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Editors’ preface
ANDY SMART and MARGARET SINCLAIR
We are pleased to introduce the second volume of NISSEM Global
Briefs. The Briefs are open-access volumes that bridge the gap
between technical reports and academic papers. They offer nearly
real-time accounts of ongoing developments of value to education
practitioners and academics, with a particular emphasis on
perspectives from the Global South.
In 2019, NISSEM Global Briefs: Educating for the social, the
emotional and the sustainable highlighted possibilities for
enriching textbooks by preparing textbook writers to embed social
and emotional learning and its applications and to prioritize
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 4.7 topics in core school
subjects. This new volume provides added insight into the support
needed by teachers as they venture into the sometimes unfamiliar
world of social and emotional learning, and the need for approaches
that suit classroom conditions and align well with national
cultures. Launched at ACPEIU’s 2020 virtual conference on global
citizenship education and its pedagogy and practice, this second
volume addresses the potential of textbooks and other educational
materials within this theme.
Prior research on textbooks in low- and middle-income countries
has sometimes cast doubt on their utility; however, the textbooks
studied in such research were often too dense with text for students
to master, especially if written in a language that was not the
students’ mother tongue. NISSEM is calling for a new generation of
textbooks that are structured to work better for students and which
support teachers to build students’ engagement, comprehension,
critical thinking, and social and emotional skills. Examples of
student agency, such as how they might apply the study of science
to environmental and public health, can be embedded in such a
way as to deepen students’ understanding of science, social science
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and humanities subjects, while also laying the foundations for
responsible local, national and global citizenship.
Covid-19 has shown that improved and more resilient education
systems are needed. We need textbooks whose design and voice
engage students and enable teachers to take steps towards
learner-centeredness, even in crowded classrooms and with
limited facilities. We need textbooks that prepare students for the
uncertainties and challenges of the 21st century. NISSEM recently
proposed to the UNESCO Futures of Education Commission that
textbooks should be judged not just on their factual content but on
whether they are strong on the application of such knowledge to
students’ lives and societal problems and strong in their support of
pedagogy that builds social and emotional learning and hope for
the future.1 We hope that the following introduction and papers by
specialists with experience and expertise, further enrich the case
that NISSEM seeks to make.

1 Smart, A., Sinclair, M., Benavot, A., Bernard, J., Chabbott, C., Russell, S.G.
and Williams, J.2020. Learning for uncertain futures: The role of textbooks,
curriculum, and pedagogy. Paper commissioned for the UNESCO Futures of
Education report (forthcoming, 2021).
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Introduction

governments have been trying to change on a mass scale for
decades. The wisdom of Marcus Aurelius is extremely relevant for
global education today, especially in 2020.

SUZANA BRINKMANN
Education Quality Expert, UNICEF South Asia

Why are many children in developing countries
still not learning?

Context: Finding opportunities in the midst
of crises (COVID, or the learning crisis)
Six months ago, our world changed forever. COVID happened.
Slowly, countries everywhere began to shut down – and so did
schools. Yet COVID also opened up many opportunities for
education worldwide that never existed before, making 2020
a year unlike any that we have experienced before.
A few weeks ago I began reading a book because my husband
(who provides training for international companies, governments
and UN organizations) told me it is one of the best books he has read
in the past decade. Ryan Holiday’s The Obstacle is the Way applies
the Stoic philosophy of Marcus Aurelius to modern-day problems.
Roman Emperor Marcus Aurelius said nearly 2000 years ago: ‘The
obstacle in the path becomes the path. Never forget, within every
obstacle is an opportunity to improve our condition’ (Holiday,
2014, p. 7). By retelling the stories of inspiring individuals through
history, from John D. Rockefeller to Ulysses S. Grant to Steve Jobs,
Holiday presents insights from Stoicism on how to overcome any
obstacle or challenge and turn it into an advantage, through a mix
of creativity, focus, and daring. Marcus Aurelius had described
three essential steps for overcoming obstacles: ‘objective judgment
… unselfish action … [and] willing acceptance – now at this very
moment – of all external events. That’s all you need’ (Holiday, p.
9). Aurelius and Holiday help us see the obstacles that we face as
‘opportunities to test ourselves, to try new things, and, ultimately, to
triumph.’ (Holiday, p. 10)
These insights apply perfectly to the dilemma being faced by
educationists around the world: how to bring about a shift in the
pedagogy still prevailing in developing countries – which most
NISSEM
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In many developing countries, even where children are in school,
many of them are not learning much. Globally, 125 million
children are still not able to read, write, or do basic mathematical
operations, even after spending four years in school (UNESCO,
2014). This alarming situation led international education
agencies to label this the Learning Crisis. Governments and
international organizations are realizing that although billions
have been spent on building new schools, getting more children
into school, and improving curriculum, textbooks, teacher
training programs, teacher support systems, and assessments,
this has not translated into improved learning outcomes. In
recent years, I have supported UNICEF South Asia in analyzing
why implemented plans have not achieved the desired results,
and what prevents teachers’ classroom behaviors from changing.
We found that often the goals that are set are not always realistic,
given the contextual realities; that learning data is collected but
not communicated in simple ways that are usable by key actors
on the ground; or that various measures to improve equity and
inclusion in schools have not really engaged with the wider
socio-cultural mindsets in which such practices are rooted.
I was excited when I first saw the list of contributors to this
volume and the important issues they each address. It was good
to see a balance between contributions from some of the top
universities in the world tackling issues of education reform in
developing countries (Cambridge University, and my own alma
mater, London’s Institute of Education), one of the top academic
centers for researching solutions to these issues (the Research
for Equitable Access and Learning (REAL) Centre), scholars from
Introduction
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universities around the world (Egypt, Colombia, Singapore,
Argentina, Vietnam), and international aid agencies supporting
educational reform in these countries (the Foreign, Commonwealth
& Development Office – formerly the UK’s Department for
International Development – the World Bank, and the United
Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestinian Refugees –
UNRWA). This means that this volume of NISSEM Global Briefs
presents the latest thinking from some of the best minds in the
world working to find solutions to the complex question of how
to bring about a shift in the pedagogical practice prevailing in
classrooms around the developing world.
I have spent the major part of my life as a child and as a
professional in South Asia, but noticed that unfortunately there
were no articles from that region. I am aware that a short volume
of this kind cannot reflect every context, and I hope that with my
own contribution there is at least one voice from each major region.
However from my research I would say that South Asia and Africa
are the two continents struggling the most, every day, with the
question of how to bring about change in classrooms – a question
that continues to perplex both practitioners and academics at local,
national, and international levels. The general underrepresentation
of voices from these two regions in the field of comparative and
international education may be indicative of the asymmetrical flow
of knowledge that still exists in this field, raising questions such as
where new ideas come from, what circumstances enable people to
be more consumers or producers of knowledge, and how we give
enough prominence and respect to the voices of people in the field
tackling these challenges every day. Do we truly believe that the
answers need to come from those on the ground experimenting
with new ideas and finding out what works, as the pedagogues
Myles Horton and Paulo Freire once argued in We Make the Road by
Walking (Freire & Horton, 1990)?
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What I’ve found regarding this conundrum:
collective beliefs and values may be restricting
pedagogical change
Being of Indian descent and having spent a large part of my
childhood in India, I returned to India after finishing my higher
education in the West twelve years ago, to see if I could help
with this very question: how do we shift the pedagogy that still
characterizes the majority of Indian classrooms? This is the same
question that frames this volume. I had the opportunity to spend
three years consulting with India’s Ministry of Education on how to
answer this question, by visiting government schools around the
country, and advising how curriculum, textbooks, assessments, and
teacher training programs could be better aligned towards meeting
India’s policy vision. I spent the next seven years consulting to
UNICEF India and then UNICEF South Asia on this same question.
Through most of this period, I was able to conduct and complete
doctoral research from the Institute of Education, London, on a
similar question: might certain socio-cultural beliefs dominant in
Indian society be impeding national efforts to reform classrooms?
To answer this question, I conducted a mixed methods study of 60
government teachers in three Indian states (Bihar, Maharashtra,
and Kerala).
What I found confirmed what I had seen in the years I worked
with the Government of India, trying to reform government
schools: certain mindsets are common not only among teachers
but also at most levels of the government education hierarchy, all
the way to the top. Highly associated with teachers’ pedagogical
practice were beliefs about human equality, the nature of
knowledge, and the purpose of education (Brinkmann, 2016).
With some exceptions, the interviews with teachers, trainers and
educationists showed a common belief in the inherent inequality
of children in terms of learning ability, potential and even value.
Over a third of teachers believed that learning involves passively
receiving pre-packed knowledge transmitted by textbooks or
Introduction
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teachers. Many teachers in the study saw the purpose of education
and of life as related to individual socio-economic mobility –
reinforcing rather than challenging the existing hierarchical social
order. These beliefs not only shape the behavior of teachers and
others working in the education system, but also directly contradict
the ideals advocated in India’s education policy documents.
For example, teachers’ prejudices about the ‘backwardness’ of
certain children and their parents are often cited as explanatory
factors for children’s lack of learning in school. Several teachers
and even some trainers explicitly attribute such traits to children’s
‘low’ caste, making disparaging comments like, ‘There is no
educational background at all in his family. Why he even comes
to school I don’t understand’, or, ‘How much ever you teach them
they do not understand, how much ever you do they do not learn’
(Brinkmann, 2016, p. 102). Several teachers see their role as to ‘give’,
‘pass on’ or ‘impart’ knowledge so that it ‘goes into the mind of the
student’ – ‘Without giving knowledge, how can they learn?’ (p. 117).
Many teachers in the study saw education simply as a means to
earn rather than a means to serve. Approximately half the teachers
emphasized socio-economic mobility not only as a primary reason
for children to go to school, but also for their own work and lives.
These teachers viewed education simply as a means of acquiring a
good job, which emerges as a means to three ultimate ends: status,
power, and comfort: ‘In my opinion, a technical degree is more
important for a person’s life – because that gives you a lot of power.
Most important is post. Job position, family status should be high.
Your living standard should be high … but status is more important’
(p. 116). Such beliefs are typically formed early in childhood from
the relationships and pedagogy that teachers experienced during
their own schooling, and often get reproduced in their teaching.
The research corroborated the main argument of Parker Palmer:
‘Good teaching cannot be reduced to technique; good teaching
comes from the identity and integrity of the teacher’ (1998, p. 10).
In other words, good teaching is ultimately rooted in the inner
world of the teacher – in the beliefs that drive who the teacher is
NISSEM
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as a person, and that thus drive their actions in the classroom.
However, the relationship I found between teachers’ beliefs and
their classroom practice was not that simple: Indian teachers’
beliefs were found to be strongly shaped by caste ideology, which
is dominant in Indian society. Moreover, whether teachers
actually implemented their beliefs and practiced more learnercentered pedagogy also depended on whether they had the
needed competencies to do so. It also depended on whether their
educational context (school environment, curricula, textbooks,
examination systems) – and the nature of their relationships with
the school principal and other educational authorities – supported
the learner-centered vision of policy documents. Teachers will not
internalize learner-centred beliefs unless they themselves have
experienced these kind of relationships. Infusing learner-centered
beliefs in the way teachers themselves are treated would mean
treating them as equals with respect and dignity, valuing their
individuality and diversity, and giving them freedom to think for
themselves and to contribute their own ideas. As stated in India’s
National Curriculum Framework 2005, ‘as much as the learner
requires space, freedom, flexibility, and respect, the teacher also
requires the same.’ (NCF, 2005, p. 98)
Additionally, teachers’ attitudes and motivation towards their
work and students made a big difference to how they taught.
The study found that some teachers valued the opportunity to
teach marginalized children and saw it as a calling to contribute
to societal transformation (a few in Bihar and Maharashtra, and
many more in Kerala). These teachers were much more likely to
put in the extra effort required for learner-centered education
– for lesson preparation, to upgrade their knowledge and skills,
and to meet the other demands of this new paradigm. Overall,
equipping teachers with the theoretical belief foundation on which
learner-centered practices are founded may go a long way towards
helping them understand the purpose behind these techniques,
and how to use them effectively as a means of improving children’s
learning. Rather than expecting teachers to mindlessly implement
Introduction
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pedagogical practices prescribed by policies, the aim would be to
help them understand and internalize the beliefs driving these
practices, to empower them to reflect as agents with the capability
of changing their own beliefs, practices, and contexts.
This aligns closely with what I found while consulting with
UNICEF’s Regional Office for South Asia. We tried to review
UNICEF’s programming for the previous decade in eight South
Asian countries, to find ways of strengthening both UNICEF’s
and governments’ efforts to bring about changes in teaching and
learning in South Asian government schools. The findings were
alarming: a decade of efforts had yielded limited concrete changes
in learning levels, despite billions of dollars being spent by both
governments and UNICEF (and by donor agencies and foreign
governments in investments). A key finding was that
the key to quality learning relates to changing the nature of teacher–
student interactions … [thus] any effort to improve the quality of
learning must tackle the cultural mindsets underlying the nature of
relationships in South Asian classrooms. (Brinkmann, 2019, p. 41)

The key barriers to change identified by UNICEF Country Offices
were things like systemic inertia or resistance to change, overreliance on national rote-based exams as indicators of system
effectiveness, input-focused interventions that favor quick fixes
such as infrastructural solutions over tackling complex, long-term
issues like poor learning and the persistent challenges to equity
and inclusion in South Asian schools. As I found in my research on
UNICEF’s efforts in South Asia, ‘All of these issues ... relate as much
to resources as to cultural mindsets pervasive across South Asian
systems and societies – and the latter is more difficult to address.’
(Ibid., pp. 41–42)
Governments, donors, and international agencies, both in South
Asia and in other regions, have invested much in key areas such
as recruiting and training teachers, improving assessments, or
strengthening community participation in schools. Yet research
shows that these things have had limited impact on classroom
processes. For example, UNICEF’s 2009 global evaluation of its
NISSEM
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Child-Friendly Schools (CFS) program found that the program
placed more emphasis on infrastructural aspects than on less
tangible aspects like child-centered processes and democratic
relationships – which are what made schools truly child-friendly
(UNICEF, 2009). A more recent evaluation of Sri Lanka’s ChildFriendly Approach program found that ‘education reform involves
changing culture, changing the attitudes and behaviors of all
stakeholders involved in its delivery’, which the evaluation was
not sure was happening (UNICEF Sri Lanka, 2016, p. 12). A recent
evaluation of India’s Activity Based Learning (ABL) program found
that ABL typically got reduced to a focus on procedural aspects
of the program, since teachers and officials had often not been
enabled to understand and internalize the principles and beliefs
underlying the ABL approach (UNICEF India, 2016).
Such programs in various South Asian countries have often
failed to bring significant changes in the skills or motivation
levels of teachers, or in fostering more democratic teacher–
student relationships, which research shows can most impact
learning (Brinkmann, 2019). More specifically, trainings have
typically failed to foster the kind of mindsets needed to enable a
more learner-centered approach or that intended by Sustainable
Development Goal 4.7: a deeper commitment to teaching poor
children as a means of contributing to social change and creating
a more egalitarian society; a democratic view of knowledge as
collaboratively constructed rather than transmitted from an
‘expert’; and a deeper belief in human equality – in the worth
and learning capacity of every child. Such beliefs will be hard for
teachers to internalize unless they experience such mindsets from
their superiors: teachers will ultimately teach in the manner they
have been taught in their own schooling or training programs.
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A way forward: How can we begin to change
mindsets that are counterproductive to learning?
Although teacher beliefs have been a topic of growing attention in
teacher effectiveness research and teacher education programs in
Western countries, they have received less attention in developing
countries, especially in South Asia. My doctoral research was the
only in-depth study I was able to find from South Asia on how
teachers’ beliefs affect their pedagogy, and how to change teachers’
existing beliefs that are counterproductive to effective teaching
and learning. My research found two key ways that have proven
effective globally: enabling teachers to experience a radically
different culture in training halls than they typically experience
in society, and changing their structures to support the different
pedagogy expected from them.
Firstly, teachers need to experience ‘transformative trainings’
that allow them to experience cognitive dissonance through
some jarring experience, reflect together on these experiences
in order to unearth their own subconscious assumptions, and
together think of small, doable changes that they can implement
within their own contexts (Brinkmann, 2015). Teachers also
need to experience a different culture from their authorities –
whether teacher trainer, school principal, or school inspector. If
not, their classroom culture will remain essentially unchanged:
classrooms will remain dominated by a top-down hierarchical
culture. Research has found that transformative trainings of the
type described above have proven effective in shifting mindsets
around new educational approaches even among senior
authorities and academics. For example, in India’s journey of
upscaling the learner-centered Activity-Based Learning (ABL)
program, Fennell, Duraisamy and Shanmugam (2015) found that
‘the power of experiencing the ABL pedagogy was the key lever
that convinced teachers and professional educationists, within
both national and international contexts.’
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Secondly, teachers need structures that embody (or at least allow)
the new paradigm. As I found in my research with UNICEF on
government schools in South Asia:
At present, even a well-meaning teacher wishing to experiment with
more learning-centred pedagogies will immediately come up against
numerous structures that contradict it. These include the pressure to
race through the syllabus, school timetables that compartmentalise
knowledge, classroom organisation that forces the teacher to take
centre-stage, examinations that reward knowledge recall rather than
knowledge construction, school inspectors that value disciplined
classrooms and neat records more than students engaged in
meaningful learning. (Brinkmann, 2019, p. 44)

A teacher or educational functionary interested in trying new
pedagogies could seek out small structural changes that they could
bring about within their own sphere of influence, whether in a
state, district, or even a single classroom. For instance, examples of
strategic leverage points whereby governments, agencies or wellwishers could help teachers change include inviting community
members to support schools by offering their time to help with
administrative tasks so that teachers have more time for learningrelated planning or remedial support. Another idea is to provide
incentives for teacher-led peer support, for example creating an
online ‘teacher resource bank’ where teachers can upload good
activities or assessment items for common curricular topics. A
stipend or other incentive could also be provided for teacher-led
discussion groups for teachers to discuss together basic learning
principles, challenges or solutions applicable to their context.
Moreover, my research also found that one of the most powerful
factors that helped transform teachers’ beliefs was the role played
by positive role models and mentors – whether previous teachers,
teacher educators, or school principals (Brinkmann, 2016). Some
of the most powerful metaphors shared by one of the teachers and
trainers in the study was to see training as a process of liberation,
and the role of the teacher educator as that of a coach:
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As a coach, a teacher educator would believe in the potential of each
teacher, affirm them until they began to believe in themselves, expose
them to new ideas and model the new approach with them, engage
them in dialogue to help them think for themselves, and challenge
them to try new things. Training would be seen as a process of
liberation, of scaffolding teachers until they feel free to think and act
for themselves. (p. 229)

However, it is not likely that either teacher educators or principals
will be able to facilitate these kind of transformative processes
unless they themselves have experienced it for themselves. In
many developing countries, most educational investments have
focused on improving infrastructure and other physical aspects of
education. But in order to improve learning processes and learning
outcomes, equal if not greater investment must be made towards
facilitating such transformative processes for teacher educators and
school principals, to enable them to carry this to teachers.
Likewise, one example of showcasing positive examples can be to
create contextualized videos of ways that even uneducated parents
can support their children’s learning in fun ways at home, and make
these available online. Another is to invite well-performing older
students or able community members to share their stories or to
provide remedial help for children falling behind in their learning
(Brinkmann, 2019). Similarly, one recommendation made in
NISSEM’s background paper to UNESCO’s forthcoming 2021 Futures
of Education report is as follows:
A [key] task is to find age-appropriate examples to strengthen
take-away messages and goals, such as inspirational news stories
describing positive action by children and youth. [Textbook]
writers can translate these examples into classroom lessons that
both reinforce basic concepts in their respective disciplines and make
them relevant to the real world and to students’ futures. (Smart et al,
2020, p. 11)

Other means include identifying and showcasing outliers or good
models of teachers who have been able to implement learningcentered pedagogy in different subjects, and of schools that have
NISSEM
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proven effective in shifting teachers’ beliefs or in coaching teachers
to implement more learning-centered pedagogies. Rather than
trying to bring in a new model from the outside, one can build
on the good that is already happening on the ground. In keeping
with the Experience–Reflect–Act model of transformative training
described above, students’ mindsets can also begin to change by
giving them opportunities to think together of actions to help
address problems around them, whether inside or outside the
school. This can begin to empower students and teachers with a
problem-solving mindset and a sense of agency that they are able to
contribute to positive change around them.
The focus of my work and research has been on teacher
education, not on textbooks, which are more of NISSEM’s priority.
In my exploration of classrooms in India, having good quality
curriculum and textbooks that embed student-led inquiry,
discussion and more inclusive and democratic values has been a
huge part of supporting teachers’ shift to innovative pedagogies, as
I found in the state of Kerala. However, India’s example highlights
that even good quality textbooks – like the NCERT textbooks
that were developed nationally over a decade ago and that have
gradually been adopted by many Indian states – have limited impact
in classrooms if not accompanied by beliefs that are conducive to
their appropriate use, such as beliefs in knowledge as dynamic vs.
static, and in learning as the construction rather than transmission
of knowledge. What has often happened is that the teacher feels
pressured to ‘cover the syllabus’ and to complete even these
innovative textbooks as quickly as possible.
One significant finding from my research is that teachers did not
fall into discrete categories of either ‘learner-centered’ or ‘teachercentered’, but that many teachers had a mix of learner-centered and
non-learner-centered elements in both their beliefs and practice.
This provides a starting point on which to build: rather than
attempting to replace teachers’ existing practice and beliefs with
‘modern’ pedagogies, we can try to identify elements in teachers’
existing practices and beliefs that are already learner-centered,
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and build on those. This aligns with Schweisfurth’s call for a more
‘hopeful and holistic’ version of learner-centered education, which
builds on existing pedagogical traditions and deeply-held cultural
beliefs, rather than attempting in vain to replace them (2013, p. 154).
For example, the strong emphasis that teachers in India often place
on completing their duty can be affirmed, while also shifting their
view of duty, from completing the syllabus to helping each child
flourish; the high value that teachers tend to place on knowledge
can be affirmed, while shifting their understanding of learning
from knowledge transmission to knowledge construction; and one
can affirm the high respect given to teachers in Indian society, while
shifting their understanding of respect as something due not only
to them, but to be mutually accorded to both teachers and students,
thereby moving closer to Freire’s notion of authority rather than
authoritarianism (Freire, 1970).
Similarly, learner-centered programs like India’s Activity-Based
Learning (ABL) program often tend to focus on getting teachers to
adopt certain pedagogical practices without explicitly engaging
with the beliefs that underpin their existing practice. It would be
useful to see how such learner-centered programs can be built
upon, to further strengthen areas that may have less of an explicit
focus: for example, ways to strengthen teachers’ autonomy and
creativity in adapting practices that would best encourage learning
in their specific context, or ways to instill in teachers a stronger
foundation of learner-centered beliefs to support new pedagogies.

What the current volume suggests: embedding
socio-emotional skills, beliefs and values into
pedagogy and textbooks
The current volume presents many examples from around the
world of attempts to integrate greater social and emotional
development into the teaching of disadvantaged children, to
prepare them to be global citizens and to engage with contemporary
issues that children have to face nowadays – such as the perceived
NISSEM

Global Briefs: Pedagogy, practice and materials

page 26

need for learning English in order to succeed economically, the
problem of many children still being excluded from school, and the
refugee crisis being faced in several countries.
First, regarding children’s social and emotional development,
Akyeampong et al. demonstrate how Ethiopia’s Speed School
pedagogy is able to tap into the immense potential of children
not only to learn but also to be creative, by giving students agency
and control in designing their learning experiences, rather than
leaving this entirely to the teacher. Molina et al. discuss a practical
classroom observation tool developed by the World Bank – the
Teach Secondary instrument – which can help educators better
understand and improve their skills in teaching social and
emotional skills in the secondary classroom. Canter points out
that while much attention has been paid to students’ adoption of
socio-emotional skills, less attention has been paid to what teachers
themselves need to effectively implement Social and Emotional
Learning (SEL) approaches. He makes the interesting point that
when SEL approaches are simply borrowed from Western countries,
teachers may only partially implement them without fully
understanding the original intentions of the program. He suggests
that understanding how teachers implement, adopt or adapt SEL
programs can ensure that such programs are more contextually
relevant, effective, and of genuine benefit to the classroom
communities they are intended to serve.
In terms of citizenship education for sustainable development,
Le Anh provides an insightful discussion on the Vietnam
government’s attempts to integrate more global citizenship
values towards sustainable development into its curriculum and
textbooks. In an ideal role for an educationist wishing to support
these reforms, the author analyses these reforms critically, and
points out that teachers have not been adequately prepared for
transacting these materials or implementing the innovative
pedagogies expected of them. The author takes a structural and
systemic perspective in suggesting ways to strengthen these
reforms, which I found to be a key missing gap in reform efforts in
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South Asia: namely, discussing the implications for policymakers in
terms of capacity building and construction of learning materials.
Two papers from Latin America address issues of developing
students’ understanding of citizenship. Enrique Chaux and his
colleagues describe the context of a country with a violent past,
and how their own work has for more than two decades addressed
the teaching of peace and citizenship through evidence-based
programs, the sharing of ideas and resources among practitioners,
and the value of pre- and in-service training for teachers, all of
which can help to bridge the persistent gaps between policy and
practice. The second paper from Latin America, by Gvirtz et al.,
underscores the importance of school culture and practice in
developing students’ understanding of citizenship, calling for
an ‘open, democratic and plural school in which participatory
organizations work with the permanent inclusion of the voice and
co-responsibility of students in decision-making’.
Suleiman Y. Ame and his collaborators at the Zanzibar Institute
of Education (ZIE), with their consultants, describe an innovative
approach to needs assessment within a curriculum review process
that more accurately reflects local contextual priorities of the
Sustainable Development Goals as well as attitudes to subject
content and teacher practice. The scale of the exercise, and the
inclusion of so many teachers and children in the process, should
enable the ZIE to ensure that the new curriculum is more responsive
to the needs of those who are tasked with making it work.
Finally, some of the papers address contemporary issues being
faced in today’s world that were not relevant even a few decades ago.
Loh tackles an issue being faced by teachers around the world now:
the best curriculum and pedagogy for teaching English to possibly
non-native speakers. Loh does not look only at how to make the
teaching of English more effective, but also how to make it more
engaging and how to strengthen students’ social and emotional
development through their learning. Hargreaves et al. apply a littleused framework to throw more light on the difficult question of
why some children do not participate in school. In keeping with a
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common business principle that unfortunately is not truly applied
in educational research, they try to truly understand the end-users’
perspective and give voice to that perspective – that of children – in
seeking solutions to this challenge.
The most systemic perspective is that of Caroline Pontefract, who
has had over a decade as director of education at UNRWA (based in
Jordan). In reviewing UNRWA’s education system, the management
realized that in order to change practice in the classroom, the
reform had to be systemic, not just about teacher development.
This is similar to what I found in my work with UNICEF South
Asia – that tackling systemic issues has been less a focus of
UNICEF in the past few decades. So, in analyzing why classroom
practice has not changed, rather than lamenting why teachers
are not implementing things that were never even discussed in
training halls, they might instead look at the kind of pedagogies
embedded in the training materials, and at everything that is
said in the training halls. Pontefract describes how they chose to
focus on four substantive areas (Teacher Development and School
Empowerment; Inclusive Education; Technical and Vocational
Training and Youth; and Curriculum and Student Assessment), and
four support areas (Research, Development and EMIS; Governance;
Strategic Planning, Management and Projects; and Partnerships,
Communication and ICT). In each of these areas, they helped
strengthen structures at the legislative and policy levels, with a
framework outlining what they were trying to achieve and why, and
how they were going to do it. In Pontefract’s words,
So, that would be good practice: ‘We’re in this together: you have a
responsibility and you have a school. We have a responsibility. And
together we’ll go forward in terms of identifying the strong areas and
weak areas.’
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Conclusion: Towards implementing SDG 4.7 goals
in classrooms in the developing world
Under SDG 4.7, countries around the world have committed to
ensure that all learners acquire both the knowledge and skills they
need to build a more sustainable, equitable and peaceful world. This
collection of articles seeks to explore how this can be done – how
such national policies can actually be translated into classroom
materials and practices, helping both students and teachers develop
these skills. After decades in which national attempts to implement
more learner-centered educational approaches in developing
countries have met with limited success, people are starting to look
beyond dichotomies of ‘learner-centered’ vs. ‘teacher-centered’.
Improved textbooks that embed supportive pedagogy and SDG 4.7
values can be an important and positive tool to help teachers move
closer to implementing SDG 4.7; unfortunately, with the dearth of
appropriate textbooks and teacher preparation, what often ends
up happening is that classrooms may be neither learner-centred
nor teacher-centered, but textbook-centered: ‘”Teacher-centred”
implies that the teacher has choices, just as “student-centred” gives
the student more choices, but a textbook-centred classroom, which
is the norm in many places, removes choices from both teacher and
students’. (Smart et al, 2020, p. 7)
One must remember that it is not only the children who are
learners; the teachers are, too. Implementing SDG 4.7 in classrooms
around the world requires both different kinds of textbooks and
educational materials – which NISSEM has been attempting to
promote – as well as a different kind of teacher preparation to be
able to use these materials effectively.
This volume shows that good experiments are already being
trialled in different parts of the world, while many more stories
remain untold. Rather than focusing on how far many classrooms
are from the goals stated in SDG 4.7, it may be more useful to look
at positive examples of what is actually working on the ground, in
order to move schools closer to these goals and to showcase and
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build on those examples, and also to strengthen teachers’ own
social and emotional skills so that they can better nurture these
skills in students. This volume presents examples of educators
in different countries attempting to implement these things on
the ground, which other educators can learn from in their own
journeys to achieve the same goals.
We may be encouraged or discouraged by the progress that
has taken place over the past century. But whatever the progress,
it was made possible only because governments gradually or
quickly, reluctantly or enthusiastically, committed to progressive
educational values. Now, as some governments seem to be moving
toward regressive social and political values, the question is: will
such change in national politics result in a reversal, at least in those
countries, even of the progress that has taken place? In any case,
continued progress depends on reinvigorated commitment by
governments as well as by each of us to continue the struggle for
positive educational values.
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Abstract
Several research studies have shown that many disadvantaged
children leave school or never attend for different reasons, the
key ones being poverty, child labor, distance to schools, over-age
attendance, nomadic or pastoralist life styles, gender – where girls’
poor attendance or access is linked to cultural/religious factors or
gender-insensitive school environments – ill health and disability –
leading to inconsistent attendance – and loss of one or both parents,
leaving children without household support for their education
(Hunt, 2008; Akyeampong et al., 2007). However, schools can also
intentionally or unintentionally ‘push’ disadvantaged children out
through unresponsive pedagogy that excludes them from much
of the learning process. Many such children are usually assumed
to be the least educable, from poor and often illiterate families
and having come late to schooling or at least had their education
disrupted. Their disadvantaged backgrounds often compromise
their readiness to learn. Unlike traditional pedagogical practices
in many African classrooms, which are characterized by strong
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teacher-centered teaching, a pedagogy developed in an accelerated
learning program (ALP) known as the ‘Speed School’ program in
Ethiopia, demonstrates potential to give such children more control
over how they learn. This paper discusses how the pedagogy
promotes strong student engagement in the learning process,
which unlocks the learning and creative potential of former school
dropouts. The paper argues that the pedagogy achieves this goal
because it utilizes principles of culturally responsive social, creative
and emotional learning to promote student agency in learning.
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The learning crisis in basic education in sub-Saharan Africa has
been reported in several international studies, which portray it as
the failure of public schooling to provide quality education for all
children (World Bank, 2018). Solutions that have been prescribed
have largely focused on reforming the school curriculum and
teacher education to produce teachers who can adopt more
child- or learner-centered instructional approaches. However,
these reforms have consistently failed to live up to expectations
in the African context, and yet continue to be an integral part of
measures taken to improve education and learning outcomes
in African schools. One explanation for the lack of impact is
that learner-centered instructional practices are incongruent
with the traditional culture of learning and instruction (Guthrie,
2011; Tabulawa 2013) – a culture that values intelligent imitation,
observation, naturalistic exploration and building strong interpersonal relationships. What we witness in the typical African
classroom, instead, is a coercive culture of learning that suppresses
voice, self-expression and many of these important traditional
values (Sabates et al., 2010). Not much attention has been given
to promoting learning environments where the development of
social and emotional competences becomes an integral part of
the learning experience. Rather, education reform programs and
policies focus more attention on cognitive skill development, with
The Speed School pedagogy and how it unlocks the creative
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little recognition for how social and emotional competence can
affect learning outcomes.
Research conducted in western contexts suggests that education
programs with strong social and emotional learning elements
‘can improve the overall quality of relationships between teachers,
students, and peers in the classroom setting, students may be
more likely to engage in classroom activities, listen to their
teacher, and ask teachers and peers for help with academic tasks.
These behaviors will likely support positive academic outcomes’
(McCormick et al., 2015, p. 2). In particular, evidence suggests that
such approaches can enhance participation in learning for students
from poor and disadvantaged backgrounds and improve their
learning outcomes (McCormick et al., 2015; Payton et al., 2008). In
sub-Saharan African contexts, however, not much research has
explored how education programs or interventions can utilize
elements of social and emotional learning, in culturally appropriate
ways, to enhance participation and improve learning for poor and
disadvantaged students.
Payton et al., (2008, p.4) describe social and emotional learning
as ‘the process through which children and adults acquire the
knowledge, attitudes, and skills to: recognize and manage their
emotions, set and achieve positive goals; demonstrate caring and
concern for others; establish and maintain positive relationships;
make responsible decisions and; and handle interpersonal
situations effectively’. In the African classroom environment
these values, attitudes and skills receive little attention. This
makes it difficult for many children, particularly from poor and
disadvantaged backgrounds, to learn by means of an unresponsive
pedagogy and an unfamiliar language of instruction that
stifles their learning potential (Carter et al., 2020). Learning
environments that develop social and emotional competence
can remedy this and set children on a path to successful learning
and achievement (McCormick et al., 2015). However, this idea is
rarely raised in the international education development literature,
especially in relation to the learning crisis and how to address it.
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For example, the 2018 World Development Report makes three
recommendations for dealing with the learning crisis, none of
which remotely suggests that this is an important precursor. The
report recommends that to tackle the learning crisis education
systems should: ‘(a) assess learning to make it a serious goal, (b) act
on evidence, to make schools work for learners, and (c) align actors,
to make the system work for learning’ (World Bank, 2018, p. 170).
Whilst these have some merit in addressing the learning crisis, they
overlook the importance of creating learning environments that
develop social and emotional competence to improve learning.
Another issue is that many children access education but do not
benefit from schooling because they are silently excluded from the
learning process (Lewin, 2011). Inclusive instructional strategies
adopt pedagogies that use social and emotional support as
scaffolds to foster motivation, which many low-achieving students
lack. Such strategies also create space for all learners to contribute
to knowledge production (Molbaek, 2018). Inclusive pedagogies
also recognize that effective learning involves collaborative effort,
which requires every child to participate (Florian et al., 2010). This
in turn entails building confidence in one’s ability to voice ideas to
co-create knowledge.
The high levels of school dropout in the early years of public
schools in Africa suggest that many classroom environments are
not creating opportunities to learn for many children, leading to
significant dissatisfaction with schooling. Children and youth
in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) make up about 35% of the world’s
out-of-school children and youth population (UNESCO Institute
for Statistics (UIS), 2017; World Bank, 2018). According to UIS
statistics, there are about 25.7 million out-of-school adolescents
of lower secondary school age and about 34.4 million in the upper
secondary school age in SSA. This translates to out-of-school rates
of 34% for the 12–14 age group and 58% for the 15–17 age group (UIS,
2017). This is a large number of children who are unlikely to access
dignified and fulfilling employment and escape inter-generational
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poverty (Dyer, 2013). For this population, accelerated education
programs, often organized by NGOs, have provided a second chance
to succeed in learning and progress in education. Many of these
programs incorporate emotional, social, relational and cultural
aspects of learning, rooted in the learner’s context, and recognize
the funds of knowledge that all children, irrespective of socioeconomic background, bring to the classroom (Longden, 2013).
Many of them create collaborative cultures of learning, using the
mother tongue as the medium of instruction to produce a greater
sense of shared responsibility for learning. This is missing in many
African public primary school classrooms.
Accelerated education programs frequently make claims for
a different form of pedagogy (Longden, 2013). In this paper, we
discuss one such program, the Speed Schools in Ethiopia, also
known locally as Accelerated Learning for Africa (ALFA). After a
brief introduction to the Ethiopian context, the paper describes and
analyses the pedagogy, drawing on empirical research that explored
the impact of the program on learning outcomes (Akyeampong et
al., 2018). However, the paper focuses mainly on how the pedagogy
includes principles of social and emotional learning to improve the
learning experiences of out-of-school students from disadvantaged
backgrounds.

