Fifth Annual Educationally Speaking Conference 15th – 18th May 2004, Birchwood Hotel, Boksburg. Gauteng.

CHALLENGES IN CURRICULUM TRANSFORMATION IN SOUTH AFRICA

Haroon Mahomed

The curriculum transformation process in South Africa was initiated after the 1994 elections, and has been steadily implemented since then.  Structures, processes and policies have been increasing in their presence over the 10-year period to promote and implement the policy.  There have been many public and academic debates about the policies, the structures and processes and implementation of this programme. 

This paper asserts that this process has contributed significantly to the deconstruction of the Apartheid Education Curriculum consisting of Fundamental Pedagogic and Anglo-American traditions, and has begun the process of reconstructing the curriculum to serve the needs of democracy, and South Africa’s 21st century needs. 

The roll-out of this programme in the context of the broader socio-political transformation process in South Africa, and attempts to spell out the challenges facing the processes in the next 5-10 years; in particular, the schooling sector will be looked at.  The paper will make references to higher education processes and other sectors such as ABET and ECD, as they may impact on schooling, and the overall linkages to broader socio-economic and political transformation. 

The key argument in the paper is that the curriculum transformation process so far has challenged the authoritarian and inhibiting effects of Fundamental Pedagogics and the English-speaking curriculum tradition and introduced a more 21st century, humane, and democratic knowledge framework. The paper looks at the issues of policy clarity, gaps, resource constraints, pace of implementation and others that have arisen from the implementation of C2005, the RNCS and the continuation of the NATED 550 syllabus, particularly with reference to their impact on curriculum transformation.   

One of the key current debates in this field is how far the RNCS is OBE. The paper will touch on this issue, indicating that the question presents a complex scenario of positions that goes beyond a simple affirmative or negative response.   

Following the tradition of constructive criticism and action research, the paper will outline the immense challenges that exist and make suggestions for dealing with them.

It will reflect briefly on the C2005 process, the review it had undergone, the upcoming FET curriculum changes in schools, and other factors impacting on effective and quality delivery of education. 

The challenges that face curriculum transformation can be listed as follows:

· Teacher Development and Support

· Managing scheduling challenges - RNCS implementation, Grades 10,11, 12 NCS introduction, Nated 550 matric

· Monitoring of the implementation

· Assessment 

· Provision of Learning Support materials

· Getting the Desired results

· GET Certificate

It may be useful to begin with some of the trends that are emerging in the delivery of C2005 in the Gauteng province. With regard to positive trends, there is increasing policy compliance amongst educators in implementing C2005 particularly in the Foundation Phase (Grades 1-3). This is in line with international trends which indicate that school systems take about three years to adjust to major educational changes.

Learners are perceived to be more expressive, assertive and interactive in class. This could possibly be due to the greater freedom learners experience with learner-centred classroom activities which forms the cornerstone of C2005. Learners are eliciting greater creative learner responses, are allowed opportunities to express their opinions; they can debate and even challenge the educator – something new in this education system. There is more learner engagement and teachers are unsure how to view and deal with this; hence the challenge for some schools and educators can be the maintenance of learner discipline. Also, as learners move up the system, they get more assertive and more creatively engage and interact with the lessons and materials.

The initial phase of anxiety and panic amongst educators has progressed to increasing confidence to implement the curriculum; an implicit outcome is that Educator professionalism is on the rise – it is evident in the observed team planning structures at schools and, in general, those contributions of the educators at initial and findings validation workshops held throughout the evaluation.

A positive trend is that despite persistent disparities in C2005 implementation across the ex-departments, the gap appears to be gradually closing especially in grades where focused support efforts have been concentrated.

Although the schools that implement OBE to a highly sufficient level are concentrated in the former-TED department there are some examples of excellent implementation even in schools from previously disadvantaged departments of education 

Principals indicate that the implementation of OBE / C2005 has necessitated a more participative management style. 

Since this paper is dealing with challenges facing the transformation, these are listed and discussed below:

Teaching, Learning and Assessment

Educators across all grades are still finding it difficult to:

· Pace learning for different levels and learning styles of learners in the same class, to include inclusion (special needs) learners, as OBE requires this accommodation.

· Integrate teaching, learning and assessment, (This is primarily a result of lack of clarity and confidence surrounding the new curriculum and assessment policies – more specifically, the alignment of assessment methods, tools and forms to learning activities and learning outcomes.)

