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Introductory comments: 

I am honoured to share my observations on school and curriculum development processes in the light of my own work in the School and Curriculum Development (SCD) initiative. I know that you are serious practitioners in the field of school development and I look forward to discussing some of its issues following on the presentation. While I note from the schedule of events that you are the ‘repeat group’ I am not reading this to mean that you require a second shot at proving your talents for school development planning work!! On the contrary, you are persistent interested learners.

This morning I will focus on some of the underlying principles or procedure and perspectives that informed the SCD initiative. In doing so I am interpreting my brief as, in a sense, to present some descriptions and analyses of how the SCD initiative managed to engage principals/ teachers in developmental practices that required them to shift from some of their existing practices to new practices in the context of new syllabi emanating from NCCA in the mid 1990’s and from other sources, viz. the Green Paper, the N.E.C., the White Paper on Education, that were advocating school development. 

Fundamentally in SCD we were keen to obtain principal and teacher commitments to developmental activities. And herein lies the perennial challenge to those of us who work with principals and teachers in this area: how do we obtain teacher and principal commitments to such developments and in a way that goes beyond perfunctory responses to national requirements for school development? How do we obtain from a critical mass of teachers in a staffroom, professional commitments to serious development of teaching and learning?  By serious development I mean engaging in practices that can lead, over time, to challenging cultural beliefs about what teaching is, how learning occurs, what knowledge is proper in schools, and the teacher –student relationships around such processes. I hope that what I have to say over the next 45 minutes will provide some indication of how we tried to address this issue of principal and teacher engagement in school and curriculum development. These issues did significantly influence the strategy and style of engagement with school personnel. 

However, can I draw your attention to the final piece on the handout just circulated in which I note, in essence that even though the initiative worked with 20 schools over a six year period and managed to achieve some important groundwork in the process of developing schools as learning organisations, in truth, while important and necessary, there is an awful lot of work to be done. In fact the hard work still remains, which is to make significant inroads to developing a schooling system that is critically responsive to a changing social, cultural, and economic context. Our work, as I envisaged it, was only a first step on a process towards such a school context.    

There is one thing we know for sure, and the international literature on school and curriculum development indicates this, there are no blueprints, no easy routes, and no overnight conversions, to obtaining principal and teacher commitments to school and curriculum development. It is a complex and demanding arena requiring commitments from all: practitioners, policy personnel, change personnel, and representative from the wider community, and all working in harmony. It requires risk taking and leadership, and it takes time. Thus, there is a wider project within specific initiatives, such as SCD. But for today I am only focusing on some principled procedural features in the initiative.  The discussion may bring out aspects of this wider scene. 
Note: the references to Appendices in the text refer to the Appendices in Developing Schools Enriching Learning: The SCD Experience.
1.
…engaging in developmental activities rather than in development plans….

SCD was about principals and teachers working on their own day-to-day practices in the school and in the classroom. It was passionate about promoting actions that would enrich teaching and learning processes in the school. It believed that a key element in this was the enrichment of the school setting in which teachers work, in particular the form of professional relationships between all professionals in the school. For us curriculum and teacher development was intrinsically related to school development: they formed an organic entity: if one wished to have meaningful school development one would necessarily have to have meaningful development of teachers and the curriculum. 

The starting point for SCD was in getting principals and teachers involved in activities that addressed the new curriculum proposals. From the inception of the initiative we worked, in consultation with principals and deputy principals, at identifying areas and activities that were considered appropriate as supports for teachers in their work of implementing new syllabi or curriculum programmes. There was also a focus on obtaining teacher engagement in some new teaching practices in the context of the new syllabi. More details of these supports for principals/deputy principals and teachers will be presented in the course of this paper. Moreover, the responses we were seeking from principals and teachers were not only responses that they as individuals gave to the new syllabi.  We also expected principals and deputy principals to consider what role they do, and could, engage in together in assisting the implementation of new syllabi.  They were challenged to consider how they could work together on these matters, and how they could and would engage with their staff in a collaborative way in addressing teaching and learning issues arising from the new syllabi or new curriculum programmes. Likewise we also challenged teachers to consider working together with colleagues, as professionals, that is, to talk, to compare, to share and to assist each other on teaching and learning matters. Building professional relationships was a key theme in our work. We regarded it as a significant element in school and curriculum development. 

The key point here is that the emphasis and interest from the outset of the initiative was about engaging school personnel in pro-active developmental practices. It was hoped, and intended, that engagement in these practices would stimulate reflection and analysis that, over time, if these practices were to be further enriched and developed in the school, would require principals with staff members to develop plans and strategies for this to occur. Our view was that planning processes would emerge from developmental activities. This paper will give some indications as to how this occurred in our work.  

2.
...work from the inside…

There was a sense in which this initiative and its proposal was an ‘intrusion’ into the life of the people in the schools invited to participate in it. But if this was an intrusion I was conscious, and critically so, that it would have to be on the schools’ terms: respecting their ongoing demands, their priorities for and perspectives on their work, their ways of seeing their day-to-day tasks, and how principal and staff, teacher-teacher related to each other and why. There was a recognition of an existing culture in the schools and what was being proposed in our initiative had some promise of changing that culture to being more of a learning community for teachers and students: a context that would assist teachers in developing their teaching and learning, and student learning. And this change process is a complex process, a complexity that influenced the style of engagement we developed with schools, viz. the scope of the work to be addressed, how we would proceed in identifying the areas of work having reference to new syllabi reforms; we also were sensitive to the pace of change, appreciating the time that would be required to effect more open professional collaboration between principals and teachers, the nature and level of supports needed.  

