
Implementing Curriculum Change in a Developing 
Country: Some Practical Issues* 

Nick Bricknell 

In 1984, as part of the World Bank Primary Curriculum Project, I was 
invited to join a team of consultants selected to help the Solomon Islands 
Ministry of Education, Training and Cultural Affairs (METCA) to 
redesign the primary curriculum in the areas of English Language, 
Mathematics, Community Studies, Science/Agriculture, and 
Health/Physical Education. I was the consultant for English Language. 

My selection credentials included wide practical experience in PNG 
primary classrooms as a teacher, in-service trainer and inspector; having 
specialised in Teaching English as a Second Language (TESL) as part of 
my Master's degree; having published a series of learning-to-read 
workbooks for infant classes; and being joint author of an English 
language arts programme for primary children whose native tongue is not 
English (JILAP). In addition, I have taught English as a Foreign 
Language at the tertiary level in the People's Republic of China. 

The Project was divided into five stages: 
Stage 1: Evaluation and examination of the current primary 

curriculum; 
Stage 2: The development of a 1-6 primary school curriculum and 

timetable; 
Stage 3: The development of a 1-6 syllabus for each of the subject areas 

mentioned earlier, with appropriate manuals to guide teachers 
in implementing the syllabi; 

Stage 4: The trialling of all instructional manuals; 
Stage 5: The in-service training of staff. This was to be done by a team of 

curriculum advisors trained by my team in the use of the 
materials. 

* Based on a paper presented at the Fourteenth Annual Conference of the 
Australian and New Zealand Comparative and International Education 
Society, Queensland University, 1-5 December, 1986. 
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A comprehensive national evaluation report was carried out by the team. 
This revealed that at that point (1984) instructional methodologies and 
educational materials were very poorly developed, and integrated 
sequential syllabi did not exist at all in a number of subject areas. Further, 
where there were syllabi, a large number of teachers had never seen them 
and hence taught in an ad hoc fashion with no logical sequence, using 
whatever materials they could muster. 

One of the findings of the survey was that of the 400 teachers surveyed, 
some 70 per cent indicated they had never seen or used an approved 
syllabus in English or Mathematics. The major problem practising 
teachers faced in their teaching as seen by themselves was inadequate 
teaching resources. They indicated overwhelmingly that the greatest 
priority should be given to the development of teachers' manuals and 
children's texts and workbooks. They also stressed the need for 
sequencing of subject matter. 

Since the report also showed that some 40 per cent of the teachers were 
completely untrained, the quality of education in many places was very 
poor indeed. 

Because of the chaotic state of the primary curriculum at the time and 
because there was no overarching curriculum document setting out the 
aims and objectives of the primary education system, METCA decided to 
call a national curriculum conference which the team was asked to 
organize and run. The participants consisted of between eighty and ninety 
experienced practising teachers, newly-appointed curriculum 
coordinators and advisors (recently-returned from a 12 months' training 
course at Northern Rivers College of Advanced Education), school 
administrators and staff from the then Solomon Islands Teachers College. 
All but two of the group were Solomon Islanders. None was experienced in 
curriculum theory or curriculum construction. Initially few appreciated 
that a curriculum was premised upon the product one hoped to develop. 

We went right back to the beginning; from an examination of national 
goals the Conference developed a number of general aims which Solomon 
Islanders considered relevant for their own primary education system. 
This process took almost a week, but because it was so important, it could 
not be hurried. 
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Once these aims had been agreed upon, we moved to developing 
schoolwide objectives using the simple cell system represented 
diagramatically below. 

Objectives 
Related to 

Intellectual 
development 

Physical 
Development 

Social/Moral 
Development 

Objectives to do with 

Knowledge Skills Attitudes 

At this point the Conference broke into subject committees, each with an 
elected Chairman, Curriculum Branch Subject Coordinator (an appointed 
METCA position) and an overseas consultant. 

In the second week of the conference each morning was given to 
developing the objectives in subject committees and then these committees 
returned to discuss them in plenary sessions each afternoon. Finally, by 
the conclusion of the conference, each overseas consultant had a set of 
guidelines to take away with him/her upon which to base the first draft of 
the syllabus in his/her subject area. 

Next, each consultant was required to develop a Scope and Sequence Chart 
to cover the logical development of his/her subject across the six grades. 
When completed, these were mailed to the various subject coordinators in 
Honiara who then convened their respective committees to discuss them. 
When the Scope and Sequence of the subject was ratified, the consultant 
enlarged this into a full syllabus for each grade level in his subject area and 
began to draw up teachers' manuals. 