Dropping out of primary school in Ethiopia
As in many developing countries, school dropout is a major issue
in Ethiopia. Jennings and Poppe (2012) find that dropout rates
are highest in grade 1, higher in rural areas than urban, higher
among boys in all grades, and particularly high among pastoralist
children. Higher rates of primary dropout are also associated with
short-shift days rather than full days, high Pupil Teacher Ratios and
low availability of textbooks. Gross enrolment in the last grade of
primary – a proxy for primary completion – increased from 21% in
1999 to 52% in 2008 (UIS Statistics in Brief, 2010). Ravishankar et
al. (2010) indicate that half the primary education resources being
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deployed are for pupils who drop out before completing eight years
of primary education. Despite the recent growth in enrolment,
children are falling behind their expected grade and progression
through school continues to be a major problem (ODID, 2017).
In addition to efforts that have resulted in increasing levels
of access to education in Ethiopia, recent policy initiatives have
attempted to improve quality. These have included moving towards
more child- or learner-centered teaching, improving school quality
and supporting teachers. Teachers have been supported to include
more learner-centered teaching methods and introduce ‘real-world’
examples in exercises (Frost and Little, 2014). Frost and Little’s
analysis of children’s activities in 776 Ethiopian primary school
classes shows, however, that most of the teaching is still conducted
through teacher-centered methods and caution that the terms
‘child-centered’ and ‘teacher-centered’ are often poorly defined and
understood and can be very weak proxies for what is happening in
the class and inside children’s minds. In effect, policy initiatives
to improve learning and reduce risk of dropping out of school
through pedagogical reforms may not be achieving the desired
outcomes. The Speed School program appears to offer a window of
opportunity to address this challenge.

The Speed Schools in Ethiopia
The Speed School (SS) program in Ethiopia was established in 2011
through the efforts of Geneva Global1. This is an international
consulting company that manages development projects on behalf
of philanthropic organizations, although the SS program was
developed by local staff. In each woreda (district) where the Speed
Schools operate, a different, locally based development NGO is
contracted as the implementing partner (IP). The IP appoints a
training officer (TO) and community mobilizers (CM) who then
1 From 2016 the Luminos Fund (https://luminosfund.org/) took on Geneva Global
role in managing the growth of Speed Schools in Ethiopia
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make contact with local school authorities and communities in
order to identify children in the age range 9–14 who have never
been to school or who have dropped out in the early grades. In each
location, these children are placed in classes of 25 with a balance
of boys and girls and according to their home language, which
is then used in the classes. Alongside the Speed School classes,
the program offers three more elements. The mothers of the
selected children are required to join a self-help group which uses
microfinance principles to assist them in supporting their child
through the Speed School and beyond, and which is supported by
the local government. It also introduces a school readiness program
for younger children, based on the child-to-child approach with
upper primary school students. Finally, links are created with the
primary schools that will receive the Speed School graduates and
some training is offered to teachers there (Akyeampong et al.,
2016a; Akyeampong et al., 2018).
The one-year Speed School curriculum focuses on literacy
(in home language, Amharic and English), numeracy skills
and environmental sciences, in grades 1–3. The content of the
curriculum is rooted in the Ethiopian National Curriculum and
its Minimum Learning Competencies (MLCs) and the government
textbook for each grade and subject is a key reference for
facilitators. The graduates of the program are expected to pursue
formal education in government primary schools from grade 3 or
4, after passing a placement examination prepared in collaboration
with the woreda education office. Teaching is done by facilitators
who are recruited locally on a one-year contract, though most
are re-employed the following year. The minimum qualification
for teaching in a Speed School is successful completion of grade
10 (junior secondary) and three weeks of intensive training,
followed by frequent school-level professional development
support. Training is experiential, with facilitators working in
groups for creative learning activities, but with a strong emphasis
on lesson planning which will cover the curriculum using the
distinctive Speed School pedagogy. Significantly, learning about
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the students’ socioeconomic backgrounds generates in facilitators
a reconceptualization of who the students are and their right to
learn in safe, kind and conducive environments. The Speed School
Training Handbook, for example, stipulates that any student ‘mis’behaviour should be understood as emanating from the teachers’
failure to engage the child, or caused by the school infrastructure
(lack of water or pleasant latrines) or the child’s circumstances such
as hunger, ill health or family issues, rather than as emanating
within the child themselves. Facilitators are expected to work a
minimum of 8 hours a day, 40 hours a week. The teaching day
comprises seven lessons running from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m., with a
one-hour-forty-minute lunch break, and four hours of lessons on
Saturday mornings. Students’ attendance is high, and they are
assessed continuously through careful monitoring and recording of
their oral and written responses. The year culminates in a monthlong revision period before the placement examination. Operating
since 2011/12 in the Southern Nations Nationalities and Peoples
Region (SNNPR), some 3.7 million children have been through the
Speed School program, with 96% of them integrating into a local
government primary school (Akyeampong et al., 2016b).

The impact of Speed Schools
An initial impact evaluation study conducted after the program had
been introduced (Akyeampong et al., 2012) concluded that Speed
School graduates in the first cohorts were remarkably successful
in completing the program and transitioning to government
schools. Students interviewed said that teaching and learning in
Speed Schools was much better than in government schools and
that they had a better understanding than their peers who started
in mainstream public schools. Although there may be many other
reasons for this, the claims made for the distinctive SS pedagogy
are especially salient.
To study the educational trajectories of former Speed School
students from 2011 effectively, Akyeampong and his colleagues
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(2018) compared educational performance between Speed School
students and comparison groups in two types of government
schools: the first type called ‘Link’ schools simply because they
were the designated public schools that were expected to enroll
students who had completed Speed Schools (many Speed Schools
were also located in the same compounds as Link Schools); the
second group were government schools that did not receive any
Speed School completers.
Students from Speed Schools were matched with students from
the two types of government schools based on age and gender. To
achieve a matching sample, students in the two types of schools
were selected from grades 1 to 4 of primary school. In matching
the three samples, it was important to ensure that all the students
shared similar characteristics. The SS students were a self-selected
group because they were already enrolled in Speed Schools in 2011,
but they were students who had dropped out from grades 1 to 4. To
ensure that the two comparison groups had similar characteristics,
teachers from these schools helped to identify students with high
risk factors – attending irregularly or underperforming relative to
other students in the same grade. Selecting students from grades 1
to 4 of the same ages as students in Speed Schools also meant that
many were overage, although the factors of the age and grade of
students were already considered in their selection.
Using a household survey and achievement tests, the research
focused on three diverse but interrelated long-term outcomes of
the SS accelerated learning program: namely, school attainment,
academic performance, and attitudes towards learning and further
education. The research was guided by the following questions:
● What is the impact of the Speed School program on progression
and primary completion rates of former Speed School students,
compared to students who had attended government schools?
● What are the attitudes to learning and education for former
Speed School students, compared to students who had attended
government schools?
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● What is the impact of the Speed School program on the learning
outcomes of former students, compared to other students who
had attended government schools?
The study found that of all the former SS students tracked,
about 75% were still in school compared to 61% of tracked Link
School students who had not attended the Speed School and
66% of those in other government schools. The 75% retention
rate of SS graduates suggests that most of them had persisted
in their education. They also had higher aspirations to progress
beyond primary education, and by the time they reached lower
secondary, were less likely to drop out compared to government
school students. Another important finding was that SS
graduates performed consistently better than the two control
group students (Government and Link schools) for all three
subjects – math, Sidama2 and English. For example, SS graduates
scored 10.4% (math), 13.5% (Sidama) and 7.4% (English) more
points than their government school counterparts – a result
which was statistically significant. The study also found that SS
students who dropped out of government school still attained
higher scores on the achievement tests than government school
students who had also dropped out. Akyeampong et al. (2018)
argued that this was indicative of the residual benefits of the
SS program, especially the contribution from the pedagogy
used. In offering an explanation, the researchers carrying
out a qualitative study of the classrooms and teacher training
(Akyeampong et al., 2016) argued that because SS students
become accustomed to an active involvement in lessons, this
develops their confidence to participate in lessons and their
ability to learn, even in the less interactive environments of
government schools (Akyeampong et al., 2018).
2 This was the main language in all the schools in this study.
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Speed School pedagogy
and Social and Emotional Learning
The learning environment in Speed Schools takes most children
from not recognizing letters to reading passages of text in just 10
months, a requirement for their placement in the Link schools
(Akyeampong et al, 2018). It celebrates traditional, five-senses
learning methods, leverages the best of global research into
pedagogy for marginalized children, and helps children become
intrinsic learners (Akyeampong et al., 2016b; Akyeampong et
al, 2018). Its inclusive, participatory pedagogy instills confidence
and resilience in students in their capacity as learners, which is
an enabler for academic success in Speed Schools and beyond. A
characterization of the SS pedagogy encompasses the assemblage
of values and behaviors that produce inclusive classroom practices.
It promotes greater collaboration in knowledge construction,
linguistic expression and learner contribution to curriculum
content, in ways that appear to awaken and sustain the ability to
learn among poor and marginalized children.
To understand why the SS program improved learning
outcomes for disadvantaged, out of school children, it is
important to look closely at its learning environment and
contrast it with traditional learning environments in public
schools in Ethiopia. A few striking features emerge. First, the
variety and complexity of student talk in the SS classrooms is
unusual. Students talk while taking part in teachers’ whole class
interactive teaching of new content in the first 15 minutes of the
lesson, in group activities, in presentations, when answering
questions, when writing on the board and when reflecting on
the lesson. It is not uncommon to see students initiate dialogue
with teachers and with peers during group and individual
work. Almost all students show confidence in speaking publicly
and asking questions of their teachers as well as each other
(Akyeampong et al., 2018). There is also a collective sense of
responsibility among the students within their groups: students
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who are late to class or disruptive apologize to their classmates
rather than to the teacher.
Students’ engagement in discussion and collaboration over
common activities in group work is central to how the pedagogy
is actualized, physically embodied by students being grouped
in stable, mixed gender and mixed ability groups of five, facing
one another, for every lesson. At a deeper level, the pedagogy in
action entails a process by which the students and their teachers
learn to maintain positive relationships to develop trust and a safe
space to learn. Through self/group-awareness of responsibility
the pedagogy enables a conducive environment for all to learn.
Research from western contexts shows that a caring and safe
school climate fosters students’ social and emotional learning and
that a school full of socially and emotionally competent students
contributes to a positive school climate (O’Conner et al., 2018).
Interestingly, this also applies in the SS classroom, even with
relatively untrained teachers.
The pedagogy makes a strong appeal to students to become
active learners. Within a framework set by the teacher, in group
work and reporting back, students take some control over the
selection, sequencing, pacing and evaluation of their work. Each
group is tasked with relearning and re-presenting to the rest of the
class the content of the lesson initially presented by teachers. This
is done through a medium that is reflected in the names of the
groups (‘Music Group’, ‘Handicraft Group’ or ‘Storytelling group’.
This means that, with very limited resources and only one copy of
the textbook, which the teacher refers to, students nevertheless
creatively make use of locally sourced materials such as grain
stalks, coloured card, or chalk diagrams and pictures chalked on
the concrete classroom floor as integral parts of their presentations,
or make up songs about dividing numbers or present short role
plays on ‘The Family’. An important hallmark of the pedagogy is
the importance it places on individual and group thinking, and
the sharing and verbalization of knowledge, as the precursor to
creative group presentations. This creates an atmosphere in which
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all learners are involved in class, group and individual activities.
The activities specified and the social relations generated by the
pedagogy ensure that students engage in a very wide range of
learning talk and develop their ideas with the teacher and with
peers, in groups and to the whole class (Akyeampong et al., 2016a;
Akyeampong et al., 2018).
This description of the Speed School pedagogy places it clearly
as a learner-centered, competence model pedagogy. Alexander
(2008, p. 112), on the basis of his comparative study across
different cultural contexts, claims that what is most crucial in
promoting effective learning is a pedagogy that enables students
to engage in different kinds of learning talk: narrate; explain;
instruct; ask different kinds of question; receive, act and build
upon answers; analyse and solve problems; speculate and
imagine; explore and evaluate ideas; discuss; argue, reason and
justify; negotiate. All of these are present in the SS classrooms,
where group work and reporting back give opportunities for
extended talk (Akyeampong et al., 2018). Thus, the pedagogy,
far from being individualistic, emphasizes the collective in the
way that learning tasks are set, carried out and reported. This
produces more symmetrical, less authoritarian social relations
between teachers and students, which are beneficial to learning.

Discussion and conclusions
The researchers who studied the Speed School pedagogy suggested
that it went beyond the simple application of a methodology to
improve basic literacy and numeracy competence. They argued
that Speed School students – accustomed to learning environments
that place value on their active contributions to learning – applied
the confidence gained from attending Speed Schools to participate
actively in lessons in government public schools. The pedagogy
affirmed and extended the students’ identities and enabled them
to develop skills in collaborative critical inquiry. They were able
to use this to repurpose their previously unsuccessful learning
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experiences in public schools, in order to achieve more meaningful
and lasting learning outcomes. The basic elements of the Speed
School pedagogy are its emphasis on developing reading skills
(which are allocated four times as many hours as they are in
government public schools); extensive use of formative assessment;
using local languages to access and construct knowledge, and
in the process, develop critical consciousness and cognitive
competence – what the researchers termed ‘learning how to learn’;
and, finally, creative practical applications that invite the learners
to draw on their cultural knowledge and experiences (Akyeampong
et al., 2018). The pedagogy can be described as inclusive because
of the ample opportunities it provides every child to express their
knowledge/understanding and receive collective support from
peers and teachers to attain learning goals. Each contribution is
equally valued and the responsibility for learning and developing
understanding becomes a shared one.
The argument from research on social and emotional learning
is that ‘social-emotional competencies serve as both protective
and promotive factors that can help children develop healthy
coping and problem-solving skills’ (Eklund et al., 2018, p. 317). If
the SS pedagogy was effective only within the inclusive learning
environment it creates, then SS graduates who transition into
public schools where the pedagogy is demonstrably different
should regress in their learning. However, this appears not to
happen (Akyeampong et al., 2016b). When Akyeampong et al.
(2018) tracked SS graduates in public schools, it was clear that the
learning environment differed sharply: the identities and roles
of teacher and learner were clearly separated, as were the spaces
they occupied in the classroom. The pedagogy focused on finding
a solution to problems defined and set by the teacher, and there
was very little choice for students as the teacher sought to remain
in control of the whole learning process. Yet, SS graduates in these
learning environments seemed to thrive and outperform non-SS
students (Akyeampong et al., 2018). Akyeampong and colleagues
(2016b) argue that essentially the learning environment in Speed
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Schools promotes social and emotional competence, especially
in the area of self-management of learning, which draws on
skills developed in SS classrooms to sustain the gains they have
made. Paradoxically, the one year in a Speed School was a better
preparation for success in the later grades of public schools than
three years in their earlier grades. Moreover, it is precisely the
exclusive nature of the pedagogy in government schools that
produces this effect (Akyeampong et al., 2016b).
Descriptions of pedagogy frequently involve drawing unhelpful
binary distinctions. On the one hand, some approaches are labelled
variously as learner-centered, progressivist, or competence model
pedagogies, whose adherents claim that they accord better with
currently accepted constructivist theories of learning and directly
foster aspirations for students who are autonomous, agentic and
democratic. They contrast this with teacher-centered, formalist and
performance models of pedagogy, which are not only associated
with discredited transmission and behaviorist theories of learning,
but involve authoritarian teachers in the creation of passive,
dependent and uncritical students, the subjects associated with
colonialism (Dei 2004; Harber 2004). On the other hand, there
are those who argue that formalism is not synonymous with
authoritarianism and that teacher-centered pedagogy makes it
possible to organize an orderly class when there are few resources
and large numbers of students. Progressivist and formalist
pedagogies ‘constitute diametrically opposed worldviews’: the
former is focused on producing the individualistic neoliberal
subject of the Global North and therefore in Africa is neo-colonial
and culturally alien to both African teachers and learners, who
together ensure that no matter what is prescribed in curricula, the
pedagogy remains teacher-centered (Tabulawa, 2003, p. 643). This
means that although progressivist pedagogy may be possible in
principle, it is not necessarily ‘probable, viable or desirable’ (Hugo
& Wedekind, 2013, p. 154). As a result, in pedagogical reviews,
accounts of successful learner-centered pedagogy in SSA are
missing (Westbrook et al., 2014). Similarly, Schweisfurth (2013, p.
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430) suggests that full learner-centered pedagogy may be ‘either
inappropriate to particular contexts, or simply too challenging to
implement’.
The Speed School pedagogy, we believe, is non-binary: it
integrates ‘newer pedagogies with more traditional ones’
(Westbrook et al., 2014, p. 37) and evokes in learners a sense
of confidence in their ability to learn. It is able to create an
environment that is non-threatening and invites every learner to
draw on their cultural knowledge, ideas and experiences to learn. It
will be inadequate to therefore describe the pedagogy as essentially
learner-centered, although it bears similar characteristics. The
difference lies in its ability to reignite the joy of learning – and, for
the facilitators, of teaching – by using learning activities such as
games, drama, music, etc. to make social and emotional learning
the central ingredient of learning. The pedagogy retains some
teacher-centered features, for example in the way in which teachers
introduce the lesson using mainly a single copy of a textbook to
set the agenda after which students move quickly to progressive
learning modes that allow them freedom to investigate and
co-construct knowledge. However, more research is needed to
measure how the Speed School pedagogy achieves this at scale and
with larger pupil–teacher ratios and to understand more deeply the
mechanics of how it improves learning from the perspective and
experiences of learners.
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Abstract
This paper addresses SDG target 4.7 through the lens of Nancy
Fraser’s (2008) conceptualization of parity-of-participation. Her
three-pillar conceptualization includes the equitable distribution
of material wealth, egalitarian status among all people, and equal
access to representation. The paper attempts to apply her three
pillars of participation to the primary classroom, which has rarely
been attempted before and never in the context of a middle income
country. Drawing on interviews, surveys and drawings with nearly
400 primary-school children in Egypt, we explore how they perceive
participation within their classrooms and how participation may
influence learning and future life. We conclude by noting that there
is an irony in some children’s responses, whereby they display a
strong ambition to speak English well, yet believe that they will
learn to speak by being passive and silent in the classroom. Other
children, however, critique the status quo and suggest more
participatory approaches to learning English that will both improve
their English mastery and model parity-of-participation in ways
that may support their development into adults who strive to live
peacefully together as global citizens.
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In the context of SDG target 4.7, we present in this article one
way in which teachers may help children acquire knowledge and
skills needed for promoting a culture of peace, non-violence and
global citizenship. We propose that teachers can help children by
encouraging their full participation at school and helping them
to experience peaceful global citizenship on a micro level in order
to sustain it at a macro level in due course. To make such a link
effective, we propose that children will need to reflect critically on
the process.
Participation is a noun of action, stemming from the Latin
participare, which denotes an individual sharing in, partaking of
and contributing to something. This may be contributing to a small
group or to the whole population globally. Nancy Fraser (2008) uses
the words parity-of-participation to refer to an adult having (1) the
resources to take an active and equal part in social interaction with
others in society, (2) equal social status among others, and (3) equal
access to social decision-making. Parity-of-participation in these
three senses directly relates to the promotion of a culture of peace,
non-violence and global citizenship. This includes opportunities
to join in ‘actively in community life and be creative in an
environment of dignity and freedom’ (United Nations Development
Plan, 2019). Such participation has been acclaimed as ‘crucial for
health, well-being and longevity’ (Marmot, 2004, p. 2).
In this paper, we suggest that Fraser’s conception of parity-ofparticipation can also be applied to the classroom context. Its three
aspects of participation can be applied in the schooling context as
follows: (1) distribution of resources allowing all children to take
an active and equal part in classes, (2) equal social status being
experienced among all children, and (3) all children experiencing
equal access to classroom decision-making. A particular aspect
of interest in Fraser’s definition of parity-of-participation is her
emphasis that full parity-of-participation can be embodied by
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an individual regardless of their attainment, ethnicity, gender,
sexuality or social background. In the schooling context, the
fulfilment of the three constituents of parity-of-participation would
imply that every child in class, regardless of their attainment,
ethnicity, gender, sexuality or social background, has equitable
access to material resources including teachers, lessons and
subjects; equal status among all other children; and has their voice
heard as they make an equitable, active contribution to decisionmaking in schooling. The purpose of distinguishing among the
three constituents at school is to provide more refined tools for
interpreting children’s words about participation within the
schooling context and how these can inform us about working
towards peaceful global citizenship; that is, parity-of-participation
on a global scale.

Distribution of material resources in schooling
Firstly, in global terms, lack of wealth distribution denotes some
people living in poverty while others have more than they need.
In the classroom, this poor distribution might entail certain
children having better access than others to the best teachers, or
more access to the teacher in any given class. They may therefore
have access to more opportunities for participating in the class.
In addition, they may have resources outside school that make
school work easier or more comfortable, such as family members
who help them, access to supplementary learning materials, or
online facilities. Some may have more access than others to
suitable equipment in the classroom itself, such as enough space
to sit, with space for writing, or access to textbooks or worksheets
helpful for learning.

Recognition of social status
Secondly, the recognition aspect of parity-of-participation includes
the concept of recognition of status. Fraser wrote about the global
stage that when:
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... institutionalised patterns of cultural value constitute some actors
as inferior, excluded, wholly other or simply invisible, hence as less
than full partners in social interaction, then we should speak of
misrecognition and status subordination (2018, p. 24).

In relation to classrooms, status relates to the institutionalized
patterns of cultural worth in schooling, how children experience
their own status in the eyes of teachers and other children, and
how their opportunities for full participation can thereby become
eroded. In this paper, we explore in particular the narratives of
children about feeling subordinate to others: for example, being
humiliated by other children or the teacher when they make
mistakes or cannot answer a question. This might mean that
only some children are enjoying access to their rights to wellbeing during the school day (Lundy, 2007). Fielding (1996) has
emphasized that in order for all children in a community to feel
they have equal status, relationships must be free and equal among
everyone in the community and each person must play an agentic
role, accessing opportunities to shape, as well as be shaped by, the
community.

Representation
Fraser’s third pillar in parity-of-participation constitutes voice
and representation, by which she means all sectors of the global
community taking part in deciding how resources are distributed
and how status is defined. Such shared decision-making is often
constrained in low- and middle-income countries. However,
representation during schooling can be fulfilled by all children
having a role in deciding what and how they learn and what the
social norms become (Kohn, 1996). The very act of listening to
young children is an example of a participatory culture in which
all individuals have their perspectives represented. Listening
to children also makes sense because children are the highest
authority about their own experiences and education – and
whether it is available, accessible, acceptable and adaptable to
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children themselves (Tomasevski, 2001). This gives their voices a
unique value. Secondly, when children reflect on and review their
own learning, this is likely to benefit their learning and support
them to become critical global citizens. Thirdly, children have the
right, like adults, to have their voices represented in decisions made
about their own learning and this right applies in school as well as
elsewhere in their lives. Ruddock, for example, argued in regard to
schoolchildren that:
We need explicitly to signal our respect for what they have to say
about their experiences as children (Ruddock, 1999, p.42).

Noddings (2005) advised teachers to engage with children in
‘critical and thinking dialogue directed to mutual understanding’
(p. 157) so that they could together identify and negotiate children’s
needs and find ways to integrate them within the existing pre-set
curricula. This is particularly important as researchers have shown
that learning outcomes identified by teachers, policy-makers and
curriculum developers do not necessarily match those considered
important by children. This mismatch could eventually have a
negative impact on children’s participation and learning enjoyment
in class and, in the long term, their capacity to participate in
peaceful, global citizenship with teachers and other adults (Nation
& Macalister, 2010; Noddings, 2005). Such dialogue is, however, not
the norm in European contexts and is even less common elsewhere
in the world. However, as Alexander (2001) suggested, dialogue can
take different forms in different settings, and children’s insights
can be sought in a range of ways. It is important to emphasize,
however, that children’s insights should not be ‘used’ by adults to
inform teaching, policy-making and curriculum design. Such a use
could be seen as disrespecting children’s participation. Children’s
voices need to be valued as an essential part of the decision-making
processes, not as information for others to use.
The process of consulting children could positively re-balance
power relationships between teacher and child and support
children to exercise agency, self-esteem and control over their
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learning and progress (Cook-Sather, 2009). However, in his
extensive study of classrooms in different parts of the world,
Alexander (2001) described how a common feature of many
classrooms is the dominance of the teacher’s talk, compared to
the rare occasions when children are encouraged to participate
through talk. In such classrooms, the balance of authority lies with
the teacher despite the children’s own ‘funds of knowledge’ (Moll et
al., 1992), possibly creating an environment in which some people
may act on their agency more than others. Such a model is likely
to obstruct the goal of peaceful global citizenship which demands
participation and contribution by all members.

Aims of this paper
This paper aims to explore the voices of primary schoolchildren in
order to address the issue of participation, both in the classroom
and, by inference, more globally. Our context is the EFL classroom
because our funding came from the British Council and because
the subject of English links to questions of identity and status in
the conceptions of some children. This context also permitted
smooth communication between an English visiting researcher
and the teachers in the research, although most interactions
were conducted in Arabic by the Egyptian researcher. We focus
on the children representing to a global readership their desires,
experiences and suggestions within the classroom context. In this
sense, they are simultaneously enacting their representation as
a step towards global participation as well as reflecting critically
on how classroom participation influences both cognitive and
socio-emotional learning in schooling. The paper builds on the
assumption that how schooling is experienced affects how children
develop as they grow up into adulthood. Its originality lies in the
choice of sample: disadvantaged children in the primary schools
of Alexandria, Egypt, who are a community with limited access
to material resources and whose status and representation on the
global stage is greatly limited.
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Research design

During the first stage (November 2015), the following data were
collected:

The research described in this article aimed to answer
the following questions:
1 What aspirations do the sample children have for learning
English?
2 What actions do they perceive helpful to realize these aspirations?
These questions were included in our original study along
with others. We focus here on these two in particular because
of their potential relevance to a global audience who may be
familiar with the English language being seen as a prestigious
and global language. This study was conducted at three underprivileged government-funded primary schools in Alexandria,
Egypt during the academic year 2015–16. At all three schools,
English was taught from age 4. All three schools had limited
access to resources and accommodated few teachers who had
good command of English. Two of these schools accommodated
class sizes of around 70 pupils (schools 1 and 2), while school 3
had smaller class sizes of around 35 pupils. Participants for this
study were 393 pupils aged 10–11 in grade 5 of primary school. The
participants were selected to represent an approximate balance in
gender, with 213 girls and 180 boys.
[We labelled students’ responses as boy or girl B/S; School S1/S2/
S3; and data collection vehicle INT=interview; SS=sentence-starters].

Data collection
The research was designed to allow pupils to freely tell their own
stories and express what thoughts and feelings they had about their
learning experiences. Therefore, we used multiple sources for data
collection including: (a) a set of open, simple sentence-starters of a
generic nature, (b) drawings of the kind of English class the pupils
wished to have, and (c) semi-structured individual interviews with 38
pupils selected from those who responded to the sentence-starters.
Data collection procedures took place over two stages.
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1 Three classes from each participant school were selected and
observed twice, with a total of 18 classes. After each observation,
the three researchers shared and discussed their observation
notes.
2 Sentence-starters: these were short sentence stems that required
open and short answers. They were translated into colloquial
Arabic to ensure that all children could express their feelings
and thoughts freely without constraints. As a research team, we
explained the aim of the research and how we would handle data.
We answered all individual pupils’ questions about the research
procedures and outcomes. We had already gained school
principals’ consent, and we also gained pupils’ oral face-to-face
consent. We explained research ethics (BSA ethical guidelines
2002) and stressed confidentiality.
3 Drawings: after they had completed responses to the sentencestarters, we asked the children to draw their dream English class,
which they believed would support them to learn English well.
We asked them to label the drawing and write a short sentence
to explain it. One hundred and thirty-two pupils drew pictures of
their ‘dream English classroom’.
During the second stage of data collection in April 2016, the
following were conducted:
4 Semi-structured individual interviews: the research team
selected 38 interviewees by reading through their written
responses. All interviews were conducted in Arabic and were
audio-recorded and transcribed. We selected interviewees who:
(a) could write well and those who couldn’t, (b) were outspoken
and those who were withdrawn, and (c) were boys and girls.
These selection criteria aimed to allow the researchers to give
voice to everyone and to have a wide range of perspectives. Each
child gave their specific oral permission to be interviewed and
audio-recorded.
Promoting EFL learning towards peaceful global citizenship

page 61

Data analysis
Our research deliberately used open-ended questions to allow
pupils to express how they experienced learning English. Our
methodology was interpretivist, whereby we aimed to explore
and interpret meanings in pupils’ narratives and refrained from
imposing pre-set themes. The research team used NVivo12 to code
emerging themes from pupils’ written responses to the following
two sentence-starters (all originally through colloquial Arabic):
1 ‘I like to learn English so that …’ and
2 ‘These are the things I do that help me learn English …’
We ran a cross analysis of the pupils’ drawings of their ‘dream
English classroom’, focusing on two questions: (1) What did pupils
draw themselves doing? What could this mean? and (2) How did
pupils position themselves in relation to the teacher and other
pupils in class? What could this mean?

Findings
Children described their priorities for learning English
By far the most frequently mentioned reason for learning English
by all children was to learn to speak and communicate well in
English. Nearly half of the children mentioned speaking English
in response to the open sentence-starter: ‘I like to learn English so
that …’ Children described the classroom they wished to have as
the one in which they spoke in English ‘with the teacher and the
other pupils’ (SS GS1). However, more frequently they described
aspiring to develop the skills they needed to communicate with
foreigners. One boy described why he needed to speak English; he
wrote: ‘if someone comes from China, who studies English in their
country, English is the common language between us’ [SS BS1]. The
children’s words reflected their wish to be able to use English with
each other and to connect with people from all over the world. They
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thought that speaking English well would give them the confidence
and tools they needed to ‘travel to distant countries’, ‘not to feel
afraid or shy’, and to ‘explore different countries and learn about
their history’. One girl reflected on how learning to speak would
make children of her age proud of themselves, and feel welleducated. She told us:
When they grow up and travel abroad, they can communicate
with foreign people and understand them. Even if they won’t travel,
at least they will know many languages. You will feel self-confident
because you feel that you are educated. (Rania INT GS1)
It seems that these children were aware of the role English
played, as a worldwide spoken language, in connecting people and
giving access to knowledge and opportunities. For example, one
pupil explained: ‘English is the first language in the world. Every
time I hear someone speak English well, I wish I would speak like
them. And people would say to me “You learned English properly”.
English would make a lot of difference in my life.’ (Rami INT BS2)
In these cases, children were requesting access to a commodity
(spoken English) that would allow them improved social
interactions that could be crucial for peaceful global citizenship
now or in the future. This was also related to their desire to have
their voices represented in their immediate and more distant
communities, via the medium of English.
This desire to be socially connected and have a voice was
connected to the status-related goals mentioned by the children.
Someone who spoke English well had social status, as they
perceived it. Children perceived being able to speak English to be
key for bright careers for themselves and even for a better future for
their country. Yousry explained:
I wish for all students, my age and younger than myself, to be able
to speak in English … It is important for our careers; all jobs need
English. It is important for Egypt to be among the best countries and
important for the national income. (Yousry INT BS2)
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For these children, learning to speak English meant an opportunity
to advance in life and have better social and professional status;
and this was linked to their access to material resources, and to
greater representation in the global dialogue. This is significant,
considering the fact that most of these children came from deprived
social backgrounds and that Egypt as a country is designated as
low-middle income.