A key challenge confronting the initiative when focusing on such changes in professional relationships and professional teaching practices can be stated thus:  

how do you effect a shift from deeply rooted practices that have social and cultural legitimacy established over a period of time, to new or different practices whose legitimacy have yet to be publicly acknowledged and whose realisation requires different kinds of skills, relationships and different ways of engaging in one’s professional work, from what has been routine and accepted behaviour of teachers in schools?.....

The issue of teaching being a public practice whose dominant format in our schools has social legitimacy is of significant consideration in change processes and I will return to it in section 4 of the presentation. 

A principle of procedure informing the initiative strategy in addressing this issue of how to effect change from established practices to new practices was: 

In order to realise what one would like to achieve one has to understand and work with what ‘is’, not in a dependent way but certainly in a strategic way.

That is, you don’t just accept what is there but you certainly have to work with it, in all its complexity. It seemed to me that the way into enriching the professional competence of the professional work of principals and teachers would be to work from the inside: that is, 

(i) work closely with principals and teachers in order to understand what is 

(ii) work at providing relevant and practical supports that would encourage people to critically inquire into their existing roles, tasks, their teaching approaches, materials being used, how they deal with classroom and school issues; 

(iii) provide these supports on an ongoing basis and remain close to the action.  

In remaining close to the action I wanted to be a learner and to ask questions, to listen and to work with people. In doing so this would help me develop with principals and teachers some small scale well targeted activities that had promise of effecting professional as well as school development.  The view was that development work has to be related to the practices, and their issues, that principals and teachers engage in on a day-to-day basis. Those of us working on initiatives and leading school developments with school personnel need to work closely with them in order to understand what these issues are.  There are serious implications here for national implementation policies and strategies for school development and, specifically, how such policies are conceived and then resources. I will return to this matter later in the presentation. 

Supporting teaching and learning:  Some Examples. 

I will now focus briefly on one support for teaching and learning: cluster workshops that we had for Principals Deputy Principals and for Teachers to illustrate the close proximity we developed between those of us leading the initiative and school personnel and that enabled good understandings emerge between us as we moved forward in the development work. 

1. Principals and Deputy Principals Workshops. 

The workshops for principals and deputy principals, for example, were on topics that they identified as being of significance for them in a context where new syllabi and curriculum changes were occurring, a situation which would/should make new demands on them with respect to: establishing forms of supportive leadership within the school that would assist in the implementation of these new syllabi. The workshop topics, identified by the principals and deputy principals in survey work conducted shortly before the workshops got underway, included a critical review of the principal and deputy principal’s existing role; how they were managing their time and on what, and why; how they delegated responsibilities and what were the issues in this regard; in what way(s) could team building be engaged in, and in such contexts how could ‘posts of responsibility’ be re-structured around teaching and learning issues and needs. (Appendix B: Curriculum Focused Leadership provides four examples of practical tasks we engaged principals in, in this regard). Material was prepared for each topic that was used during the workshop. This material constituted a manual for the principals and deputy principals. 

The workshops were activity-based where principals and deputies interacted with colleagues from other schools across the two major clusters. There were video presentations of management/leadership issues, case studies from manuals as well as role-play events. Arising from these exercises tasks were set for principals and deputies to work on when they returned to the school. 

Follow-up visits were made by me where I obtained feedback on the workshops, where improvements could be made, what topics should be stressed, etc;. I was also inquiring into how they were getting on with their tasks. 

While at the initial stages there was only partial success on tasks - some engaged in them moreso than others – it would be true to say that a momentum in the work was beginning: participation in the workshops was very high; positive reactions were emerging from what we were doing and how we were doing things. In addition, close engagement with the principals and deputy principals was kept through their assistance in identifying potential facilitators (leaders of the cluster subject-based workshops scheduled for the second year of the initiative) and in leading, at school level, some inquiry on what subjects or programmes we should focus on for teacher workshops.

These activities were taking place within three months of the commencement of the initiative and parallel with their workshops that I was co-leading. They enabled me to build a professional working relationship with principals, something I considered to be very necessary. I was worried that principals might regard this initiative, whose focus was on curriculum, teaching and learning, as something only for the teachers. This would have been to seriously misread what was intended. Rather, their engagement in the initiative would require them to examine their own role, duties, and tasks and to consider a curriculum-focused leadership role. What this was, and how this could be realised was something we also had to work out with them, and with teachers. In return practical supports such as the workshops, the engagement of large number of their teaching staff in relevant subject-based workshops, and the promise of the emergence of teacher-leaders, as key elements in all of this work would, it was indicated, be part of what we were about. 

The work in the principals’ workshops during the first year and the building of relationship with them enabled later developments to occur. Equally, the later developments, for example, the subject-based workshops, the teacher-leader role, the school-based seminars, provided the opportunities for principals to put into practice the tasks focused on in their earlier workshops. 

