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ABSTRACT The paper reports on an empirical data collected from primary schools principals on the effect of
curriculum changes in the South African education system. Using both quantitative and qualitative research
approaches, the paper explores the roles of principals as curriculum leadership. The paper situates the roles of
principals within critical theory propositions to determine the extent to which the principals embrace change. The
findings of the paper indicate that for successful implementation, principals should be able to question their
position as curriculum leaders. However, if no effort is made to enhance the interest of the principals during
curriculum development, the schools will operate on a presumed consensus apparently led by principals.

INTRODUCTION

The dawn of democracy in South Africa in
1994 has been characterized by a series of policy
changes which included curriculum changes in
schools to redress the imbalances of past poli-
cies. Glatthorn et al. (2015) describe ‘ curriculum’
as all the learning which is planned and guided
by the school regardless of who the targets are,
individuals or groups, or where learning takes
place, inside or outside the school. According
to Harvey (2004) a working definition of curricu-
lum is a combination of all activities, experiences
and learning opportunities for which an institu-
tion or a teacher takes responsibility. In their view
of critical reflection towards curriculum, Lovat
and Smith (2003) describe the curriculum as a
problem-solving process, in which the teacher
processes a complex variety of stimuli and infor-
mation and uses this to make decisions and solve
problems. This means that the teacher’s key
roles with regard to curriculum are those of in-
formation processor, manager, decision-maker
and problem-solver. Accordingly, Blackmore and
Kandiko (2012) stated that implementation of a
new curriculum does not simply entail following
a set of curriculum instructions or replacing old
practice with new practice, but it is a process of
aligning the curriculum in such a way that it be-
comes part of the teacher’s way of being.

 Using the critical theoretical prepositions,
the paper shed light on the perspectives of prin-
cipals towards curriculum change. Understand-
ing and analysing the linkages between day-to-
day practices in schools and larger domains,
and values that are often linked to social and
political realities is central to the generation of
critical theory (Li and Lappan 2014). In relation
to curriculum, critical theory is concerned with
critical meanings of experiences as they relate
to curriculum development. According to Co-
hen et al. (2000), critical theorists acknowledge
that curriculum is a selection of what is deemed
to be worthwhile knowledge. However, because
the justification for that selection reveals the
ideologies and power in decision making in so-
ciety and through curriculum, participants in
curricula should question the cultural and dom-
inating messages contained in curricula and re-
place them with a language of possibility.

Habermas’ (1987) critical cognitive interest
offers another apparent definition of critical the-
ory approaches to curriculum.  The practical im-
plications, is that curriculum could be consid-
ered useful so long as it involved the develop-
ment of critical thinking skills, included open
enquiry methodologies, furthered personal au-
tonomy and stressed the historical, cultural, po-
litical and economic contexts of individual and
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group action.  In support of this assertion, Ye-
ung et al. (2012) indicate that the critical or self-
reflective type of human interests means that
our interest in showing autonomy will make us
reflect critically on our subject matter, as well as
ourselves.

Framed within the critical theory preposi-
tions, the paper explores the three interrelated
aspects; sense of purpose, sense of commitment
and sense of fulfilment to determine the enthu-
siasm of principals with regard to curriculum
change.

Curriculum Leadership

With the development of curriculum reform
and further studies on curriculum issues, curric-
ulum leadership has become an interesting field
in the studies of curriculum theories. Chappuis
(2006) argues that school leaders do not need to
have the vision.  The term curriculum leadership
is used to define those whose roles are to pro-
vide others with the knowledge and skills need-
ed to accomplish curriculum development at sev-
eral levels and in many roles. But all the school
leaders need to be able to work with others to
set and achieve clear goals for the school and
staff, and most importantly, clear learning tar-
gets for students.  Chappuis asserts that know-
ing the right thing to do is the central problem of
school improvement. Thus, the role of leaders is
not about checking off what action was taken
during the course of the day, but it is more about
seeking and taking advantage of the opportuni-
ties to enhance effective implementation of
curriculum.

