandings and identities formed in relation to the commonplaces of the former curriculum. For teachers in China, then, a coming to terms with this new curriculum requires not only learning new ways (methods) of teaching, but also unlearning the old and familiar ways. Teaching “methods” -- from the Greek methodos (or way of going) -- are very much a part of a teacher’s identity, of what it means for that person to be a teacher. So what is at stake in what we have been calling “implementation” might more accurately represented as the initiation of a necessary dialogue that must take place between the familiar of old ways of teaching and the strange new way of teaching that are now being proposed in the guise of the curriculum reform. 

Teachers may well be very supportive of the new emphasis on student centred instruction in the new curriculum in China, but their interpretation of what this means for their teaching, and hence their capacity to actually implement the spirit of the new curriculum, is very much influenced by identities that have been formed within the confines of the previous curriculum. Deborah Britzman (1994) describes teacher identities as being “over determined by history, place, and sociality … [and] lived and imagined through discourses or knowledge we employ to make sense of who we are, who we are not and who we can become. (58)” The commonplaces of the former curriculum -- fixed knowledge, passive students, teacher centred instruction, and centralized control through national examinations have produced discursive practices that formed the identities of Chinese teachers over many generations. To be sure, younger teachers, having less history with the former curriculum, are less likely to have difficulty in taking up the new curriculum than will the older teachers with longer histories. However, it must be appreciated that change sets into turbulence understandings of teaching and what it means to be a teacher, not just for teachers’ identities, but also for the system itself. 

Re-thinking Resistance to Change

Traditional curriculum implementation literature has long been focused on overcoming resistance to change. This orientation is founded as much on the commonsense observation that it is natural habit for people and organizations to resist change, as it is on the wealth of empirical evidence drawn from the history of past change efforts. The traditional change literature is discussed more fully in the next section of the paper. This section of the paper is an attempt to re-think resistance to change in the light of teacher identity and the way that identities are structured through the discursive practices of the curriculum commonplaces. Teachers, as well as students, schools, and the administrative structures of the schools in China have fashioned their identities through the discursive practices of the old curriculum. These identities must now, to a certain extent, be unlearned while at the same time the new curriculum is learned. 

In this process of learning and unlearning, resistance seems to be an inevitable consequence of change rather than being a problem to be overcome. Indeed, as Deborah Britzman, of York University points out, “learning is a psychic event, charged with resistance to knowledge”. She suggests that regarding resistance, as something needing to be overcome is actually wrong-headed, arguing, on the contrary that, “resistance is a precondition for learning and the grounds for knowledge itself (1998, 118). Teachers and the education system itself need time to work through the change. Drawing on psychoanalytic theory, Britzman associates resistance with “the work of mourning (118)” for the former knowledge. It is learning that is made from the difficult knowledge of the loss of the certainties and the familiarity of the old identities fashioned from the former curriculum. 

Implementation and the Conventional Curriculum Change Literature


There is a wealth of conventional literature that is available on the implementation of educational change. This should not be surprising given the strategic and social importance that is attached to education for national and personal development, and the continuing, puzzling complexity that the change process presents. As indicated earlier, much of the mainstream literature on educational change turns on the reality of resistance to change, which then invites a posture of problem solving aimed at overcoming resistance. Rather than appreciating the deeply personal work of learning and unlearning involved in change, insisting only on the problematic character resistance to change limits the focus to a narrow search for solutions.  

The search for solutions takes one of two general directions. One branch of the literature follows the organizational and leadership aspects of change by studying past change efforts as well as current case studies of change. In so doing, this literature is oriented towards discerning those administrative and organizational factors that have been shown to impede change, and pointing towards “best practices” that have promoted successful change efforts. The work of Michael Fullan is among the best-known examples of the leadership and change literature (see Fullan, 2001a and 2001b). A second branch of the literature attends to change as a matter of the education and the professional development of teachers. Examples of this literature include Thomas Guskey’s (2000) work on professional development and teacher change, as well as the extensive literature that is available on environments conducive to in-service learning. The work of Lave and Wenger (1991) on professional learning communities, and communities of practice are examples of the latter. 

Much of what has been learned – as well as what has been assumed about educational change in both branches of the literature -- organizational change and the studies of teacher development, owes its origins to the research findings drawn from the ambitious national curriculum change efforts that took place in the United States in the 1960s. The Kennedy administration declared the 1960s to be the “Education Decade” in which a series of new programs, especially in science education, were commissioned in the wake of the Soviet Union having launched the first space satellite. Education had become an issue of national security in America. Unprecedented amounts of national funding flowed into curriculum development projects in physics, biology and mathematics. The implementation of the resulting projects was extensively studied, with the conclusion being that they largely failed to meet expectations for rapid reform to the quality of American education. One of the salient reasons identified for teachers not having successfully implemented these new curricula was not involving them and local curriculum developers in the design process. In fact, the designers were not usually educators at all, but academic experts in the subject area. 