The process of school and curriculum development is, critically about engaging in relevant tasks/activities that have supports from others: it is about building meaningful working relationships. It was these relationships that enabled principals to take some leaps of faith in what we were all about, to engage in a little risk taking; but it was in a supportive climate that remained close to the ground on salient issues for them.  Remaining close to the ground through frequent visits to the schools by either myself of the Field Officers and talking about what we were doing in the initiative and obtaining feedback from principals and teachers, paid off. For example, when it came to negotiating with the principals time for cluster workshops in ‘out-of-school time there was an appreciation of what we were trying to achieve; later when we were encouraging principal to attend with teacher leaders the cluster-based workshops on topics such as: school discipline, mixed ability teaching, and subject selection there was a positive response and a willingness to engage in practical follow-up work from these workshops at school level. 

So it was the case that school principals gained a confidence in school development work as a result of the professional relationships that developed between themselves, teacher-leaders, and staff.  One could see that leadership skills for school development occurred over time in these practical and supportive contexts. What we learned from this is that when school principals have practical supports in the form of credible teacher-leaders who have the ability and credibility to led discussions with school colleagues on a school’s teaching issues and liaise with principals in doing so, it provides an opportunity for principals to become more supportive and pro-active with teachers in such areas. 

Learning leadership skills is context dependent. (cf. Lieberman, 2006). Over time, for example, these developments enabled and encouraged schools to review the nature of the duties associated with ‘posts of responsibility’ so that some of these posts within a school favoured a focus on curriculum and teaching needs of teachers. There was a time, earlier in the initiative, when it was considered too sensitive politically to go down such a review road. But, over time, new forms of relationships and understandings did emerge that did enable such work. In other words, what was possible to develop was what was made permissible in each school.  And the bounds of permissibility were increasing as we steadily moved incrementally forward, developing a momentum as we did so.   
 2. Subject-workshops for teachers: 

However, what enabled this to occur in addition, was the practical supports provided for teachers across, initially six subject areas significantly selected by schools themselves. This was important because, as an initiative we were responding to needs identified by the teachers. The cluster-based subject workshops led by facilitators (teachers-leaders) were very practical in their orientation. They were purposefully targeted at the new syllabi: giving teachers an opportunity to discuss what the new syllabi meant and entailed, what materials were available for teaching it, what approaches people were using. They provided teachers with opportunities to work with subject colleagues in non-pressurised contexts and to engage in teaching matters that would not have been feasible, at least initially, in their own school context. We organised workshops to be held within 4-5 weeks of each other so that teachers were back to discuss how they got on with the materials and ideas discussed at the previous workshop. Four such workshops were held each year, over a two-year out of a six-year period of the initiative. 

Between these workshops the facilitators met as a group under the leadership of the Co-ordinator and Field Officers where they spoke about their workshops. These sessions were about building a team rapport to the objectives of the initiative; they were intended to provide support, guidance, and maintain focus; they were about building relationships in this supportive context, between me as Co-ordinator and the facilitators, and between the Field Officers and facilitators. In this way we steadily developed a cohort of teacher leaders. This was an invaluable part of our strategy; their contribution to the subsequent developments within their own school was one of the most significant features in the initiative.  What is encouraging here is that such potential exists among our teachers. What is required is tapping into this talent in a way that enables and encourages teachers to release it. 

As time progressed the facilitators, as teacher-leaders in their school achieved a respect from their own principals and teacher colleagues. They became credible leaders for curriculum, teaching and learning matters in their school, and/or they created opportunities for other colleagues to take on this leadership role.  

3.
…you need to get momentum…

Our target was to obtain momentum among a critical mass of school practitioners in each school so that they would give a new focus on curriculum, teaching and learning issues. In essence we were working at obtaining a momentum on practical tasks that would require them, over time, to target areas for development in teaching and learning in their own school, to identify how they would engage in this development work and what roles and tasks certain individuals would play in this, including the principal and teacher leaders. 

It has to be said, however, that getting to this point of specificity in focus and in proposed structures, and in a way that brought people along, did not just happen on suggestion. It took engagement in tasks initially away from the school (cluster work) and these generated a sense of something useful happening and provided a sense of achievement. It took building up relationships and establishing trust between all of us involved in the initiative (frequent visits to schools, well targeted meetings with principals and facilitators on emerging issues); and it took the provision of supports to teachers that encouraged them to engage collaboratively with subject and other colleagues on teaching matters. 

In other words, over the time of the initiative principals and teachers came to develop a more focused and structured way into addressing development needs. From my part as leader of the initiative I too became more confident in placing a little more pressure on them to do so, but at this stage we were all secure in the company of each other and what we could do and what needed to be further addressed. In every sense this was indeed developmental work.  Appendix C, for example, contains a copy of the Contract Form, viz.  schools contracted by way of identifying the tasks they would undertake in the initiative in the course of any one year; Appendix D: provides examples of schools’ commitments, 2000-’01, noting the areas for development, their aims and activities, and the roles that principals and teacher  leaders would play in leading these. 

Details of the work engaged in to generate and sustain a supportive environment for learning and that principals and teachers would get a sense of ownership of what was happening are given in Appendix A: SCD Initiative Strategy: Generating and Sustaining a Supportive Environment. In these pages terms such as ‘negotiation’, ‘seeking feedback’, ‘participation’, ‘consultation’ are key terms. These relational activities were key sources for achieving a momentum for the initiative’s work. Again, there are significant implications here for how national policy personnel understand what is involved in bringing out significant developments in our schools: their teaching and learning and their supports.