· Teaching multilingual classes; (This is due to the changing “faces” in the classrooms – e.g. rural and township children are moving into urban area schools and it places greater language demands on the classroom educator).

· Plan, design, manage, report and record assessment in the classroom; (Teachers feel burdened with paper work with all the new OBE forms, learner profiles and portfolios.  It requires a high level of organisation and prioritisation skills. As one educator put it:  “You have to work smarter.”)

· Assess values and attitudes; this item relates to whether educators are able to assess the variety of knowledge, skills, values and attitudes. Additionally, the School Culture Audit is picking up the “school ethos” and those “outside the classroom” variables that contribute to a positive OBE climate. It is more about practices that impart positive values and attitudes toward successful OBE implementation 

· There are large disparities among ex-departments on assessment practices for Grade 4, with the weakest overall assessment scores reported for former ex-DET schools. Many of the teaching and learning challenges relate to classes being larger than the norms set out by government. Additionally, it is likely that the streamlining of the curriculum in the RNCS will relieve some of educators’ difficulties related to planning and designing of lessons and assessment. Also, the change from the foundation phase to intermediate phase is an adjustment for educators – the grade 4 curriculum programme requires greater challenges for assessment of higher level skills (cognitively and performance-wise – e.g. math and technology skills)  vs that of the primary grades – where foundational skills are basic, fundamental – essentially moving from the 3 programmes to the now 6 programmes; hence it requires a range of assessment activities on the part of the educator.

Teacher Development

Educators express a need for training in anti-bias issues, management of diversity, accommodating learners with special educational needs (LSEN); co-operative learning, lesson planning, use of GDE forms and integration across learning areas; (Training has expanded with each year; it has improved exponentially over time with the switch to the HEI and with district officials becoming more knowledgeable and embracing their support role – so the more you know the more you can be specific about what else it is you need training on to refine and hone in on specific issues and needs. The more you practice OBE/C2005, the more you understand what else you need to keep up with regard to the continuing new and refined policies.  

Educators express a need for more practical training that is relevant to their environmental contexts: Educators are, however, complimentary about the outcomes of the GDE’s decision to use Higher Education Institutions to orientate educators to OBE / C2005 basic principles and concepts. Other Initiatives by the Department of Education to retrain under qualified teachers are likely to be welcomed. They also want classroom demonstrations by peers and/or district officials. School Cluster groups are recommended to share best practices.

Learner Performance

Educators perceive that learners’ ability to listen, read and write have deteriorated but are quite emphatic that this is a trend that started even before the implementation of OBE. Research has consistently shown that mother tongue instruction, in the foundation phase specifically, could contribute to learners’ ability to communicate in their own and other languages. Due to the variety of different home languages accommodated in most Gauteng schools, mother tongue instruction is not always a practical option. A possible solution suggested by educators is to implement programmes that inculcate a culture of reading amongst learners. The changing populations in the classroom make it a greater challenge to accommodate all learner languages. Further, teachers had a limited understanding of the concept learner-centered approach and interpreted this as group work.  With OBE, the learner can get lost in the group.  In the successful implementing of OBE in the foundation phase classes, a proactive approach was used: during group work, the educator would call the learner up to his/her desk and have him/her read 3 times a week and she had evidence of this assessment and growth in reading skills.

District Support

Educators say that there has been an increase in support from district officials, however they expressed the need for even greater support, given the demands made on them by the new curriculum;

District officials feel the need for greater (availability) deployment of officials to meet the needs of schools.

Resources

Primary schools are especially dissatisfied with school physical environment conditions: The Culture Audit consistently found over the last three years that this dissatisfaction is specific to the physical plant and classroom size – the first four questions of the culture audit: (school grounds, toilets, safe environment and comfortable classroom size for number of learners). These are the issues in the majority of these dissatisfied schools.

About half of textbooks at schools provide sufficient guidance for educators (Publishers need guidelines for OBE because the commercial materials do not provide sufficient guidance for educators in terms of OBE activities for the classroom. More specifically Language, Literacy and Communication texts were reportedly weak on OBE assessment.