Milbrey McLaughlin and Paul Berman (McLaughlin & Berman, 1975) conducted some of the major implementation studies of these curriculum projects in the 1970s. They surveyed some 293 educational change projects, as a part of the Rand Change Agent Studies, in coming to the conclusion that implementation rarely corresponded with the expectations of the curriculum developers. McLaughlin and Berman reported that teachers commonly either co-opted the change to make it conform to their existing practices, or ignored the change altogether. This observation led them to conclude that curriculum designers should not expect fidelity, but accept the fact that implementation will become a “mutual adaptation” between the planned curriculum and the local circumstances of the school. They defined mutual adaptation as the “modification of both the project design, and changes in the institutional setting, and the individual participants during the course of the implementation (340)”. McLaughlin and Berman went on to identify three strategies that seemed to support the mutual adaptation of new curricula: local materials development, ongoing and specific staff training around concrete issues arising out of the new curriculum, and ongoing adaptive planning with frequent staff meetings.

Identity, Change and Mutual Adaptation in the New Curriculum


Implementation studies of the 1970s identified the phenomena of mutual adaptation through empirical investigation. These implementation studies and the teacher professional development literature share a common focus attending to the matter of planning for change. The attention is on “inputs”. This is on the reception of change from the place of the teacher. In so doing, I draw upon literature from curriculum theory and teacher identity (Aoki, 2005; Britzman 1998, 2003), as well as contemporary the work of Ivor Goodson (2006) on biography and learning. Studies of biography and identity enable deeper insight into the social and psychodynamics of change. While mutual adaptation is clearly a correct interpretation of what takes place in curriculum implementation -- and there exists a huge body of mainstream literature that builds on this observation – supporting various strategies for teacher development in the promotion of institutional and systematic change, the reasons for these interventions, and the shape that they should take, will remain largely opaque without having some understanding of teacher identity formation. 


Having insight into identity opens up the meaning of educational change from the place of the teacher. It shifts attention from an exclusive focus on responding to requests for help, and providing “inputs” for teachers in the form of curriculum support and in-service education to an appreciation of what is psychically going on in the change process while teachers work through the new curriculum and what it means for their practices. Clearly, teachers working through change will be charged with resistances to knowledge, but resistance does not mean rejection. On the contrary, resistance is actually a necessary part of learning when the new knowledge offered provokes a crisis in the self. 

The notion of Student Centred Instruction in the curriculum reform is new knowledge about teaching that is actually an attractive and even an exciting idea to many teachers in China. But as discussed earlier, SCI also introduces a relationship to the commonplaces of curriculum that is very different from those of the former curriculum. Acceptance of the new curriculum is not an issue. Teachers who are used to taking direction from a central authority will probably accept an SCI curriculum that has official sanction. Nor do they do so grudgingly; most teachers seem to be genuinely enthusiastic about what SCI promises. The provision of implementation support through the introduction of new textbooks and sample activities are obviously necessary and certainly appreciated by teachers. Over time these are being provided by the Ministry of Education, and through various in-service education projects. 

But no matter how enthusiastic the reception to the new possibilities for teaching offered in the new curriculum are, teaching identities that have been constructed through the discursive practices of the former curriculum will have been disrupted. At some level, and probably frequently, the new sets of relationships of the curriculum commonplaces occasioned by the implementation of SCI will be seen as an interference with the self’s coherence. These are times of crisis, but they are also times of genuine learning and real change in the subjectivities of teachers. This is what is meant by “working through” knowledge.      

Times of crisis are oddly unsettling for teachers and for those supporting the implementation of curriculum change. On the one hand there seems to be an incessant demand for more information about the new curriculum, but on the other hand the help seems to be resisted. The hand of help is extended, but sometimes there appears to be a difficulty for every solution. We can begin to make sense of these contradictory responses to help, by again returning to the significance of resistance in learning. Knowledge which is felt as an interference with the self’s coherence – as SCI must surely do from time to time given the history of education in China – will be resisted by teachers whose identities have been shaped by this history. The response of the self to interference has been described as a “passion for ignorance” (Britzman, 1998). A passion for ignorance should not be confused with a simple lack of knowledge, which can be satisfied with more information. Rather the passion for ignorance signals a time of loss – a time of unlearning as well as learning.