Getting a momentum was important. People noted the sense of being caught up in a ‘movement of development’. But this ‘magic of momentum’ (Schmoker,‘04) is a “function of simple plans that produce a stream of visible, tangible results” (Kouzas and Posner, 1995).  Obtaining a sense of achievement, a sense of things happening, of gaining knowledge and insights from meeting other teachers and other principals from different schools, and in a supportive way, hearing their stories, their accounts, their issues and what they were doing, was an important element in the overall learning strategy process of the initiative. 

The initiative learning strategy was based on the view that the most productive thinking is continuous and simultaneous with action.

Continuous and simultaneous learning with action enables us to see what has been achieved and it helps sharpen our understanding of what needs to be done. In doing so, it gives a sense of moving forward while providing a sense of purpose and direction in future work, all of which are critical for realising development plans. But this grounded and emerging understanding is very practically based through relevant activities in our attempts at change while, at the same time, these activities being informed by some wider purpose or mission that guides and stimulates the overall developmental work. In other words this developmental work is practical, people are committed to new practices, insights are empirically based, and problems are our friends. When things don’t work it is not so much that there has been a failure but a discovery that this way does not work. We can try another way. This development perspective places little emphasis on form filling as a development feature: it challenges practitioners to be more creative in their practices and accept the responsibilities that accrue from such engagement.  

The observation of Donald Schon (The Reflective Practitioner, 1983) comes to mind here. He argued that professionals don’t apply theory but they often create it when they reflect on their practice, hence ‘reflective practitioner’. Learning by professionals involves one in making the private – what you do on the job – public, and making what is implicit, explicit. (cf. Lieberman, 2006). It is on such a basis of professional learning that schools are developed. Developing schools fundamentally involves developing teachers and this involves obtaining commitments from teachers to develop their practices and accepting new responsibilities that go with this. To generate this learning process requires, as we believed in our SCD initiative, close ongoing contacts with principals and teachers. Individuals, principals and teachers, significantly influence the success or otherwise of development plans. This is an important consideration and has significant implications for what we focus on in development work, and how we do so. 

4.
...teaching and learning activities are central in the enhancement of teacher ‘self-

esteem’ and ‘status’…the challenge of engaging teachers in school development is here

There is a danger in school and curriculum development work to over-focus on the ‘objective’ features of new syllabi or new programmes or school development processes within a school in the absence of attending to the most important element in such development work, viz. the professional enrichment of the individuals who will implement these developments. Developing new syllabi and/or systems is, or should be, about developing people; realising change is about people changing. It is individuals who change practices by changing themselves: their behaviour, the teaching materials they use, the kinds of skills and competencies they need to develop, and the assumptions that inform their practices and the forms of professional relationships they engage in. 

It is teachers’ practices that are the target for change in development plans. Such practices, however, carry public accountability: teachers are not only teaching, they are in a very real sense ‘school teaching’, i.e. teaching in a public institution with public expectations. This is a significant factor that has to be accounted for in our strategies for school and curriculum development. School principals and teachers are public civil servants who carry public responsibility. Their autonomy, such as it is, is realised with reference to this context of public service. (Cf. Chapter 1in Developing Schools Enriching Learning which focuses on the societal context of the school curriculum, while Chapter 2 examines the school organisational context in which the curriculum is realised). The public expect certain results from schools and teachers have to deliver on these. And while I stated earlier that achieving momentum around new innovative practices is important, and that achieving such momentum is a feature of “visible and tangible results” it is equally important to appreciate what kind of activities show promise of yielding such results. For teachers, as my discussions with teachers indicated, the matter of “visible and tangible” results is related to, for example, good ideas and practical examples that will assist teachers in their class work so that this work is made more interesting or novel, or up-to-date, or will help them address issues of student motivation and behaviour, or will improve student opportunities for achieving well in examinations. These are key areas of interest/concern to teachers and how well they are achieving in relation to these interests/concerns gauges their level of ‘teacher self-esteem’ in their work. 

Related to this phenomenon and in the light of it is the critical issue of time and the matters that teachers give their priority time to in order to get “results” on significant elements in their professional work as classroom teachers. Second level teachers are bound by a social organisation of teaching that includes teaching two or three different subject and seeing 150+ students daily in 40-45 minute classes, a format that has contributed to a durable, practical pedagogy over the last century. Contact time, and the quality of that contact between teacher and students is an important issue that shapes teacher time priority when in school: viz., preparing work for a large number of classes, reviewing material for teaching, examining homework, considering class teaching formats, etc., etc., are top priority concerns. (cf. for example, the perspectives of Larry Cuban (1993) on this teaching context in his paper: ‘Computers Meet Classroom: Classroom Wins’). In this context teachers working in isolation and attending to these needs is considered more of a priority than collaborative engagements with colleagues on other tasks, even when these tasks may be on teaching matters. The current emphasis and orientation in our schooling system towards individualised student and competitive examination contexts dictates as much.  This working context of teachers is significantly marked by high-stake examination results - witness the public interest and excitement around the Leaving Certificate results every mid-August and we realise why his teaching context diminishes high risk taking in classroom and school developments. We can appreciate, consequently, the challenges and difficulties in obtaining teacher engagement in school development work. Given this teaching context these difficulties make sense. 