Parental Involvement

Educators feel that the lack of parental involvement implies disinterest.  Parents from former TED schools feel that it is not their role to assist learners with their work. Parents indicate that they often are not informed well enough about general OBE issues and issues pertaining to the various learning areas to participate actively in the education of their children. Primarily, they don’t know how to help their child – they want to – it is not a lack of desire – rather a lack of know-how!  Educators keep blaming parents.  However, they don’t give them enough explanation on what they can do to help – EXAMPLES – they want models and examples of what they must do at home when they sit down with the kid and he draws a blank. No, it doesn’t impede it – it just makes it frustrating for the educator who relies on the parental support per OBE ideal.  But it isn’t dependent on parents – parents can always enhance learning for the child - with or without OBE. The issue here is more about finding effective home-school communication vehicles and programmes to accommodate parents so that the desired result of involvement in achieved.

The continuities and discontinuities between C2005 and the RNCS pose a particular set of challenges which are described below:

Philosophy and methodology

One of the continuing currents between the first policy of C2005, and the revised C2005 is the retention of the principles and methodology of C2005 through the Critical Outcomes, and participatory, learner centered and activity-based teaching and learning. The foregrounding of outcomes as the culmination of learning, and regular and wider assessment procedures as the basis of enhancing learning remain in place, albeit that the specific outcomes have been replaced by the learning outcomes and the number have been reduced, and that the assessment complex of Assessment criteria, range statements, performance indicators and expected levels of performance have been compressed into assessment standards.

Against the background of media and other critique of OBE, the continuation of OBE as the underpinning philosophy and methodology of the curriculum retains the important link between outcomes and processes of learning, the definition of learning as a compound of knowledge, skills and values (mental, physical and affective), and the increase of measures to clarify what is valuable learning and how to get to that learning. The reduction of design features from 8 to 3, promises to simplify the task of curriculum implementation for educators by the obvious simplification of the design. In the context of high levels of under and unqualified teachers, this may achieve the intended outcome.   

These changes, however, present some tough challenges. The current design of the curriculum has been learnt and applied by educators on a fairly wide scale, and the amount of materials produced with it is enormous. If the currently proposed implementation plan is put in place, then educators will have to work with both designs at the same time. Since they are different in their detail, it is anticipated that they will present major struggles for designing and using learning programmes, and for the materials that will be used. 

Social Justice, Healthy Environment, Human rights and Inclusivity

There is a much stronger emphasis on social justice, healthy environment, human rights and inclusivity. The fact there was a more explicit engagement with these issues through the working group on Human rights and inclusivity that monitored the inclusion and infusion of these issues in the curriculum framework, suggests that the revised statements will deal with them more directly than was the case in version 1.      

There has also been a strong emphasis on a clear separation of history and geography with the intention of ensuring that learners are familiar with the painful history of Apartheid South Africa and the resistance tradition to it.

In both attempts described above, the direction taken is correct and the chances of increased attention to these issues are definite. The issues lie again in the detail.

Educators will have to be developed to deal with the school, classroom and community challenges effectively.  It is not only the introduction of the issues in classrooms, but also effective and sensitive handling of potential conflict arising, that will have to be taken into account.

The separation of history and geography will make it easier to ensure that the issues in the respective disciplines will be attended to, and the importance of the history and resistance to Apartheid are critical. However, strong rather than weak integration links should be made between the disciplines, and the contributions made by all resistance movements should be given coverage. 

The inclusion of local and indigenous knowledge systems in a meaningful and representative form is a clear challenge. The number and quality of texts that contain these issues in all Learning Areas is as yet not adequate. The leveling of the playing field and the preparation of educators in this area is also crucial. 

High knowledge, high skills, progression and integration

The national curriculum statements emphasise high knowledge and high skills for all. This has been a feature of version 1 as well, but it has been argued that more emphasis on progression and less on integration will lead to more possibilities of achieving high knowledge and skills for all of South Africa’s learners, especially the historically disempowered.  Some researchers have put forward the view that the high levels of integration of knowledge in Version 1 of C2005 puts at risk the foundational knowledge and skills for further learning and performance in formal education, workplace, life-role and international settings.  

This may be true from the point of view that much of the existing mainstream school knowledge that has been codified into algorithms, rules, formulae, generalisations, theorems etc, is readily available in the form of texts and in the psyches of the majority of writers. In this sense, an acceptance of the received canons of knowledge will be easier to implement.

However, this codification tends to be mono-cultural, and in that sense undemocratic. The majority of the codified knowledge currently in place in our world is based on the dominant aspects of the European tradition. This tradition has produced an extremely high level of abstraction and technological sophistication, but is has not acknowledged the contributions of other traditions all of which were colonized to the development of the dominant epistemological structure of world knowledge. In particular, it has relegated the knowledge traditions of Africa the most. Many writers have in the last 300 years have described its effect as  “ cultural imperialism”.