Children described how they could learn English by
showing disciplined behavior
When asked about the actions they could take to facilitate their
learning of English, many children described being recipients of
knowledge, which is typical of learners’ role within traditional
classrooms. For example, Sohir told us: ‘Pupils should be quiet.
The teacher should control’ (Sohir INT GS1). In spite of the fact
that these children wanted to be able to speak English and use
it to communicate efficiently, when suggesting how to reach
this goal they mentioned being silent in the classroom, being
attentive to the teacher and talking only when asked to. These
behaviors seemed to indicate their acceptance of their lower
status in the classroom and the denial of their role as full
participator. For example, when we asked Reem, who aspired to
be able to speak English with people, about what children can
do to speak English well, she explained: ‘The English teacher
explains in a good way and I understand pretty well. If we all sit
quietly in class, we will understand’ (Reem INT GS2).
The quotes above illustrate the paradox that they believed that
by keeping silent they could learn to speak. It also exemplifies the
disparity between how the system presented schooling goals and
the aspirations the children themselves had, illustrating the lack
of representation the children could claim in their learning. It
also indicates the low status they felt in terms of their authority to
decide how and what to learn in the classroom. For example, when
asked to give advice to other classmates on how to develop spoken
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English skills, one pupil told us that, ‘They [pupils] shouldn’t
speak with each other during the class and never make teachers
angry with them’. When asked to imagine a scenario of the perfect
English lesson, Somaya narrated:
The teacher sat down and everyone was quiet. No one was talking; no
one was rude to the teacher … And of course, the teacher spent time
explaining slowly, step by step, and repeated any parts that we did not
understand. (INT GS2)

Children associated this state of being quiet with the idea of
displaying expected behavior in class, which they believed to be
the prerequisite to successful learning. This seemed to place the
teacher’s authority and experience in a more elevated position than
their own. This may have denied them access to the ‘commodity’ of
spoken English, to a sense of good social status in the classroom,
and to a sense of representation in the classroom. For example,
Younis considered how children could develop their spoken
English best by working together to complete tasks in English,
but then proceeded to explain that this was not feasible because:
‘The teacher may get upset and think that we are chatting and
not paying attention to her … The teacher does not want anyone
to speak in class; we shouldn’t speak to each other’ (Younis INT
BS2). In other words, the social interaction the children aspired to,
by learning to speak English, was denied in the very site where it
might have been most enthusiastically encouraged.
Many of the drawings that illustrated the ‘dream English
classroom’ showed children sitting at rows of desks, separated from
each other, and seemingly following the teacher. The teachers in
the drawings stood next to the board or at the front of the class,
explaining and talking. The drawings provide a representation of
the teacher as the active player in the scene who leads, while the
pupils act as passive followers. The separation of pupils from one
another seems to preclude any possibility for social interaction
among pupils. One pupil commented on her drawing: ‘This is my
dream classroom. The teacher explains very well and repeats more
than once. Pupils are quiet and the class is quiet …’ (GS1). The
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Figure 1: The teacher dominates the ‘dream classrooms’ of some children
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drawings in figure 1 illustrate very vividly such scenes of teachers
positioned at the center as the key active player, and learners
positioned at the margins as passive recipients. There were even
drawings of the children’s dream class with only the teacher
present in class next to a board full of writing. This representation
of teacher-only classes may suggest that these children may not
have experienced the possibility of themselves directing their own
learning, and reinforces the concept of learning as being taught
and controlled by some outside agent. In these cases, the teacher
embodied the desirable commodity of English: s/he had the high
status, and s/he made the decisions.

Children suggested how teachers could support their
active participation in class
A minority of children, however, took a very different approach,
which correlated more closely to their stated aspirations
for learning English. They took a critical stance towards the
institutionalized patterns of behavior in these English classes. Such
children explained that to gain access to the speaking of English,
they needed to claim responsibility for their learning and make
decisions on how to better develop their spoken skills. One pupil
wrote about the value of children being trusted to find answers to
questions themselves and ask for help only when they needed it;
and of teachers respecting this and giving children the space to
direct their own learning. When asked to give advice to classmates
on how to improve their English, pupil Osama challenged the
idea of the teacher being the sole embodiment of English in the
classroom and challenged her/his role as the high status figure who
made all the decisions:
They [children] shouldn’t depend only on the teacher. They should
search the internet and read subjects and don’t rely only on the school
... You should have access to other resources … Surf the internet and
read different topics. (Osama INT BS1)
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According to the above quotation, children needed to control
their own learning and seek resources beyond what teachers
and schools were offering, perhaps because they were not
gaining full access to this in the current classrooms. As these
children described wanting to take more responsibility for their
learning, they seemed to reconsider the teacher’s and the child’s
roles in the class. These children described actions that would
extend their roles from non-participatory passive recipients of
knowledge in the class to active participants who constructed
contributions and interacted socially. For example, they could
take on some of the roles teachers assume for themselves,
such as teaching other children. One pupil gave a detailed
description of how taking on some of the teacher’s roles could
simultaneously provide opportunities for interacting in English:
If there is a part of the lesson I understand pretty well, the teacher lets
me come to the front and write on the board … If there is someone
who does not understand anything, I can explain for them … I speak
with my classmates in English and they speak with me in English and
we can understand each other. (Modi INT BS2)

A few other children described how to extend their speaking time
in class, seeking to re-balance the dominance of the teacher’s
voice. One pupil wrote, for example: ‘I pay attention to the teacher
and if she makes mistakes, I correct her. In all cases, I speak, and
she speaks.’ (SS GS2) Children also suggested that they could take
part in giving feedback to each other as this would help increase
their speaking time and participation in class. One boy described
learning from his mistakes by hearing other children speak English:
‘I answer and then my peers say another answer that is correct, and I
feel relieved and I learn from my mistakes’. (SS BS1)
These children illustrated in writing, speaking and drawing how
working with peers could support learning by enhancing their
English spoken skills. One pupil explained how group work gave
them increased access to speaking English since they felt less afraid
to speak among friends: ‘I feel relaxed among my friends. And we
listen to the teacher as she explains. We answer her questions in
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Figure 2: Children are active participants in the inclusive ‘dream classroom’
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an atmosphere of fun and we talk about the things that we do not
know’ [SS BS1]. In addition, in a participatory classroom, children
were more likely to feel safe and supported, by teacher and peers,
and become therefore more likely to take risks and speak in
English. Their sense of status in the classroom was presumably also
enhanced by feeling more relaxed. Another child, taking on the role
of the teacher, proposed to:
… pair the struggling children with the good ones so that they help
each other… Maybe I can put students who have internet with those
who don’t, and they can study together. (Morsi INT BS2)

The implication here is that peer learning could help to improve
access by all children to limited resources of different kinds.
Such an environment is central to an inclusive classroom, and is
therefore likely to be more conducive of learning and advantageous
to less privileged children who are either struggling, shy or lacking
in resources.
In the ‘dream English classroom’ of some of these children (n=62),
there were illustrations of themselves working and interacting with
other pupils in class. They positioned themselves at the center or
front of the classroom: in other words, they, and not the teacher,
occupied the focal point in these drawings. These illustrations
suggest that the dream classroom would grant children active roles,
social interaction and voice, all of which represent a rebalance of
teacher/learner power relationships. For example, in some of the
drawings the children drew themselves standing next to the teacher
and leading activities with the teacher, such as helping out in the
explanation of a language item; in other words, sharing authority
with the teacher. Other drawings seemed to portray the children
working together in groups or seeking peer support while turning
their back to the teacher, suggesting a shift in authority from
teacher to pupil. In one of the drawings, a pupil was standing next
to the board, busy writing while another pupil was reading, and
the teacher was standing sideways listening attentively to these
children, rather than speaking and being listened to. Other pictures
had groups of children sitting in circles and working on a task while
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the teacher circulated in the class. They had children working
on [imagined] tablets and searching for information; or children
facing each other and talking together. In all these drawings, peer
social interaction rather than individual isolation dominated.
These drawings depicted participation which depended on them
having higher status than usual and where their skills and voices
were represented.

Discussion
Our findings from this research project suggest that the grade
5 children in our study perceived some areas for improvement
in making the classroom a site of parity-of-participation, in
which all children had equal access to the necessary resources to
learn English. The children were competent in pinpointing the
disadvantages facing children who are treated as having lower
status than the teacher. Despite the faith that so many of the
children held in non-agentic learning-by-listening, a minority
of them were also able to claim their right to representation of
voice during classes. This was ironically particularly relevant to
the subject being taught – spoken English – the skill that so many
of these children aspired to master for their future status on the
global stage.
Based on our findings, we propose in this article that Nancy
Fraser’s (2008) three-pillar conceptualization of parity-ofparticipation is a useful model to apply to the EFL classroom.
We also propose that for quality English language teaching to
be effective, all children must have equal access to the learning
resources (i.e. the teacher); all children must feel that they have
the competence and confidence to succeed, as they have equal
status to all others as learners; and, in order to learn, children must
represent their own voices and the potentially critical views these
express. These findings indicate that some of these disadvantaged
children in poorly-resourced primary schools in Egypt perceived
the need for parity-of-participation in the EFL classroom, that is,
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for the equitable, inclusive classroom. Our proposal, in the context
of SDG target 4.7, is that teachers may help children acquire the
knowledge, skills and attitudes needed for the promotion of a
culture of peace, non-violence and global citizenship as they teach
in everyday EFL classrooms. We adhere to the belief that such
education will help promote a fairer, more collaborative world.
Note: This paper is adapted from the research described in the
following paper:
Elhawary, D., Hargreaves, E. & Mahgoub, M. (2020). ‘My Dream English
Classroom’: Exploring children’s perspectives from the traditional
classroom. Submitted to Foreign Language Annals.
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Abstract
Socioemotional skill development plays a critical role in both
academic performance and well-being for secondary students.
However, classroom observation tools aimed at this level of
schooling typically ignore this area of teacher practice. In response
to the growing evidence base on the importance of socioemotional
skills in adolescent learning, the Teach tool developed by the
World Bank is being adapted to secondary classrooms. The
Teach Secondary observation instrument, adapted from the Teach
Primary tool, captures (i) the time teachers spend on learning
and the extent to which students are on task, and (ii) the quality
of teaching practices that help develop students’ cognitive and
socioemotional skills. Socioemotional Skills constitute one of four
key areas of the Teach Secondary framework, in addition to Time
on Learning, Classroom Culture and Instruction. Socioemotional
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Skills considers teachers’ support of student autonomy, perseverance,
and social and collaborative skills. Here we present evidence on how
effective teaching of socioemotional skills enhances both cognitive
and affective development in secondary school classrooms, with a
particular focus on low- and middle-income countries. Throughout
this process we present the theoretical and empirical underpinnings
for the elements and behaviors of Teach Secondary’s Socioemotional
Skills area. We also specify differences between effective primary
and secondary teaching of socioemotional skills that helped
to inform Teach Primary’s adaptation to the secondary level. In
summary, this report presents a case for teachers’ encouragement of
socioemotional skills in the secondary classroom as well as the need
for a comprehensive tool that can help educators better understand
and improve these skills.
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Quality secondary schooling is paramount for allowing youth
to gain the skills and self-efficacy needed to transition to work
and succeed in life. Currently, however, a number of low- and
middle-income countries face considerable pressures on their
secondary systems that detrimentally affect the provision of
high quality education and the development of relevant skills for
active participation in society. Within the Global South, secondary
school systems experience numerous challenges. These include
increased student demand for places due to growing enrolment
in and completion of primary school, a high number of un- and
under-qualified teachers, low levels of student foundational literacy
and numeracy skills, large class sizes and limited resources. In
addition, the recent adoption of competency-based curricula in
many contexts demands skills and strategies for which teachers
are not sufficiently equipped, and brings further pressure that can
detrimentally effect teachers’ capacity to provide quality instruction
(Ochoa et al., 2018; Mastercard Foundation, 2020).
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In response to the growing need to improve the quality of
secondary schooling in low- and middle-income countries – and
in order to better understand secondary teachers’ professional
development needs and contribute to the professionalization of
secondary teaching worldwide – the World Bank is now developing
the Teach Secondary observation instrument. This has also been
fueled by the success of Teach Primary, which has led to increased
demand from a diverse set of users, including governments, think
tanks, and NGOs, for a version of the tool applicable to secondary
school classrooms.

the teacher provides a learning activity and the number of
students who are on task. The second component measures the
Quality of Teaching Practices and is organized into three main
areas: Classroom Culture, Instruction, and Socioemotional
Skills. These areas have corresponding elements that point to
specific behaviors characterized as low, medium, or high, based
on the evidence collected during the observation. These behavior
scores are translated into a 5-point scale that quantifies teaching
practices. Below, we describe the elements and behaviors that
characterize these areas of the tool.

1 An approach to measuring teachers’
encouragement of socioemotional skills

Classroom Culture

The existing Teach observation protocol, which is currently being
revised for application at the secondary level, captures teaching
practices that nurture students’ cognitive and socioemotional
skills. As described in the Teach Observer Manual, the overall
framework is divided into two key components: Time-on-Task
and Quality of Teaching Practices (see Figure 1). As part of the
Time-on-Task component, a series of snapshots record whether
TIME ON
TASK

TIME ON LEARNING

Instruction

+

QUALITY OF
TEACHING
PRACTICES

CLASSROOM
CULTURE
INSTRUCTION
SOCIOEMOTIONAL
SKILLS

POSITIVE BEHAVIORAL
EXPECTATIONS

SUPPORTIVE
LEARNING
ENVIRONMENT

LESSON
FACILITATION

AUTONOMY

CHECKS FOR
UNDERSTANDING

PERSEVERANCE

This area captures the extent to which teachers create a culture
that is conducive to learning. The focus here is not on the teacher
correcting students’ negative behaviors but rather the extent to
which the teacher creates: (i) a supportive learning environment
by treating all students respectfully, consistently using positive
language, responding to students’ needs, and both challenging
gender stereotypes and not exhibiting gender bias in the classroom;
and (ii) positive behavioral expectations by setting clear expectations,
acknowledging positive student behavior, and effectively
redirecting misbehavior.

FEEDBACK

CRITICAL
THINKING

SOCIAL &
COLLABORATIVE
SKILLS

This area captures teaching that deepens student understanding
and encourages critical thinking and analysis. The focus here is not
on content-specific methods of instruction, but rather the extent to
which the teacher: (i) facilitates the lesson by explicitly articulating
lesson objectives that are aligned to the learning activity, clearly
explaining content, connecting the learning activity to other
content knowledge or students’ daily lives, and modeling learning
activities through enacting or thinking aloud; (ii) does not simply
move from one topic to the next but checks for understanding by

Figure 1: Teach areas
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using questions, prompts, or other strategies to determine students’
level of understanding, by monitoring students during group and
independent work, and by adjusting his/her teaching to the level
of students; (iii) gives feedback by providing specific comments or
prompts to help clarify students’ misunderstandings or identify
their successes; and (iv) encourages students to think critically
by asking them open-ended questions and providing students
with thinking tasks that require them to actively analyze content.
Students exhibit critical thinking ability by asking open-ended
questions and performing thinking tasks.

Socioemotional Skills
This area captures how well teachers foster socioemotional
skills that encourage students to succeed both inside and
outside the classroom. To develop these skills, the teacher: (i)
instills autonomy by providing students with opportunities to
make choices and take on meaningful roles in the classroom.
Students exhibit their autonomy by volunteering to participate in
classroom activities; (ii) promotes perseverance by acknowledging
students’ efforts, rather than focusing solely on their intelligence
or natural abilities, by having a positive attitude toward students’
challenges by framing failure and frustrations as part of the
learning process, and by encouraging students to set short- and
long-term goals; and (iii) fosters social and collaborative skills
by encouraging collaboration through peer interaction and
by promoting interpersonal skills, such as perspective taking,
empathizing, emotion regulation, and social problem-solving.
Students exhibit social and collaborative skills by collaborating
with one another through peer interaction.
Teach Secondary, as with Teach Primary, is being developed with
a focus on teachers’ encouragement of students’ socioemotional
skills in the classroom. Whilst this is emphasized through the
Socioemotional Skills area of the tool, it is important to highlight
that other areas of the instrument also address important teaching
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practices relating to socioemotional skill development. Within
the Classroom Culture area, for example, behaviors referring to
teachers treating all students respectfully (1.1) and not exhibiting
gender bias and challenging gender stereotypes in the classroom
(1.4) have strong relevance for students’ social and collaborative
skills. For example, teacher modeling of respect for diversity is
critical for student collaboration in classroom settings that are
mixed according to religion, caste, age and gender. In addition,
the behaviors related to behavior management (2.1–2.3) help
children develop regulation of their own behavior. Within the
Instruction area, behaviors that encourage students to reflect
on and explain their thought processes (e.g., 5.1, 5.2, 6.2) are
important in nurturing students’ metacognitive skills. Finally,
the behavior referring to students asking open questions (6.3) is
reflective of students demonstrating their autonomy, or ownership
of the learning process, in the classroom. Therefore, whilst
Teach is divided into four overarching areas, we recognize the
interconnectivity of practices within the instrument and how each
can relate to more than one area of teaching.
This decision to include a focus in Teach Secondary on teachers’
encouragement of students’ socioemotional skills was motivated by
a number of factors. A wealth of evidence attests to the importance
of socioemotional skills for learning, engagement and self-efficacy
at both primary and secondary school. However, this area of
teaching is typically missing from many countries’ teacher training
programs and school curricula. Relatedly, few low- and middleincome countries measure how teachers nurture socioemotional
skills, despite the positive association of such skills with a number
of psychosocial student outcomes (Ladics et al., 2018). This lack
of focus on students’ socioemotional development becomes even
more pronounced at the secondary level, due to the greater focus
on subject-specific content knowledge and the need to prepare
students for high stakes exams that enable access into more
advanced levels of schooling. Students’ growing independence
during adolescence has also been suggested as a reason why
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teachers often neglect this critical area of instruction in secondary
level classrooms (Roorda et al., 2011).
To address this gap, Teach Secondary aims to measure how
teachers support student autonomy, which implicates students’
cognitive regulation skills, perseverance, which exercises students’
emotional processes and cognitive regulation, and social and
collaborative skills, which require students’ emotional processes
and interpersonal skills. These elements and associated behaviors
are currently being adapted from Teach Primary and were selected
for their likelihood of being observed within a 15-minute lesson
segment, and because of the extent of evidence attesting to their
effectiveness in facilitating secondary students’ learning and
socioemotional development. Below, we outline some key findings
that helped inform our decision to focus on the measurement of
teachers’ promotion of these specific skills at the secondary level.

2 Presenting a case for the measurement of
teachers’ encouragement of socioemotional skills
at the secondary level
Autonomy
The encouragement of student autonomy is observed through the
following three behaviors in Teach:
1 Providing students with opportunities to make choices;
2 Providing students with opportunities to take on meaningful
roles in the classrooms;
3 Students volunteering to participate in classroom activities.
Student autonomy can be understood and measured in a number
of ways. Across studies, however, a key indicator is the provision of
choices within a classroom. An empirical study in secondary schools
in the United States has shown that allowing students to decide
which books they read and giving them time to read their chosen
texts improves engagement, brings about a stronger sense of identity
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and leads to better achievement (Morgan & Wagner, 2013).
Assigning students roles and responsibilities within classrooms
is another key strategy attributed to the development of adolescent
autonomy. Meta-analyses of studies from multiple contexts have
shown that adolescent students who take on roles as peer tutors
within mathematics improve their understanding and performance
within the subject (Alegre et al., 2019; Leung, 2019). A study
conducted in Spain has also presented evidence that taking on roles
as peer tutors improves students’ self-concept within mathematics
as well (Moliner & Alegre, 2020). In a study examining an innovative
method of mathematics teaching known as ‘Responsive Teaching
through Problem Posing’, from the United States, secondary teachers
who elevate students’ roles within classrooms by positioning them
as experts in learning promoted confidence in students’ thought
patterns and strategies for working out problems (Kent, 2017).
Beyond the benefits to the ‘expert’ themselves, elevating the roles
of students in class discussions helped improve participation of
students more generally in both learning about and talking about
mathematical notions. Based on these findings, we have revised
behavior examples in Teach Secondary to highlight the particular
effectiveness of assigning students roles that help them support
other students’ learning development in the classroom1.
Another way that effective teachers foster autonomy is through
allowing students frequent opportunities to participate. Adegoke’s
(2011) Nigeria-based research demonstrated that expanding
students’ opportunities to take part in lessons led to decreased
dependency and enhanced academic performance. Ideally,
classroom participation should involve all students. However,
some research conducted in secondary schools in Ghana and
Tanzania suggests that teachers often favor volunteering students
1 Revisions reflecting the importance of students supporting each others’ learning
have been made to behavior examples for items 7.2, ‘The teacher provides
students with opportunities to take on roles in the classroom’, 9.1, ‘The teacher
promotes student collaboration through peer interaction’, and 9.3, ‘Students
collaborate with one another through peer interaction’.
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(e.g. students who have their hands raised) as well as more able
students who can demonstrate learning and understanding
effectively (Ampiah, 2008; Kira et al., 2013). A number of studentrelated internal and external factors have also been found to
impact classroom participation during secondary school, with
gender differences observed. A study conducted in Pakistan
found that boys participated more than girls and that self-esteem
enhanced boys’ willingness to take part in lessons more than girls,
whereas motivation influenced girls’ participation more than
boys. In addition, teachers, peers and curriculum were factors that
supported boys’ participation more than girls’, who in turn were
more influenced by a supportive classroom environment. For both
genders, fear was a significant factor that decreased participation
in learning. A main conclusion from this research was the vital role
that teachers can play in boosting participation by encouraging
contributions from all students. In addition, the importance of a
supportive, non-threating and open learning environment where
students feel comfortable expressing their thoughts was seen a
critical factor in students’ willingness to take part in lessons (Aziz,
Quraishi & Kazi, 2018).2

Perseverance
Teachers’ promotion of student perseverance is captured through
the following three behaviors in Teach:
1 Acknowledging students’ efforts, rather than focusing solely on
their intelligence or natural abilities;
2 Having a positive attitude toward students’ challenges by
framing failure and frustration as part of the learning process;
3 Encouraging students to set short- and long-term goals.
At the secondary level, praising effort and improvement, as
opposed to intelligence, has been highlighted as a key strategy
2 Teachers’ encouragement of a supportive learning environment is also measured
within the Classroom Culture area. Please refer to Section 2.
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for promoting students’ growth mindset, i.e. the belief that
intelligence is changeable rather than stable. Research
conducted in Chile revealed that growth mindset is a strong
predictor of secondary students’ achievement across all
socioeconomic levels (Claro et al., 2016). However, results
showing this association have been mixed in other contexts (e.g.
Ganimian, 2019). Secondary teachers’ focus on students’ efforts
rather than abilities has been further supported by research
revealing age-relevant differences in students’ preferences for
praise (Burnett & Mandell, 2010; Folmer et al., 2008). In one
example from Australia, younger students (grades 1–4) showed
stronger preferences for praise related to ability whereas older
students (grades 5–7) tended to favor praise related to effort
(Burnett & Mandell, 2010). Another example from the United
States examining perspectives of effort and ability for children
and adolescents aged 5–15 (Folmer et al., 2008) found that agerelated differences in the understanding of effort and ability
feedback led to different self-protection strategies. Specifically,
younger children equated ability with hard work whereas older
children felt that more able students did not need to expend
much effort. These studies strongly suggest that effort should
constitute the focus of positive language used with older
students in order to reflect their developmental tendencies
(Burnett & Mandel, 2010; Folmer et al., 2008).
Expressing a positive attitude towards students’ challenges
has also been identified as an important component of
effective teaching that helps develop perseverance and
academic achievement. Kafer et al.’s (2018) Germany-based
study, for instance, revealed that teachers’ positive attitude and
response to mistakes as well as students’ perception of their
own mistakes as opportunities for learning increased both
individual student motivation and achievement in English
language classes. Research from Ethiopia has also associated
the allowance of mistakes and encouragement of learning from
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mistakes as critical practices for fostering students’ creativity in
learning (Ayele, 2016).
A substantial body of research attests to the importance
of students setting personal goals as well as teachers’
encouragement of this practice. Research conducted in
secondary classrooms in Nigeria has shown that goal-setting
significantly impacts performance in the English language.
According to the authors, this is because once a goal is set, the
student has a direction: they are focused and determined to
achieve their goals (Idowu et al., 2014). These findings have been
echoed in Moeller, Theiler and Wu’s (2014) longitudinal study
from the United States which found that teachers who guide
students in setting individual goals during secondary school
witness increased achievement in Spanish language classrooms
five years on (Moeller, Theiler & Wu, 2014, p. 156).
Alongside this evidence, a number of differences in goalsetting behavior between children and adolescents have been
identified. Research from the United States has shown that older
adolescents generally hold more goals than younger children,
an unsurprising finding given the significant cognitive and
psychosocial changes that occur during this period (Galloti,
2005). This was also found to be the case for disadvantaged
out-of-school populations in Nigeria, suggesting that a stronger
orientation towards the future is a developmental tendency
for older students across contexts (Olasupo & Idemudia, 2016).
In addition, older adolescents tend to generate more complex
goals than younger students, i.e. ones that require more effort
and resources to achieve (Galotti, 2005). This evidence suggests
the importance of secondary students being supported in the
development of other self-regulatory strategies (e.g. planning
and strategy implementation), a practice that has now been
reflected within behavior examples of Teach Secondary.3

3 This change has been appled to behavior examples for behavior 8.3 ´
The teacher encourges goal setting’.
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Social and collaborative skills
Teachers’ encouragement of a collaborative classroom environment
is determined by the following three behaviors in Teach:
1 Encouraging collaboration through peer interaction;
2 Promoting interpersonal skills, such as perspective taking,
empathizing, emotion regulation, and social problem solving
3 Students exhibit social and collaborative skills by collaborating
with one another through peer interaction.
Secondary teachers who encourage student collaboration through
peer interaction are able to enhance students’ socioemotional
capacities and critical thinking skills as well as academic
achievement (Bukonola & Idowu, 2012; Fung & Howe, 2014; Fung,
Hung & Lei, 2018; Olanrewaju, 2019). Research in Nigeria has
revealed that secondary students in cooperative learning strategy
groups had higher immediate and delayed academic achievement
in science compared to students learning within conventional
lecture settings (Bukonola & Idowu, 2012). Other research
conducted in Nigeria showed that secondary students exposed
to collaborative learning opportunities significantly improved
their mathematical achievement and reduced their mathematical
anxiety, compared with students not exposed to these activities
(Olanrewaju, 2019).
Despite adolescents’ increased independence and more
developed cognitive capacities during adolescence (Sanders, 2013),
research has demonstrated that teachers can do much to enhance
the quality of student collaboration within the classroom. For
example, Fung et al.’s (2017) study from Hong Kong compared three
learning conditions including: whole class teaching approach,
group work without specific strategies, and group work with
effective strategies on learning related to a ‘space travel’ unit in
science. Of all these scenarios, group work with effective strategies
(e.g. fostering a relational approach to team dynamics based on
trust and respect and arranging the classroom in a way that was
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conducive to collaboration) not only improved test achievement,
but also enhanced students’ joint construction of conceptual
knowledge in science.
The development of students’ interpersonal skills including
perspective taking, empathizing, emotion regulation and social
problem solving, is a core concern of secondary educators.
Research relating to emotion regulation has revealed that
emotions are heightened during the period of adolescence,
with older individuals experiencing more frequent and intense
emotions than younger individuals. In addition, this stage of
development is seen as one of increased risk, in that affective and
behavioral problems tend to increase substantially, particularly
for adolescents who have more intense and labile emotions and
less effective regulation of these emotions (Silk et al., 2003).
Relatedly, evidence from both the Global North and South
suggests that bullying increases in frequency as well as severity
at the secondary level, with the highest prevalence observed at
the start of secondary school. As students get older, bullying also
becomes more covert, with verbal and relational bullying being
most frequent (Hasekiu, 2013; Mosia, 2015).
Evidence has highlighted the powerful role that teachers can
play in influencing and developing students’ interpersonal skills.
In experimental research from Spain examining the effects of
teaching self-regulation strategies and social skills through the use
of assertiveness and empathy to resolve interpersonal classroom
conflicts, students exposed to the treatment group had significant
gains in self-regulation, self-control on behavior in interpersonal
interactions, assertiveness, empathy and consideration towards
others (Sanz de Acedo Lizarraga et al., 2003). Research from the
Global South has also underscored the influential role of teachers
in this domain as well as the urgent need for teacher modeling of
positive behaviors in secondary classrooms. A study in Lesotho
reporting a high prevalence of bullying in high schools found that
teachers were mainly reactive rather than proactive in dealing
with students’ negative behavior towards their peers. This study
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highlighted teachers’ preference for using corporal punishment
to control bullying, a practice that, according to the author,
unwittingly reinforces bullying due to teachers’ modeling of the
use of force to get a desired response (Mosia, 2015, p. 176). Some
teachers within this study were also found to ignore bullying,
particularly verbal forms, which similarly acts as a reinforcement to
bullies. A major implication of this study was the need for teachers’
positive modeling of how to manage frustrating emotions and
for teachers to provide guidance on skills that can help secondary
students address their everyday social challenges (Mosia, 2015).
Whilst the benefits of students working collaboratively have
been well-documented, research also tells us of the challenges
that teachers can face in implementing this practice. Evidence
from Kenya has revealed that teachers perceive large class sizes
with restricted space as limiting the extent to which collaborative
work involving student-student interaction can be implemented
(Ndethu et al., 2017). Research from Vietnam has also exposed four
common issues encountered during group work that can present
obstacles to teaching and learning (Le, Janssen, & Wubbels, 2018).
These include: students’ lack of collaborative skills, ‘free riding’,
competence status and friendship. Linked to these obstacles are
three antecedents that are largely characterized by a strong teacher
focus on the cognitive aspects of collaborative learning, which can
lead both teachers and students to overlook the importance of the
collaborative aspects. These antecedents relate to the nature of the
collaborative learning goals, instruction and assessment set by the
teacher. Results from these studies highlight a need for teachers
to balance the cognitive and collaborative aspects of collaborative
learning. This is particularly important for secondary students,
given their developmental changes and increased concern with
peer–peer relationships and social status (Smith, 2009). It is also a
practice that has been reflected in Teach Secondary revisions.4
4 Revisions have been made to examples for behaviors 9.1, ‘The teacher promotes
students’ collaboration through peer interaction’ and 9.3, ‘Students collaborate
with one another through peer interaction’.
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Conclusion
Our evidence review has shown that Teach Secondary provides a
relevant approach for extending secondary classroom observations
to incorporate teachers’ encouragement of socioemotional skills.
While lessons have been learnt for Teach’s adaptation, including for
its application at the secondary level and to strengthen particular
aspects of the instrument, 5 we believe its use as part of research,
training and evaluation programs will be valuable for both
understanding and improving teachers’ development of students’
socioemotional capacities.
The importance of socioemotional skills for learning and
development is well documented. However, measuring teachers’
encouragement of these skills at the secondary level is not an
easy task and a number of questions and challenges must be
considered. Many of these relate to the nature of secondary
education systems which are subject-specialized and require
students to take high stakes assessments. These characteristics of
secondary schooling can place considerable pressure on teachers
to prioritize the teaching of content over other areas of learning
including socioemotional skills. In addition, it is also important
to consider whether it is appropriate to focus on measuring these
skills in contexts that offer stand-alone subjects addressing
socioemotional development (see UNICEF, 2012), that implement
short-term interventions focused on these skills (see Nasheeda et
al., 2018), or that teach socioemotional skills as part of other units,
as this further suggests to teachers that they do not need to attend
to this area of student learning in their practice. Another question
arising from our evidence review is the extent to which the subject
influences the teaching of socioemotional skills and whether it is
appropriate to measure these skills in all subjects. As we go forward
and continue to refine Teach Secondary, we will contemplate these
5 Our evidence review has also led to a number of revisions within other areas of
the Teach observation protocol including Time on Learning, Classroom Culture
and Instruction. We have also developed several new behaviors and are currently
testing these for their relevance to the secondary level.
NISSEM