Curriculum leadership plays a vital role in
the implementation of curriculum. However, cur-
riculum leadership and management lack a whole-
school perspective and tend to be fragmented
and easily disjointed (Blackmore and Kandiko
(2012). Blackmore and Kandiko (2012) further
argue that, as simple and straightforward as the
process of implementing a new curriculum might
seem, when it comes to actual practice, recent
research shows that at least three key factors
that are often overlooked are important: (1) a
realization that various types of actions that
support teachers will be required; (2) identifica-
tion of who is responsible for facilitating the
changes that teachers will make; and (3) an un-
derstanding on the part of facilitators that change
takes a great deal of time and that, even under

the best of circumstances, implementation takes
several years . Similar observations were made
by Mullen (2007) who found that effectiveness
in facilitating change process result as an in-
crease from responder to manager to initiator
styles.

As curriculum reforms have turned to princi-
pals to be accountable for better schools, re-
searchers have been studying the principal’s
roles. But while there has been much learned,
the findings have typically identified only the
general characteristics of effective principals.
Piek (1991) pointed out that the success of cur-
riculum change depends on the quality of the
teachers, the principal and school inspector in-
cluding their knowledge, background and pro-
gressiveness that will guarantee success. Chau
(2013) noted that the internally-initiated change
is more prevalent than assumed. This view is
supported by Rogan and Grayson (2003) who
highlighted that the process of change is con-
text-specific and usually plays out differently in
each and every school.

Curriculum Change in South Africa

The South African society has experienced
radical policy changes since the dawn of de-
mocracy in 1994, which included educational
transformation. A new school system, Curricu-
lum 2005 was introduced in 1997. It is based on
outcomes-based education principles and it
marked a complete departure from the existing
system which was content-based and an exami-
nation oriented approach. Curriculum 2005was
guided by critical and developmental outcomes
and supported the transformation of the South
African society. Schools started implementing
Curriculum 2005 in 1998.  However, given the
nature of difficulties experienced by teachers
with the implementation of Curriculum 2005, the
principals could not excel in their leadership roles
to achieve curriculum goals.

In 2000, a committee was appointed to re-
view the structure and design of Curriculum
2005, teacher training and development, learn-
ing support materials, provincial support to
teachers in schools as well as implementation
time frames (Department of Basic Education
2011).The Curriculum review committee recom-
mended that Curriculum 2005 be strengthened
by streamlining its design features, simplifying
its language, aligning curriculum and assess-
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ment, improving teacher orientation and train-
ing, learner support material and provincial sup-
port. The Revised National Curriculum was then
developed to address the weaknesses of Curric-
ulum 2005 and it became a policy in 2002 (Chish-
olm 2003).  However, the revised curriculum was
built on the vision and values of the Constitu-
tion and Curriculum 2005, that is, it followed the
principles, purpose and trust of Curriculum 2005.
The principles included: social justice, a healthy
environment, human rights and inclusivity; out-
comes-based education; a high level of skills
and knowledge for all, clarity and accessibility;
and progression and integration (Department of
Basic Education 2012).

The Revised National Curriculum Statement
was completed in 2002, for implementation in
January 2004. However, there were a number of
shortcomings associated with its implementa-
tion. Disparities in resources and teacher pre-
paredness made this modern, high knowledge,
resource intense curriculum an inappropriate
model in the South African context (OECD 2008).
For instance, in a study on the challenges fac-
ing teachers in historically disadvantaged
schools in the Western Cape in the implementa-
tion of Curriculum 2005 the following factors were
found to be hindering the implementation
process:

Large class sizes–which affects the learn-
er-centred approach as an educator has to
deal with large classes.
Lack of appropriate and sufficient resourc-
es and learning material.
Discipline problems–learners and teachers
having problems with commitment to work
and adherence to rules, including frequent
absenteeism.
Unstable management and governance
structures (De Waal 2004).

Teacher professionalism, that is, teachers
themselves, their training, their level of confi-
dence as well as their commitment to teaching
was also noted as one of the major challenges in
South African schools (Fleisch 2008). Learners
are also the subject of curriculum change. The
learner factors influence the teacher’s choice of
learning experiences as they have to take into
consideration the diversity of learners in curric-
ulum implementation. In identifying challenges
faced with the curriculum implementation, De
Waal (2004) highlighted that all efforts to pro-
vide teachers with the necessary support

through the process of change will be rendered
futile if both teachers and learners are ill-disci-
plined and lack commitment towards their work.

The implications of these challenges put to
test the principals’ managerial and leadership
skills.  As it is indicated, the principals are re-
sponsible and accountable for a variety of tasks
and activities that make the school function ef-
fectively (Department of Basic Education 2012).
Thus, curriculum implementation can be
achieved only if the principal as the head of the
school performs his/her supervisory function.