Toward a More Insightful Implementation


Attention to teacher learning – which is attending to implementation from the side of the teacher – along with the wealth of information existing on teacher development and organizational change, can produce a far more insightful approach to curriculum implementation. The scale of the change and the cultural context of China will require insightful and original approaches to implementation that do not simply lean on conventional research drawing primarily from western contexts. China is now re-inventing education within the oldest and largest public education system in the world. The recreation of curriculum, in all of the facets of the curriculum commonplaces, is a creative venture that is filled with complexity. 


Deborah Britzman (1998) describes the work of learning as “lost subjects and contested objects”. Introduced to SCI, teachers in China have become “lost subjects” with their familiar identities destabilized by new ways of teaching that seem to derive from and fit more comfortably within the traditions of the western enlightenment. Such an interpretation is, without doubt, only a very partial and overly simplified western understanding of what appears to be going on in China. This reflects western educators’ identities that are attempting themselves to learn new ways through the opening up of a dialogue with China. It is partly through identities shaped by Western education, and partly through being invited in to provide development assistance, that SCI has taken shape as the object of the new curriculum. But SCI is a “contested object”, which cannot be firmly fixed as the thing to be implemented. SCI is many faceted and continues to be interpreted and re-interpreted through in-service dialogue and through its applications in the teaching of mathematics, science, English and various other subject areas.  


In a sense this process of implementing the ambitious curriculum reform in China has become an East/West dialogue that opens up a “third space” that moves beyond the binaries of East and West. Several years ago Ted Aoki, a Canadian curriculum scholar of Japanese decent, suggested this possibility when he considered possibilities of an East/West curriculum dialogue. In so doing he invoked one of the deep wisdom traditions of China in the works of Lao Tse. Aoki writes 

“I call upon a Chinese character (wu) ‘no-thing”… neither this nor that – a third space of paradox, ambiguity and ambivalence … Wherein the traditions of Western modernist epistemology can meet the Eastern traditions of wisdom. Could it be that such a space is the ambivalent space of modernism and non-modernism? [Is this] the ambivalent space of East and West? (Aoki, 1996/2005, 317-319)


The continuing implementation challenge remains for the curriculum reform in China -- how are Chinese teachers to understand the radically new student centred curriculum? Where are the bridges between their histories, sociality and the place of modern China, and the spaces for the negotiation new identities called for in the implementation of the new curriculum? Thinking this through, understanding that it is question of learning and unlearning in which teachers’ identities are at stake, should be the informing discourses for devising teacher development activities, and should guide observations and reflections on the results of these activities. This will reveal the path of curriculum implementation, while we walk this path. This is an ongoing project that is worthy of our attention now as the Strengthening the Capacity for Basic Education in Western China Project prepares to enter its final year.
   

References

Aoki, T. (1986/1991) “Teaching as indwelling between two curriculum worlds.” In Curriculum in a new key: the collected works of Ted T. Aoki. William Pinar & Rita Irwin (Editors), Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum (2005) 159-166.

Aoki, T. (1996) “Imaginaries of ‘East and West’: slippery curricular signifiers in education.” In Curriculum in a new key: the collected works of Ted T. Aoki. William Pinar & Rita Irwin (Editors), Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum (2005) 313-320.

Britzman, D. (1992) “The terrible problem of knowing thyself: toward a poststructural account of teacher identity”. JCT: Journal of Interdisciplinary Curriculum Studies, 9(3), 23-46.

Britzman, D. (1998) Lost subjects, contested objects: toward a psychoanalytic inquiry of learning, Albany: State University of New York Press.

Britzman, D. (2003) Practice makes practice: a critical study of learning to teach (Second Edition). Albany: State University of New York Press.

Fullan, M. (2001a) The new meaning of educational change (3rd Ed.) New York: Teachers College Press)

 Fullan, M. (2001b) Leading in a culture of change. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Goodson, I. (2006) “Curriculum, narrative and the social future”. Retrieved from http://www.ivorgoodson.com
Guskey, T. (2000).  Evaluating Professional Development. Thousand Oaks, CA:  Corwin Press.

Johnson, M. (1967) “Definitions and models in curriculum theory”. Educational Theory, 17(2), 361-377.

Lave, J. & Wenger, E. (1991). Situated learning: legitimate peripheral participation. New York: Cambridge University Press.

McLaughlin, M. & Berman, P. (1975) Micro and macro implementation, Santa Monica, CA: Rand Corporation.

Schwab, J. (1969). College curricula and student protest, Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Tyler, R. (1949). Basic principles of curriculum and instruction. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Zhang, Hua (2006). “Ongoing curriculum reform in China: philosophy, objectives and structure.” Canadian International Development Agency: Strengthening the Capacity for Basic Education in Western China Project, October 2006.
�  Strengthening Capacity for Basic Education in Western China Project is a project jointly funded by the Canadian International Development Agency and the Government of the Peoples’ Republic of China. The Project is scheduled for completion in March 2008.





PAGE  
6