Global Briefs: Pedagogy, practice and materials

page 90

questions and how best to address these challenges. We will also
think carefully about the most appropriate way to orient items
related to the development of socioemotional skills in light of our
learnings.
While changes will invariably be made through further reflection
and testing of Teach Secondary, we argue that current behaviors
associated with the socioemotional skills area of the tool are
important evidence-based benchmarks for teachers to strive
towards, even though they may not be easily observed in some
secondary classrooms. As shown in our evidence review, they are
also practices linked to both improved affective outcomes and
achievement in a number of sociocultural contexts. We further
argue that the behaviors presented reflect particularly relevant
skills for secondary students from low- and middle-income
countries who can face multiple challenges that impact their ability
to stay motivated, succeed and remain in schooling, including
poverty, remoteness, familial pressure to work, early marriage and
pregnancy. In the post COVID-19 learning environment, it is also
expected that many of these challenges will become exacerbated
and that new challenges relating to learning loss, learning through
digital platforms and disruptions to schooling routines will arise.
This current crisis reinforces the need for students to develop
socioemotional capacities related to autonomy, perseverance and
effective social interaction that can prevent them withdrawing
from learning.
In conclusion, this brief has highlighted the importance of
socioemotional skills for students’ learning and the potential of
Teach Secondary for helping secondary teachers foster these skills
in the classroom. This potential, however, is contingent on two
factors: 1) the establishment of feedback loops that allow findings
from the tool to be shared with teachers, implementing partners of
interventions, government officials and policy-makers in a practical
and constructive way; and 2) teachers being given appropriate
support to improve their practice. To help this process, the World
Bank is developing Coach, which is focused on helping principals
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and coaches use the information from Teach to provide targeted
feedback on how teachers can improve their classroom practices.
Once Teach Secondary is finalized, the World Bank will further
ensure that the tool is open-access, in order to facilitate its use in
multiple contexts.
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4
Issues and implications in supporting
teachers in the practical implementation
of social and emotional learning
approaches
D R M CANTER
Education Development Implementation Practitioner

Abstract
The development and implementation of Social and Emotional
Learning (SEL) approaches is increasingly being seen as a means
of engaging students and teachers in the collaborative creation
of effective classroom communities. Yet, while much attention
is paid to student adoption and practice of skills, very little to
date has focused on the needs of teachers in terms of effectively
implementing such approaches, and in adapting their practice to
accept new paradigms.
The abstract nature of SEL activities often does not fit with
teachers’ pedagogical or cultural norms, and can sometimes
call on teachers to place themselves in vulnerable positions of
exploring emotions and feelings within pedagogical structures
that traditionally emphasize more authoritarian and remote
responses. SEL approaches can challenge many teachers’ adherence
to a ‘fixed’ versus ‘growth’ mindset (Dweck, 2006), in believing that
students’ intelligence is predetermined and cannot be developed or
cultivated. Teachers may only partially implement SEL approaches
or implement them in ways that are more meaningful to them but
which do not address the original intentions.
The goals of an SEL program must be negotiated with the
teachers themselves in order to ensure relevance, effectiveness,
and acceptance. This paper looks at ways in which consideration
of how teachers implement, adopt, and most importantly adapt
NISSEM

Global Briefs: Pedagogy, practice and materials

page 98

SEL approaches, may act as an entry point into ensuring that SEL
programming is contextually appropriate and genuinely meets the
needs of the classroom communities that they aim to support.
The promotion of social and emotional competences through
education is increasingly being seen as a means of engaging students
and teachers in the collaborative creation of effective classroom
communities, and of improving the learning outcomes of all students
by providing them with skills that support them to become happy and
successful adults. According to this view, the promotion of Social and
Emotional Learning (SEL) can create the environment for effective,
collaborative relationships between teachers and students, and
thereby develop transferable cognitive and emotional dispositions
that allow students to thrive in a variety of contexts. Many of these
dispositions are recognized in Sustainable Development Goal
(SDG) Target 4.7, which aims ‘to ensure that all learners acquire the
knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable development.’
Yet, while much attention is focused on students’ engagement in
SEL activities, this risks ignoring or overlooking the vital element of
teachers’ perceptions and beliefs around the value of SEL approaches
– perceptions and beliefs that can act as both enablers and obstacles
to effective implementation of SEL-based activities. The focus on
student learning often fails to recognize how teachers adopt, and
most importantly adapt, SEL methodology to reflect their individual
and local classroom context, and hence fundamentally affect how SEL
is received and enacted.
There is therefore a need for greater exploration of teachers’
perception of their own role in SEL implementation and of the
value of SEL to themselves and their students. Such an exploration
can provide a vital insight and entry point into ways in which often
abstract and alien SEL concepts can be tailored and refined to better
reflect the needs of the whole classroom community, including
teachers themselves. This paper explores the importance of
considering these vital sociocultural aspects of SEL teaching through
the lens of teachers’ practical application of SEL in the classroom. In
particular, I take the example of teachers’ application of mindfulness
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and Brain Games activities developed by Harvard University in a
Dubai Cares-funded program in Sierra Leone in 2017, as an example
of how teachers’ perceptions must be considered more holistically
if there is to be effective implementation of SEL approaches at the
classroom level.
The language around SEL emphasizes the gains in student
experience – building positive relationships, navigating social
environments, children realizing their potential, and the
development of confident and competent future citizens – which
make the concept appealing and popular amongst INGOs and
policy-makers. There is the promise of improved classroom
relationships and more harmonious classroom communities,
and hence improved learning outcomes. The implication is
that improved communication and understanding between
and amongst teachers and students will improve focus and
performance. The Collaborative for Academic, Social and
Emotional Learning framework (CASEL, 2017), the most commonlyused in SEL implementation, places a range of competencies
including self-management and self-awareness, responsible
decision-making, relationship skills, and social awareness in a
framework of classroom interactions and values, with emotional
awareness at its core. Social and emotional reflection and
understanding by students is therefore based on the assumption
that improved emotional control drives attention, and increased
attention drives student learning. Yet this development of students’
collaborative skills is largely dependent on the social and emotional
skills of the teachers themselves – many of whom have received
their own education in a didactic way, and who may be working in
traditionally hierarchical and teacher-centric education systems.
An essential element of SEL implementation is a more tailored
and adapted approach for local contexts, which addresses the
more localized needs of teachers as well as students. However,
this is extremely difficult: the resources required to create
tailored or specific materials for a particular country context are
both intensive and expensive, and so almost by definition the
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adoption and adaption of ‘borrowed’ curriculum is extensive.
Despite rapid advances over the past few years, SEL is still a
relatively new concept, and research and materials on the
practical implementation of SEL approaches are still relatively
rare. SEL approaches are therefore compelled to borrow, develop,
or adapt curricula and materials from other countries, contexts,
and education systems. As Brush et al. (2019) point out, SEL
frameworks in a wide variety of international contexts focus on
competency areas that are very similar to those used in the USA.
Obviously there needs to be greater attention to ensuring that the
skills and competencies that are expected and practised through
SEL materials are respected and valued in their new context. The
sociocultural aspect of SEL is vital since the focus on individualism,
autonomy, and the child-centeredness of learning in ‘western’ or
Eurocentric models is often at odds with cultural norms in societies
and cultures more oriented towards collectivism, obedience, and
age-graded authority.
In much the same way that ‘student-centered’ learning
struggles to gain traction in certain settings (Tabulawa, 2013),
the implementation of SEL activities faces difficulties in gaining
credibility with some teachers because activities do not always
match the values and past experiences of those who are expected
to adopt them. Teachers’ beliefs and pedagogical practices are in
many cases misaligned with many of the pedagogical approaches
espoused by SEL programs, and a lack of training and experience in
learner-centered approaches mean that teachers’ ‘default’ approach,
when not supported by consistent in-school reinforcement, is
didactic and teacher-centered. In this respect, many teachers still
conceive of student learning as a ‘fixed’ model of learning rather
than exploring the need to develop a ‘growth mindset’ (Dweck,
2006) that allows for greater learning flexibility. Many teachers
therefore follow a ‘banking’ model of knowledge creation that
flows from teacher to student (Freire, 1993), rather than one that
establishes greater student autonomy, the co-creation of knowledge,
and the concept of emotional and intellectual intelligence that can
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be developed and cultivated.
The emphasis in western cultures on fostering a growth
mindset that thrives on challenge and sees ‘failure’ not as a sign
of unintelligence but as an opportunity for further growth is
predicated on an assumption that individuality and autonomy are
the optimal outcomes in learning. This additionally assumes that
teachers have their own SEL skills, capacities, and understanding
to be able to facilitate this process and to resolve any difficulties
or challenges that arise. SEL programs sometimes assume that
teachers will readily get on board with growth mindset techniques,
whilst not acknowledging the complex work that is required to
affect paradigm shifts in teacher approaches, and to confront and
address the often deeply-rooted beliefs around students’ capacity
for growth and change. Among SEL approaches around the world
it is recognized that teacher training is the greatest challenge
to effective implementation, and the process of collaboratively
creating contextually appropriate SEL materials is a complex and
long-term one.
There is therefore a greater need to explore what Jukes (2019)
defines as the ‘social classroom’ – how teachers and students
behave and interact, and the contexts in which what constitutes
‘social’ and ‘emotional’ learning is defined, since what is considered
relevant and valuable to teachers, students, parents, communities
and policy-makers is created from and varies with localized
culture. In this respect, teachers’ values and beliefs need to be
closely integrated into the development of SEL programs. Teacher
engagement and buy-in to SEL techniques is essential because
the authority of the teacher’s role as classroom leader can
either maintain inequality through preserving and reinforcing
hierarchical power dynamics, or can act to redress power dynamics
and build teachers’ effectiveness through their ability to negotiate
relationships with students, to relinquish power where appropriate,
and ensure fair and equal treatment for all learners (Randolph,
2019). However, the complexities of including sociocultural
factors in SEL program development, due to time and budgetary
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constraints, coupled with the lack of effective teacher training,
the difficulties of aligning program activities with cultural norms,
and the long-term complexities of shifting education paradigms,
mean that consideration of teachers’ own social and emotional
needs are often not sufficiently emphasized in program design and
implementation.

3EA SEL activities in Sierra Leone
Consideration of these sociocultural aspects of teacher
implementation of SEL activities are highlighted in this brief
analysis of approaches integrated in the Dubai Cares-funded
Education in Emergencies, Evidence in Action (3EA) program
in 2017, which consisted of modules of mindfulness activities
followed by further modules of Brain Games developed by Harvard
University. These activities were aimed at supporting a holistic
approach to learning, which included not only raising students’
literacy and numeracy learning outcomes and teacher professional
development support, but importantly considered the wellbeing
and motivation of teachers and students. This brief analysis is not
empirical, but seeks to indicate some of the issues of implementing
SEL approaches in the classroom, and how to recognize the
differing needs of teachers who are attempting to adopt and adapt
SEL approaches to their local contexts. It also indicates challenges
for the practical implementation of SEL programming in terms of
integrating and supporting pedagogical and social norms.
Implementation of the program in Sierra Leone, which was
managed by IRC, began with USA-based SEL specialists trialling
mindfulness and Brain Games modules in a number of targeted
rural schools in order to assess their appropriateness. These trials
were followed by training of trainers sessions, facilitated by the SEL
specialists with program staff who went on to undertake focused,
clustered training with classroom teachers. The implications of
this model of training need to be considered carefully, because
it depends largely on the understanding and competencies of
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program staff who are themselves the product of the didactic
education systems they work within. Program staff immediately
commented on how the concept of mindfulness might be seen as
‘new’, ‘different’, and ‘difficult’, and considered that introducing
these skills to teachers would be challenging.
Mindfulness activities focussed on key areas of discovering,
experimenting, and accepting. ‘Discovering’ activities primarily
involve basic practices in which students discover what is happening
around them and in their bodies. The activities ask students to
consider the calming effect of focusing on themselves within
their environment. ‘Experimenting’ activities focus on activities
that build on students’ understanding of belly breathing and the
purpose of mindfulness. In these activities, students experiment
with how different motions and sensations change how they feel.
These are generally very guided and active practices that involve
kinetic movement such as rolling of shoulders, tensing and releasing
muscles, and forming shapes that support students to understand
the nature and feeling of their body in different poses. ‘Accepting’
activities allow students to focus on the flow of thoughts in their
mind, and to support the regulation of that flow. These ‘accepting’
activities require students to be still and quiet for longer periods
of time, and to learn to accept the different feelings and sensations
in their bodies, as well as what is happening around them. The
activities are subdivided into ‘active’ and ‘still’ activities – active
sessions are designed to enliven students who are lethargic and
unengaged and to help engage their focus, while still activities aim at
greater self-reflection and consideration of mood and thought.
The implementation of the mindfulness program encouraged
teachers to establish regular routines, such as a specific action
where students were asked to put on their imaginary ‘mindfulness
caps’ to signify that the session had begun, and to physically
recognize and symbolize that it was time to be aware, mindful
and focused. Similarly, each session involved a short session of
‘belly breathing’ to prepare students’ minds and bodies for the
mindfulness activity – involving recognising the physically calming
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response from a controlled breathing exercise. These preparation
activities were then followed by the chosen mindfulness activity,
including a debrief where students were asked to reflect on the
changes they had noticed during the activity, and to consider
how they could apply this in their own lives. Within this routine,
emphasis was placed on providing students with options and
opportunities, such as determining what was comfortable to them
as individuals, whether to close their eyes, and where to place their
hands when belly breathing. Overall, these approaches aimed
at creating a regularized and calm routine that would ground
students for study.
Brain Game activities center around games and exercises to
strengthen students’ capacities to focus and control their attention,
and to strengthen their working memory and impulse control.
Focus and attention control is the ability to sustain attention
and ignore distractions when necessary, to listen and follow
instructions, to stay engaged in classroom activities, and to persist
even when interrupted or facing challenges. Development of
working memory focuses on the ability to keep track of, update,
and use information over short periods of time. This capacity helps
students to remember directions, follow steps in the right order,
and keep track of multiple things at the same time, supporting
them overall to plan and work towards goals. Impulse control
activities support students’ ability to control impulses and ‘think
before you act’, including waiting patiently, resisting temptations,
and thinking carefully before making important decisions. Brian
Games provide teachers with a structured and ordered set of
activities divided into three levels (starter, advanced, and genius)
and three colour-coded ‘powers’ (Focus Power, Remember Power,
and Stop and Think Power).

Teachers’ reactions to the SEL activities
Teachers immediately recognized the value of the SEL activities
in addressing toxic stress, and saw the applicability to their own
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lives where strained education systems, overcrowded classrooms,
limited teaching resources, and lack of professional development
training added to individual pressures and volatile community
situations. In Sierra Leone, many teachers have been affected by
over 11 years of civil war between 1991 and 2002, where schools
had been destroyed and teachers killed or displaced. Additional
pressures have been placed on the education system by the Ebola
outbreak of 2014–15, which closed schools, halted teaching for over
nine months, and led to almost 4,000 deaths. The education system
is strained, and according to the government’s own figures, more
than 50% of teachers are unqualified and untrained, many acting
as ‘voluntary’ teachers who might start their teaching practice with
only a High School Certificate, dependent on often inconsistent
parental subscriptions for their salary rather than being on the
government payroll.
Feedback from Teacher Learning Circles showed that initially,
in terms of mindfulness activities, teachers had difficulty with
students’ energy levels and tended to stick to a limited number
of ‘warmer’ activities that were very similar to activities they
already knew. Teachers were asked to record the types and range of
activities on Activity Tracking Sheets, which showed that the most
common activity was ‘Shake Everything Off’ – a rapid shaking of
the arms legs and head that was very quick and easy to introduce.
Teachers rarely used the more abstract ‘accepting’ activities, and
also appeared reluctant to demonstrate the movement of the
‘experimenting’ activities.
Importantly, the mindfulness activities aimed to end with
a ‘debrief’ session where teachers were asked to get students to
reflect on the feelings, sensations and changes that they noticed
throughout the exercise. Questions include what sensations
students felt in their body, where they felt these sensations, what
changes they noticed, how they felt at the end of the exercise
compared to the beginning, and how and when students might
use the exercise in their daily lives. Teachers appeared to struggle
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with this section, sometimes missing the whole section out and
sometimes simply asking the students how they felt, and accepting
a simple response when the students replied ‘good’ or ‘fine’. Initial
analysis indicated that teachers felt uncomfortable in exploring
areas where there were no distinct pathways to examining and
describing feelings and emotions to follow, and where they
themselves were uncertain about the effect of the activities.
It is important to place the teachers’ responses in the context
of the social and cultural norms of the Sierra Leonean classroom.
Unqualified teachers may struggle to establish status and control,
and may be reluctant to put themselves in positions where they
might be considered ‘silly’ or foolish. Some teachers privately
recognized that demonstrating belly breathing, relinquishing
authority to students, undertaking physical movement, and
especially maintaining a calm atmosphere for the more abstract
and ‘still’ activities made them feel ‘out of control’. This uncertainty
and low level of confidence in their ability to present activities
meant that teachers were not inclined to use all of the activities as
part of their repertoire. For some, the large class sizes meant that
they felt there was physically not enough space to undertake the
activities.
In contrast, Brain Games are a more concrete and, in teachers’
eyes, more accessible way of developing students’ attention. In fact,
in program implementation terms, it was felt useful to introduce
mindfulness before Brain Games, because the concrete nature of
the Brain Game activities would dominate teachers’ attention at the
expense of the more abstract nature of mindfulness. Initial training
on Brain Games indicated that teachers struggled with applying the
activities with large class sizes, often trying to explain and start the
game with the whole group rather than demonstrating the activity
with a small group first and then assigning students to smaller
groups to practice on their own. Similarly, teachers frequently
tried to move students about, to demand that they ‘answer quickly’,
and to put suggestions into students’ minds before the students
had had time to think or make their own contribution. It was
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recognized that a key element of the development of these activities
was supporting teachers to be non-judgemental in their approach
and allowing students time to experiment and make mistakes.
Teachers appeared to feel that there was a ‘right’ way of responding
to activities that involved speed rather than careful thought. Again,
although they became more assured with more concrete activities,
teachers appeared uncertain about relaxing control and releasing
their didactic authority. The question of teacher authority and
status, and the social norms of the classroom, therefore appear
much more important in terms of the practical application of
SEL actions, since they fundamentally affect how enabled and
how comfortable teachers feel in enacting the activities in their
classrooms, and hence how they present the activities to their
students.

Conclusions
Teachers frequently face complex social and cultural terrain
where their own status as educated individuals is held in tension
with perceptions about their value and status in the classroom
and the community. Inherently bound up in teachers’ roles in
implementing SEL activities are considerations of the social
and cultural norms of the wider education environment, the
competencies valued in the culture in which the activities will be
implemented, and the ways in which the SEL competencies are
reflected through the activities. As in many low-income countries,
many teachers in Sierra Leone are unqualified and untrained, and
their status as ‘voluntary’ teachers is part of the wider challenge
of the professionalization of the teacher workforce as a whole.
Yet, that status affects how they feel empowered (or not) to effect
change. Limited access to training opportunities and limited
experience of child-centered methodologies mean that teachers’
understandings of the values inherent in the frequently-used
models of SEL implementation are framed in ways that are often
different from those that the designers intended.
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In this respect, SEL concepts are sometimes misaligned with
the values and norms of teachers. As in the mindfulness example
above, whilst teachers could recognize the value of stress-relief
mechanisms in their own lives, they struggled to connect this to
classroom implementation because concepts were abstract and new,
and they privately admitted to feeling ‘silly’ or embarrassed when
demonstrating or undertaking them. This emotional response is
an important consideration in terms of the level of acceptance and
comfort that teachers feel in implementing activities. The natural
authority of the teacher supports the integration of new ideas, but
the feelings of discomfort undermine the willingness to engage. In
the example above, the activities challenged teachers’ notion of
their own status and authority in the classroom where they were
being asked to make themselves – as they saw it – vulnerable, in an
environment in which they are conventionally seen to be in control.
Teacher training is obviously essential but not enough in
itself. Teacher development has tended to move towards inschool, continuing professional development. Yet significantly,
consideration needs to be given as to whether activities fit with
the sociocultural norms of the classroom and whether they are
appropriate for the needs of teachers and students. In SEL terms,
teacher development must be seen in the wider framework of
addressing teachers’ needs in the context of the social classroom
– making sure that teachers are able to interact effectively with
students and bring appropriate skills and attributes to those
interactions, and that they have ability to negotiate the oftenconflicting stresses they face. It is generally accepted that positive
teacher characteristics, such as friendliness, openness, honesty,
and trust lead to enhanced student academic achievement and
emotional development. However, the content and quality of
teacher–student interactions largely depend on what teachers
know and can do. Ensuring that teachers have the knowledge and
skills necessary to foster effective student social and emotional
learning is therefore of paramount importance. The question is
how, where and when to help teachers acquire these skills and
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knowledge? How do we foster these elements and ensure that
teachers have the necessary skills to reflect the positive values
and attitudes we wish to see in students? These are obviously
very complex issues with no simple solutions, but there must
be greater consideration of teacher engagement in SEL design.
Current research and evidence on teacher ‘voice’ and how teachers
contribute to debates on the quality of education is very limited,
but we must listen to factors that affect teachers’ interactions in the
classroom. Teachers’ understanding of local context is invaluable
but often overlooked, so future development of SEL programs
and processes must consider how to interlink these factors in
meaningful ways.
Ideally, the objectives and outcomes of an SEL program should be
negotiated with teachers in order to ensure relevance, effectiveness
and acceptance. Only this can prevent the homogenization of
SEL programs and ensure they genuinely meet the needs of both
students and teachers. It is important to foster a culture of social
and emotional learning within and outside the classroom, and for
this to be reinforced through SEL activities across the spectrum.
This is extremely difficult due to the structural and financial
constraints of programming, with the need to meet targets and
deliverables within set time periods, and where the process of
building social and emotional skills, and working within the
cultural paradigms of teachers and students, is nebulous and longterm. As Dembelé and Halsey Rogers (2013) note, considerations
of implementation have so far tended to separate systems from
individuals, providing less attention to teacher background and
identity and more towards considering teachers as a homogeneous
mass. Yet in order to be truly meaningful and effective, there
must be a greater emphasis on individualizing and tailoring SEL
activities to serve the needs of both the teachers and the students
whom they are meant to address.
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Abstract
For decades, Colombia has suffered from high levels of different
types of violence. Seeking to change cycles of violence, several
public policies, including national standards and a national test
of citizenship competencies and two national laws, have been
developed to promote peace education, socio-emotional education
and citizenship education. Implementation of these public policies
at a large scale has been a challenge. In this brief, we describe three
strategies which intend to help bridge the gap between public
policies and quality implementation: 1) Aulas en Paz, a structured,
evidence-based, multi-component school program based on the
development of eight socio-emotional competencies to prevent
aggression and promote peaceful relationships; 2) open access
materials, including materials from Aulas en Paz and many other
programs and initiatives; and 3) in-service and pre-service teacher

education which intend to help teachers develop their own socioemotional competencies and learn pedagogical strategies to promote
socio-emotional development and constructive classroom climates.
Together, these three strategies could contribute to break persistent
cycles of violence in Colombia and elsewhere.

Violence and peace education in Colombia
Colombian children and adolescents are frequently exposed to
different types of violence. The Colombian internal armed conflict
has lasted for more than five decades and has led to more than 8
million victims, including about 7 million internally displaced. In
spite of the peace agreement signed in 2016 with the largest and
oldest guerrilla group (FARC), smaller groups remain active in some
regions, generating frequent clashes and more victims among the
civilian population. In addition, in many cities across the country,
urban violence remains common and involves, for instance, drugtrafficking groups, youth gangs, and football hooligan groups. Many
children and adolescents are also frequently exposed to aggression
and violence in their families, their schools, and their virtual social
networks. All this exposure to violence can have many negative
emotional consequences on children such as anxiety, depression,
and post-traumatic stress disorder (Margolin & Gordis, 2000). In
addition, being exposed to violence early in life can increase the
risk of developing aggressive behaviors, which can remain into
adulthood if nothing is done to prevent it. This can generate a cycle of
violence that can even be transmitted from generation to generation
(Chaux, 2003; Dodge et al., 1990; Huesmann, 1984; Widom, 1989).
Understanding the mechanisms by which exposure to violence
contributes to the development of aggression can provide insights
into how to break this cycle of violence. This conceptual background
has inspired educational initiatives, programs and policies that seek
to contribute to promoting peaceful relationships in Colombia, in
spite of its high levels of exposure to violence (Chaux, 2012).

1 All the authors contributed equally to this paper.
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Peace education and citizenship competencies in
Colombia
The Colombian educational system is very decentralized. In fact,
there is no national curriculum. On the contrary, each school can
decide on its own curriculum, materials and pedagogical practices.
The Ministry of Education can only create standards that each
student is expected to reach and national tests to measure to what
extent students are actually reaching those standards. In addition
to national standards and tests for mathematics, natural and social
science, and languages (Spanish and English), since 2004 Colombia
has also had national standards of citizenship competencies and a
test that each 5th and 9th grader has to take (Ministerio de Educación
Nacional, 2004). Some of the citizenship competencies included in
the standards and tests are based on research about how to promote
peaceful relationships to break cycles of violence, such as:
● Anger management: the capacity to identify one’s signs of anger
and to manage it when it could lead to harming others or oneself;
● Empathy: the capacity to feel something similar or compatible
with what others are feeling;
● Assertiveness: the capacity to defend one’s rights or the rights of
others in firm but non-aggressive ways;
● Critical thinking: the capacity to identify and question
assumptions, beliefs, information, practices, or social norms
according to one’s own autonomous thinking;
● Conflict resolution: the capacity to manage interpersonal or
intergroup conflicts in peaceful ways based on dialogue and
taking into account the perspectives and interests of all those
involved.
The standards also include competencies crucial to promoting
participatory democracy (e.g., team work) and pluralistic
appreciation of diversity and identities (e.g., critical thinking
towards discrimination). With only minor differences (e.g.,
citizenship competencies directly address political issues, while
socio-emotional competencies explicitly include intrapersonal
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issues), citizenship competencies are very much related to what
is currently known as socio-emotional competencies, although
they were proposed several years before the current international
emphasis on socio-emotional learning (Weissberg et al., 2015). The
citizenship competencies standards and tests led to a significant
movement in the Colombian educational system. Many initiatives
and programs were created and several are still being implemented.
However, there were also many limitations, in great part because
the standards and the tests indicated what was expected, but not
how to achieve it (Chaux & Velásquez, 2009). Also, many educators
have to teach in poor conditions and need support in learning
how to promote the citizenship competencies in their classrooms.
With few exceptions (e.g., Chaux, Lleras & Velásquez, 2004) no
materials have been distributed, and almost no formal teacher
training has been offered. Furthermore, the implementation of
a national program depends in great part on the role played by
local Secretaries of Education. Some exceptional Secretaries of
Education, for instance those from Bogotá, the capital, have created
comprehensive citizenship education programs, with very large
investments and promising results (UNESCO – OREALC, 2017), but
many others have offered little support to schools.
About ten years after the citizenship competencies program
was launched, two laws related to peace education were approved
by the Colombian Congress: the Law for School Violence
Prevention (Ley 1620 de 2013: Convivencia Escolar) and the
Peace Education Law (Ley 1732 de 2014: Cátedra de la Paz). The
first law (and its regulatory decree) states (among many other
measures) that each school should have a program for promoting
peaceful relationships based on the development of citizenship
competencies. The second law (and its regulatory decree) states
that there should be a mandatory assignment in the curriculum
of each school to explicitly promote peaceful relationships. Both
laws have represented a stimulus for peace education work in
schools. However, there are also several challenges for their
implementation. Neither law included a measure related to how
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pre-service or in-service teachers should be trained. After the Peace
Education Law, the Ministry of Education promoted the design of
freely available didactic sequences, including specific and detailed
classroom activities (Ministerio de Educación, 2017a), which serve
as examples of how to integrate peace education in school curricula.
However, these didactic sequences were not widely distributed and
are still largely unused by the educational system.
All of this suggests that there is a large gap between wellintentioned policies to promote peace education based on the
development of citizenship competencies, and the implementation
of these policies in the schools. In the remainder of this brief we
describe three approaches by which we have been trying to bridge
this policy–implementation gap in peace education, all with the
same coherent background in citizenship competencies: the
program Aulas en Paz (Classrooms in Peace); offering open access
materials for educators; and improving teacher education.

Lessons from the Aulas en Paz program
Despite the publication of the standards of citizenship
competencies in 2004, there was still a need for concrete initiatives
to adequately work with those standards in the schools. The Aulas
en Paz program was created as a response to this need. Specifically,
it intended to close the gap between policy and everyday practice
by translating the dimension of peaceful relationships of the
Colombian National Standards of Citizenship Competencies into
concrete strategies and classroom activities. The program focuses
on preventing aggressive behaviors and promoting peaceful
relationships through the development of eight basic competencies
that are listed in the standards: anger management, assertiveness,
active listening, empathy, perspective-taking, creative generation of
options, consideration of consequences, and critical thinking.
Aulas en Paz has three components that combine primary
and secondary prevention. The first component is a universal
curriculum for students in grades 2–5, which addresses three
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topics: aggression, bullying, and interpersonal conflicts. This
curriculum is led by home-room teachers who receive training and
individualized support from program staff. The second component
is led by program staff and includes workshops for all families and
personalized home visits to the families of those children who
show more problematic behaviors. The third component includes
extracurricular activities led by program staff with small groups of
children: these groups are usually composed of four highly prosocial
children and two children with higher levels of aggressive behavior
in class. This 2:1 ratio has proved to be an important factor when
working with the children who need more support (Chaux, 2012).
The design of the activities of the program follows five
pedagogical principles (Chaux, 2012): learning by doing (i.e.,
developing competencies by practicing them); meaningful learning
(i.e., connecting with students’ lives); progressive increase of
activities’ complexity (i.e., activities that are challenging but
not too difficult for the children); promotion of self-efficacy (i.e.,
promotion of students’ sense of being capable of putting into
practice what they are learning); and intrinsic motivation (i.e.,
fun activities that facilitate students’ engagement) (Chaux, 2012).
The activities include a variety of strategies (Chaux et al., 2008),
including the use of characters that help children remember
specific strategies. For example, Tuga the Turtle is a character who
teaches children to take a moment to calm down when they feel
angry. Another strategy is using children’s literature to explore
feelings and develop empathy by asking questions such as ‘How
do you think the character is feeling?’ or ‘How would you feel if
you were in a similar situation?’ Finally, children are provided with
multiple opportunities to put the citizenship competencies into
practice through role-plays and theater presentations.
Evaluations of the program have shown positive results for
student outcomes. The first evaluation of the program was based on
several hours of observation throughout the school year. Findings
suggested a decrease in aggressive behaviors and an increase in the
reported number of friends, especially for those children who were
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initially identified as the most aggressive (Ramos, Nieto, & Chaux,
2007). The most recent quasi-experimental evaluation included a
sample of 1154 students from 55 classrooms in 7 schools. It showed
positive results in teachers’ reports of students’ aggressive and
prosocial behaviors, and in students’ reports of assertiveness and
verbal victimization (Chaux et al., 2017). As we will describe in the
following paragraph, the program has faced multiple challenges
due to the under-resourced and vulnerable contexts where it
has been implemented. Obtaining positive results despite all the
difficulties suggests that Aulas en Paz has a high promising value,
even for underserved populations.
Scaling up Aulas en Paz in the Colombian context has faced
several challenges. The vulnerable and violent contexts in which
schools are often located represent a challenge for the program’s
implementation. Access to the schools or to the students’ homes
for the family workshops is sometimes difficult because of safety
reasons. In addition, the program’s success greatly depends on
two factors: (1) the quality of teaching (e.g., whether the teacher
promotes a classroom climate that facilitates the development of
the citizenship competencies), and (2) the school’s commitment
to the implementation of the program (e.g., whether the
school administrators facilitate adequate spaces to implement
extracurricular workshops with students and families). Optimal
conditions regarding these issues are rarely achieved. For example,
school administrators often lack a deep understanding of the
objectives and components of the program (Delgado, 2019), and
some teachers tend to use strategies that are contrary to the
principles of the program but are often overloaded with multiple
tasks that leave little time for training.
Three approaches have been useful, although not fully sufficient,
to face these challenges. First, the frequency of individualized
follow-up meetings with teachers has been increased to replace
hours of group training and strengthen the quality of pedagogical
support. Second, the program has increased its flexibility
regarding the times, modalities, and physical spaces where it can
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be implemented. Finally, scaling-up implies a continued search
for a balance between, on the one hand, increasing the number of
beneficiaries and, on the other hand, maintaining feasible costs
and high fidelity with the main objectives and principles of the
program. Developing technological tools is an alternative path
towards that balance. Teacher training sessions of the program
have been recently adjusted to be delivered online, and different
approaches that include virtual learning and support are currently
being explored.