Given the intensive curriculum reform pro-
cesses and the challenges in revising Curricu-
lum 2005 to produce the National Curriculum
Statement, there was a level of uncertainty and
confusion in the system, and a fair amount of
criticism of curriculum delivery and implementa-
tion. Therefore, another review was made in 2009
specifically addressing primarily the issue of
implementation, and how this has raised certain
limitations with respect to the clarity of the cur-
riculum and the authority it bestows on teach-
ers in confidently understanding their mandate
in the classroom (Department of Basic Educa-
tion 2012).  The school management’s capacity
to mediate the curriculum was a disturbing issue
that was highlighted. The two aspects related to
management of curriculum were; first, mediating
the demands and systematizing administrative
procedures to lighten the burden of teachers
and second, mediation of interpretation of cur-
riculum documents for implementation in the
classroom. The supporting argument for this
claim was further supported by the large-scale
research that has shown that principals do not
regard the management of the curriculum as their
primary responsibility.  Effort should be direct-
ed at ensuring that principals teach, as directed
in policy, and that their role as curriculum and
instructional leaders be asserted (Department
of Basic Education 2011).

In as much as the schools management is
identified as the crucial factor towards effective
curriculum implementation, the principals are
expected to play a critical part in creating and
sustaining successful curriculum implementa-
tion.  In other words, effective curriculum imple-
mentation cannot take place where the principal
is incapable of executing supervisory functions.
Given these perspectives, this paper, amongst
others, attempts to reveal the leadership tactics
of school principals in embracing curriculum
reform.
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The   data reported here was collected from
twelve school principals; the twelve schools
were randomly selected. There were seven fe-
males and five males with their ages ranging
between 35 and 56. Their teaching experiences
ranged from 10 to 30 years, with the lowest aca-
demic qualification being a Primary Teachers di-
ploma coupled with a matric certificate and the
highest being a primary teachers’ diploma plus a
Bachelor of  Arts degree. The study was under-
taken two years after the launch of the RNCS.
Data was collected from principals using the fol-
lowing data collecting techniques: question-
naires and interviews.  In drawing the impor-
tance of using both questionnaires and inter-
views together, Sarantakos (2005) argue that
questionnaires give a good picture of the sur-
face elements and examine feelings towards
events, but they could not be described as prob-
ing or providing rich sources of data in which
the voices of the participants are heard. The cen-
tre of the onion is reached with interviews.  In
support to this, O’Leary (2004) states that the
purpose of the interview is to obtain the present
perceptions of activities, roles, feelings, motiva-
tions, concerns and thoughts, to obtain future
expectations or anticipated experiences, to veri-
fy and extend information obtained from other
sources and to verify or extend hunches and
ideas developed by the participants. In this
study, the principals’ feelings and perceptions
for change; a need for support and dynamism
towards change were gathered using question-
naires. Interviews were conducted with the prin-
cipals to determine: the effects that curriculum
changes have on teachers; the role of the school
management team on curriculum changes as well
as the government policy regarding curriculum
changes.

RESULTS

As indicated earlier, the paper is rooted in
critical theory approaches with regard to curric-
ulum. In alignment with critical approaches, the
findings of the study are grounded in the three
interrelated themes to analyse the principals’
enthusiasm with regard to curriculum change.
The three themes are sense of purpose, sense of
commitment and sense of fulfillment.  The three
themes when taken together provide a fuller pic-

ture of the principals’ determination with regard
to curriculum change.

Sense of Purpose

The purpose of the theme was to elicit the
responses from the principals with regard to their
understanding or the value they place on curric-
ulum change.

The responses on questionnaires distribut-
ed to principals suggest that principals acknowl-
edge that there is a need for curriculum change
at schools and therefore they promote curricu-
lum changes in their respective schools. The
principals consider change as important so that
the schools as institutions of learning keep on
track with educational developments taking place
globally. In terms of policy documents as a
means of support, ten principals admitted that
the government provides schools with policies
that help them deal with curriculum changes,
with the exception of two who did not respond.
The principals also pointed out that the policy
clearly state that curriculum is meant for life-
long learning and therefore all should be pre-
pared to make modifications to meet the chal-
lenges of the curriculum.