To be successful in it, as in any other well-developed system, it requires the necessary home, social and economic conditions such as appropriate books, libraries, toys, computers, and other equipment from early childhood for educational success in later life. The majority of South Africans do not have ready access to these tools. For example, to become a top-notch mathematician, engineer, artist, or accountant takes a fairly thorough home rearing from early childhood to produce.   

The acquisition of these codes of knowledge is all worthwhile and desirable, especially for the children of the historically disempowered. As Gramsci argued, “ you have to understand a whole cultural heritage, if you want to transform it”.

It is in the process of getting to the acquisition of this codified knowledge, and also in defining our targets beyond them that the challenges lie.

I want to put forward the argument, for example, that if all our learning was in isiZulu, the majority of non-Zulu speaking learners would struggle to achieve well in the education system. Unless, provision was made to get them to grasp the content, concepts, attitudes and values inscribed within the isiZulu language.

Let us then accept that English is the linking language of South Africa and Africa and the wider world, but also that only 20% of the population understands policy documents in English. Let us also accept that for South Africa to function and compete in the global arena we have to produce the Maths, Science and Technology graduates who have to learn classical maths, science and technology. Let us also accept that we have a dual economy wherein the majority will struggle with English, and will need the maths, science and technology appropriate to their life-conditions.

To be able to do both, the majority of South Africans have to find ways of mastering the struggle of acquiring the European cultural influence on South Africa, and simultaneously the indigenous systems. 

The challenge that this presents is that South African indigenous languages and culture have to be codified as a fast as possible, and that they have to be written into learning materials so that they are available to learners of all backgrounds when the revised national statements are implemented. 

It has been argued by some academics that Learning Areas like Languages, Mathematics and Natural Sciences have clear spines of conceptual progression, and that the others have lesser or no developed spines. In the case of those that have this development, it is argued that teaching and learning is made easier. 

This point is important because classification, framing, codification and systematisation knowledge is crucial for education systems.  

There are two issues in this debate. One is that the less developed Learning Areas should be developed to the conceptual levels of the developed ones. The other is that Learning Areas with well developed conceptual spines have to ensure that they are not presented as the contribution only of the European tradition, that there is sufficient scaffolding to support learners to acquire the conceptual grasp through concepts and content from their own familiar surroundings.           

Implementation Implications   

There are four key and formidable implementation implications:

· Resourcing:

Schools, classrooms and learner performances are the points at which we can measure how effective a curriculum is. At present there are many resource constraints in the system. These are basic facilities, books and other learning materials, the number of schools, class sizes and the conditions of schools. In Gauteng Province, this may not be as widespread as in the larger and more rural provinces, but the challenge still exists on a sufficient scale. 

The legacy of Apartheid has also left us with many poorly prepared teachers and managers with regard to professional levels, subject or learning area competence, and curriculum management. C2005 has also expected schools managers and teachers to make quantum leaps with limited clarity, support and follow-through.

Educator morale and motivation levels are also low.

The introduction of a major curriculum innovation is also faced with resource challenges in the form of limited professional capacity and accumulated experience, inaccurate media coverage, and resistance from sections of the public.  

The challenge here is for the departments to fast–track their systems so that there are visible improvements in school conditions on a year-by-year basis. 

The existing plans and programmes for physical resources, building of more schools and classrooms, teacher and manager development, and motivation of educators and learners should be constantly reviewed and discussed. Stakeholders and the public should be integral parts of the process so that a better understanding of co-operative governance, self-managing schools, departmental delays in delivery, and constituency expectations can be gained.

There is a real danger that if resourcing is not attended to more vigorously, the revised curriculum statements will impact only marginally better on the system than version 1. There has to be a simultaneous strategy of introducing the revised curriculum statements and rapid improvement of physical and professional conditions in the schools.