Open access materials
Another approach to address the gap between policy and peace
education practice has been providing high quality pedagogical
materials to teachers. However, this is especially challenging in
Colombia, where the decentralized education system is based upon
the promotion and strong appreciation of school autonomy. In
such a context, no official textbooks are approved by the Ministry
of Education, nor is there a national curriculum. As teachers do not
have these official resources, it is essential to provide them with
high quality options to choose from. However, this is not always
the case. Teachers who work in remote areas or in schools located
in vulnerable communities often do not have access to pedagogical
resources. Moreover, when they do have the conditions to choose
them, the quality of these options is not always good. A notable
exception in rural areas is the program called Escuela Nueva, which
has developed excellent guides and handbooks especially aimed
at rural education. The development and promotion of open
access peace education materials – which give teachers from all
over the country access to high quality, free and contextualized
pedagogical tools – becomes one of the ways to achieve
pedagogical transformations, closing the gap between policy and
implementation.
Although the Colombian educational system does not use official
textbooks, the Ministry of Education can suggest examples of
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pedagogical activities. That was the case for the didactic sequences
designed for the Peace Education Law (Ley 1732 de 2014: Cátedra de
la Paz), which provide teachers and communities with pedagogical
tools to use in their schools. The didactic sequences include practical
activities to be implemented in the classrooms for all grades
(Ministerio de Educación Nacional, 2017a). They were designed
in alignment with the guidelines of the Ministry, which include a
detailed matrix of learning performances for each grade (Ministerio
de Educación Nacional, 2017b). This matrix presented a suggestion
of how to organize topics and learnings across different grades, based
on a developmental perspective: from socio-emotional development
for building peaceful relationships in elementary grades, to conflict
mediation and social impact projects in middle school grades, to
Global Citizenship Education in high school.
Besides the work of the Ministry of Education, several
organizations, such as NGOs, universities, schools, and local
secretaries of education, among others, have developed a variety of
pedagogical resources for peace education. However, many of these
are neither free nor easily available. Some of these organizations
have been making their materials free and accessible. Aulas en Paz,
for example, published almost 40% of its classroom materials as
open resources. However, it is not always easy for teachers to obtain
these tools. It is not enough to have open access materials, it is
also necessary to have platforms and distribution mechanisms for
teachers to be aware of and access them.
One of the initiatives for teachers to access and share open
materials has been led by EDUCAPAZ, an alliance of seven civil
society organizations working on peace education, together with
the Ministry of Education. They created the online platform
Pazatuidea.org where teachers can find many resources of the
partner organizations, including materials from Aulas en Paz,
Fundación para la Reconciliación (Foundation for Reconciliation),
Centro de Investigación y Educación Popular CINEP (Center for
Research and Popular Education), Escuela Nueva (New School
Foundation), Fe y Alegría (Faith and Joy), and two universities:
NISSEM

Global Briefs: Pedagogy, practice and materials

page 120

Javeriana and Los Andes. For the first time, materials from these
leading organizations have been made freely available. In addition,
the open nature of the platform allows teachers to upload their own
materials and interact with each other, building a community of
people who share and provide feedback about their work. One of
the innovative characteristics of Pazatuidea.org is the possibility
of uploading materials in different formats. The toolbox includes
textbooks, guides, and documents, but also videos, podcasts,
photos, and infographics. The varied nature of the pedagogical
tools has proven to be even more relevant in Colombia’s
multicultural and diverse territories, especially in rural areas where
internet connection and communication can be limited. In this
context, many of the materials can be used offline and different
kind of media have been used: from public radio broadcasting to
webinars and podcasts.
Open pedagogical materials are one of the ways to close the
gap between peace education policy and its implementation.
Nonetheless, materials are necessary but not enough. Teacher
training and support are imperative for their adequate use.

Teacher education
Taking into account the fundamental role that teachers have in
promoting students’ citizenship competencies, training programs
are key to developing teachers’ capacity to design and deliver
rich learning experiences. However, there is a lack of teacher
training about how to promote these competencies, particularly
for pre-service teachers. While we recognize that such training
should take place for both pre-service and in-service teachers,
we have several reasons for proposing that efforts for the former
should be increased. First, most of the training and materials
mentioned above have been mainly targeted and delivered to
in-service teachers. Second, while in-service teacher professional
development training is very important, not all teachers have the
opportunity to participate in continuing education programs; in
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contrast, all teachers receive pre-service training. Third, and more
importantly, offering pre-service teachers early experiences in
developing their own citizenship competencies and pedagogical
tools to develop these competencies in their students, can help
them to take on one of the most important challenges faced
by novice teachers, which is managing discipline, conflict and
aggression situations. The style of authority that teachers adopt,
for example, is fundamental to how they handle these situations
in the classroom and for the promotion of students’ citizenship
competencies (Chaux & Velásquez, 2016). Without prior training, it
is easy for teachers to quickly resort to authoritarian or permissive
practices with their students, which may hinder students’
socio-emotional development. Conversely, if teachers come to
classrooms for the first time with adequate classroom management
competencies to manage their authority in the classroom in
an assertive and democratic way, they will be able to promote
autonomy, self-regulation and care in their students and prevent
work stress in themselves.
A study by Magendzo and Arias (2015) examined the current
state of citizenship competencies in teacher education programs
in Latin America. In the case of pre-service training, they found
that: (a) these topics have a marginal position in the programs’
curricula; (b) professors from undergraduate programs do not
have the knowledge to teach these topics; and (c) scores on the
national standardized test of citizenship competencies among
undergraduates in teaching education programs, which are
administered to those who are about to graduate, are below those
of students in other disciplines. Based on this, the Colombian
Ministry of Education, supported by Asia-Pacific Centre of
Education for International Understanding (APCEIU, a UNESCO
center), created and disseminated guidelines to include citizenship
education in teacher education programs (Ministerio de Educación
Nacional, 2018). These guidelines include recommendations on
the knowledge, pedagogical strategies, research skills, classroom
management competencies, leadership, and community
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perspectives that schools of education should include in order to
foster citizenship education in their teacher education programs.
Despite these guidelines, there is still much to do to support
and prepare teachers on how to deliver citizenship competencies
programs. As mentioned before, there is a significant overlap
between citizenship and socio-emotional competencies,
particularly in regard to interpersonal relationship skills. Hence,
the wealth of research and previous experiences on socioemotional learning (SEL) can shed some light on these types
of competencies and can be integrated into pre-service teacher
training programs. In this regard, at least five learning goals
can be identified. First, it is essential that student teachers have
opportunities to develop their own socio-emotional competencies
(Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Second, it is important that they
understand what socio-emotional competencies are, which specific
competencies should be developed in children and youth, and how
these competencies can be promoted in students throughout their
lives (Schonert-Reichl et al., 2015). Third, teachers should learn how
to integrate the development of citizenship and socio-emotional
competencies in the teaching practices of their respective academic
areas (Chaux et al, 2004). Fourth, teachers’ training should enable
them to design and use innovative pedagogical practices (e.g.,
role-plays, gamification, blended courses) that promote significant
and deep learning, as well as students’ engagement. And finally,
it is necessary that future teachers learn classroom management
competencies and strategies to build positive classroom climates,
that is, environments in which care, trust, safety, inclusion,
empowerment and autonomy are valued and promoted (Elias &
Schwab, 2011).
In other to achieve these learning goals, we propose a variety of
strategies to enhance pre-service teacher training on citizenship
and socioemotional education, some to be driven by policy-makers
and others by schools of education and the superior normal
schools (the latter are special schools where some students
choose to enroll in a two-year program at the end of high school,
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to become elementary school teachers). With regard to policy
makers, they could invest more efforts in highlighting their interest
in integrating citizenship and socio-emotional competencies in
teacher education programs. For example, undergraduate students
take a national test of professional competencies at the end of their
programs (SABER PRO). Currently, this test includes a citizenship
competencies component, but it only assesses a limited number
of cognitive skills, mainly related to critical thinking. Also, the
Ministry establishes guidelines with specific characteristics that
teacher education programs should include in order to obtain,
renew or modify their functioning licenses. Currently, citizenship
education is barely mentioned in the curricular component of
these guidelines, along with several other topics; no mention
is made either of socio-emotional competencies. In sum, the
Ministry could stress the importance of citizenship and socioemotional competencies through the national test of professional
competencies and through the guidelines for the teacher
education programs. Finally, policy-makers could also reinforce
the dissemination of pedagogical ideas, strategies and resources
(e.g., materials, videos) related to these competencies, though open
access platforms such as Pazatuidea.org.
With regard to the schools of education and superior normal
schools, they can carry out several actions to integrate citizenship
and socio-emotional education in their programs. For example,
they may include specific courses (preferably mandatory), such
as social and emotional development, covering topics such as
what these competencies are, how they develop at different
developmental stages in school life, and how different contexts (e.g.,
family, school, peers) influence their development. Another course
might be on classroom climate and management, including topics
such as assertive-democratic teaching styles for positive discipline
management, aggression and conflict (Chaux, 2012), mindfulness
(Jennings, 2015), democratic participation in the classroom (Maitles
& Deuchar, 2006), intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2016) and
growth mindset (Dweck, 2006). These courses should include active
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and reflective pedagogical methodologies that offer opportunities for
student teachers to practice classroom management skills and their
own citizenship and socio-emotional competencies, and constantly
reflect on their improvement. For example, observation and analysis
of classroom videos, role-playing games and case analysis, as well as
self-reflective journals, could be used, which have been shown to be
effective in the development of such skills (Velásquez et al., sent for
publication).
In addition to specific courses, learning about citizenship and
socio-emotional education can be significantly enriched in the
supervision and mentoring of the pedagogical practices carried out
by pre-service teachers in schools, as part of their undergraduate
programs. It is desirable that these practice experiences have clear
and explicit learning objectives and methodologies that include
these topics. For example, it would be helpful for student teachers if
their pedagogical practice experiences were focused on observation,
practice, and reflection on teacher–student interactions, classroom
climate and management, and emotional self-regulation and stress
management of the teacher, all with emphasis on the development of
citizenship and socio-emotional competencies of children and youth.
In order to offer these courses and adequately accompany the
pedagogical practices, it is essential that the professors and practice
supervisors of the schools of education have knowledge and training
about citizenship and socio-emotional education. Unfortunately,
few schools and colleges of education have experts on these issues.
For this reason, it is key that these institutions include experts on
these topics in their professors’ enrolment agenda, and/or provide
training on these topics for current professors. This can be very
important insofar as it would allow citizenship and socio-emotional
education training of future teachers not only to be given in specific
courses and practices, but also in other courses and in general in the
pedagogical interactions that take place throughout their teacher
training programs.
In Colombia, some emerging initiatives have already aimed at
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service teacher education programs. For example, the doctoral
work of the first author (Bustamante, 2017) included evaluating a
course on classroom climate and socio-emotional competencies,
conducted with pre-service teacher education students in a school
of education and in a superior normal school. Another example
is the pre-service teacher education program at Universidad de
los Andes, where student teachers take a mandatory course on
classroom management with an emphasis on socio-emotional
competencies development. Also, this program includes the
discussion of classroom management issues during the practice
supervision, as well as the integration of citizenship and
socioemotional competencies in its curriculum design course.
A final example is the initiative by Fundación Compaz (Compaz
Foundation), Fundación Compartir (Compartir Foundation) and
Universidad de los Andes, who are in the process of developing a
MOOC (Massive Open Online Course) with a blended component
on classroom climate and socio-emotional competencies, so that
other schools of education and superior normal schools can use
this knowledge to integrate it into the curricula of their own teacher
education programs.
All these initiatives come with their own challenges. On the
one hand, higher education institutions in Colombia have ample
autonomy to define their curricula. Therefore, the Ministry of
Education cannot audit that the guidelines they disseminate are
being implemented. However, incentives and communication
strategies can be carried out by the Ministry to support citizenship
and socio-emotional education policies in pre-service teacher
training. On the other hand, the emphasis stressed by national and
international standardized tests on traditional academic areas such
as language, science and math, may undermine the importance
of citizenship and socioemotional competencies. In spite of this,
citizenship and socio-emotional competencies can be integrated
in the content and methodologies of academic subjects (Chaux,
Lleras & Velásquez, 2004) and pre-service teachers can also learn
how to integrate these in their curriculum design courses. There
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are therefore multiple opportunities to enrich teacher education
programs with citizenship and socio-emotional education.

Conclusions
Substantial progress in the field of peace education has been
made in Colombia in the past two decades. Many peace education
initiatives have been created and promoted at all levels of the
educational system, most of which seek to confront the many
types of violence in Colombian society. At the national level,
several policies have been established, including two national
laws, national standards of citizenship competencies, and a
national test of citizenship competencies, which has been applied
regularly in all public and private schools since 2003. However, a
large gap still exists between the design and purposes of these
policies and their implementation and impact in society. In this
paper, we have outlined three ways in which we have been trying
to bridge that gap between policy and everyday practice in peace
education: a structured evidence-based multicomponent program
(Aulas en Paz), the production and dissemination of freely available
pedagogical materials, and new strategies to promote teacher
education, especially pre-service. We believe that the educational
system will be truly transformed if future teachers have many
opportunities to develop their own citizenship and socio-emotional
competencies, if they learn pedagogical strategies to promote
them among their students, if they have openly available materials
to try and adapt, and if they have the possibility to participate
in the implementation of evidence-based structured programs
like Aulas en Paz. Although many challenges remain, we believe
that, in this way, we are advancing towards an educational system
in which children and adolescents can have many opportunities
to learn to relate peacefully to each other in spite of growing
up in social contexts with high levels of violence. We are also
convinced that these lessons from our experience in Colombia can
be useful in many other contexts. Unfortunately, violence is still
Citizenship competencies in Colombia: Pedagogical strategies,
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pervasive in many societies around the world. Peace education and
appropriately structured socio-emotional and citizenship education
can contribute to change this.
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Abstract
The article puts forward proposals for the development of
citizenship in Latin American school systems at the secondary level,
with special emphasis on the Argentinian context. These proposals
take as reference Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) target 4.7,
framed in the 2030 Agenda, which establishes that educational
institutions must develop competencies and knowledge in students
related to participation, empathy and life in inclusive, socially and
culturally diverse societies. In these processes the central place of
the school in the development of citizens is recognized, both in the
present and in the future.
Although the SDGs are global, they present different challenges
depending on the region and country. Based on this, we address
possible conditions for developing significant learning in Latin
America and the Caribbean (LAC) and take a theoretical approach
to the concept of participation. In particular, we distinguish
between the theoretical knowledge necessary to develop
participatory capacities in the educational community and the
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learning that must be done through practices known as ‘learning
by doing’. In this process, we list the difficulties and limitations
that educational agents face in promoting school and student
participation. In particular, we address the case of Argentina as an
example of current participatory instances, their advantages and
disadvantages.
Following this diagnosis, the article gives a central place to the
development of 10 focal points that, from our perspective, can
facilitate and reconvert participatory school spaces, from which
more democratic and inclusive schools – and societies – might
emerge

Introduction
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the 2030 Agenda
seek to achieve an integrated and inclusive society through various
dimensions. Regarding educational objectives, SDG 4 emphasizes
the need for universal primary and secondary education. At the
same time, Target 4.7 advocates for democratic approaches that
respect students’ own cultures.
The achievement of these objectives is central to the
development of fairer societies in Latin America. Although not
the poorest in the world, the region is the most unequal (ECLAC,
2015, in Mayer, et. al, 2020). The educational systems of the
region have witnessed, in recent decades, a significant expansion
of enrollment at both primary and secondary levels. However,
household income levels, geographic location, and other factors
lead to different levels of learning opportunities and graduation
rates (SITEAL, 2019). In Uruguay, for example, only 35% of
students complete high school. This expansion of enrollment
coexists with phenomena of educational fragmentation and
segmentation.
Inequality in educational results is also due to a system that
discriminates against lower-income populations. This statement
is also valid when considering citizenship development. In
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Argentina, for example, we observe substantial differences in the
teaching of the subject in private and government schools.
In this article, we suggest proposals to improve the teaching
of citizenship at the secondary level, with the aim of achieving
Target 4.7 by 2030.
The development of citizenship is carried out in the school in
two ways. First, through the teaching of different school disciplines,
including civic education, history and geography. Studies on
this topic are numerous and of remarkable conceptual richness
(Goodson and Dobbwinig, 1990; Chervel, 1991; Gvirtz, 1999;
Amuchástegui, 2002; Del Pozo, 2008, Kriger, 2011, Coria, 2015;
Schwartzman, 2011). However, the teaching of citizenship also
implies considering another way of approaching the subject: that
is, through action. Teaching democratic behaviors requires school
practices that are consistent with them. It is not uncommon to
observe schools that proclaim dialogue in their classes, yet carry
out their functions autocratically. Students learn not only from
what the teacher teaches in class, but also from what they observe
of institutional and teacher behaviors.
This article explores this second aspect of citizenship education:
learning through practice, or ‘learning by doing’. We have chosen
to focus on learning from the participation of the community in
general and students in particular in the school governance and
through those subjects that include learning by doing in their
syllabuses. In the following section, we define the concept of
participation and the governance models of schools that favor or
inhibit democratic citizen training. In the third section, we analyze
ways of student participation in schools. In the final section, we
suggest some proposals for a better teaching and learning of
citizenship.
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The concept of participation in schools:
autocracy and democracy
We define participation in schools as the possibility of influencing
the governance of the school – the ability to influence the direction
of all or some institutional decisions. The ‘voice’ of the actors
is therefore not understood only as the ability to say or give an
opinion (Hirschman, 1970).
Education systems and school institutions have resources, rules
and norms that define who decides, on what issues, and how they
do it. This is nothing other than the authority structure of the
school governance (Gvirtz & Minvielle, 2009 & 2013). In short, the
governance of an educational institution is defined by who makes
the decisions, on what issues, and how they do so.
These rules of the game can be explicit (the official
regulations) or implicit (the customs and school culture). From
this it follows that, according to the characteristics they acquire,
certain conditions are generated for action and participation,
and different actors are authorized to influence or decide on
certain issues. In other words: in each educational subsystem
and each school there is a set of legal and informal definitions
about who (both parents, students, teachers, non-teachers,
school authorities or extra-school authorities, ministers,
inspectors, etc.) has a ‘voice’ to decide. Dahl (1994) explains that
there are three criteria to define the decision-maker: personal
choice, suitability based on specific knowledge, and economics,
which will be taken up again when we analyze the ‘how’.
The second axis of the structure of school governance refers to
what each actor decides (for example, the curriculum, coexistence
rules for hiring of personnel, budget allocations) and the third
refers to how: whether democratically – either through direct
participation or through a representative – or hierarchically, when
it is assumed that only some are morally or technically capable of
doing so. In relation to coexistence rules, these are the set of rules
that define the rights and obligations of the members of the school,
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whether students or institutional agents. In turn, they determine
expected behaviors, what constitutes an infringement, and how
infringers are punished. The norms of coexistence are – or should
be – elaborated by a body of representatives comprised of students,
directors and teachers.
Latin America, unlike Anglo-Saxon countries, has a tradition
of highly centralized and hierarchical educational systems. At
the end of the 20th century, various processes and ‘waves’ of
decentralization took place in Latin American countries. This
openness found its ideological foundation in the relaunch of
democracy that began to appear in many countries of the region
after decades of dictatorial rule. Although currently models of
government vary greatly, in some cases autocracy or hierarchy still
predominate. However, attempts to increase participation in the
governance of schools have taken various forms, and, as mentioned,
were reflected in successive reforms that have taken place in the
region since the 1990s: school councils, parent associations, and
coexistence councils joined the revitalization efforts of those
already in existence, such as student centers or school cooperatives
made up of the families of the school students. However, this can
also contribute to the determination of inequalities, since the
possibilities of families to participate and even more to collaborate
economically, are dissimilar.
The results of these successive reforms were very diverse. For
example, the case of Nicaragua showed, by the early 21st century,
that attempts at participatory management were questionable, not
only because of the quantity and quality of the decisions that were
still in the hands of central government (the national ministry),
but also because of the restrictions on community participation
in the governance of schools. For example, it should be noted that
neither unionized teachers nor illiterate parents could participate.
The same investigation showed, in the educational system of the
Brazilian state of Minas Gerais, another problem: for parents, the
cost–benefit ratio of participating was inconvenient, since they
were called to resolve matters of little relevance or to collaborate
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on minor issues, such as organizing fairs or fixing the school. The
pedagogical and budgetary issues of significance were resolved in a
hierarchical way and were generally reserved to central level actors.
In these cases, the ‘fine print’ of the governance design generated
mechanisms of segregation.
On the other hand, in the case of private secondary schools
among the middle and upper middle classes in Argentina, a
contradictory operation can still be observed today, between formal
and informal rules. While the legislation requires the creation
and development of student centers, in many instances school
principals, more related to management narratives, prevent these
from becoming effective. In such cases, the principals continue to
point to the lack of necessity for this type of organization (‘at school,
the boys can come and tell us what they need’) and express fear of
political conflict. In short, these cases highlight how the right to
participation is transformed into a peripheral participation practice
(Dahl, 1994, in Gvirtz & Minvielle, 2009).
Herein lies the core of our perspective: the levels of autocracy
and democratization and the decision-making mechanisms in
schools have consequences for the daily dynamics of the school
in which students learn – or not – to be citizens of democratic
societies.
Next, we will focus on one case, the formation of student
organizations in Argentina, to understand their limits and
opportunities for developing citizens.

‘Learning by doing’ in the education
of secondary students
Student centers and coexistence councils
Secondary schools in Argentina include two spaces that promote
student participation: coexistence councils and student centers.
The student centers are bodies of democratic representation
where students can defend their rights and implement action
learning initiatives that include those related to environmental
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awareness, community outreach (proyectos solidarios), cultural
and sports initiatives. The main role of the student centers, in
turn, is to carry out procedures or complaints to the authorities
related to their interests and needs. Sometimes they resort to
protest to guarantee their rights.
Coexistence councils, on the other hand, are bodies composed
of representatives of teachers, students and principals and their
role is to promote a good institutional climate, coexistence
guidelines and conflict resolution. Difficulties in coexistence
are discussed and addressed, or modifications to the norms are
suggested; conflict-prevention strategies are developed and,
in the event of serious violations of disciplinary norms, joint
solutions are sought.
While coexistence councils are found in almost all schools,
student centers prevail in the state sector. A number of principals,
mainly but not solely in private schools, tacitly prevent student
centers from being institutionalized. We highlight these
drawbacks in the private run schools since they comprise
30% of total enrollment in Argentina (Morduchowicz, 2020;
Narodowski, Moschetti, & Gottau, 2017). Many of them promote
student participation within the framework of the subjects that
study the topic, called service-learning (Mayer, 2020 & 2021).
However, in both state-run and private schools, the creation of
student centers requires the political decision of the authorities
to open and promote these spaces. Part of the education for
citizenship depends on the priority that the school assigns to it,
beyond what is covered by the curricular subjects. In this way, there
are three types of basic secondary schools: those in which student
centers and coexistence councils do not exist, those in which they
are formed but the actual participation of students is limited, and
those that have centers and councils in which students and teachers
are involved.
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‘Learning by doing’ within the framework
of the school curriculum
As outlined above, when schools, mostly in the private sector,
choose to promote participation through service-learning, they
develop projects that involve a third party to assist, limiting the
opportunity for work on students’ rights through this participation
mode. Hence, despite some exceptions, many projects carried out
under the service-learning umbrella involve renewing old forms of
philanthropy or social action. Instead of a focus on the concept of
rights, philanthropy or charity is promoted, with diverse results. On
the one hand, in the vast majority of schools that serve the highest
income sections of society (many of which are governed not only by
national regulations but also by international networks, such as the
International Baccalaureate Organization), such proyectos solidarios
tend to replicate formats similar to corporate volunteering, where
positions of hierarchy, social welfare distribution and social
leadership are maintained. Research in this subject (Mayer, 2020 &
2021; Furco, 2002; Tapia 2017 & 2018) shows that there is a common
framework behind these actions: although they value collective
spaces for action and decision-making, they lean more towards
the development of a responsible individual citizen in relation to
specific events, rather than with collective actions where students’
rights can be outlined, described and promoted.
Our analysis so far allows us to make an interesting observation:
educational inequality also leads to inequality in civic education.
It is important to emphasize that when students’ participation is
not based on the conception of both individual and social rights,
it results in students’ individualistic perception of the world
(Larrondo, 2014 & 2019).
In the next section, we put forward proposals to improve
citizenship education based on the need to consider ‘learning by
doing’ for the fulfillment of SDG Target 4.7.
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Ten proposals for Citizenship Education:
Learning by doing and learning about rights
Based on the above diagnoses, we consider that improvement
proposals should focus on:
1 Strengthen the curricular designs, standards and levels of
performance linked to citizenship education from a perspective
related to both individual and social rights. This should be
promoted in all subjects associated with them, but especially
in those focused on service-learning. If the focus in the schools
serving the more affluent population is concentrated on teaching
notions of charity, it will be difficult to build socially just societies.
2 Our recommendation is that the school as an institution governs
and is governed permanently, explicitly and implicitly by means
of the language of rights; likewise, that it participates, promotes
and actively commits to the causes of civil society that seek to
expand rights, especially those of minorities. No subject can
‘teach’ rights in a school where they are not met or are unknown.
3 Review the regulations that regulate the governance of schools in
such a way as to promote democratic governance mechanisms in
those aspects in which expert knowledge should not necessarily
prevail. At this point, there are significant differences between
Anglo-Saxon traditions and those typical of Latin American
countries.
4 The regulations should consider allocating specific time for
teachers and principals to work on these issues. In the case of
Argentina, the majority of teachers do not have paid time to
work on problems and coexistence issues (e.g., different types
of bullying). The psycho-pedagogical teams assigned to follow
these up are insufficient. In the case of privately managed
schools, teachers who have hours of work ‘outside the classroom’
tend to spend them on other issues, linked to the academic and
individual performance of students and do not usually focus on
issues of coexistence unless instance of physical violence occur.
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5 Foster an institutional culture (implicit norms) that is exemplary
for students when it comes to creating ‘voice’ (Hirshmann,
1970). This culture, at the same time, should nurture democratic
models of conflict resolution and mutual respect as a basis
for coexistence. This can be enriched and developed by the
coexistence councils, to which we will refer again in the
following recommendation.
6 It is recommended to look at ‘learning by doing’ in institutions,
based on the creation of participatory spaces in which students
can occupy a place and which respect the cultures in which they
are enrolled. On this last point, the possibility of creating and
promoting coexistence councils is suggested, in which students
collaborate in the development of regulations that affect their
own actions in schools. At the same time, they could participate
in developing coexistence regulations that should include
sanctions in case of violation of the norms.
7 The creation of an ethics committee in institutions to resolve
serious offenses, with some participation from the student body,
is another way of educating for citizenship. In this way, students
learn methods of self-governance through their own practice.
8 In all cases, this institutionalized participation in the governance
of schools must be based on justice in the allocation of positions
and responsibilities, as well as regulating issues related to
the real interest of school actors. Regular rotation of student
representatives is key to avoid restricting participation to just
a few. In the case of student centers, the level of interest and
participation by young people depends a lot on the presence
or absence of students with certain organizational experiences
and knowledge capable of putting it into practice. At the
same time, the interest of principals, mentors, and teachers in
accompanying their training or, on the contrary, hindering it
(Larrondo, 2014) and promoting rights-based educational policy
is central. Although students can do it alone – and in fact they do
– on many occasions it is not the interest that is lacking, but
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rather the lack of knowing how or where to start. For this
reason, it is of fundamental importance that managers and
teachers commit to the students so that they can form and/or
sustain the student center. The student center is a space par
excellence for teaching civic life, politics, debate, responsibility.
It is a process of true learning when student centers join school
management and teachers for various purposes that make them
jointly responsible for their own education as well as, at the
same time, their learning. Some examples are the demands for
the expansion of budgets, necessary renovations or acciones
solidarias (community outreach actions).
9 Promote work initiatives with the educational community based on
civic social responsibility, avoiding gazes linked to charity.
According to the above analysis, including many private
schools in Latin American countries in general and Argentina
in particular, numerous programs in secondary schools promote
solidarity action, entrepreneurship, community improvement,
and even conflict resolution. The list is endless. Sometimes,
governments themselves promote this type of program, while
in others it is international educational organizations (such
as the International Baccalaureate), as well as religious or
human rights organizations. Although they are fundamental
and commendable spaces to encourage student participation,
it is important to highlight that, in the case of actions related
to solidarity and linked to service-learning, it is important
that the school maintains a critical gaze and is alert to issues
of social inequality, including avoiding approaches linked to
charitable work. The school, as a promoter of citizenship, must
engage in the active fight against inequality, beginning with the
deconstruction of its discourses, practices and devices.
10 Promote dialogue on matters of public interest on a daily basis.
Here, our proposal is to promote the importance of dialogue
at school on all issues of public interest, including different
political–ideological differences. Citizens’ struggles for rights,
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the appropriation of both formal institutions and public spaces
as specific fields to settle social conflicts, and the political
history of societies – with their conflicting interpretations
– are fundamental in citizen education. If politics is part of
community life, political conflict and its peaceful management
is also part of citizenship education. It is therefore necessary
to recognize ideological and practical differences in relation to
conflict resolution, and the school is the institution in which to
learn about such differences.

Final words
The key principle that runs through all of our proposals is:
participation is a right, but exercising it requires know-how.
Students learn participation by participating within the school. But,
in addition, we seek to highlight that the key element of education
for citizenship is not the training of a citizen ‘for the future’. Young
people are not a promise for the future, they are in the present,
to be recognized as agents of youth citizenship both in schools
and in their communities (Krauskopf, 2008; Reguillo Cruz, 2003;
Mayer et. al, 2020). They are also ‘future’ citizens who will have
access to certain civil and political rights that, in most countries,
are acquired at the age of 18. Participating in school is not an ‘as
if’. It does not consist of didactic transmission but of effective
participation.
In our diagnosis and proposals we have focused on the school as
a unit, and on the role of school managers and teachers. This does
not imply ignoring the macro and mezzo aspects of educational
policy. In fact, the opening up of participatory spaces that we have
proposed is unthinkable without changes in regulations, teacher
training and pedagogical resources and support, among others.
We propose the need for an open, democratic and plural school
in which participatory organizations work with the permanent
inclusion of the voice and co-responsibility of students in decisionmaking and in the development of initiatives.
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It is time to assume, in daily practice, that the school is the main
articulator of the socialization of young people and a central agent
of political socialization and, consequently, it is there that processes
have – and will continue to have – an impact in other spheres: on
civic life, both in the present – via the knowledge and defense of
their rights – and in the future. Education for citizenship is more
than school content, it is about practice; and it is also a key to
building more democratic and just societies.

Gvirtz, S., & Minvielle, L. (2009). Democratic schools in Latin America?
Lessons learned from the experiences in Nicaragua and Brazil. In
Alternative education for the 21st century. New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, pp. 31–48.
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7

health. I have now been at UNRWA for over 10 years and the
time has gone very quickly.

Working to realize children’s full
potential: UNRWA ’s system-wide
approach to change

Margaret: Can you tell us something about UNRWA’s education
program?