In his 1966 classic, The Quality of Education in Developing Countries, Beeby 
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stated that with the best will in the world, the quality of education any 
system could supply depended upon the level of general education of the 
teachers and the kind and length of professional training they received. 
This was well illustrated by the situation in Solomon Islands. 

Because of the large number of completely untrained teachers and the 
relatively low levels of both general education and training of many others, 
along with the dearth of resources available to them, the English 
Committee directed me to write 'tram-line' manuals to accompany the 
syllabus. 

As is frequently the case in developing countries the bulk of the untrained 
and least-trained teachers in Solomon Islands primary schools teach in the 
lower grades, whereas this is precisely the stage of schooling where the best 
teachers are needed. As an instance of the futility of this practice of putting 
untrained teachers with infant classes, let me cite the case of a grade 1 
(untrained) teacher I saw in the second week of the school year who had 
covered the blackboard with double figure multiplication sums for her 
class to attempt. Not only were the children unable to count at this stage, 
as we discovered, but they were not even able to recognise a single numeral! 

This situation of having the untrained teachers clustered in the infant 
grades posed a particular problem for the design of the reading programme 
at the lower level. Clearly grade 1 needed a good preparation in pre-
reading activities because the children could not speak English and many 
had never seen a printed word. It was also clear that lessons would have to 
be tram-lined on a day-by-day basis because of the inadequacy of the 
teachers. The country could not afford to supply individual work books 
year after year — or indeed even for one occasion, given other resource 
priorities. Yet the teachers had to have a resource they could turn to 
readily year after year (or at least until they developed alternative strategies 
or were eventually recalled to College for in-service training). At the same 
time this resource book had to be in a form which was sequential. 

Finally, I hit upon the idea of providing approximately one hundred 
simple drawings which could easily be reproduced by even the most 
untalented 'artist' as the basis of each teacher's own resource book. 

The first weeks of pre-reading exercises dealt with differentiating between 
articles with which the children were very familiar — shells, stones, sticks 
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ant anchor arrow axe box ball bird bat balloon 

bucket bee book banana bug cap cup cat can crab 

canoe car clock dog dig duck drum egg elephant 

fish flag foot fire fork glasses grass glass hand 

horse hook hut hat hit heart hammer jug 

kite key kick leaf legs ladder mat moon 

mouth net octopus pig pin pineapple pencil peg 

pipe paddle POT ring rat r u n rain sun Pipe paddle pot ring rat run rain sun 

spider spoon scissors snail star swim sit stairs 

skip tree table tortoise truck umbrella waves 

web wheel whale watch flower snake 

worm caterpillar plane swan broom 
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and so on, on the criteria of size, shape, colour, direction, or kind. Once 
this concept of differentiation was established, the teacher was directed to 
substitute drawings, based on his 'Picture Reference Sheet' or his own 
imagination, for the concrete objects. This was a quantum leap for many 
children who were completely unfamiliar with pictorial representation of 
objects and it obviously needed to be done with the greatest of care. 

We tried to convey this message at the in-service course for the Curriculum 
Advisors who were then to in-service teachers in the field, stressing how 
important it was to proceed slowly, step by step. This message was 
reinforced in the teachers' manual in a simplified explanation of how the 
reading process is acquired: 

Introduction 

Teaching Children to Read 

In the Standard I syllabus we point out that many teachers start 
teaching formal reading before the children are ready, and as a result, 
a large number of them find learning to read very hard. Before they 
are introduced to formal reading, children need lots of pre-reading 
activities to prepare them. While this is going on, the teacher should 
also guide them by steps: 

Step 1. 

Lead children to realise printed words have meaning (we know that, 
but they may not!) Reading them stories and having name labels on 
things around rooms helps. Writing and recognising one's own name 
is also important for this. 

Step 2. 

Lead them to understand they can "unlock" this meaning if they want 
to. Reading Games will help with this. (see pages 48 to 54) 

Step 3. 

Lead them to want to read by reading stories, by generally 

encouraging them to try to sound out words and by learning labels. 

Pre-reading Principles 

Always begin with familiar things. 

Progress from: real things well-known to the children; 
to: pictures of things they recognise; 
to: shapes such as crosses, squares, etc; 
to: letters and words associated with pictures; 
to: words and sentences. 
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Here are some activities which help children pick the differences 
between things. This is a very important skill in learning to read, 
because that's what reading is about -recognising words by their 
differences. 

1. Same object: one different kind to the rest. 
2. Same object: one different direction to the rest. 
3. Same object: one bigger or smaller than the rest. 
4. Same object: one different colour to the rest. 
5. Same object: one with internal differences to the rest. 
6. Matching pairs of things. 
7. Matching by families of things. 
8. Matching a given one from a group. 
9. First sound the same: one different sound from the rest. 