Here we get to a critical aspect in school and curriculum development work viz., the ‘subjective’ world of the teacher as a professional. What is distinctive about being a teacher are teaching and learning practices. It is these practices that confer or otherwise a teacher’s sense of ‘self-esteem’/ ‘identity’/ ‘status’. Accordingly, in our SCD work I felt that we cannot compromise on how teacher ‘self-esteem’ and ‘status’ is maintained and enhanced by taking up teacher time on tasks that do not enrich their experiences or add to their professional work, and their needs in this respect. In essence, in order to engage teachers in school development work we need to have tasks and activities related to teaching and learning that will contribute to the enhancement and enrichment of their practices, critically respecting the goals they are pressurised to attain. This perspective coloured in a significant way the SCD strategy: its focus, its processes, and its structures. In particular it prompted the constant and close interaction with school personnel, the close relationship between teacher thought and classroom action. I was keen to avoid any ‘loose coupling’ between strategic actions and the core process of teaching and its development. Hence our SCD logo: school development ( curriculum development ( teacher development. 

Thus at the heart of SCD work was the attempt to realise a situation where school development is 

achieved when teachers engage in frequent, continuous and increasingly concrete and precise talk about teaching practice…where teachers and administrators teach each other the practice of teaching. (emphasis in the original) (Little,1981). 

In and through these processes teacher identify and status has potential for development and enhancement. Thus, developing a school is about developing the professional relationships of its professional personnel around the core professional activity of teaching and learning. Specifically, we believed that the climate in a school shapes an individual teacher’s work in the classroom and school, positively or negatively (Rosenholtz, 1991); we also believed that peer relationships in the school are important supports for enriching a teacher’s teaching in the classroom. In addition we believed that teacher interaction is the primary basis of their learning: teachers depend on teachers exchanging ideas, giving each other support, and having positive feelings about their work (Sarason, 1996; Rosenholtz, 1991; Little, 1981, 1982, 1987). We too believed that enriching the teaching context would help enrich the teaching practices. 

It was for these reasons that we emphasised and focused on aspects of curriculum-focused leadership in the role of principal/deputy principals, and hence these aspects were central in our workshops with them in which an emphasis was placed on their engagement with staff on teaching issues; and why we had workshops for teachers on subject-syllabi developments in which we placed an emphasis on their social interactions with each other; why we developed the role of teacher-leader in schools with its emphasis on teaching and learning issues. (Cf. the recent work of Alma Harris and Daniel Muijs: Improving Schools through Teacher Leadership, 2005) In this context, teachers became authors of new forms of teacher identity through new forms of professional relationships incorporating new roles in their professional work, viz. developing the learning environment of the school as an organisation. In this way new understandings of what it means to be a professional teacher can be achieved that include not only teaching competency but also professional engagement with colleagues, a capacity to analyse teaching processes, to engage in professional discussion about these and to contribute to the development of a learning environment within the school for enriching teaching practices. 

Those of us in school development work, I believe, are challenged to identify and target practices of teaching and learning so as to enrich them, and in doing so enrich our efforts at school development.  In SCD the core activity for school development was the enrichment of teaching and learning, and in this way the enrichment of teachers and students. But we were only finding our way in this regard, learning as we did so and knowing that within the time frame of our initiative we could only achieve a limited amount of development in this complex area. What we did achieve in a relatively short period of time was to obtain some positive engagement by principals and teachers in school development processes within the context of teaching and learning issues. Their engagement was more than perfunctory. They responded, in most cases, to seriously engage with the development work. How did we manage this?   
How to avoid perfunctory forms of engagement in school development?

In essence it comes down to how we regarded and negotiated time for development as well as whom we considered as significant people who could act as leverage in the process of development. We negotiated time for the cluster-based workshops, some of which were held within school-time and some outside school-time. This negotiation took place with the school principals. Obtaining some school time for workshop signalled to teachers a positive response from principals to the SCD work. The balance of inside-school time for these workshops to out-of school time increased in the second year of the initiative thus showing an even more positive regard from principals to the initiative.  In addition, as the initiative progressed, we put in place school-based seminars, two a year. These were held within school time (cf. Appendix F re. S.B.S: Plans and Reports). Again, using school time in this way was a further statement of serious interest in the work of the initiative. Moreover, these school seminars addressed teaching and learning issues that were identified and selected by staff through work with the teacher-leaders in liaison with the school principal. Schools contracted into these seminars. This meant that they had to indicate their topics and activities they would address in the designated school year and what duties and roles senior school personnel would play in the work. The topics selected by schools would reflect the teaching and learning issues they were keen to address as a staff. We also negotiated time for teacher –leaders that amounted to one-period less per week on their class teaching load and paid, from the initiative budget, the teacher substitution costs incurred by the schools as a result of this development. And while the actual time obtained was at a minimum the teacher-leaders responded generously to the spirit of what was happening thus confirming what we know from the international literature on school change: give teachers some time to work on developments and they will respond generously. 

The teacher-leaders used this period of time, generally, to work with teacher colleagues on curriculum/teaching related issues while liasing closely with their principals, noting the kinds of activities that needed to be attended to vis-à-vis the school’s teaching needs in the light of survey and other research type activities they undertook in this role. In this way, as noted above, the agendas for the school-based seminars were prepared. Teachers identified with these agendas because they related to the teaching and learning issues they addressed. Finally we obtained the meaningful participation of the school principal in the initiative: they reviewed their role, they engaged with teacher-leaders, they attended workshops, they placed a new priority on teaching and learning issues on staff meeting agendas, they worked in a collaborative way with staff in the preparation of the school based seminars. The fact that teaching issues were being addressed in this way by the principals made a serious positive impact on the teaching staff. We have rich evidence in our data indicating this. 