ANDY SMART and MARGARET SINCLAIR
interview CAROLINE PONTEFRACT
Andy: Let’s start with a little about your background and how you
came to UNRWA.
Caroline: I have a strong background in education, even though
I worked in many different areas before becoming an educator
(advertising, the BBC, the Economist). I was a teacher in London
before going on to teach in Tanzania, and then worked as an
Adviser in Camden, London, for three years, before moving to the
University of Hertfordshire to teach the Post Graduate Certificate
in Education course. I went into development in 1995, working
for DFID Ghana on a teacher development project, then Kenya
for four years on a national teacher development and textbook
project, then London to work for DFID on an ICT in sub-Saharan
Africa initiative. And then to the African Development Bank,
where we designed and managed projects that included a range
of support, from teacher professional development to school
building or the provision of tangible resources such as textbooks.
Next, in UNESCO, I was Chief of the Teacher Education Section
in the headquarters; it was a global remit and included working
with the International Labour Organization. This was interesting
because we looked at issues of teachers’ terms and conditions. I
was also the lead of a 10-year UNESCO initiative called TISSA,
Teacher Training in Sub-Saharan Africa. My next post was the
Commonwealth Secretariat, where I was Director for Social
Transformation, which included education, but also gender and
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Caroline: The program was established in the early 1950s, and
UNESCO has played a key role since that time. It provides
education for Palestinian refugees in UNRWA’s five locations,
called ‘fields’: namely Gaza, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria and the
West Bank. There are 20,000 education staff fully employed
by UNRWA, who are mostly Palestinian refugees. There are
30,000 area staff in total, with a couple of hundred international
staff. We cater for approximately 540,000 Palestinian refugee
schoolchildren and 8,000 students in our Vocational and
Technical Education Centres, mostly at the stage of basic
education, and do our best to help them realise their potential.
I believe that bringing change at the classroom level, in the
learning of the children, can only be achieved through a systemwide – a systemic – approach.
UNRWA’s education structure includes the headquarters –
the Department of Education – in Amman, which operates to
some extent rather like a mini Ministry of Education, working to
ensure overall policy and monitoring and evaluation framework
but with the Fields of course having their own context, their own
challenges and approaches. In UNRWA, the highest education
post at the Field level is the Chief of Education, who manages the
whole program in the Field. Under the Chiefs there’s the same
structure in each Field, including a Deputy Chief and perhaps a
head of what we call the Education Development Centre. Below
that, we have a number of key interrelated structures: first of
all the Strategic Support Units (SSUs) and then the Education
Specialists who more directly support the teachers. Then we have
Area Education Officers and of course, crucially, the schools and
the classrooms.
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Margaret: The schools in Jordan, Lebanon and Syria use the
textbooks from the host country, and the students sit for host
country examinations?
Caroline: Yes, we use host country textbooks in all five Fields,
so also in Gaza and West Bank, and we also follow the exams
and study plans of the hosts. This is good practice as reiterated
by UNHCR and UNICEF and also supports a level of social
integration of the students. UNRWA has overall very strong
relationships with the host countries, and for education we
engage with them on a number of both strategic and technical
issues.
Andy: What were your priorities on arrival at UNRWA?
Caroline: The remit I had from the UNRWA senior management
was to carry out a reform, based on a comprehensive external
evaluation of the UNRWA education system by a Canadian
company called Universalia. This substantive review covered
inclusive education, teacher development, management
structure, etc. The recommendations of the review included the
need to change the pedagogy to make it more in line with what is
known about how children learn. There was also a focus on the
importance of good teachers and how teacher education could
address the pedagogic needs, and how much more focus was
needed on special needs education (as it was referred to).
The review also looked at the relationship between the
headquarters Department of Education and the Fields,
stressing that the former (the Department) should be giving
strategic direction and carrying out monitoring and evaluation
– it shouldn’t be actually delivering face-to-face training to
teachers. That report was basically the starting point for us as
a whole agency education team to think about what the reform
should be. It did not give us a clear direction in this respect but
it did articulate the needs. We realized that in order to change
practices in the classroom, the reform had to be systemic, it
could not just be about teacher development. So, the reform
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design sought to address the need for this systemic change.
There were eight areas within the reform design overall – four
substantive areas and four support areas. The substantive areas
were: Teacher Development and School Empowerment; Inclusive
Education; Technical and Vocational Training and Youth;
and Curriculum and Student Assessment. The four support
areas were: Research, Development and EMIS; Governance
and Administration; Strategic Planning; and Partnerships,
Communication and ICT. In each of these eight areas there was
to be a focus on three levels – firstly the legislative/policy level,
and then the strategy/framework level: this was to ensure that it
was clear what we were trying to achieve and why; and how were
we going to do it? The third level could be meaningful capacity
development – capacity could be developed when we knew
where we wanted to go and how we wanted to get there.
Andy: Can you tell us about the policy reform with regard to
teachers?
Caroline: The Teacher Policy took several years to finalize,
because it had to make sense professionally, that is, with regard
to how it would strengthen the teaching profession – from
teacher development to the support structures in the Fields, to
career progression. But it also had to be financially possible and
this was in a very resource-constrained agency. It had to also be
administratively feasible to implement, and it had to be politically
acceptable to our unions and staff.
So, the Teacher Policy included recruitment criteria for
teachers, their taking a mandatory professional accredited
program on entering the Agency, and ongoing support in their
teaching, with clear career progression opportunities. The
policy also highlights the need to have substantive ongoing
professional development opportunities. And just to side track
here, as to how we design and deliver the professional support,
the emphasis is on learning in situ. We do not do cascade
programs which have the problem, as an old tutor of mine at the
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London Institute of Education said, that those at the bottom don’t
get wet! Every teacher has their own experience and beliefs and
throughout our programs – which are blended self-learning, but
with peer and other support – almost as if they have their own
tutor. It is about reading, engaging, reflecting, trying things out,
talking to peers –
a circular approach.
Just to also say something about strengthening the day-today professional support for the teachers, there already existed
a cadre – called Education Specialists – who visited schools and
maybe ran workshops. But this support seemed to be on a rather
ad hoc basis, not based on a real analysis of what teachers or
schools might need. Therefore, an extra tier – Strategic Support
Units – was established in each Field. There are three of these
units in each Field and their role is providing strategic direction
to the Education Specialists so that they can provide the support
that is needed. But this direction would be based on evidence,
at the Field level, Area level and school level. One key Strategic
Support Unit here is the School Quality Assurance Unit which
can really facilitate the gathering of data and understanding the
true needs of a school, Area and Field.
Andy: You’ve mentioned the new elements in terms of teacher
support and teacher development: the Strategic Support Units,
the initial teacher education, and the professional development.
Were these the key elements of the teacher policy?
Caroline: The Teacher Policy also requires all teachers to have a
degree, and we have been working to enforce this over the past
few years, with various directives and it has made a difference
– it is so important for the professionalization of the teaching
force and ultimately the quality of education for the students.
We have now reduced the number of teachers without degrees
– while others have signed on for degrees. Another key aspect is
that the policy provides teachers with more career progression
opportunities, but with criteria of course, which include
NISSEM

Global Briefs: Pedagogy, practice and materials

page 152

successful completion of the key in-situ professional programs
The UNRWA Teacher Policy is also closely linked ... I mentioned.
The UNRWA Teacher Policy is also closely linked to an
annual key exercise that we undertake in UNRWA, called
the Class Formation process. This is a process whereby
teachers, school management staff, and the support cadres
are determined by the number of children enrolled and
the parameters that UNRWA has set for that year. The
professional support structure and the numbers and ratios
within the Class Formation is as articulated in the Teacher
Policy. This annual process however always reflects the
challenges that UNWRA has with lack of resources and one
key factor here is how many children there can be in each class
section. Here, our ‘ceiling’ since 2015 has been 50 children; the
larger the classes are, the fewer teachers have to be paid.
Andy: How successful is the Policy?
Caroline: I think it is really successful, particularly in the way it
was such a holistic policy with the professional, the financial, the
‘political’ and the logistical. Of course, there are those who would
like to have higher grades (salaries) but this is the best that we
can do with the reality of UNRWA and its resource constraints.
I think the new Units made a big difference to the whole way
the support system for teachers’ work. To have professional
support linked to evidence, which is gathered through the
School Quality Assurance (SQA) Unit, is really a great move
forward. Then the link between the work of the Units and the
EMIS system means the Fields can see where they are, how
many schools were visited by a SQA team, or monitoring the
roll out of the professional development program, as shown
through the EMIS system.
Andy: Could you talk about the relationship of teachers to the
School Quality Assurance unit compared to their relationship
with the other Strategic Support Units?
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Caroline: There are three SSUs in each Field: the School Quality
Assurance (SQA), the Professional Development and Curriculum
(PDC) and Student Assessment. Of the three, the teachers and
schools are most enthusiastic about the SQA unit, maybe because
it is more visible and it’s different. There was a kind of fear first
of all, that it was all about inspection, not quality assurance, but
a lot of awareness-raising efforts made it clear what SQA was
and what it was not. There is a lot of positive feedback now from
schools, with schools actually wanting visits and wanting that
element of interest. One school principal told me, ‘Nobody’s ever
come to my school before and shown such an interest’. It was
very important that the teachers understood this was quality
assurance, not inspection. It is to support them.
This sense of responsibility has grown – responsibility for all
aspects of school performance. The schools did need take more
responsibility for the data and their overall performance, so this
has been a key part of the education reform. The SQA process
helps here – that is, by getting that responsibility right down to
the school level.
It’s the schools themselves who put the data into the EMIS, so
they see the students’ attendance and performance, if they drop
out, and so on, but they weren’t necessarily drawing down on this
data in order to reflect and take action. But now there is really a
better understanding of the significance of this data, I think, and
with a SQA visit, there is an opportunity to discuss the issues, the
causes and to think about what kind of support is needed.
Andy: Can you give an example of good practice in terms of those
quality assurance visits to schools?
Caroline: Good practice is the substantive SQA Framework
itself, which took quite a while to develop and again through
a very inclusive process. So, the Framework reflects all the key
areas that we have worked on as an Agency within and since
the reform – from teachers, to school leaders, to student wellbeing, to safety in schools, to parents’ engagement. For example,
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the process does not seek to measure school leadership in a
vacuum – there have been intensive school leadership programs,
and other support. So, we’re looking to see the impact of the
policies, strategies and programs. It is similar with classroom
practice. Nobody in the Field SQA team goes into a school
looking for practices that have not been the focus of professional
development and much discourse. The pedagogies expected
would be those that the vision of the reform articulates, that the
professional development materials seek to develop, that the
Classroom Observation Study, which is carried out every three
years, measures. Even something less obvious, like checking the
school safety arrangements, for example, relates to the policies:
is there an evacuation plan or are there exits? This is looked at in
the SQA mission because there has been much emphasis on this
and support to schools in developing these plans and generally
in having precautions and responses in place for safety of the
students and the staff. So, the whole process has a very strong
basis with the SQA Framework.
This process itself is really good practice as it engages the
school and is so substantive. The QA team first meets with the
school principal and asks if there are any particular areas the
school would like the visit to focus on. Then the team draws up
a plan – what they look at, who they will talk to and who in the
team will do what. The teachers need to know what to expect
– they know that the SQA team will sit in the classrooms for
observation, and will look at children’s workbooks as well. The
visit itself can be two or three days, but shorter for the light-touch
approach. There may be either informal or formal feedback
at the end of each day with the school staff. Once the visit is
finished, the SQA team have about two weeks to write their
preliminary report and then go back and share that with the
school. The process is supported by various very strong guides
and there was a lot of great training from the outset too: here, we
worked alongside an external colleague, Karen Ardley, who’s a
really experienced school leadership and management educator.
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For example, our last round of training, supported by DFID, with
Karen was so substantive, face-to-face, three or four days, where
participants viewed videos and analyzed what they saw, read SQA
or inspection reports from other education systems, including
the UK’s OFSTED reports, wrote reports themselves on the videos
they viewed, and so on.
There are challenges, of course. These may be logistical. For
example, our Gaza Field has 277 schools, so to carry out the, what
we call, baseline visits to all of them was very challenging. So,
one approach we discussed here were, ‘light-touch’ visits, with
the key elements of the process being the same but the lighttouch approach would not focus on all aspects but only look at
the pre-visit data sheet and try to decide what a potential focus
might be. Another challenge is to make sure that the SQA visits
and the findings actually lead to support and improvement. Here,
we have emphasized a lot that it cannot only be the responsibility
of the school to make these improvements, but that the issues
and needs should be analyzed at the school, local Area, Field and
even Agency-wide level – so that needs can be addressed at the
right level.
Andy: How long has the School Quality Assurance Unit
been going?
Caroline: The Strategic Support Units are articulated in the
Teacher Policy which was launched in 2014, but in terms of
getting this structure in place it took the Fields various lengths of
time. Gaza, for example, moved very quickly to get the staff and
the structure in place, but for other Fields, the issues with regard
to hiring additional staff were more challenging. Even then,
some Fields were struggling because a lot of people who were
working at the advisory level were successful in applying for SSU
posts, so there was a reduced number of Education Specialists.
Even now, we’ve got some vacancies in the Units and particularly
for the Heads of Unit. I think these challenges reflect the reality
that any education system may face.
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But crucially, the quality assurance process is a recognized
mechanism within UNRWA and people are aware we need
this. It has definitely played a role throughout the coronavirus
crisis, in terms of carrying out the surveys, as well as the actual
professional development.
Andy: When you described Quality Assurance as being perhaps the
most successful of the three Units, that’s including its impact on
pedagogy in the classroom. So, could you talk a bit about what
changes you noticed and what you’ve been trying to encourage
in terms of pedagogy and whether the textbooks are part of that
process?
Caroline: National textbooks in our host countries – I understand
from various specialists – have improved over the years, as have
many textbooks across the world. The new Palestinian Authority
textbooks, despite the heavy criticism by specific NGOs, etc.,
were actually deemed quite good with regards to learning.
Sometimes the textbooks may not encourage the type of
pedagogy that the education reform encourages and this is a
challenge, but with the changes in textbooks there can be a more
coherent approach. As I said earlier, the UNRWA education
reform was designed to change the system, to strengthen it, so
that the whole system supported classroom pedagogies which we
know support children’s learning and well-being. Unfortunately,
these efforts and the impact could now be lost due to COVID-19,
because one key thing we were trying to encourage was diversity
of learning activities, and for teachers to work in different ways,
not to always be at the front of the class, but to arrange the
children so that they work together. We were looking to systems
where these practices are happening and the impact they have on
children’s learning. So, it’s challenging that we now see pictures
of classrooms in England looking exactly like what we were
trying to change in UNRWA, with children sitting apart from
each other and all facing forward to the teacher. And we must
be very explicit about the needs of these practices for health and
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safety, but the key principles of children’s learning, i.e., engaging,
interacting, thinking, have not and must not change, only how
we organize the classrooms and the learning.
What else? Well, if you’re trying to bring about change, it’s
vital that you measure it. If it’s meaningful … measure it! For
classroom pedagogies, there is ongoing engagement with
teachers, but also we have a pretty major classroom observation
exercise every three years. The classroom observation study
started in 2013–14. We worked with the University of York
and then with the University of Toronto. In the first stages, a
classroom interaction expert from the University of York worked
with UNRWA educationalists from the five Fields to design an
observation schedule, using his expertise from working globally,
together with a process for carrying out the observations. This
included building the capacity of those who would observe in the
classroom and inter-reliability tests.
So, UNRWA staff carried out the observations, and the
university helped with the analysis. This really told us all what
was going on in UNRWA classrooms and it spurred the Fields on
to change some of the more traditional practices. We repeated
the study in 2016 and were about to undertake it again this
year, but of course with COVID-19 and school closures this was
postponed.
Again, for measurement of pedagogies and the impact on
learning, we carry out what we call the Monitoring Learning
Achievement (MLA) test, which covers Arabic and math, in
grades 4 and 8. Here, we do not focus on mean scores but on
performance levels, and the gap between them. There are four
levels, not achieved, partially achieved, achieved and advanced, and
here the UNRWA overall target, and the specific targets for each
Field, was to increase the number of children who had achieved
their grade level or were advanced beyond this. This meant
reducing the percentage of children who had not achieved or had
only partially achieved. By making equity explicit here we have
seen the gap definitely narrow, and this has made the issue of
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equity so much more explicit and an issue to be addressed. We
also look at higher order thinking skills. Measuring what matters
can really make a difference to practice.
The third big study is a survey of perceptions – looking at the
perceptions of children, teachers, parents and school principals,
around these same key areas of teaching and learning, school
leadership, etc. Then we try to put it all together. This year, we
were going to triangulate the data from the design of the studies
to the analysis, to be able to see what’s going on in terms of
changing classroom practices, students’ achievements, and their
perceptions.
So, we have these ways of measuring what’s important. We
also annually measure universal indicators, for example of drop
out, student survival rate and grade repetition. We have worked
over the past years to get an Agency-wide EMIS system in place
and the Student Module is well established. We are now working
to ensure that the Staff and Premises Modules are equally
successful.
Andy: So, these surveys are carried out every three years, at the
same time. Can you tell us a bit about how you process all that
data with the Palestine Authority, with the Ministry?
Caroline: We don’t have to plan specifically with the Ministry,
but we use the host curriculum. We follow, in the main, the host
study plan for their curriculum. But there is some leeway of
course and UNRWA has its own policies, strategies, programs
and measuring systems. At an Agency level, of course, there’s a
very strong relationship with the hosts, and for education and
the Ministries of Education we have worked with them over the
years in specific ways too: for example, on the development of
the reform and also on the EMIS and MLA.
Andy: Did other policy developments come out of the reform
process?
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Caroline: Yes, we have an Inclusive Education policy and a
Human Rights and Conflict Resolution policy. For measurement
of the impact of all policies and practices, we have a Common
Monitoring Framework which has key indicators like dropout
and repetition, and students’ achievement, but it also has specific
indicators to do with quality, inclusion and equity. Within
these three, we get very specific: for example, looking at the
functioning PTAs, as a lot of work and effort has been done to
strengthen parents’ involvement, which is felt by UNRWA to be
important.
Margaret: Turning to curriculum policy, I’d like to ask about
UNRWA’s policy for ‘human rights, conflict resolution and
tolerance’, and how it has been implemented.
Caroline: The Human Rights, Conflict Resolution and Tolerance
(HRCRT) policy is a strategic statement, with references to the
global human rights conventions, and it expresses UNRWA’s
commitment to human rights and to educating UNRWA
students with regard to behaviors, attitudes and understanding.
We have other tools to support the implementation of the HRCRT
policy, such as the Teacher Toolkit, which includes a rationale
about the rights of the child and also activities for the teacher.
Our HRCRT programme is really excellent and comprehensive.
There’s a whole system of focal points: we’ve had a lot of
meaningful training, we’ve developed resources to support
children and teachers, we work with the communities and we
mark key days, such as the Human Rights Day in December, and
also we have an anti-bullying day.
One crucial element of the whole HRCRT programme is the
UNRWA School Parliaments. There was already a program in
place since 2000, but it was completely strengthened over these
last years and not only do we have school parliaments, now we
have geographical area ones within each Field, and a Field one
and an Agency-wide parliament. There has been a lot of work
on developing the capacity of the school parliamentarians at all
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levels, so that they can be truly representative of the school and
engage with communities too in a really positive way. The Agencywide school parliamentarians are often exceptional young people
and here the Commissioner General of UNRWA has taken them
with him, so to speak, to key forums, like the UN General Assembly
or meetings of the Arab League, to speak to these forums and
represent all the students of UNRWA and the Agency as a whole.
We’ve been trying to make sure these school parliamentarians are
solid because we really want them to represent the children. We
don’t want prefects! It’s a genuine commitment by the Agency to
democratic processes, trying to get things done in the community.
For UNRWA, it has to be said, it’s very important also to have
visibility, because you know there are unjust and unfair criticisms
about the nature of our education program. We have to justify
and explain so many times what we are doing to build children’s
awareness of human rights.
Another key element of the HRCRT program is the integration
of human rights into subject lessons, so it’s not a stand-alone but
can be addressed in maths or science or language classes. And, as
I said before, if it matters we measure it. So, we measure what we
term the prevalence of human rights practices, and again, we have
specific things to look for in any classroom observation.
Margaret: That would be very interesting because this is a UN
agency and therefore in tackling this field of learning to live
together and so on, you use the guiding principle of human rights
to also cover conflict resolution, tolerance, etc. In national (nonUN) settings, it may very often be that a term like ‘tolerance’ or
‘social and emotional learning’, for example, is more politically
acceptable than ‘human rights’. When people do assessments, it’s
very much easier to pick out the term ‘human rights’, because
that word is not used so much in common speech as compared
to ‘getting along with people’. So, when you do the assessments,
are you looking at social and emotional or pro-social behaviors in
the classroom and classifying them as human rights, because it’s
UNESCO? In regard to the teachers, how often do they address
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these topics, how successful are they, and in which subject areas
are they able to do this kind of integration?
Caroline: Yes, we have emphasized social and emotional
learning – we call it psychosocial support – in all our programs
and policies, but I think with different degrees of explicitness.
But we have an Agency-wide Framework – for all sectors
– on mental health and well-being and then an Education
Psychosocial Framework. And we have School Counsellors and
we’re looking into how to strengthen our whole system of School
Counselling further, with the ongoing support of GIZ, and to do
this in a resource-constrained environment where the Agency
cannot afford as many School Counsellors as it needs.
Again, yes, we need to be able to measure whether these
efforts are having an impact. With regard to integrating into
subjects, we’ve tried to strengthen the integration of HRCRT into
all subjects, and that’s been interesting and if we measure the
prevalence of human rights practices in our classrooms – as we
do – we should see this prevalence increase with the emphasis on
integration of human rights in all subjects.
A little history here is useful, I think. At the beginning of this
program, when we started the HRCRT policy, there was a lot
of pushback, like, ‘Why would we teach our children human
rights when all their rights have been taken away from them, as
Palestinian refugees?’ And we had to say, look, this is exactly why
our students have to be empowered – they have to be informed
and to understand the broader issues and speak therefore from
an informed and empowered perspective. It was challenging, but
the whole idea of human rights is really accepted and celebrated
now across UNRWA.
Andy: Can those conversations in terms of the school parliament
also take place inside the classroom?
Caroline: Yes, they have to, because we use the host curriculum
which, like all curricula, does reflect identity and beliefs. But as
a UN Agency, we have to ensure that our children are exposed
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to different, and often contradictory, perspectives. They need
to discuss issues and we have to encourage critical and open
thinking. This is particularly with regard to the textbooks of
the Palestinian Authority. I understand that on the whole these
books are perfectly excellent, in terms of how they structure the
children’s learning and the type of exercises, etc. But we have
to look beyond this as a UN Agency and to ensure that if there’s
a small percentage, like three percent of the pages, which are
sensitive, and particularly for a UN Agency which is, and has
to be, neutral, then we have to address these. To make sure that
we do not teach what are considered biased issues in UNRWA
classrooms, we have a curriculum team who go through every
single page of every single textbook and discuss all the issues,
and these are rich discussions and lively. The colleagues are
Palestinians so it was not so straightforward for them to say
something is biased, as perhaps to them they think that it does
reflect the reality of people living in West Bank or Gaza. But
they’ve become really excellent now and actually they’re very
rigorous in identifying possible issues; it is best for UNRWA
to be so rigorous in this regard. There are criteria to help
evaluate all textbooks in terms of what is key to a UN agency,
that is, neutrality, age-appropriateness and gender. And under
neutrality, there are sub-divisions: historical context, maps, etc,
and we know exactly, for example, that on page 10 of this grade
4 math book, there’s a map which we consider an historical map
of Palestine not a modern-day map, which shows Israel, and
although the focus of the student exercise is not the map, but
perhaps the level of rainfall of cities, we need to ensure that the
fact that it is a historical map is made explicit to our students.
And here we develop comprehensive guidance for our teachers to
address such issues and we monitor and evaluate what’s going on
in the classes.
There should be critical thinking throughout, in the teacher
training and in the classroom. But we have to have to be able to
put our hands on our hearts as a UN agency and as educators
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and say, ‘Yes, we actively promote critical thinking about these
potential issues, and address them comprehensively through
identifying any issues and supporting our teachers in the
classrooms with ways of ensuring that there is student debate on
these issues and that the perspective of others is considered.’
Andy: It sounds like you’re addressing two challenges in the
West Bank and Gaza: one in terms of your relationship with the
Palestinian Authority, who are the publishers of the textbooks
– and of course, you’re working with their content. But you’re
also addressing your teachers and actually how to apply these
pedagogies, because it’s the teachers who actually have to face
the kids.
Caroline: That’s right. We are between a rock and a hard place.
We cannot remove the pages of the textbooks – apart from
the logistical challenges of how it would disrupt the flow of
learning – but also these are the textbooks of the Palestinian
Authority, our host, and it would be deemed not at all appropriate
by them. But the donors of course want to be assured that we
are teaching our children to be critical thinkers and to be aware
of different perspectives. But it’s challenging, as there’s a lot of
exaggeration by just one body about the pages, which do not,
in my understanding, explicitly incite violence or hate; but the
analysis by this one body – of the content of the pages – is often
exaggerated, the reality of the text is distorted, and explicit
links are made between pages and actions and behaviors which
are just not there in the textbooks. As a UN agency, however,
of course we cannot engage in such discussions or point out
how the textbooks used in many other countries also may have
some national bias. As a UN agency, that sort of argument is not
something we would engage in. Our role is to make sure that for
the children in our schools the material is neutral; but that idea
of neutrality can be a difficult one. Our task in this respect has
been unbelievably challenging, and it continues to be.

I just want to end by saying how much the UNRWA education
program has achieved and how the achievement is recognized
by external bodies, such as the World Bank – in a report of a few
years ago – and by MOPAN1, an external evaluation body. We
have had recognition also, from other sister UN agencies, with
regards to our Education in Emergencies – what we call EiE –
response to the Syria crisis. The EiE approach was to support the
Palestine refugee students in Syria but also those students whose
families had fled Lebanon and Jordan. Our approach was holistic,
with an emphasis on learning through self-learning materials,
safe places and teacher support, psychosocial support, safety and
security, and monitoring and evaluation. This approach actually
also formed the basis for our education response to the COVID-19
pandemic. These achievements and those of the last decades
too, have all been achieved in a very challenging context – from
financial challenges to ‘political’ ones, to instability in the region.

1 Multilateral Organisation Performance Assessment Network:

http://www.mopanonline.org/
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8

Introduction

A new pre-primary and primary
curriculum framework for Zanzibar:
The importance of needs assessment

Zanzibar has recently completed a review of its Pre-Primary and
Primary Education Curriculum Framework. The review will result
in modifications, changes and new aspects to the curriculum
framework as required. A key objective of the changes will be to
fast track students’ acquisition of basic competences in literacy
and numeracy skills as well as prepare them to meet the changing
needs of society.
The previous curriculum of 2009 was based on existing
policy and best practices in education. However, the syllabi and
textbooks were not well aligned to the curriculum and were
generally highly aspirational in terms of what was required of
learners, leading to difficulties in implementation for teachers
who sometimes felt they had not been adequately consulted or
prepared. When the time came to review the curriculum, it was
felt that an important prerequisite was to conduct a situation
analysis, or needs assessment, both to look at the realities of the
state of affairs but also to ensure that adequate consultations
took place. A needs assessment is part of any curriculum review
and development exercise. As El Sawi (1996) points out, ‘if (a
needs assessment is) not conducted, wonderful curriculum could
be developed, but the appropriate needs of the target audience
may not be met.’ (El Sawi, 1996)
The review itself was encouraged by the need for Zanzibar to
meet its own policy goals as well as the obligations of international
treaties and agreements including the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) adopted by all United Nations Member States in 2015.
The needs assessment process was wide-ranging and targeted a
range of stakeholders including Ministry officials, teachers, school
principals, parents, and community leaders, as well as children.
This article describes the needs assessment that took place prior
to the development of the new curriculum in Zanzibar, with an
overview of the methods that were used and the key findings. The
importance of considering issues of implementation, including
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Abstract
In 2019, over ten years after the primary curriculum was last
reviewed, Zanzibar decided to review its pre-primary and primary
curriculum. As part of the review, a needs assessment took place,
targeting over 10% of school communities and involving interviews
and focus groups with all parts of the Ministry of Education, teacher
training colleges and the National University Vocational Training
and the State University of Zanzibar, as well as other stakeholder
groups. The needs assessment not only yielded information about
the content of a new curriculum but also emphasized the part that
teachers, communities as well as all parts of the Ministry would
have to play in its successful implementation. As a result, this
article argues that a needs assessment is not just an optional extra
but a key prerequisite for any national curriculum development.
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realistic methodologies and the drafting of syllabi, materials and
assessment, is emphasized.

Background
Zanzibar is a semi-autonomous area of Tanzania and consists of
many small islands and two larger ones: Unguja (the main island,
referred to informally as Zanzibar) and Pemba Island. The capital
is Zanzibar City, located on the island of Unguja. Its historic center
is Stone Town, a World Heritage site. There are considerable
differences in the ways of life in Pemba (where 40% of the
population live) and Umbuja, as well as a disparity between urban
and rural populations. Zanzibar’s main industries are tourism,
spices and raffia. There is a keen awareness of environmental issues
across both islands.
As a semi-autonomous region, Zanzibar has its own government,
the Revolutionary Government of Zanzibar (RGoZ), headed by
the President of Zanzibar, and its own Ministries. The Ministry of
Education and Vocational Training (MoEVT) has responsibility
for the pre-primary and primary curriculum while the secondary
curriculum is the same as in the mainland. The Zanzibar Institute
of Education (ZIE) is a semi-autonomous institution tasked with the
development of new curricula as well as supporting materials, and
planning to ensure successful implementation.
The school system consists of two years of pre-primary and six
years of primary from standard (grade) I to standard VI. Education
is free and compulsory at primary level. The primary system has
enough places for all the population although not at the ratio
required by policy because of an acute classroom shortage, which
means that many schools have to operate double shifts (MoEVT,
2015). Pre-service training takes place through the Teacher Training
College for diploma qualifications and the State University of
Zanzibar for degree qualifications and above. In-service training
takes place through the Teacher Centres. There is a sufficient
number of teachers, the vast majority of whom have a teaching
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qualification, but deployment is not always efficient. Issues
of quality are also reported, and the morale and motivation of
teachers varies and can be low (ibid). In-service support is available
through Teacher Centres. Standardized testing takes place at the
end of standard VI but the exams often require children to have
learned facts by rote.

Main policy and priorities of education in Zanzibar
In 2006, MoEVT developed the Zanzibar Education Policy,
which set out the broad vision and framework for the mission and
long-term development of the education system (MoEVT, 2006).
The policy document translated the broader vision of the RoGZ, as
set out in the contemporaneous Zanzibar Strategy for Growth and
Reduction of Poverty as well as international commitments on
education.
The underlying objectives of Zanzibar’s education policy are
congruent with the SDGs and the Zanzibar Development Vision
2020, and aim:
a To promote and sustain cultural values, attitudes, and customs of
the peoples of Tanzania Zanzibar to enhance unity and cultural
identity.
b To promote the acquisition and appropriate use of all forms of
knowledge and skills for the full development of the human
personality and quality of life improvement of the society.
c To enable every citizen to understand and respect the
fundamentals of the national constitution as well as
the enshrined human and civic rights, obligations and
responsibilities.
d To promote and enable operational use, management and
conservation of the environment.
e To instil love and respect for work, self and wage employment,
self work discipline and best performance.
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f To inculcate principles and practice of tolerance, peace, love,
justice, understanding, human rights and fundamental freedoms,
national unity, international cooperation enshrined in the
international basic charters.

Zanzibar’s existing curriculum
A curriculum framework document was drafted in 2009 (MoEVT,
2009) which reflected the above principles including a focus on
socio-emotional skills, regional and global citizenship as well
as preparation for life and work. The curriculum document also
stated that the methodology to be used by teachers should involve
a paradigm shift towards more learner-centered instruction.
Kiswahili is the medium of instruction in standards I–IV, with
English introduced for a limited number of subjects in standards
V and VI.
However, as with many national curricula, implementation
did not always match the intention. This was partly due to the
curriculum itself, which stipulated that class sizes should not
exceed 40 children, as well as ambitious statements about a 1:1
student:textbook ratio, including books in Braille and other
resources such as Smart Boards. The urgency of implementation
meant that key stages that should have been sequential took
place in parallel. Syllabi were drafted that did not always reflect
the curriculum, while textbooks were not always in line with the
syllabi. The actual competences of teachers were also not taken into
account and some of the methods, e.g., the Walking Gallery, where
students walked around the class to look at each other’s work were
not feasible in large classes. The onus on teachers and material
resources – for example, in standard V science, they were required
to make 115 posters – was also a drawback.
Since then, a number of government documents have
highlighted the drawbacks of the curriculum, with a particular
concern that children are poorly prepared for the world of work and
to be productive citizens (MoEVT, 2017; RGoZ-II, 2017).
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The curriculum review process
MoEVT had always intended that the curriculum should be
reviewed after seven years and in 2019, the Global Partnership for
Education (GPE), through its grant agent the Swedish International
Development Agency (SIDA), was asked to provide support to ZIE
to review the curriculum with a view to ensuring that policy was
translated into practice and to take into account the realities of the
Zanzibar context.
The first stage, in early 2019, consisted of a document review
involving all key policy documents, existing curricula from the
Tanzanian mainland and the island, as well as literature on best
practices in curriculum design and development.
Preliminary interviews were also carried out with 175 educators,
including central and district Ministry staff as well as staff from
teacher centers and teachers themselves. The exercise involved a
a semi-structured interview requiring them to say what they felt
were the main issues. Participants were free to mention more than
one challenge. The issues they raised are given below and it is
interesting to see how many issues relate not to the curriculum but
to the conditions that need to be in place for successful curriculum
implementation, e.g., adequate classrooms for a reasonable
teacher:student ratio.
The most significant findings related to the overloaded nature
of the curriculum, with too many subjects and an over-emphasis
on content at the expense of skills. Teachers who were interviewed
also repeatedly stated that information was duplicated across
subjects. The English used to teach science in standards V and VI
was at a higher level than the English being taught in English as a
subject. Assessment did not match what was taught.
In April 2019, these findings were presented at a large workshop
attended by over 50 key stakeholders, providing a further
opportunity to interpret the findings and share plans for the
way forward. There was overwhelming support for ZIE’s plans to
conduct a rigorous needs assessment involving the whole country,
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% of total mentioned issues

Figure 1: Issues with the current curriculum as mentioned
in preliminary interviews
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to canvass stakeholders’ views on the current curriculum and their
perceptions of needs.

The curriculum review in relation to SDG 4.7
Sustainable Development Goal Target 4.7. states that:
By 2030 ensure all learners acquire knowledge and skills needed to
promote sustainable development, including among others through
education for sustainable development and sustainable lifestyles,
human rights, gender equality, promotion of a culture of peace and
non-violence, global citizenship, and appreciation of cultural diversity
and of culture’s contribution to sustainable development.

As UNESCO and others have pointed out, Target 4.7 is pivotal in
ensuring that learners have the skills, knowledge and behaviors
to attain other goals (Giangrande et al., 2019; Montoya, 2018).
However, different countries interpret this statement differently,
which is not surprising since the target relates to culture, social
issues and values. The fact that the target is not comprehensive,
giving only examples of sustainable development, gave further
force to the argument that a situation/needs assessment was vital
to ensure that any curriculum and resulting materials would meet
the key goals of education in Zanzibar.

