English in Aotearoa Editorial – What new curriculum?

By Claire Amos

In August 2009 The Education Gazette spoke to New Zealand Curriculum project manager Chris Arcus, to find out what schools needed to know about the NZC at this stage. When asked where schools need to be by February 2010 his answer was this, “All schools need to do a couple of things – they need to design and implement a school curriculum and they need to teach using an evidence based inquiry cycle that informs what they do and monitors the impact of those decisions.” 

It is nearly a year on since that statement was made and many of us have been “implementing” the NZC for some time now. Whilst we might feel we have been very busy implementing, how well and how authentically we are doing so is hard to measure. 

In the junior school, implementation may have involved a review and maybe even a redesign of Junior English programmes. It may have included consideration and even integration of values and/or key competencies, for others it might simply have taken the form of adopting unit planner templates that incorporate the language of the NZC. Then along came the aligned Achievement Standards - galloping on horse back over the educational horizon to rescue our senior school. Out with the old standards, in with new, and hey presto, the NZC will be magically implemented…or will it? Are our students even aware of any change, or are they asking – what new curriculum?

Okay, so this is an unfair and rash summary of our many and varied approaches to implementing the NZC. It does, however, raise some very genuine issues around approaches to implementation and in particular the differing approaches we tend to adopt when looking to integrate the NZC into the junior school versus the senior school. With national qualifications generally out of the picture in Year 9 and Year 10 it would seem we are more likely to take a  “principled” approach to NZC implementation. It is almost as if the lack of formal national assessment frees us to focus on the “front end” of the NZC. Without NCEA in the picture we can allow principles, values and key competencies to come into focus and in some cases even form a structure or framework for our programme design. The implementation of the NZC in the junior school, it would seem, is more likely to be explicit, with the values and key competencies being highlighted in the classroom, being referred to by the students and in some cases even being assessed and reported on.

However when we hit Year 11 and NCEA comes trotting into view, an interesting thing happens. The “front end” of the NZC seems to diminish or in some cases even disappear from the picture altogether. Instead NCEA now provides the framework and structure for our programme design. Achievement Standards (or a combination there of) replace values and key competencies. Whilst this is a rather harsh generalisation, when it comes to senior programme design it is hard to argue the fact that assessment comes to the forefront and the principles of the NZC (values and competencies) seem to be thrust to the background or erased altogether. You may argue that the “front end” of the NZC is still implicit in your planning. But is it? Really?

Attitudes and approaches to NZC implementation could be seen as falling into four areas, or what I refer to as the quartiles of curriculum implementation. Consider any one course that you teach. Would you describe your approach to implementation as explicit or implicit? Have you focused on the “front end” or the “back end” of the NZC document? Have you considered all aspects of the NZC in both your junior and senior programmes? 
The quartiles of curriculum implementation

	Explicit

The introduction of the NZC has resulted in a review and redesign of programmes. Implementation of the NZC is clearly evident in the classroom and has resulted in a shift of practice. Language of the NZC is being used in the classroom. Students are aware of the change.

	Implicit

Assumption that vision, principles, values, key competencies, effective pedagogy and achievement objectives are already in practice in their English teaching. Little shift in teaching practice evident as a result of implementation. Language of the NZC may be integrated into English schemes and/or unit planners. Students are unaware of any change.



	Front End (the principles of the NZC)

Implementation and integration of the NZC is focussed on the vision, principles, values, and key competencies.

	Back End (learning areas, content, skills and assessment)
Implementation and integration of the NZC is focussed on learning area statements, achievement objectives and assessment.


So what is the right approach? Is there even a “right” approach? I guess only time will tell.

In this edition of English of Aotearoa we look at the ways we are beginning to integrate the new curriculum into our practice. Former English Adviser Diana Patience shares one of the units she developed (along with Leanne Webb and Michelle Hards) for the PPTA NZC professional development days. The unit demonstrates an approach to planning that requires the teacher to consider both the “front end” and the “back end” of the NZC, providing an approach that is both principled and pragmatic. Robin Holding looks at the bigger picture and shares an approach to programme design that also integrates the principled and the pragmatic.

Alison Cleary brings together her experience as ex-HOD English and Te Kotahitanga facilitator to ask the tough questions, challenging the reader to consider if they are a culturally appropriate and culturally responsive teacher. ICT facilitator 
Fiona Grant brings our attention to e-learning and pedagogy and the many pedagogical possibilities of Digistore on TKI. Mike Fowler also reminds us that there is ‘Life Online’ with his reflections on what has (and hasn’t) been discussed on the English Online Secondary English forum over the last six months.

Karen Melhuish, at the eleventh hour, pulls out of the nosebag a stimulating discussion about the advantages of planning your teaching with an inquiry-model in mind. Based on the Senior Secondary Curriculum guidelines project, this approach fosters opportunities for students to develop the Key Compentcies and make meaningful connection. Shaun Hawthorne makes similar NZC connections, looking at how the NZC’s Effective Pedagogies link to NZATE’s upcoming ‘Effective Practices in Teaching Writing’ resource.

Ian McGilchrist entertains and challenges us with his exploration of ‘Maverick English’, highlighting the importance of the student (brace yourselves) thinking for him or herself, whilst Leon Birt and Andrew Kirk remind us of the power of thematic teaching (and its connection to the NZC).
Throughout this edition we consider the many valid approaches to curriculum implementation, and whilst our approaches may vary from explicit to implicit, from principled to pragmatic, from “front end” focus to “back end” focus, there is one thing that stays constant – there is definitely a new curriculum!