Through such modest but targeted activities we succeeded in effecting the development of grounded school policies relating to teaching and learning: policies on discipline, on mixed ability classroom work, on subject selection. But of equal importance was that the climate for development work was being established and this enabled more meaningful focus by school personnel on their development plan. Principals have noted this. In other words strategic actions were gradually emerging, i.e. actions informed with clearer purposes were developing and in a context where both principal and staff members were becoming clearer as to how to engage in school development work. However, and significantly, such actions were occurring in relation to practices of teaching and learning, i.e. on those practices that were at the heart of the professional identity of teachers, and they were enriching that identity. 

This was an evolutionary process: thought and action were simultaneous; tangible and doable activities were always at a premium; constraints were acknowledged, and ways of addressing them were sought; negotiations on schedules and topics for seminars were the norm. And as was already mentioned principals and teacher-leaders were encouraged to focus on short-term achievements via structured events: such as the structured school-based seminars, such as the contract that outlined areas for development focus and roles of teacher-leaders during a school year: This was a formative process in which we were all learning through our collaborative actions; in which we were all part of generating a momentum around addressing practical, real, and relevant school and teaching issues.  Actions and increasingly, strategic actions were emerging. We were learning by doing. But one of the key areas requiring learning then, and still remains, was how do schools engage in innovative practices while attending to the ongoing immediate demands experienced by public institutions? 

5 …professional development while learning about school development….

Life in school is full of demands, and these are increasing in changing times: changing family situations and problems, attitudes to authority, new priorities, changing value systems or the impoverishment of such systems. All of these issues are brought to the door of the school in various guises yet meanwhile the school is still expected to ‘produce’ the results and remain efficient and effective as a public institution in society. However, the danger is that these increasing demands will, ironically, distract the attention and talents of principals and teachers away from developmental work in teaching and learning. I say ironically because it is precisely in the area of teaching and learning where principals and teachers own professional expertise resides, and also because there is the public expectation that the emerging issues in society will be dealt with, and perhaps resolved, in these teaching and learning contexts in schools. A major challenge is thereby presented to school personnel. 

School personnel and others, including educational policy and research personnel, are challenged to learn how schools can manage multiple ongoing demands while at the same time attend to needed teaching and learning developments in response, in part to new social and cultural contexts from which students come. We need more research and development work on questions such as:  How do we develop strategies for developing teaching and learning in our schools given the ongoing demands on them?  How do we develop a school while at the same time not negatively interfering with its teaching and learning outcomes? 

In SCD we were learning about these matters. In the day-to-day work of principals and teachers in the schools they confronted issues that required their immediate attention. Some of these issues were student learning related, some were home-parental issues, some teacher issues, some managerial issues, and some financial/resource issues. But decisions had to be made as to what gets priority. 

In SCD priority was placed on what we regarded as the core practice of teachers in the school: i.e. teaching and learning. And while the raison d’etre of our initiative was school and curriculum development, in the context of new national syllabi, we engaged in this task in a way that linked the cultural and organisational contexts in which these new syllabi would be taught. Specifically we defined curriculum as practices engaged in by teachers and students in an institutional / organisational setting such as a school. This meant that various issues surrounding teaching and learning had also to be somehow considered in the implementation of new syllabi. In doing so, however, it was considered important that the focus or reference for these issues would be through the prism of teaching and learning processes. While it is critically important, it was reasoned, to respond to social, cultural, and economic issues as these impacted on students in school it was also considered important to engage with these issues through the professional pedagogical competency of teachers.  It was critically important to link the wider cultural context with syllabi context and vice versa. This is something which the work of the NCCA should be encouraged to consider more in their own work when constructing new syllabi, viz., having more critical engagement with the problematic of school context.  Specifically, it is suggested that they would benefit for reviewing their parameters within which they define ‘curriculum’, ‘syllabi’, ‘implementation’, etc., etc.,

In our work this perspective on curriculum and the subsequent implementation strategy engaged in with principals and teachers enabled us to take account of a number of related teaching and organisational issues over the course of the initiative’s work. These included, for example, student discipline issues, student subject selection processes, student learning issues, teacher teaching needs: new subject knowledge areas for teaching, new materials and teaching approaches, teaching supports from principal and colleagues; new principal role for supporting teachers. In addition, issues for homework policy, matters relating to student week-end work and its impact on student attendance and motivation in classroom work were also embraced by some schools. Organisational matters relating to, for example, timetabling arrangements, some time for team teacher planning sessions, new tasks developed for holders of posts of responsibility that related to teaching and learning needs of teachers, were addressed in this understanding of what is involved in implementing new curriculum/syllabi.   

Addressing this dynamic between curriculum practice and school organisational arrangements helped school personnel in the formulation of policies that were focused on and grounded in real day-to-day issues. It also gave them insights into how they could develop school planning processes and school plans. We were learning how we could develop coherent approaches that would at one bring staff along, enrich teaching and learning classroom practices, enrich the school setting and at the same time not interrupt the ongoing work of the schools.  We favoured teachers collaborating and negotiating time for teachers to talk about their teaching and the issues associated with this. It was as simple but as significant as this. We believed, following on the work of Darling-Hammond (1997) that school development is achieved in a context where there is “small continual learning groups of…teachers, shared governance coupled with teaching teams, time for teachers to collaborate and learn together, and a rich array of learning opportunities for all members of the school community”(p. 150).  In this context, moreover, issues emerging from the surrounding community of the school could be meaningfully and professionally addressed. 