● Head teachers and teachers of both pre-primary
and primary schools
● Communities and parents including community
and religious leaders
● Standard III and standard VI children
The tools included a specific focus on areas identified in the
preliminary survey of 175 participants, specifically looking at
demand issues and the enabling environment that needs to be in
place for successful curriculum implementation.
A national representative sample was identified, using a random
stratified sampling methodology with the school as the main unit
for data collection. However, as indicated earlier, several officers
at national and regional/district education offices were also
interviewed and some also participated in the piloting of the IPA
survey. An overview of the sampling frame is presented in Figure 2:

The overall methodology of the needs assessment
A mixed methods approach was used for the needs assessment,
consisting of semi-structured interviews and focus groups, as well
as special methods when working with children, and including an
importance/performance analysis (or IPA, see below). By far the
largest amount of information came from the semi-structured
interviews and focus groups. The tools and instruments were
piloted before being used for the national needs assessment.
Respondents included:
● Central and regional Ministry officials
● Members of civil society organizations
NISSEM
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Rather than using a computer program to select the schools, a
low-tech method was used: each school was assigned a number and
schools from Pemba were placed face-down in one pile and those
from Unguja in other. Over 15% of the total schools in the country
were selected, taking care that the percentages were representative
of the proportion of schools in each district. The process was
repeated for urban/rural and public/private. The large sample size
ensured confidence in the results.
Out of the total of 55 schools, 20 were pre-primary and 35
were primary, while 36% of the total were private. In terms of
geographical distribution, 39 schools were from Unguja Island. A
total of 55 head teachers and 464 teachers participated in interviews,
as well as 781 students, more than half of whom were in standard III.
Of the total respondents, 51% were female.
This part of the exercise consisted of a workshop format for
all children as well as a written exercise in the case of standard
VI. Community participation in the needs assessment attracted
356 respondents, including parents, community leaders and
representatives of school management committees. A total of 230
respondents (65%) were from Unguja while 51% of all respondents
were female.
Interviews were also conducted at the national level with:
● MoEVT, including the Deputy Principal Secretary, Administrative
and the Deputy Principal Secretary, Academic and all directors
responsible for planning and delivery of pre-primary and
primary education services
● Education Officers in the President’s Office–Regional
Administration, Local Government and Special Departments
(PORALGSD)
● Discussions with a representative from the Bank of Tanzania, on
enterprise education
● Zanzibar Institute of Education staff
● Office of Chief Inspector of Education
● Kiembe Samaki Teacher Centre, where interviews were held with
the Subject Advisors
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● Development Partners and civil society organizations
● Tutors and lecturers at Teacher Training College and the State
University of Zanzibar (SUZA)
● Business representatives and potential future employers,
including the Bank of Tanzania and the tourism board

Designing the Importance Performance survey
In addition to the focus groups, semi-structured interviews and
children’s research-gathering workshops, an innovative element
of the needs assessment was an Importance Performance Analysis
(IPA), a technique often used in other fields that has recently
come to be used in social science research. The IPA tool looked at
learning outcomes that key stakeholders thought were important
for children by the end of standard VI: for example, people’s
perceptions of what a child should know and be able to do and
what values should be developed by the end of primary education.
This was then contrasted with how well children were felt to be
performing.
The first stage in designing the IPA tools was to generate items
for the survey. This was done in a workshop with ZIE staff and
other stakeholders, using the overall goals at the end of primary
as set out in the 2009 curriculum framework, such as ‘Observe
socially acceptable habits, moral and cultural practices’. Further
items were added based on the SDGs and a literature review of
documents that examined the extent to which the education sector
in Zanzibar was meeting societal needs (MoEVT, 2006, 2015, 2017;
Revolutionary Government of Zanzibar, 2007, 2011, 2016). This led
to the inclusion of items such as ‘Having the knowledge and skills
to enable him/her to be employable’. A third category of items
came from a brainstorming exercise, leading to the inclusion of
items such as ‘Knowing how to interact with tourists’, which at least
one respondent felt was key for the future prosperity of children
in Zanzibar. Starting from the long list of items, a number of group
discussions took place and a ranking exercise was conducted to
ensure inclusion of 23 items that were felt to be important.
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Once the items had been generated, they were turned into
statements of learning outcomes for a Likert Scale questionnaire.
For example, ‘By the end of standard VI, children in Zanzibar
should …’
● be able to observe socially acceptable habits, moral
and cultural practices
● have the knowledge and skills to enable them to be employable
● be able to interact with tourists
Thirdly, the same items were turned into statements to reflect
how far respondents felt that children were actually achieving
the learning outcomes. The items above were changed to enable
respondents to give their views, for example: ‘By the end of
standard VI, children in Zanzibar are able to ...’
● observe socially acceptable habits, moral and cultural practices
● have the knowledge and skills to enable them to be employable
● interact with tourists
After being drafted, the instruments were piloted in Unguja and
Pemba. For the survey itself, the data was collected by ZIE staff who
were trained in conducting interviews and focus groups as well as
research techniques for use with children. Staff worked in pairs
wherever possible, with one person conducting interviews and the
other taking notes.
Quantitative data was input into Excel before being transferred
into SPSS. Qualitative data was analysed for recurrent themes.
Qualitative data was organized using a non-pre-determined
thematic analysis: colleagues at ZIE and consultants looked at the
data to see which themes emerged and then grouped the responses
accordingly. Frequency tables for both the importance as well as the
performance parts of the survey were calculated, using the mean
for the Likert Scale where 1 was assigned to Strongly Agree and 4 to
Strongly Disagree.

Results of the Importance Performance Analysis
Most important was the ability to read and write Swahili, with
an overwhelming 99.4% of respondents agreeing or strongly
agreeing that this was important. The importance of caring for the
environment also scored highly, meaning that these areas should
be given attention in the curriculum. Some areas that were felt
to be important, such as being creative and loving the history of
Zanzibar, reflect the skills and attitudes included in SDG 4.7. These
areas are more cross-cutting across the curriculum and also need to
be addressed when developing the curriculum framework. The full
index is given below, reflecting the areas that respondents found to
be most important.
Least important was knowing how to interact with tourists. Also
scoring as less important – perhaps surprisingly – was the ability to
collect information, knowledge and skills from various ICT sources.
There were interesting variations across regions. Responses to
the item related to knowing how to interact with tourists found
a significant correlation with region, with more respondents
in Unguja thinking that this was important than in Pemba
(p=1.68*)1. There was also a regional correlation among those who
thought caring for the environment was important, with 100%
of respondents in the Urban West District agreeing or strongly
agreeing that this was important (p =1.85*). The existence of
regional variations needs to be taken into account when drafting
a curriculum.
Interestingly, more women than men felt that the observation of
cultural and religious tolerance was important (p=2.47**).2 There
was also a statistically significant difference among men and
women in terms of how important it was felt for children to be
creative, with around 60% of women strongly agreeing as opposed
to only 40% of men strongly agreeing.
1 Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level
2 Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level
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Mean

Mean

1

Read and write Swahili correctly and fluently

1.17

1

Apply basic hygiene techniques at school and at home

1.57

2

Apply basic hygiene techniques at school and at home

1.28

2

Read and write Swahili correctly and fluently

1.76

3

Are creative

1.34

3

Observe cultural and religious tolerance

1.9

4

Understand the importance of caring for the environment

1.39

4

Understand the importance of caring for the environment

1.93

5

Observe socially acceptable habits, moral and cultural practices

1.47

5

Observe socially acceptable habits, moral and cultural practices

2.03

6

Have a good foundation in science

1.47

6

Are able to solve numeracy problems in their everyday life

2.06

7

Have the knowledge and skills to enable him/her to be
employable

1.49

7

Work cooperatively with other people in solving problems

2.21

8

Know and love the history of Zanzibar

1.51

8

Know and love the history of Zanzibar

2.22

9

Understand the rights and responsibilities of citizens in
Tanzania/Zanzibar

1.53

9

Understand the rights and responsibilities of citizens
in Tanzania/ Zanzibar

2.26

10

Are able to solve numeracy problems in their everyday life

1.56

10

Able to read texts in English about scientific matters

2.32

11

Able to read texts in English about scientific matters

1.56

11

Access knowledge and information from various sources such as
radio, newspapers, phones, telephones, TV and the internet

2.42

12

Work cooperatively with other people in solving problems

1.59

12

Are creative

2.43

13

Observe cultural and religious tolerance

1.62

13

Be able to undertake independent learning

2.48

14

Be able to undertake independent learning

1.65

14

Be able to communicate in English about every day matters

1.69

Think critically, e.g., evaluate information they receive to see if it
is credible

2.5

15
16

Understand the geography of Zanzibar/Tanzania

1.7

15

Understand the geography of Zanzibar/Tanzania

2.6

16

Have a good foundation in science

2.63

17

Access knowledge and information from various sources such as
radio, newspapers, phones, telephones, TV and the internet

1.71

17

Know how to interact with tourists

2.65

18

Think critically, e.g., evaluate information they receive
to see if it is credible

1.73

18

Collect information, knowledge and skills from various ICT
sources appropriately for personal and societal development

2.73

19

Able to read Arabic fluently

1.96

19

2.74

20

Understand the geography of Africa

1.98

Have the skills to manage money or understand basic
financial concepts

21

Have the skills to manage money or understand basic financial
concepts

2.12

20

Able to read Arabic fluently

2.85

21

Collect information, knowledge and skills from various ICT
sources appropriately for personal and societal development

2.14

Have the knowledge and skills to enable him/her to be
employable

2.89

22

22

Understand the geography of Africa

2.96

Know how to interact with tourists

2.37

23

Be able to communicate in English about every day matters

3

23

Table 1: Importance index: learning outcomes viewed as important
by respondents
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Following these calculations on the importance index, a
performance index was calculated, showing how well respondents
felt children were actually doing in the areas included in the
survey3: if children were felt to be doing well, and assuming that
this area was felt to be important, a focus on this area should
continue to find a place in the new curriculum framework. If
children were felt to be performing poorly, and the area was felt to
be important, then care should be taken to address this area more
adequately in the new curriculum framework.
Table 2 shows that children were felt to be doing particularly
well in applying basic hygiene techniques, in reading and writing
Swahili, and observing cultural and religious tolerance.
Only a quarter of respondents thought that students exiting
standard VI could communicate in English about everyday matters,
despite the fact that English is the medium of instruction for some
subjects from standard IV. This means that the issue of transition
from Kiswahili to English needs more careful consideration when
drafting the curriculum framework. Most worryingly, only 32%
of respondents felt that standard IV children had the skills to be
employable on leaving school at this level.

The Importance–Performance Gap
The next stage in the analysis was to calculate the importance–
performance gap. For example, applying hygiene techniques was
seen as very important and children’s performance in that area was
seen as high: the gap between the importance and the reality was
therefore small, at 0.28.
Once again, the ability to communicate in English emerges as a
problematic area, with a substantial gap between importance and
performance. The fact that the ability to be creative was ranked
high in terms of performance but had a substantial performance–
3 It should be noted that children were surveyed using a separate exercise. The
IPA asked for the perceptions of key stakeholders on the importance and
performance of learning outcomes for children.
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Gap
1 (=)

Observe cultural and religious tolerance

-0.28

1 (=)

Know how to interact with tourists

-0.28

3

Apply basic hygiene techniques at school and at home

-0.29

4

Can solve numeracy problems in their everyday life

-0.51

5

Understand the importance of caring for the environment

-0.53

6

Observe socially acceptable habits, moral and cultural practices

-0.56

7 (=)

Read and write Swahili correctly and fluently

-0.59

7 (=)

Collect information, knowledge and skills from various ICT
sources appropriately for personal and societal development

-0.59

9 (=)

Have the skills to manage money or understand basic financial
concepts

-0.62

9 (=)

Work cooperatively with other people in solving problems

-0.62

11

Access knowledge and information from various sources such as
radio, newspapers, phones, telephones, TV and the internet

-0.7

12

Know and love the history of Zanzibar

-0.71

13

Understand the rights and responsibilities of citizens in
Tanzania/Zanzibar

-0.73

14 (=)

Think critically, e.g., evaluate information they receive to see if it
is credible

-0.77

14 (=)

Able to read texts in English about scientific matters

-0.77

16

Can undertake independent learning

-0.84

17

Can read Arabic fluently

-0.89

18

Understand the geography of Zanzibar/Tanzania

-0.9

19

Understand the geography of Africa

-0.98

20

Are creative

-1.09

21

Have a good foundation in science

-1.16

22

Can communicate in English about everyday matters

-1.31

23

Have the knowledge and skills to enable him/her to be
employable

-1.4

Table 3: Importance–Performance gaps matched
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importance gap also means there is a need to look not only at
curricular content but also at curricular approaches, moving away
from traditional knowledge-based learning to a stronger focus on
activities that encourage children to be creative.
The area with the biggest perceived gap, however, was between
the importance of ensuring that the curriculum prepared children to
have the skills to be employable and their performance in this area.

Findings from the survey of parents and the
community
While Zanzibar has made great strides in access to education,
research from other contexts shows that the quality of what
children are learning in school and its perceived usefulness is
of the utmost importance in parents’ decisions to send their
children to school and keep them there. Furthermore, if parents
are involved in curricular choices, their children tend to do better
in school (Dye, 1989).
Many parents in all parts of the world make enormous sacrifices
to send their children to school and Zanzibar is no exception. In
order to ensure that the curriculum matched expectations, parents
were asked why they sent their children to school and what they
felt to be the benefits of schooling. The reasons parents gave for
putting children in school demonstrated the importance placed
on life skills, values and the environment, in addition to future
employability. This showed that rather than valuing education for
education’s sake, parents are interested to see their children learn
skills that will help them in the future. There was also evidence that
parents saw their children’s education as an investment not only in
the child’s future but also their own: at least one parent mentioned
that they were looking forward to their children being able to help
and support them as a result of the education they were receiving.
Figure 3 shows the percentage of parents mentioning the following
benefits.
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Figure 3: Parents’ views of the benefits of putting children in school

None of the responses given referred to learning specific subjects,
whereas life skills such as self-awareness and the ability to get on
with others were mentioned as being of most importance. The
second most important reason given was to enable children to
get jobs. In light of the fact that the IPA found that education was
currently not preparing children for employment, this finding has a
significant lesson for the development of the new curriculum.

Children’s attitude to school
Children who are happy in school and are interested in what they
are learning do better (Gillard, 1995). In an attempt to investigate
whether any aspects of the curriculum were important in children’s
attitudes to school, we asked parents whether their children liked
or disliked school and why. A large number of parents stated that
their children disliked school for the reasons given in figure 4:
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terms of the jobs parents would like their children to do: by far the
most popular was ‘doctor’, with over a third of parents wanting this
for their children.

Findings from the survey of teachers and principals

Figure 4: Reasons given by parents for children disliking school

This figure highlights areas that are strictly speaking outside the
curriculum but which are nevertheless important. The fact that
some responses indicated that children were afraid of being beaten
despite the fact that this is banned shows the extent of this problem:
‘I have two children: one of them likes school, the other does not
because he is afraid of being beaten.’
Parents also noted that, ‘Children should have self-esteem, be
able to educate themselves, and be prepared to become creative’.
The comment is interesting because it relates to the soft skills
emphasised by SDG 4.7. The ability to educate themselves, i.e., learn
how to learn for themselves, is also missing from many curricula.
Socio-emotional skills such as self-awareness and discipline also
scored highly in the views of parents, demonstrating the need to
think in a broader sense beyond narrow subject areas when looking
at learning outcomes. The place of religion in character formation
and the formation of values also received mention.
Overall, parents had very high expectations for their children,
with all those canvassed hoping their children would progress
beyond standard IV and a large number having much higher
aspirations for their children. Figure 5 shows what this means in
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In order to enable the survey to build on the strengths of the
current curriculum while overcoming its weaknesses, teachers
were asked for their opinions of the curriculum. Positive aspects
mentioned by teachers were often qualified, e.g., ‘Some subjects
have an appropriate number of hours allocated to them’ or ‘The
content of some subjects is up to date.’
Teachers tended to be much more specific about the weaknesses
of the curriculum. As was the case with the exploratory interview
phase, the fact that there were too many topics and too few periods
to cover them in sufficient depth was mentioned by nearly a third
of respondents. The fact that there was content missing from
the syllabus was also noted. Content that was inappropriate or
out of date also received mention, e.g., ‘age-inappropriate topics’,
or ‘inappropriate teaching methodology’. The language of the
textbooks was occasionally mentioned as being out of date.
As well as comments relating to the content, a number of
responses are also of use in the curriculum development process.
While some teachers felt the weakness lay in the curriculum itself,
others felt it was the lack of an enabling environment that was
problematic: teachers mentioned a lack of teaching materials and
a lack of skilled teachers to deliver the curriculum, as well as large
class sizes as being impediments to successful curriculum delivery.
This underlines the importance of not looking at the curriculum
development process as an end in itself, but ensuring that all
aspects of implementation have been thought through.
Of particular note is the fact that practical subjects are taught
in a theoretical way. It is difficult to teach ICT without computers;
also, the teaching of swimming, while laudable, is difficult to do in
a theoretical way.
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Figure 5: Jobs that parents wanted for their children

Challenges in curriculum implementation
A number of challenges were mentioned that might affect
curriculum implementation. The most frequently mentioned
was the lack of an enabling environment including teaching and
learning resources and a teacher shortage. Teachers and principals
mentioned that if the content was not reduced and too many
subjects were crammed into too short a teaching time, the new
curriculum implementation was bound to fail.
The importance of the curriculum being explicit, so that
what should be taught and learned was unambiguous, was
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also mentioned and a request was made for the language of the
curriculum to be clear and transparent. The 2009 curriculum
contains a great deal of specialist terminology. Teachers and
principals also mentioned the importance of ensuring training
and pre-service training in particular was aligned to the new
curriculum. Assessments should follow the curriculum. Principals
also had specific suggestions as to what should be done in order
to ensure that implementation of the curriculum was successful.
More details are included in table 5.
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Number

%

1

Provide teaching & learning resources
alongside new curriculum: books/aids/
Improve lesson planning guides/ICT
equipment

217

32

2

Teacher Skills: Training of teachers before
curriculum implementation/competent
teachers/teaching methodology/ECD

178

26

3

Improve infrastructure: library/classes/
hostel/toilets/ICT room/separate PPE
classes and toilets from PE/for special
needs/furniture/sports facilities

97

14

4

Review content: Reduce number of
subjects/ topics/consider age of the
students/number of periods/improve
language/mix subjects/Teaching 3Rs in
lower classes/vocational skills

48

7

5

Monitor implementation/ follow up

37

5

6

Teachers allowances should be considered

22

3

Figure 6: Weaknesses of curriculum according to teachers
Number

%

Life Skills: Self-awareness; express his/her feelings, positive
attitude; make right decisions/cooperation with others/
CCI/First Aid

135

25

2

Should be able to communicate; use basic Mathematic
knowledge; compose and write letters

130

24

7

Reduce teacher work lord/teacher
shortage/helpers/Health Workers visits

19

3

3

Speak various languages fluently (e.g. English, Arabic)/
translation

73

14

8

Community participation/collaboration

18

3

9

3

Vocational training

44

8

Subject teachers should participate in
curriculum review

17

4
5

Science: Environmental Education

44

8

6

Be able to continue with higher education

31

6

10

Ministry should make informed decisions

15

2

7

History and culture of the country

20

4

11

Consider use of single language of
instruction (LoI)

5

1

8

To set goals

15

3

12

1

To understand his/her rights and obligations

11

2

Other: Entry Age/ exams /achievement
standards/exams for sports

4

9
10

Be Patriotic/civic

10

2

Total responses

677

100

11

ICT

9

2

12

Sports/Arts

6

1

13

Religion

3

1

Total

531

100

1

Table 5: Recommendations of what to be done for better
curriculum implementation

Table 4: Important knowledge, skills and attitudes to be learnt by standard VI
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Findings from the survey of children
Children are the end users of the curriculum, yet all too frequently
their views are not taken into account when a new curriculum is in
development. In this case, the views of standard III and standard VI
children were sought, to find out which subjects they liked and did
not like, and why.

Standard III children
Science and mathematics were the subjects liked the most,
among both males and females. The two least popular subjects
were sports and social science, with only five children saying that
they liked sport the most, perhaps reflecting the fact that sport is
not examined.
When using open-ended questions, students were asked why
they liked particular subjects. Over 90% mentioned contentspecific reasons for liking mathematics and 64% mentioned
content-specific reasons for liking science.
When asked to say which subject they most disliked, nearly one
in three children disliked English. This was followed by Arabic
which was the second most disliked subject. This finding is
worrying since during the early years, in many contexts, language
learning is typically the most fun. There is also a strong link
between attitudes to a language and motivation. The reasons why
children disliked these two subjects are given below. Again, the
issue of teachers punishing children was mentioned, as were other
aspects of teachers’ professional behavior.
Children also found English difficult. Typically, the early stages
of learning a language are much easier than the later stages. If
children are already struggling by the end of standard III this
means that they are likely to fall even further behind as they
progress.
Children already had high expectations for themselves by the
end of standard III, with 129 out of 409 wanting to be doctors.

NISSEM

Global Briefs: Pedagogy, practice and materials

page 192

Number

%

Math
1

Like to know math/different functions, to
multiply, add, subtract, to write number in
words

76

90

2

The teacher teaches well, is not harsh

5

5

3

Be a math teacher

3

3

4

Like to become a business person

3

3

5

Like to know how to keep money well

3

3

6

It teaches a lot of things about life

2

2

7

Be an accountant

1

1

Total

93

100

1

To get science knowledge: hygiene;
environment, animals, nutrition, causes of
diseases, to protect against disease, cooking,
plants

54

64

2

I would like to become a doctor

21

25

3

I like to draw

8

9

4

The teacher teaches well

1

1

5

Like to be a science teacher

1

1

Total

85

100

Science

Table 6: Reasons why standard III students like particular subjects

Standard VI children
In terms of standard VI children, the subjects most liked were
again science and math, with reasons similar to those given by
children in standard III.
As the findings show, science and math were the most useful
subjects for the reasons given, many of which echo the reasons
given by parents.
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Number

%

Why dislike English
1

I don’t understand it, I can’t understand the
teacher/I don’t understand any words or
sentences, it is not my mother tongue

80

81

2

Too much work, such as filling in the blanks,
too many periods

12

12

3

The teacher is very harsh; he/she beats a lot;
the teacher is not attentive

7

7

Total

99

100

Why dislike Arabic
1

It is too hard, I can’t read or speak it, it is not
our language, teacher doesn’t speak slowly
enough for one to capture what he/she is
saying

54

86

2

Subject not taught by a teacher/we don’t
have Arabic teacher

4

6

3

Too many notes/a lot of work

2

3

4

Teacher not attentive, comes late, doesn’t
mark exercise books

3

5

Total

63

100

Figure 7: Standard III students’ expectations after completing their studies
Number

%

Know different scientific knowledge: human body,
environment, HIV, hygiene, food and nutrition, plants, life
skills, enjoy scientific terminology

62

43

Understand it well/enjoy it

45

31

Will become a Doctor

25

17

Will help me in my future life, to be a scientist

10

7

Will get jobs easily

3

2

Total

145

100

To get mathematics knowledge

54

52

Understand it well/enjoy it

45

43

Helps in getting a job, to be Engineer, banker,
Mathematician

5

5

Total

104

100

Science

Table 7: Reasons for disliking English and Arabic

Next steps
Based on the above findings, there is a solid basis on which to
design a new curriculum framework, raising the possibility of
moving beyond mere content, with more emphasis on how children
can learn in a more integrated way. The starting point has been the
development of learning outcomes at standard III and standard IV,
before moving on to look at content and fill the gaps indicated in
the needs assessment.

Mathematics

Table 8: Reasons for standard VI students to like science and mathematics
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Teacher standards are also currently being developed, which will
address values and behaviors as well as knowledge and pedagogic
and content-based skills. Since it was seen that Teacher Training
Colleges were not preparing teachers for the realities of curriculum
implementation, the curriculum for pre-service training will also be
revised in parallel with the national curriculum.
Choices of assessment methods have also been re-considered.
Assessment frameworks are determined by what is taught – how
we assess depends on how we teach. Therefore, the question that
every educational system must ask is, ‘Are we assessing what
we want students to be able to do once they finish school?’ If we
want students to leave school prepared for adulthood, we need
to make sure they have experienced and mastered the skills they
will need in a context that accurately reflects that. ‘Higher order’
skills, such as acquiring, analyzing and synthesizing information,
are extremely valuable, as are ‘wider’ skills such as working well
in teams, using initiative, problem-solving and creativity. These
are skills that employers are looking for. Hence, ensuring that
assessment frameworks target those is critical. The possibilities of
classroom-based assessment playing a part have been integrated
into the new curriculum.
A costed implementation plan for the new curriculum has
been drafted. This allows for teams to develop content including
both knowledge and skills, with an oversight committee ensuring
vertical coherence, i.e., that one grade follows on from another, as
well as horizontal coherence, i.e., ensuring that learning in the
different areas does not contradict or duplicate but is integrated.
Special place is given to methodologies to ensure that the soft
skills that the needs assessment found to be so important are
addressed. Based on this, textbook specifications and draft scope
and sequences are being developed before publishing companies
are invited to write textbooks.
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Conclusion
This needs assessment exercise was based on rigorous sampling
and good practice in terms of research and represents a piece
of work that the country can and should be proud of. The large
number of stakeholders involved, totalling well over 10% of the
school population, meant that after validation, there is a solid
basis of evidence on which to carry on with the next stage of the
curriculum development process.
Situation analyses are often carried out in preparations for a
curriculum review. In a country such as Zanzibar, with its diverse
population and conditions of teaching, it was important to canvass
the whole country. It was also felt to be important to ensure that
all stakeholders including children were involved. The needs
assessment that was carried out was a capacity building exercise for
ZIE. The results went far beyond looking at the content of any new
curriculum. What is frequently termed an ‘enabling environment’
for delivery of the curriculum was frequently mentioned, and the
role of the teacher in terms of relationships with children was
key in whether children learned what was important. Perhaps
one of the most important lessons was that all sections of the
Ministry have a role to play in implementing the results of the
needs assessment, including the training department and the
inspectorate,, the inspectorate as well as human resources and
testing and assessment. The next steps are already in place and
those within ZIE and the Ministry are ready and willing to play the
roles required of them.
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Abstract
This paper will examine the new common national curriculum
framework and five textbook sets with regard to their integration
of elements of global citizenship education (GCED) towards the
Sustainable Development Goals in education. The presence of
GCED topics as well as transformative pedagogies for teachers to
apply in classroom settings will be critically discussed. The second
half of the paper will discuss the problem of the professional
development of teachers in preparation for teaching GCED content
in the Vietnamese national curriculum. The key role of teachers
and structural and systematic problems in teacher training for
educational renovation will also be analyzed.

Background
More than thirty years after opening up its economy, Vietnam has
evolved from a poor, underdeveloped country to enter the lower
middle-income tier. However, despite its many socioeconomic
achievements, the country’s economy is considered fragile with
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low labor productivity and competitiveness, as well as a critical
lack of factors for sustainable growth. These three decades have
also witnessed transformational changes all over the globe,
including the Fourth Industrial Revolution and the emergence of
the knowledge economy, leading to opportunities and challenges
for all countries, particularly developing ones. Meanwhile, climate
change, the depletion of natural resources, environmental issues,
and ecological imbalance as well as political and socioeconomic
disputes have created global challenges. Not excluded from these
global movements, Vietnam is also targeting the Sustainable
Development Goals through ceaseless renovation of its education
system to improve the quality of labor resources, while extensively
developing cultural capital, adaptive capabilities and resilience in
the face of natural and social changes.
Given such fundamental changes in global and national
socioeconomic settings, the Ministry of Education and Training
(MOET) carried out an examination and evaluation of the national
curriculum to identify strengths and weaknesses based on current
global developments and up-to-date, evidence-based findings
from educational science research. As a result, a new national
curriculum framework was developed and published in 2018
for implementation from the 2020–21 academic year. This new
curriculum framework aims to incorporate UNESCO’s educational
development goals of equity in children’s rights and sustainable
education. MOET has prioritized one of the indicators towards the
goal, that is, ‘the proportion of students with understanding of
issues related to global citizenship and sustainable development’
at each educational level. Taking a competency-based approach,
the curriculum framework aims to develop learners’ competencies,
including independent thinking, application and problem-solving
skills, as well as increasing their autonomy and lifelong learning
motivation and skills. The elements of global citizenship education
(GCED) have also been reflected in the requirements, content,
educational methods and evaluation of educational outcomes.
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The curriculum framework also introduces variety in the
selection of materials and adoption of teaching techniques by
local authorities and teachers to meet the needs of students from
different backgrounds and areas. Prior to the 2020–21 school year,
only one unique textbook set was used in Vietnamese schools,
published by Vietnam Education Publishing House (VEPH). From
2020, in the first time, more than one textbook set can be published,
based on the common curriculum framework. Schools can now
select from among five different textbook sets – four published
by VEPH, and one by University of Education Publishing House
(UEP). Each set includes textbooks and workbooks across all
subjects, giving teachers a choice of teaching materials. Although
each textbook is written by different authors, all authors for each
subject take a common approach and a common focus across all the
subjects, which is described and discussed later in this paper.
At the same time, a national research project on GCED in
Vietnam has been carried out to define the goals and methods of
implementing GCED in Vietnamese schools, thereby contributing
to the implementation of the GCED objectives stated in policy
documents and to the effective implementation of the new
general education program, as well as the fundamental renewal
of education. Empirical results within the scope of the research
are expected to provide a scientific basis for defining the goals and
methods of GCED in the Vietnamese educational context.
GCED, as defined in this research, is education that aims to
develop individuals capable of acting cooperatively, responsibly
and creatively to solve common problems of the community;
contributing to a good local, national, and global development;
communicating and adapting in different cultural and
multicultural environments; having respect for human rights
and diversity; promoting the cultural values of our nation and
country, while at the same time consciously learning the cultural
quintessence of other nations and countries. In Vietnam, the
implementation of GCED is at a preliminary stage and faces
difficulties resulting from discrepancies in people’s understanding
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of the concept. Many teachers and educators believe that the
broader issues of GCED are not particularly relevant to their local
context, leading to limitations in the practice of GCED in real-life
settings.

Curriculum analysis: The presence of global
citizenship education in the Vietnamese National
Curriculum
The whole national curriculum framework from grade 1 to
grade 12 was reviewed to examine how GCED is approached
and incorporated across subjects according to UNESCO’s three
learning domains: the cognitive, the socio-emotional and the
behavioral. These three domains were chosen because of their
being widely recognized and aligned with the targets of Sustainable
Development Goal 4, particularly target 4.7. The elements of GCED
elements that were considered were taken from UNESCO (2015)’s
guidance, which draws on research and practice in GCED as well
as inputs by global experts. For each learning domain, researchers
from the national project on GCED in Vietnam identified curricular
subjects where particular GCED elements are incorporated.

The cognitive domain
The development of cognitive competencies is included in all
subjects of the national curriculum. Aspects of the cognitive
learning domain include cognitive processes and strategies
such as critical thinking, problem solving and analytical skills,
since one of the major aims of GCED is to stimulate lifelong and
independent learning habits. This domain also includes knowledge
and understanding about local and global issues and connections.
Table 1 shows how various elements of GCED are integrated in the
cognitive domain.
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Aspects of
cognitive
learning domain

Skills and
competencies specified
in the curriculum

Subject area in the curriculum

Cognitive
processes and
strategies

Critical thinking

● Vietnamese language and literature
● Geography and history
● Biology, physics and chemistry

Problem solving

●
●
●
●
●

Mathematics
Biology, physics and chemistry
Ethics and civic education
Experiential activities1
English language

Analysis

●
●
●
●

Vietnamese language and literature
History and geography
Experiential activities
Mathematics

Cultural diversity and
difference

●
●
●
●

Experiential activities
Music
History
Mathematics

Local, regional and
global issues;
peace education

●
●
●
●

Experiential activities
Ethics and civic education
History
Vietnamese language and literature

Environmental issues

● Ethics and civic education
● Natural sciences

Knowledge and
understanding

Table 1: Presence of GCED-related elements of cognitive learning in the
Vietnamese curriculum

Critical thinking, the first of the competencies within cognitive
processes and strategies, is included in both humanities and
science subjects. In Vietnamese language and literature, students
are encouraged to critically evaluate authors’ standpoints, as well
as articulate their own ideas and opinions using evidence and
arguments. In natural sciences, critical thinking is developed
1 Experiential activities is a new subject in the national curriculum, which
involves students taking part in and reflecting on their experiences of various
learning activities, including organizing local cultural events, activating for the
preservation of natural resources, or planning field trips to national museums.
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through the optimization of students’ role in learning: learners
are guided to initiate enquiries about their surroundings and the
interconnection of different creatures, events and phenomena
in the world. One of the objectives of the curriculum is to equip
students with the practical skills to interpret and evaluate
experimental results scientifically.
With regard to problem solving, in mathematics, students are
enabled to identify practical problems, propose, select and present
solutions and processes to address the problem, evaluate as well as
generalize executed solutions to similar problems. Problem-solving
skills are fostered in English language through project-based
lessons that require students to approach and design solutions
to complete a given task at the end of every unit. In experiential
activities, students are regularly challenged with various tasks
relevant to their daily life, such as organizing a cultural event to
raise funds for children with learning disabilities, which require
them to brainstorm and organize solutions to achieve the target
outcomes.
The competency of analysis is incorporated widely in the
framework. For example, in mathematics, analytical skills are
targeted in activities that require students to interpret statistical
data and draw conclusions, or apply theoretical concepts to explain
practical issues. In Vietnamese language and literature, students
are stimulated to explore the content and layers of meaning of texts
in order to identify and analyze concepts that represent the artistic
and humanistic values of the works.
Compared to thinking skills, knowledge content concerning
GCED topics is more widely spread in the Vietnamese curriculum
framework, as shown in Table 1. Knowledge about local, regional
and global connectedness and issues are a focus of social sciences
subjects. In particular, with the aims of developing language and
literature competencies, GCED opportunities are incorporated
in activities that require students to practice reading, speaking,
writing and listening to texts/discussions/presentations about
peace, cultural diversity, social justice, environmental issues and
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sustainable development. This also enables students to extend their
knowledge about interrelatedness among individuals, communities
and nations worldwide. The selection of text materials also opens
up opportunities for students to widen their understanding about
local, national and global issues. As for natural science subjects,
GCED-related topics include the causes of and solutions to water
pollution, energy saving, and action to reduce air pollution. In
mathematics, since it had been criticized that Vietnamese students
only exceled in theoretical and calculation skills while falling short
on the application and interpretation of mathematical concepts and
principles, the new curriculum framework particularly highlights
the importance of interdisciplinary integration in this subject. As a
result, a large proportion of the content integrates other disciplines,
including economics, sciences, social studies and critical issues
worldwide (i.e., climate change, sustainable growth, and finance
education), reflecting the emphasis on the wide applicability
of mathematics and the focus on education for sustainable
development.

The socioemotional domain
The socioemotional domain includes aspects that are relatively
new to the curriculum such as personal growth, the resolution
of conflicts and the appreciation of differences. Most of these
elements are reflected in the social sciences and humanities
subjects. A few elements are also incorporated in mathematics.
Unlike the cognitive domain, socioemotional competencies are
unevenly reflected in the Vietnamese curriculum framework. With
the exception of teamwork and collaboration skills and professional
orientation, which are promoted across all subjects, most other
aspects of the socioemotional learning domain are only widely
addressed in experiential activities and ethics and civic education.
The learning objectives of ethics and civic education revolve
around the cultivation of altruism, chivalry, conscientiousness,
integrity and sense of community. Learners are also encouraged to
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Aspects of
socioemotional
learning domain

Skills and competencies
specified in the
Vietnamese curriculum

Reflected in the
Vietnamese curriculum

● Exploration of self

● Experiential activities
● Mathematics

● Resolution of conflicts

● Mathematics

● Teamwork and
collaboration

● All subjects

● Developing and
maintaining social
relationships

● Experiential activities
● Ethics and civic
education

● Appreciation of
diversity and
differences

● Experiential activities
● Ethics and civic
education
● Vietnamese language
and literature

● Work ethics/
Conscientiousness

● Responsibility

● Experiential activities
● Ethics and civic
education

● Citizenship

● Experiential activities
● Ethics and civic
education
● History
● Vietnamese language
and literature

● Professional orientation ● All subjects

Table 2: Presence of GCED-related elements of socioemotional learning in
the Vietnamese curriculum

develop communication competencies in maintaining harmonized
relationships with others and adapting to social changes. The same
constructs and competencies are considered core objectives in
Vietnamese language and literature, including caring for others,
maintaining positive social relationships, and appreciating and
respecting differences in cultures and backgrounds. Citizenship
education is also a major topic in these subjects, focusing on
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patriotism, developing pride in one’s family, hometown and home
country’s traditions, appreciating the cultural and historical values
of historic sites, raising awareness about national autonomy and
the future of the country. Apart from the social science disciplines,
elements of socioemotional learning are found in mathematics,
mainly focusing on the exploration of self, understanding the
self’s strengths and weaknesses, as well as developing a sense of
responsibility and citizenship towards mutual community and
society.