10. Middle sound the same: one different sound from the rest. 
11. Last sound the same: one different sound from the rest. 
Here is an example of each of these (except same object -one different 
colour to the rest): 

However I underestimated even the Curriculum Advisors' understanding 
of the task. As part of the in-service programme, the advisors were 
required to teach lessons from the teachers' manual to demonstrate that 
they understood it. They were shown examples of how the drawings might 
be applied to the different kinds of pre-reading activities and then they 
were given the same lesson notes the teachers were to receive, such as the 
example below. To ensure that the first lessons were successful, I picked an 
Advisor to demonstrate. 

You can imagine my dismay when I found that despite the fact that each 
lesson told the teachers to draw the objects named, my Curriculum 
Advisor had written the words instead of drawing the pictures! Just as 
significantly, none of the others saw anything unusual about this, so there 
was nothing for it but to recall the materials and draw each pictorial 
representation for each lesson, no small task. 

I have used this small illustration to demonstrate how even simple instruc-
tions can be easily misinterpreted when received in the medium of a foreign 
tongue — even though the receiver appears to be fluent in that language — 
and when translated into a different cultural framework. It raises a 
number of other issues such as the need to trial new materials very 
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1. Same object : one different kind 

2. Same object : one different direction 

3. Same object : one different size 

4. Same object : one with internal difference 

5. Matching pairs 

6. Matching with a given object 

7. Matching by families : one different kind 

8. Same first sound : one different (ball, box book bee cup) 

9. Same past sound : one different (rat mat cat can) 

10. Same middle sound : one different (cup pig sun hut) 

thoroughly and the question, why foist a foreign language on to the 
children anyway? 

As far as the first is concerned, it is extremely difficult to get practical 
access to schools in Least Developed Countries (LDCs). In consequence 
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T. 1 Week 4 
Lesson 1. 

Lesson 2. 

(Draw the 
pictures. Do 
not write the 
words). 

Lessons 3. 

(Draw the 
pictures. Do 
not write the 
words). 

Sa me Object: one different: FAMILIAR PICTURES. 
Teaching Points: 
1. 

2. 

3. 

1. 

2. 

1. 

2. 

Use your 'Drawing 
below. Where we 
draw the pictures. 
Get the children to 
each line 
They can 

s Page' to draw the objects 
lave shown words, you must 

point to the one different in 

then draw the one that is different. In all 
these lessons we 
examples 

rave only given 
If you need more, 

the Picture Reference Page. 
don't worry if your 
in the time allowed 

bird 
cat 
rat 
sit 
bee 

bird 
cat 
fish 
sit 
bee 

Flashcards: picture 
look at the picture 
pictures below. 

5 rows of 
make them up from 
On the other hand, 

children can't get 5 rows done 

bug 
cat 
rat 
hit 
bee 

bird 
dog 
rat 
sit 
bee 

bird 
cat 
rat 
sit 
bug 

recognition. Get them to 
and say 

Same object: one different 
box ball box 
fish 
dog 
whale 
duck 

crab 

Pig 
whale 
duck 

crab 
dog 
whale 
duck 

the name. Use the 

box 
crab 
dog 
fish 
duck 

box 
crab 
dog 
whale 
bird 

Flashcards: picture recognition using pictures 
below. 
Same object: one different 
turtle turtle octopus 
star 
snail 
spoon 
umbrella 

star 
snail 
spoon 
table 

sun 
snail 
spoon 
table 

turtle 
star 
snake 
spoon 
table 

turtle 
star 
snail 
fork 
table 

we tended to rely on the Curriculum Advisors to arrange trialling. 
However, many of them were unable to organize this in a coherent fashion. 
Sometimes during the trialling period the teachers were given term 2 
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lessons before term 1 lessons by the Advisors, and at least one Advisor 
allowed an untrained teacher to 'teach' a month's lessons in one day. 

Concerning the choice of language, it may be recalled that Solomon 
Islanders themselves chose the curriculum areas they wanted taught in 
primary schools, and English was nominated as the language of 
instruction. 

The Solomon Islands Primary Project is drawing to a close. I would be one 
of the first to agree that we, as a curriculum materials team, fell into a 
number of basic pitfalls despite our experience in LDCs and in our 
professional areas. The point I want to make, however, is that 
commitment, experience and expertise are not always enough when 
working in another, very different culture — although if any of these is 
missing, then failure is almost inevitable. Even with all of these factors, 
there are bound to be unforeseen situations which will interfere with the 
smooth implementation of a new programme. 
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