We were only at the tip of the iceberg in addressing a way into developing such a context of the school as a learning organisation. Our principled perspective was that as a place primarily for teaching and learning the various issues that are brought to the school door must, somehow, be put into a teaching and learning frame: this is where the expertise of teachers reside, it is this expertise that school teachers need to develop having reference to the new and various issues social and cultural issues emerging; this is the core activity around which new school structures and systems must be developed. In other words, form follows function. Moreover, by placing teaching and learning at the core of school development it helps provide a framework for addressing some of the key issues. In addition because this core is teaching and learning, teacher interest and motivation can be more readily obtained in developing teaching and school responses to them. 

I suggest, however, that developing responses to issues through teaching and learning in a way that will enrich teachers’ understanding of how these practices can address new student learning issues will, itself require phases or ‘cycles of development’. The first cycle of development in this work is coloured by immediate and practical concerns and addresses the challenges and issues that teachers meet on a day-to-day basis. In a sense this is where a lot of our SCD work resided: handling discipline issues, handling weaker students for examination requirements, managing homework, skills in managing mixed ability settings. This work helped enrich the teaching context of schools. However, the real challenge is moving from this focus on immediate teaching issues to a further cycle of development in which teachers, as developing professionals, will ask deeper questions of their teaching such as, why are they teaching the kind of knowledge they are, why are they using the learning formats, and on to questions of purpose of such practices, monitoring closely these inquires and their practices as they do so.  In time one hopes, in an optimistic evolutionary way, that through guided leadership and the momentum obtained through the initial teacher discussions on the immediate issues surrounding their teaching, there will emerge an enriched learning context in schools in which teachers, principals and students are truly learners and that this process of learning would be the basis on which school development is occurring.  The organic unit for change is the school in the context of teacher and school development.  

We began to move very slowly to this stage with some teachers and towards the end of our initiative time in schools. However, the little progress we were making was interrupted by the teachers’ embargo on development work arising from their union’s dispute with the D.E.S. on a matter unrelated to our initiative. However I would note that moving from one cycle of development to the next cycle requires mature professional relationships between all professional personnel in a school setting in which courage, patience, risk-taking, and subject and organisational knowledge are in evidence, and where skills in handling conflicts and differences in a creative way are at a premium. But it also, and importantly, requires that interested public bodies accept that the development of innovative teaching and learning practices in schools need their support and understanding.  They need to support and understand the challenges teachers confront in addressing such new practices. The schooling system needs to turn its focus on learning issues in a school context and critically examine it with reference to emerging issues around youth culture in a new Irish cultural setting. 

I suggest that we, as professional school personnel, keep teaching and learning as the critical reference point for developing a coherent approach to the multiple issues coming at the school door. Schools cannot solve all society’s ills so teachers need to indicate more robustly the professional parameters of their pedagogical work but in a way that shows their willingness to develop their pedagogy with critical reference to a changing culture and judiciously selecting from this culture its educational and pedagogical challenges. In many ways this is a central issue in teacher development processes and a key purpose in any school development work.  

In this work we the professional school personnel, principals, teachers, change agents, educational and research personnel, need to understand the complex processes involves in bringing about significant changes in schools and in teaching and learning practices. It is important to appreciate the time required, the scope of the issues that can be addressed and when and how, and it will require skills and patience. Specifically, it will require coherent strategies across a number of the existing agencies that focus, in various and varying ways, on school and curriculum development: NCCA, SLSS, SDPI, D.E.S., School Leadership programme, University led research and development initiatives.  I will look briefly at this issue of professional collaboration between the various in-service agencies

6. …put an emphasis on holistic school development strategies…challenge for in-service support agencies…

Engaging in ‘cycles of development’ that has promise of developing an a school’s own capacity to address its own teaching and learning issues and thereby become truly a learning community requires, in addition to professional competence, a maturity in professional relationships between people, a give and take attitude, an openness to learning, and a certain amount of risk taking. In-service support agencies should address ways in which they can promote this culture of development among school staffs. School personnel, from the experience in SCD, need constant guidance and ongoing supports in managing and leading school organisational development, i.e. how to develop coherent responses to needs and developments, how to develop appropriate school structures and processes and forms of professional relationships that enable them to do so. 

In the absence of this ongoing support the fragility of developments achieved by an initiative can and are, as we know from the literature and from experience, easily swept aside by ongoing immediate demands on teachers and principals’ time. It is important, I suggest, that a critical number of staff is focused on common developmental issues and that there is a willingness on the part of the principal to develop, with staff, structures and systems to this effect. One of the advantages of SCD was that we embraced schools holistically. We worked with principals and teachers, realising new forms of teacher-leadership in a school and curriculum developmental context. We worked with a multiplicity of subjects, but in a way that encouraged the emergence of across subjects teaching issues to the point where school policies were developed on teaching and learning related issues.  We were encouraging principals and teachers to revisit what they do and to bring a new sense of curriculum and teaching awareness to them, i.e. bringing a sharper focus on key tasks in the school relating to teaching and learning matters. We encouraged more colleague interactions on teaching and learning; we encouraged such matters to be included on staff meeting agendas and that these issues be included as part of the duties of some posts of responsibility. Working towards enabling such coherence on school development should be a key area for focus by school and curriculum development agencies both in their own agenda of work and, significantly, as part of needed professional collaboration between these agencies. 