The behavioral domain
Compared to the other two learning domains, the behavioral
learning domain is less widely addressed in the Vietnamese
curriculum framework, and is mostly concentrated in the subject
called experiential activities. This domain emphasizes students’
ability to ‘act effectively and responsibly at local, national and
international levels for a more peaceful and sustainable world’
(UNESCO, 2015). In the design of this subject, the learning objectives
in each grade specify behavioral targets for students to develop,
which are divided into four sub-domains: personal development,
conscientiousness, community-serving and professional
orientation. Personal development involves the self-control of
emotions, self-management skills, and the ability to resolve family
conflicts and maintain harmony in particular contexts. As specified
in the learning objectives of the curriculum, conscientiousness
concerns a sense of responsibility towards shared tasks and
activation for completing shared tasks in groups. Communityserving activities include creating individual products to promote
school traditions, developing goals and an action plan for local
cultural events, and initiating ideas for solutions to social issues
such as environmental pollution or gender equity. Professional
orientation aims to help students develop personal development
plans and seek potential supporting resources to cultivate necessary
skills and competencies for their future career.
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How the design and presentation of textbooks
facilitate the teaching and learning of GCED
components
In this section, five different grade 1 textbook sets, the first grade
of the new curriculum to be implemented, are examined for their
design and organization of learning units to support teachers
in teaching GCED. Our main conclusion is that although all five
sets demonstrate their alignment in terms of learning content,
objectives and knowledge boundaries, as specified in the national
curriculum framework, as well as changes in the presentation of
learning content to some extent, the focus on promoting GCED is
quite uneven among the sets, which can be seen in the organization
of the learning units, the selection of material, and the design of
the activities.

Textbook set 1: Connecting Knowledge to Real Life
(published by VEPH)
This textbook set emphasizes the relevance and applicability
of knowledge in real-life environments. The authors take an
innovative approach that focuses on the needs of learners to
develop critical competencies to address modern life including
personal, social, mental and professional aspects. Mathematics is
among the most innovatively composed in this set, where every
lesson always begins from observation and evaluation of reallife phenomena to deduce general principles, before engaging
students in mathematical techniques and skills. This is intended
to help stimulate students’ critical thinking and problem-solving
skills using mathematical tools. In terms of learning content, the
mathematics textbook is structured around topics instead of lesson
periods (as in previous textbooks), allowing teachers to be more
flexible in pacing their teaching in response to the progress and
ability of students. The book dedicates a good proportion of its
pages to games and experiential activities that encourage diverse
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and changing classroom dynamics. A lot of content from other
disciplines is integrated to help students widen their knowledge
and understanding about global issues such as cultural traditions,
nature preservation, or peace education. In particular, the
mathematics textbooks revolve around the same cast of characters
who also grow as students progress to upper grade levels. This
should help facilitate students’ interaction and engagement

Figure 2: Unit 4: opening song about welcoming a new friend,
with musical score and lyrics

Figure 1: Clock-reading exercise based on the fable The Hare and the
Tortoise
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with the content of the book, which is particularly useful when
incorporating socioemotional content. For example, in the lessons
about reading clocks, one exercise integrates a mathematical
task within the classic fable The Hare and the Tortoise (Figure 1),
through which grade 1 pupils can learn about self-discipline and
time management skills.
Music is another notable subject book in this set. The units
in the book are all based on specific topics with friendly and
familiar materials for students from different regions of the
country. The organization of activities and selection of topics
reveal a focus on developing communication, collaboration and
other socioemotional competencies. For example, the opening
of unit 4 about friendship (Figure 2) introduces a song about
welcoming a new friend and the benefits of making more friends.
Besides learning the lyrics, rhythm and movements along with
singing the song, students are also encouraged to reflect on
their own experience of making new friends. The flow of topics
throughout the book is logical, promote individual as well as
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group work. Students are allowed to choose their own topics of
interest to evaluate their own learning progress. Similar to those
of mathematics and other subjects, the music textbooks adopt
the same cast of characters throughout grade levels to optimize
students’ engagement with the context settings in the book.
Compared to the other textbook sets, this is the only one that
demonstrates a high level of interdisciplinary integration of
learning topics across the subjects. Students can find the relevance
and meaning of lessons in one subject reflected in another, which
helps to motivate young students.

Textbook set 2: The Kite (published by UEP)
The title image of this set is the kite, intended to represent the
innocent dreams of pupils as well as their freedom to approach and
explore the world of knowledge. The applicability of knowledge is
also much emphasized in this set of books, with practical lessons that
can be integrated with theoretical ones or designed as standalone
lessons to make sure students understand the theoretical principles
thoroughly and can apply them in real-life contexts.
As for Vietnamese language and literature, the letters in
the grade 1 book are introduced by groups but still follow
the alphabetical order, with a combination of tasks to enable
students’ familiarization with and awareness of written texts.
Each unit includes a speaking session where students can
practice speaking and dialogue-making skills in situations
suggested by picture cues. The situations aim to promote
socioemotional learning competencies such as caring for
others, asking for permission, or apologies. In addition, in the
consolidation section, there are further activities to help students
develop reading habits and storytelling skills using pictures.
With regard to mathematics, each unit in the book begins with
pictures related to the target knowledge. The learning content is
structured according to level of difficulty, in the form of problems
or tasks that stimulate active learning, exploration and the
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Figure 3: ‘Fun learning’ section on counters and numbers

everyday application of knowledge. In particular, at the end of
each unit there is a Fun Learning section, which consolidates the
learned knowledge and presents general practice exercises in the
form of project-based or problem-solving tasks. For example, in
Figure 3, students learn to count through interactive activities
such as movement and singing along, as well as art and craft or
playing with fingers.
Overall, the textbook set shows a high level of innovation
in the presentation of knowledge through the use of images.
More interactive activities are used to stimulate young learners’
motivation and autonomy in learning. GCED elements are present
in all three learning domains but are still not prevalent throughout
the books. Activities to enable independent thinking skills as
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well as develop socioemotional learning competencies are not
incorporated frequently enough, since the books still place heavy
focus on content knowledge.

Textbook set 3: Learning Together to Develop
Competencies (published by VEPH)
The objectives of this textbook set are to equip students with
fundamental knowledge and skills for collaborative learning and
the development of competencies. The learning tasks in each unit
of each subject’s textbook are designed to develop general as well
as specific competencies, and to stimulate independent thinking
skills and creativity. For example, the ethics book is based on
experiential and exploratory activities, with the core principle
that students should not be forced to memorize ethical standards
but should rather be expected to reflect on their own experiences,
feelings and judgements. The lessons are constructed to be open
to students’ interpretation and evaluation of values through
daily life topics. The content of the book is sequenced carefully
through multiple stages to make sure that students are exposed to
realistic, interesting and relevant issues in real-life settings. Most
notably, there are many problem-solving and open activity tasks
without definite answers, which allow students to develop creative
thinking skills. One example is the story-telling activity using cue
pictures and the possibility of alternative endings, where students
are encouraged to change the ending of the stories according
to their own judgement and thinking. The behavioral learning
domain is also much emphasized in the ethics book, with role
play and action sections at the end of each unit, and with specific
suggestions and guidelines for target behaviors of students. For
example, in unit 3, about taking responsibility within mutual tasks,
two activities are presented at the end of the unit (Figure 4), with
detailed suggestions on how to share household chores with family
members.
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Figure 4: Practice exercises with detailed guidelines for
students on sharing housework with family members
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Textbook set 4: For Equity and Democracy
in Education (published by VEPH)
This textbook set is constructed with a philosophy of equity and
democracy in education. Equity is highlighted through the creation
of opportunities for access to knowledge and the development
of competencies for every student, regardless of their cognitive
capacity. Democracy is reflected in the construction of an
educational environment where students and teachers are free to
learn, create and actively solve problems.

The learning content specified in the curriculum framework is
structured to be open and flexible for adaptation to local education
plans and to take into account students’ abilities. The content and
presentation of this textbook set not only reflect the typical topics
of the subject and educational activities but are also aligned to the
culture, history and geography of different communities. A lot of
innovative teaching methods are provided, such as games, group
discussion and problem-solving. For example, in the mathematics
textbook, there are separate sections for experiential activities
that allow room for creative ideas and differentiated teaching
according to students’ abilities. For instance, an experiential task
on measuring length (Figure 5) asks students to estimate, select
the measurement unit and measure the distance between any two
objects in the school yard. However, the design of experiential
activities in these sections is still lacking in purpose, i.e., students
are not given goal-oriented tasks and instructions to perform the
expected learning behaviors.

Textbook set 5: Creative Horizon (Published by VEPH)

Figure 5: Practice task on length measurement, asking students to estimate
and measure the distance between any two objects in the school yard
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The title of this textbook set, which is specifically for students
in the south of the country and considers southern dialects and
customs, employs a metaphor for the limitless realm of knowledge
and creativity. The textbook set is designed to be not only a channel
for transmitting knowledge but also a tool to inspire and motivate
students to explore and create. With the aim of cultivating learners’
thinking skills, the textbook set focuses on the application of
knowledge and skills in real-life contexts, and on identifying
personal and community values as well as a sense of citizenship.
A typical example of this set is the Vietnamese Language
textbook, which introduces a wide variety of text genres while at
the same time integrating communication skills with the content
of other disciplines such as ethics, fine arts, physical education,
experiential activities, and nature and society. Exercises are
constructed as task-based learning activities, in which a lesson
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often starts with speaking and listening activities, introducing a
topic and eliciting ideas before engaging students in production
tasks (speaking and writing). The book also incorporates a
considerable portion of extensive reading, with suggestions for
teachers to stimulate students’ reading comprehension skills.
With regards to Vietnamese Language and Literature, this book is
the most innovative and advanced of the five sets in developing
thinking skills and reading comprehension in children. The topics
of the reading texts are diverse, including new socioemotional
themes such as overcoming fear or management of negative
feelings. Reading comprehension questions in this textbook target
higher levels of cognitive processes rather than simply identifying
and memorizing information. In Figure 6, for instance, a poem

about nature in spring is followed by a question asking students to
explain why they like a particular animal more than others. In the
task that follows, students listen to a story about overcoming fears
and then discuss types of feelings when challenging themselves
with new and difficult tasks.
Overall, this review of five different textbook sets for grade
1 shows that there has been progress in incorporating GCED
content in all three learning domains into specific activities in
daily classroom settings. The visual presentation and design
of textbooks, the organization of learning content and the
selection of material show considerable effort and investment in
a child-friendly approach. However, there are still considerable
discrepancies in the quality of learning activities and level of GCED
integration among the textbook sets and even across different
subjects within a set. The focus on factual knowledge content is
still predominant in some of the textbook sets and the provision
of innovative teaching methods with GCED content is still limited,
uneven and does not cover a wide and diversity of sustainable
education topics.

Teacher professional development

Figure 6: Consolidation section with reading comprehension and storytelling activities
NISSEM

Global Briefs: Pedagogy, practice and materials

page 218

Classroom teachers play a fundamental role in GCED
implementation. It is essential that they are equipped with the
necessary knowledge, skills and attitudes in order to effectively
deliver GCED-integrated lessons. According to an investigation
by the Vietnam National Institute of Education Sciences (VNIES)
into GCED in the school context, even though over 90% of
schoolteachers – including those from rural areas – stated that
they are well aware of the concept of GCED, there is no difference
between the level of knowledge and competencies of students
regarding GCED, no matter who their teachers are (VNIES,
2019b). This can have several implications: either teachers
hold misunderstandings or a false perception of GCED; or the
innovative and transformative nature of pedagogies under GCED
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is not successfully reflected in their teaching, despite a high
level of awareness; or teachers basically have neither adequate
knowledge nor pedagogical skills regarding GCED. Whichever is
the case, the conclusion is that besides the core values of GCED
such as environmental concerns, energy, social justice, and cultural
diversity, teachers need to be trained in innovative teaching
approaches that focus on the needs and abilities of learners.
From a contextualized point of view, Vietnamese schools are
known to often have crowded classrooms and teachers who have
nominal pre- or in-service teaching preparation (UNESCO, 2016).
While GCED guidelines and materials are accessible across all
types of education systems, not all teachers in the country may
have had the opportunity to be trained systematically in GCED and
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD). Furthermore, there
are particular demands to effectively weave social and emotional
and behavioral learning dimensions into the subject areas. To the
extent that such pedagogical training opportunities are unavailable
or minimal, this creates clear instructional challenges for teachers,
especially where crowded classrooms are the norm. Thus, it is not
enough only to include GCED/ESD themes in course curricula, we
also need to improve teacher training and teacher’s guides, as well
as integrate the themes and approaches into assessments in these
subject domains at all levels of schooling (Benavot et al., 2019).
It is also important to create a working environment that
resembles GCED principles, for instance, involving teacher
collaboration, observation, mentoring and action planning, and
that promotes social responsibility, a sense of belonging and the
active involvement of learners (UN, 2015; UNESCO, 2014, 2015).
Since GCED covers complex issues that may be difficult to perceive
in some contexts, teachers should be required to master skills
in critical thinking and critical assessment through different
forms of media. Maximized exposure to different cultures and
pedagogical approaches through local immersion experiences in
diverse communities or international exchanges would inherently
widen their knowledge and understanding of local, national and
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global issues. This form of professional development can ‘fast
track’ intercultural competency and a sense of global and local
connection.
However, more importantly, teachers need to be encouraged to
develop a global mindset to begin with (Akar & Hamadeh, 2019).
This is a real challenge for Vietnam as well as many other lower
middle-income countries, since the job of teaching is traditionally
rather static and involves little mobility. In order to address this,
several exchange programs for teachers have been established
to enable teachers to travel and optimize their international
experiences, a process which is believed to form the basis for
any transformations in teaching activities. While Vietnam has
witnessed a surge in Filipino teachers coming to the country to
teach English, Vietnamese teachers have also travelled abroad to
deliver lessons in STEM areas. The mobility of teachers is expected
to be expanded in the future, with more regional and international
cooperation opportunities to be established.
However, exchange opportunities cannot benefit the majority,
especially teachers from disadvantaged economic regions, who
are directly impacting disadvantaged and vulnerable groups
of learners. There should therefore be a training paradigm that
supports and benefits individual teachers on a large-scale national
level. Recognizing this problem, MOET, in collaboration with
the World Bank, has been conducting a national training project
(Enhancing Teacher Education Program – ETEP) for pre-service
and in-service teachers throughout the country (World Bank,
2016). Within the scope of the project, a national online training
portal has been developed which includes teaching materials,
lesson plans and various types of learning content to stimulate
transformation in pedagogical methods. The portal can be freely
accessed and contributed to by teachers all over the country. To
increase the impact of the online training program, lecturers and
pre-service teachers from eight pilot teacher training universities
are offered face-to-face training sessions at weekends. During these
sessions, teachers are given detailed instructions for developing
Global Citizenship Education in Vietnam: A review of the national
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innovative lessons, and are observed, monitored, supervised and
given feedback on their teaching practices.

Ways forward: Renovating textbooks and teacher
training as part of a bigger change
The successful integration of GCED would not be possible without
a clear mechanism for monitoring and assessment. Vietnam
has not developed any specific assessment criteria framework or
mechanism to supervise the implementation of GCED or to reflect
on and at the same time inform the policy development process.
Among the initial attempts to measure students’ knowledge and
competencies under GCED, the research study by VNIES revealed
that among eight chosen core skills for the 21st century, Vietnamese
students exhibit the lowest proficiency in creativity, global and local
connection skills (VNIES, 2019a). In addition, high school students
tend to overestimate their understanding of the concept of global
citizenship, shown by a clear gap between self-assessment scores
and scores on explicit testing on their understanding of GCED
concepts, attitudes and behavior (VNIES, 2019b). These results are
informative for curriculum developers and classroom teachers to
identify gaps in students’ knowledge and skills concerning GCED.
Furthermore, an even more surprising finding from the research
project by VNIES (VNIES, 2019a) states that school education is
showing only modest impact on students’ acquisition of core skills
for the 21st century, which are an essential aspect of GCED. This
could possibly be due to the fact that the prevalent mode of teaching
and learning in Vietnamese schools is still knowledge-based and
does not favor the development of learners’ autonomy and the
exchange of ideas. In other environments, where teachers are
more open to critical opinions, students are found to exhibit higher
levels of independent thinking and judgement (Weinstock, Assor,
& Broide, 2009). The limited impact of various teaching methods
might result from teachers not practicing these pedagogies
effectively, due to the lack of large-scale support for on-site and
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online teacher training (Hamano, 2008) and other institutional
effects (Sellars et al., 2018). Teachers often face the pressure of class
size, the requirement to meet the teaching schedule and cover the
syllabus, as well as students’ expectations regarding exams, which
all hinder the quantity and quality of innovative teaching methods
in class. Moreover, due to the lack of social awareness about skillsbased education, some teachers do not focus on helping students to
develop thinking skills (Pithers & Soden, 2000) but rather devote
time and effort to have them memorize content for exam purposes.
This raises an alarming issue. Formal school education is the
major channel for national education reforms and strategies.
Rather than the family and the non-formal education sector, the
school context is the most feasible platform for tackling social
issues and enhancing the quality of the labor force through
innovation and transformation in the curriculum, teaching and
learning. Findings from this study indicate that Vietnamese
mainstream education is performing below capacity, hence the
country’s human capital is more a result of demographic and social
transition than the product of official education. Similar findings
would also be expected in other exam-oriented education systems
where attending extra academic classes is the norm, as in Vietnam.
Enabling whole-school approaches (Benavot et al., 2019), enabling
institutional autonomy, including consolidating the national
curriculum, renovating large-scale assessment mechanisms, and
raising teachers’ awareness and pedagogical skills, should be the
top priority for national policy-makers and educators.
This paper has provided an overview of the Vietnamese national
curriculum framework and textbooks together with the current
situation of teacher professional development regarding GCED,
contextualized in the case study of Vietnam. Despite facing many
challenges such as fragmented and unbalanced curricula, as well
as labor constraints, Vietnam has made progress in bringing the
concept of GCED to life when the general public shows a high level
of interest in the issue. The way forward for Vietnam to develop
effective policy and bridge the policy–practice gap has to be built
Global Citizenship Education in Vietnam: A review of the national
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through comprehensive, synchronized reforms, and measurement
and control systems, supported by political commitment to make
long-term and sustainable investment in capacity building.

UNESCO. (2014). Shaping the future we want: UN Decade of Education
for Sustainable Development (2005–2014) Retrieved from:
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000230171
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10

The background

Stellar curriculum materials:
Supporting teachers and improving
teaching practices

Singapore has made many revisions to its English Language (EL)
syllabus over the years: 1959, 1971, 1981, 1991, 2001, 2010, and 2020
(see Loh, 2018). In the various iterations of the EL syllabus, there
have been changes in the emphases of pedagogical approaches
advocated for teachers in enacting the syllabus. In other contexts,
Tyack and Cuban (1995) posited that reforms have rarely completely
replaced existing practices. In fact, various studies in Singapore
have also attested to this (Sullivan, 1997; Cheah, 1998; Goh, Zhang,
Ng & Koh, 2005; Goh & Tay, 2008). Consistently, the common factor
in these studies was the examination culture: ‘… issues related to
formal assessment and evaluation were perceived as challenges to
teachers’ successful implementation of EL Syllabus 2001’ (Goh et
al., 2005, p. 106). The examination culture has unfailingly exerted
a huge influence on teachers’ instructional practice over the years.
Against this backdrop, the Ministry of Education, Singapore (MOE)
convened the English Language Curriculum and Pedagogy Review
Committee (ELCPRC) in September 2005, with a primary objective
of undertaking ‘a comprehensive review of the teaching and
learning of the English Language (EL) in Singapore schools’ (MOE,
2006, p. 2). Its tasks were to review the structure and content of the
EL syllabus, the pedagogical approaches used, the instructional
materials, assessment of learning, and teacher training and
development (MOE, 2006). Due to the fact that there was an
increase in the percentage of students speaking English at home,
from 35% in 1996 to 50% in 2006 (p. 4), there was thus a need to
ensure that the EL curriculum and the pedagogical approaches took
this change into account. The ELCPRC recommended a reform that
focused on ‘both a contextualised approach to EL learning, using
rich materials, and structured, systematic and explicit grammar
instruction’ (p. 6). With this recommendation, the national literacy
reform program, STELLAR (Strategies for English Language
Learning And Reading), was conceived.

JASON LOH
Senior Lecturer at the National Institute of Education, Nanyang
Technological University, Singapore

Abstract
Singapore piloted the national literacy reform in 2006, after a
‘comprehensive review of the teaching and learning of the English
Language (EL) in Singapore schools’ (MOE, 2006, p. 2). The review
was fronted by the English Language Curriculum and Pedagogy
Review Committee (ELCPRC), which was established in September
2005. It reviewed the EL syllabus, the pedagogical approaches
adopted in schools, the curriculum materials provided by the
textbook publishers in addition to the ones used by the schools, the
assessment tasks utilized by the schools, as well as the professional
development provided to the EL teachers (MOE, 2006). The national
literacy reform program was piloted from 2006 to 2009 and
launched across all primary schools in 2010. The program adopted a
4Ms approach — provision of curriculum materials, use of researchbased teaching methodology, support of teachers via non-evaluative
mentoring, and monitoring of the programme via workshop feedback,
classroom observations, and post-observation discussions (Pang
et al., 2015). This paper will look at how the curriculum materials
provided helped to make learning more engaging and effective for
the learners, how social and emotional learning was embedded,
and how the reform program supported teachers in their use of the
pedagogical approach through a long-term extensive professional
development model.
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The national literacy reform: STELLAR
STELLAR is based on ‘language and literacy research as well as
both first and second language learning principles’, while drawing
‘considerably from the pedagogical principles developed in the
Reading and English Acquisition Programme (REAP) that MOE
implemented in all schools at lower primary levels (grades 1 to 3)
from 1985 to 1991’ (Pang, Lim, Choe, Peters & Chua, 2015, p. 110).
Instead of coming up with a brand new literacy program, MOE
chose to ‘update a programme that had been carefully researched
and tried and tested in Singapore classrooms with evidence of
improved student outcomes’ (p. 110). In a sense, in its ‘updating’,
it tapped into what was successful while also addressing the
weaknesses of REAP. As the previous program had focused only
on the lower primary levels, MOE had to expand the program
substantially to the entire primary sector, i.e., from grade 1 to grade
6. Various research-based teaching practices were looked at and
considered before being incorporated into the program.
One of the key differences in STELLAR was a break with the
past in the use of textbooks. Incidentally, when STELLAR was
first implemented, it was the only subject at the primary level
that moved away from textbooks; the other subjects continued
to use textbooks. Textbooks had been the de facto curriculum
material that teachers used for teaching and students used for
learning. In fact, for the 2001 EL syllabus, commercial publishers
were contracted by MOE to develop the English textbooks and
workbooks and to provide a choice of textbooks for the schools.
Prior to that, only one standard textbook, internally produced by
MOE through its Curriculum Development Institute of Singapore
(1980 to 1996), was used in all schools. However, for STELLAR,
textbooks were no longer to be used for teaching and learning. Ageappropriate big books (both narrative and non-narrative) were to be
used in the lower primary, with rich texts (both narrative and nonnarrative) to be used for teaching and learning in the middle and
upper primary grades. To ensure that there was a representation of
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local themes and flavors, Singaporean authors and illustrators were
contracted to produce big books and texts for use in the program,
alongside the books and texts sourced from the international
market. The planning of STELLAR was thus a text-driven approach,
where interesting and engaging texts were first collected, and then
selected for use in the curriculum (Tomlinson, 2003).
Another key difference was that STELLAR used a systematic
and organized suite of research-based teaching strategies: ‘the
Shared Book Approach, Modified Language Experience Approach
and Learning Centres were the main teaching methods used’ for the
lower primary levels; ‘guided reading techniques (called supported
reading), K-W-L (know, want to know, learnt), retelling, writing
process cycle and differentiated instruction techniques were
employed to facilitate students’ learning’ for the upper primary
levels (Pang et al., 2015, p. 112). The program provided unit-specific
guidelines for teachers, spelling out how each strategy is to be
used and with which component. Accompanying each teaching
strategy are curriculum materials such as suggested activities,
learning sheets with which to reinforce learning, PowerPoint
slides and video clips for teachers to use. In addition, funds are
provided for schools to purchase books for class libraries and
language experience activities. Other than the physical copies of
the big books, ‘which MOE procured and distributed to schools, all
other resources were made available to teachers online through a
dedicated website’, to ensure that ‘all schools had equal access to
high-quality instructional materials in both print and digital
media’ (p. 111).
A third key difference included in STELLAR was the extensive
initial support given to schools through six years of professional
development, i.e., training teachers level by level, starting from
grade 1 teachers in its first year of implementation to grade 6 in the
sixth year. Accompanying the training was one-to-one mentoring
through advisory visits, which were intended to ‘contribute to
teachers’ professional growth and to gather teachers’ feedback on
the STELLAR curriculum’ (p. 112). In addition, these visits were a
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form of monitoring, to ensure fidelity to ‘STELLAR’s core teaching
principles and methodology’ (p. 112).
These key differences encapsulate the 4Ms approach for
STELLAR’s implementation support plan: 1) suggestion of teaching
methodology, 2) provision of rich curriculum materials, 3) guidance
through mentoring, 4) and gathering feedback and ensuring fidelity
though monitoring.

Curriculum materials and social
and emotional learning
By the very fact that teachers need curriculum materials for their
teaching and learners need them for learning, curriculum materials
have been perceived to be the conduit of pedagogical change in
many educational systems. As highlighted by Remillard, Harris
and Agodini (2014), curriculum materials ‘play a critical role in
most school systems in communicating curricular expectations
to teachers, transforming curricular goals into instructional
plans, and supporting teachers to enact these plans’ (p. 735). In
the implementation of the 2001 EL syllabus, the ‘lack of useful
teaching materials’ was cited as one of the most frequently reported
problems (Goh et al., 2005, p. 96): the teachers highlighted teaching
and learning resources as the support they most needed, followed
by training on the implementation of the syllabus (Goh et al., 2005).
This area of concern was addressed by STELLAR in its substantial
provision of curriculum materials.
As part of the curriculum materials, unit-specific guidelines
provided detailed ‘teaching steps and suggestions for implementing
language activities in the classroom’ (Pang et al., 2015, p. 111). This
was an example of explicit scripts, which specify ‘exact sentences
for teachers to deliver verbally, exact words to write on the board,
or specific visual models to demonstrate’ (Remillard et al., 2014, p.
744). The purpose of such explicit scripts is to influence the lessons
that the teachers plan and enact, through the provision of an image
of what the lesson is like and how it should pan out. In a sense, this
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idea is based on Shanker’s (1997) idea of a national database
of lessons:
Doctors don’t try to figure out a new technique or procedure for
every patient who comes to their office; they begin by using standard
techniques and procedures that are based on the experience of
many doctors over the years. Nobody considers this a way of doctorproofing medicine, although they do have a name for the failure to
use standard practices—it’s malpractice. The standard practices that
all doctors (and other professionals) use contain the wisdom of the
profession. The same could come to be true of a national database
of lessons that have been polished and perfected by the most skillful
members of the teaching profession. (p. 36)

To elaborate, STELLAR is not a scripted program where instruction
is ‘read to students or delivered using the same words by every
teacher’; its intent is to ensure that instruction is ‘sufficiently
prescribed in detailed plans that students experience essentially
the same lesson, regardless who is the teacher [sic]’ (Hiebert, 2017,
p. 1). This ensures that the teachers’ standard practice is based on
the best wisdom of the teaching profession, i.e., the suggested
research-based teaching methodology and accompanying
curriculum materials crafted by teachers themselves.
Recent studies (Choo, 2019; Gan, 2019; Loh & Renandya, 2015;
Tan, 2019) have revealed that the teachers have been adapting the
STELLAR program. Adaptation is ‘an essential part of the process
of owning the curriculum or reform,’ since it is done with the intent
of meeting the learning needs of their students (Loh & Hu, 2018,
p. 6). In a way, STELLAR has been successful in reforming teaching
practices in Singapore, because ‘even schools gripped by neoliberal
thinking are making adaptations from a suite of research-based
practices, whereas in the past, they simply ignored these practices
altogether’ (Loh & Hu, 2018, p. 5). This shows that classroom
practices have been reformed, as the variations are a result of the
adaptations in response to students’ needs, rather than variation in
instruction per se (Hiebert, 2017).
In addition to delivering the EL curriculum, STELLAR
incorporated the teaching of social and emotional learning
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personal response to the text they have just read; SEL is embedded
within the Framework for 21st Century Competencies and Student
Outcomes through the social and emotional competencies (see
Figure 1).
These competencies are acknowledged by MOE as ‘necessary for
children to recognize and manage their emotions, develop care and
concern for others, make responsible decisions, establish positive
relationships, as well as overcome challenges in their personal
journeys of growth and development’ (MOE, 2020, para. 13). As
such, every unit-specific guideline has a key message embodying
an SEL value, and prompts are provided to aid teachers to identify
these values in the teaching text.

Conclusion
Figure 1: Framework for 21st Century Competencies and Student
Outcomes (MOE, 2012, p. 1)

(SEL)1. This was stated as an explicit syllabus aim: ‘In the course
of listening, reading and viewing widely a range of multimodal
texts and text forms, pupils will gain a better understanding of
our cultural values and National Education themes, and engage
in Social and Emotional Learning (SEL), where applicable’ (MOE,
2008, p. 10). For example, in each of the grade 4 unit-specific
guidelines, the SEL value to be taught is articulated in a ‘key
message’ box between the key teaching points and the start of
the first lesson script.2 At the end of the first lesson of every unit,
teachers are asked to refer to the SEL message to prompt students
in articulating the social and emotional competencies through their
1 Social and emotional learning (SEL) is defined as ‘the acquisition of skills needed
to recognise and manage emotions, develop care and concern for others, make
responsible decisions, establish positive relationships and handle challenging
situations effectively’ (MOE, 2012, p. 3).
2 As the guidelines are classified as restricted materials for MOE personnel, the
examples are described broadly, rather than specifically.
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As shown above, STELLAR curriculum materials, specifically
the texts and unit-specific guidelines, have been designed to
incorporate a range of research-based teaching strategies and
contextualized SEL values. Teachers are guided through detailed
explicit scripts, with supporting resources, which enable them
to visualize what the teaching should look like and how the
students might respond. A critical success factor for this iteration
of the EL syllabus through the STELLAR program is the official
acknowledgement and acceptance of the need for adaptations
‘to meet specific local needs while retaining a strong focus on
the fidelity of implementation’ (Pang et al., 2015, p. 117). This is
a departure from the past where strict adherence to fidelity was
demanded. The implementation literature is replete with examples
of how complete fidelity is impossible, and a better and more
realistic option is to encourage adaptations that will foster greater
buy-in and ownership of the reform (Durlak & Du Pre, 2008; Loh &
Renandya, 2015; Tyack & Cuban, 1995). However, there is genuine
fear from curriculum developers that too much adaptation might
lead to a program drift, where the essence of the reform mutates
into something else. Hence, it is necessary to articulate the reform’s
critical components and its core pedagogical principles, so that the
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teachers are aware of what needs to be implemented with fidelity
to ensure that the essence of the reform is not compromised during
the adaptation process. In addition, it might be fruitful to guide
teachers in their initial adaptations, so that the adaptations are
principled rather than haphazard (Loh, 2018).
This would mean a comprehensive professional development
plan. In STELLAR, professional development is conducted through
an in-service model, so that teachers are able to utilize the teaching
strategies and use the curriculum materials immediately after the
‘just-in-time’ training session. The advisory visit is then conducted
after a few weeks of trial by the teacher for that specific teaching
strategy. This ensures an immediate application of their learning
from the training session, and also quick feedback regarding
their application, i.e., coaching. Such a ‘just-in-time’ professional
development model enables a better understanding of the approach
used in the reform. It also helps that the training videos are of
actual teachers teaching in Singaporean classrooms. There is thus
greater acceptance of the teaching approach, since it has been
done in a local school by a local teacher; the teaching approach
is not seen as foreign and unrealistic. Teaching teachers to make
principled adaptations can be done during the preservice phase.
This is where student teachers learn the principles of adaptation
(Tomlinson & Masuhara, 2004) and can be formally assessed on the
soundness of their adaptations.
Never before in the educational history of Singapore has there
been a reform on such a scale: the scaffolded implementation
approach (year by year), with a minimum of six years of ‘just-intime’ in-service professional development, one-to-one mentoring
for each of the teachers, and provision of all curriculum materials
from grades 1 to 6. This is unprecedented and so has made an
impact in the primary education landscape. Teachers in Singapore
are now using research-based strategies consistently. Even though
they adapt, they are adapting from a pedagogically-sound and
research-based foundation, which is certainly better than adapting
from assessment books and worksheet booklets.
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