· Time- frames:

There is a potential time squeeze and resource capacity challenge that the introduction of the revised curriculum faces. (See table below) 

	Year
	Gr 1
	Gr 2
	Gr 3
	Gr 4
	Gr 5
	Gr 6
	Gr 7
	Gr 8
	Gr 9
	Gr 10
	Gr 11
	Gr 12

	1998
	C2005
	NATED
	NATED
	NATED
	NATED
	NATED
	NATED
	NATED
	NATED
	NATED
	NATED
	NATED

	1999
	C2005
	C2005
	NATED
	NATED
	NATED
	NATED
	NATED
	NATED
	NATED
	NATED
	NATED
	NATED

	2000
	C2005
	C2005
	C2005
	NATED
	NATED
	NATED
	C2005
	NATED
	NATED
	NATED
	NATED
	NATED

	2001
	C2005
	C2005
	C2005
	C2005
	NATED
	NATED
	C2005
	C2005
	NATED
	NATED
	NATED
	NATED

	2002
	C2005
	C2005
	C2005
	C2005
	C2005
	NATED
	C2005
	C2005
	C2005
	NATED
	NATED
	NATED

	2003
	C2005
	C2005
	C2005
	C2005
	C2005
	C2005
	C2005
	C2005
	C2005
	transition
	NATED
	NATED

	2004
	RNCS
	RNCS
	RNCS
	C2005
	C2005
	C2005
	C2005
	C2005
	C2005
	transition
	transition
	NATED

	2005
	RNCS
	RNCS
	RNCS
	RNCS
	RNCS
	RNCS
	C2005
	C2005
	C2005
	transition
	transition
	transition

	2006
	RNCS
	RNCS
	RNCS
	RNCS
	RNCS
	RNCS
	RNCS
	C2005
	C2005
	FET/NCS
	transition
	transition

	2007
	RNCS
	RNCS
	RNCS
	RNCS
	RNCS
	RNCS
	RNCS
	RNCS
	C2005
	FET/NCS
	FET/NCS
	transition

	2008
	R2005
	RNCS
	RNCS
	R2005
	R2005
	R2005
	R2005
	R2005
	R2005
	FET/NCS
	FET/NCS
	FET/NCS


The current matric exam system remains in place until the end of 2005.  The system puts almost all of its resources behind the effective delivery of improved matric pass rates for a significant part of time. The FET changes at matric level are likely to demand the same if not more allocation of time and personnel for this work because of the new demands of the curriculum requirements.

The proposed introduction of the revised C2005 is as follows:

· 2004:  Foundation Phase

· 2005: Intermediate Phase

· 2006- Grade 7

· 2007-Grade 8

· 2008-Grade 9

Version 1 of C2005 remains in the system until 2007 on a phase out, phase in of the revision process.  

· Ramifications:

This means that between now and 2007, the system has to cope with curricula that have 3 different design features at the same time.  The accumulated tensions and contradictions in the management of these could have a negative impact on the performance of the system.  

· Cost, sustainability and partnerships
At the present rate of departmental expenditure where the major portion of departmental expenditure (80—90%) is on personnel costs, and the limited availability and skewed distribution of resources, the cost and sustainability of the maintaining and introducing a revised curriculum poses a huge challenge. 

The revised curriculum is going to cost more, because more and new materials are being developed.  The processes of teacher orientation and development are also likely to cost more or demand more from existing budgets because of the call for more and better teacher preparation. 

There is also the issue of a large body of existing C2005 materials that may become unusable.     

It is also quite clear from the C2005 research reports that there is not sufficient professional capacity within the system to promote and support the schools sufficiently.  

Monitoring, Evaluation and Re-adjusting programmes

As described above, the task of transforming the curriculum is a huge one. It is occurring in a context of massive educational and socio-economic transformation, enormous backlogs, and a rapidly changing global and technological world. 

It is thus an obvious statement that there should be careful and regular monitoring, evaluation and re-strategizing of the processes. 

Some recommendations that could be made are:

· A national/provincial evaluation meeting held once a year, preceded by similar provincial meetings

· A national/provincial co-ordinating evaluation team consisting perhaps of outside observers to oversee the process and to trouble shoot

Conclusion

As a country we have come a long way from our problematic past.  There are huge difficulties and challenges inherited from our past and presented to us by the demands of the present and the future. The process of curriculum transformation has so far been a bittersweet one. There is tremendous energy and excitement about shifting from the mainly authoritarian, racist, dull and irrelevant curriculum of the pre-94 era, and also to the attempted shift to humanise, democratise and modernise the curriculum. But there is also bitterness, frustration, and a fair amount of disappointment experienced between 1995 and the present with the process. 

We are now placed on a delicate ropewalk that has to juggle many balls in the air at the same time. The version process between 1995 and the present taught us many lessons about pacing, resourcing, context applicability, planning and monitoring and evaluation.  

We will be able to make substantial progress from where we are to where we want to be, provided that corrective action can be taken from our most recent past.
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