Specifically, it is suggested that these agencies need to provide supports that are:  

(i) sensitive to the needs of principals and teachers by way of provision of worthwhile and relevant suggestions for development; 

(ii) whose range/scope, and number, are sensitive to what teachers can cope with, given the ongoing demands on their time and other pressures. 

(iii) concerned about the developing the professional capacities of staff to strategise as to address the content of new syllabi….

Support agencies should assist principals and teachers to work towards coherent in-school development activities that help school personnel link institutional, curriculum, and teaching issues. As matters stand, as I understand it from engaging with post-graduate research students who focus on their own school settings the various support agencies, and there are now many, operate in an independent way with schools, bringing their own particular programme and their own priorities. This approach, however well intentioned, can easily lead to development overload and add, in the absence of any strategic co-ordination of school and curriculum developments processes across support agencies and within schools to overburdening and even confusing principals and staff.  This situation needs to be critically addressed. In addition, research and development work needs to be better resourced and a more prominent place given to researching critical issues and questions that arise in this work. Some of these questions have been identified in the previous section of this paper. 

All developments require ongoing supports and that are generous with respect to the scope of the elements that are involved in such developments as well as the level of resource provision required to realise them. I suggest that national policy makers need to review their own conception of school and curriculum development: its purpose, its processes, its strategies, and its resource levels. As McLaughlin (2006) has noted how a problem is conceived influences how its resolution is addressed. A greater appreciation of the fact that there exists a critical dynamic between the curriculum and school organisational arrangements within which the curriculum is being processed is needed. Specifically, and in this context, a greater appreciation of the challenges involved in developing new teacher cultures, and to understand the critical influence of the wider public, e.g., parents, as a critical factor that influences the degree to which innovations are, or are not, engaged in within schools. In this regard, policy personnel would be advised to spend more time with school practitioners, listening to them  and understanding in a critical way the nature and scope of issues they, the practitioners have to addresses in school today. IN addition, policy personnel would be advised to read the descriptive and ethnographic accounts of work engaged in at school level on development activities. They also need to provide more funding for such studies that are associated with the various in-service agencies development work and remain close to the outcomes of such studies. There is much learning required here. 

7.... what enabled school and curriculum development in SCD?  

Finally, the emerging evidence from our SCD work in the schools indicates that

There was an increased knowledge among principals and others as to what school and curriculum development entails;


An increased confidence in how to go about such development work;

An openness among teachers, and between principals and staff, to share their strengths and support their weaknesses. A greater willingness to talk about classroom work;  

An ability to examine an expanded pool of ideas, methods, and material and how these might address the issues of student behaviour and motivation;

An ability to relate curriculum issues to school policy development and a realisation that there was an ability within the teaching staff to do so in a professional way. 

The critical factors that enabled these developments can, I suggest, be summarised by noting the importance of recognising the professional domain of teachers and seeking ways of enhancing this domain, i.e. teaching and learning. In doing so we also addressed another important matter viz., keeping a focus on salient on-the-ground concerns, and thirdly, doing this in a way that draws on the knowledge and experience of school practitioners. 

‘Grounded’ development planning for school teaching and learning was realised in SCD. There is a significant, and in some ways, a more critical part of the journey yet to be travelled to realise the school as a learning community. At the same time while there is still a lot to learn, SCD did generate some useful practices that could prove useful on this journey.    

References: 

Cuban, L. (1993): ‘Computers versus Classroom: Classroom Wins’, Teachers College Record, Vol. 95, No. 2, pp 185-210. 

Darling-Hammond, L. (1997): The Right to Learn: A Blueprint for Creating Schools That Work, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 

Harris, A., Muijs, D., (2005): Improving Schools through Teacher Leadership, Buckingham: Open University Press.

Kouzas, J.M., Posner, B.Z. (1987):  The Leadership Challenge: How To Keep Getting Extraordinary Things Done In Organisations. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Lieberman, A. (2006): ‘How Do Teachers Learn To Lead?’, paper presented at the International Invitational Symposium, St. Patrick’s College, Dublin. 

Little, J. (1981): ‘The Power of Organisational Setting’ (Paper adapted from final report, School success and staff development). Washington, DC, National Institute of Education.

Little, J.(1982):  ‘Norms of collegiality and experimentation: Workplace conditions of school success.’ American Educational Research Journal, 19, 325-40.

Little, J. (1987): ‘Teachers as colleagues.’ In V.Richardson-Koehler (ed.), Educators’ Handbook (pp. 491-518). While Plains: Longman. 

Rosenholtz, S. (1991) : Teachers Workplace: The Social Organisation of Schools, New York: Teachers College Press, Columbia University.

Sarason, S. (1996): Revisiting: The Culture of the School and the Problem of Change, New York: Teachers College Press, Columbia University.

Schon, D. (1983): The Reflective Practitioner: How Professional Think in Action, New York, Basic Books.

Schmoker, M. (2004): ‘Tipping Point: From Feckless Reform to Substantive Instructional Improvement’, Phi Delta Kappan, February. 

PAGE  
1