Other than the policy, the principals through
the school management team also motivate and
provide the required materials for teachers so
that they can teach the new curriculum without
any difficulty. Although one of the twelve re-
spondents indicated that there was no involve-
ment of school management in the implementa-
tion of curriculum changes in his school, the
other eleven were positive about their involve-
ment. The data show that school principals rec-
ognise the importance of school management
involvement in key issues including implement-
ing curriculum changes. This has the potential
of going a long way in ensuring that there is
continued development as these schools pos-
sess elements of team work.

Sense of Commitment

The sense of commitment refers to the prin-
cipals’ willingness and determination to provide
internal support to teachers in dealing with cur-
riculum changes. The data for this theme is
grounded from the kind of support the princi-
pals offered and the strategies they employ in
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dealing with challenges experienced in their
schools, specifically by teachers.

The principals acknowledged a need for sup-
port. Firstly, the principals indicated that the kind
of support they give as the representatives of
the school management is to encourage teach-
ers to follow the policies of the new curriculum.

In determining the kind of support the prin-
cipals offered to teachers, the researchers asked
the principals if they help teachers solve prob-
lems related to implementation of curriculum
changes. The response to this question was
positive with ten of the twelve respondents giv-
ing a positive response, indicating that princi-
pals do give support. This shows that princi-
pals acknowledge the fact that teachers do ex-
perience challenges in the implementation of
curriculum changes.

With regard to strategies used for assisting
teachers, responses were varied. For instance,
five principals cited encouraging workshops as
the strategy they use to assist teachers cope
with curriculum changes. Three principals indi-
cated that they make an effort to revive teach-
ers’ attitudes towards curriculum changes. Two
of the respondents mentioned provision of re-
sources as their support strategy. The remain-
ing two cited encouraging team work and ad-
dressing individual problems as their interven-
tion strategies. It is evident from the above that
there is support for continued professional de-
velopment which could come in the form of work-
shops as a way of preparing teachers deal with
challenges of implementing curriculum chang-
es. However, the fact that three, the second high-
est number of respondents shared a view point
indicated that they revive teachers’ attitudes
towards curriculum changes; the issue of atti-
tudes towards the processes of change cannot
be ignored.

Besides the support within the schools, an-
other source of support mentioned was differ-
ent stakeholders, most notably the principals of
other schools when it comes to implementation
of curriculum changes.

Sense of Fulfillment

The sense of fulfillment refers to the princi-
pals’ ability to perform their roles as curriculum
leadership. The data analysis reveals the cur-
rent state concerning curriculum change in the
schools.

Quite interesting, when asked  whether they
can say presently that their schools are on track
regarding the implementation of curriculum
changes, eight of the respondents answered
‘Yes’, two said ‘No’ and the remaining two pro-
vided no answer. If this proportion of principals
is taken to represent the nation, then this should
be a disturbing issue.

There are lots of factors which can be attrib-
uted to the responses given by principals. Some
of the problems identified by the principals re-
garding implementation of curriculum changes
were: inadequate training of teachers; insuffi-
cient time for training; confusion of teachers due
to continuous changes as well as denial for
changes. Again, in responding to the effects of
curriculum changes on teachers, most of the prin-
cipals indicated that teachers were affected neg-
atively. Principals indicated that continuous
change of curriculum was confusing as was ex-
cessive amount of work within a short space of
time. This created additional difficulties for teach-
ers, preventing them from efficiently applying
these curriculum changes. Another problem stat-
ed by the principals was the relocation of teach-
ers, which causes friction amongst staff. These
negative effects on teachers result in rebellion,
poor discipline, unpunctuality and disinterest.

Teacher morale was also reported as one of
the factors that inhibit the principals to fulfill
their roles as curriculum leadership. The princi-
pals maintained that the teachers’  morale was
negatively affected, for example, the annual staff
adjustments which sometimes require teachers
to change schools or relocate to another area,
unsettles them.  This resulted in apprehensive
teacher behaviours and decline on learners’ per-
formance. Another effect to teachers’ morale was
the introduction of new learning areas (sub-
jects). For instance, the principals pointed out
that some teachers do not want to teach new
learning areas, such as technology due to lack
of adequate knowledge and confidence. This
was not surprising to the principals as they were
aware that their training was inadequate for that
particular subject. Because teachers do not want
to feel or appear incompetent, this affected their
morale negatively.  The principals were of the
opinions that to improve the morale of the teach-
ers relevant incentives had to be introduced.
As mentioned earlier, one of the supporting strat-
egies is through workshops, however, much of
the time teachers spent attending workshops,
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especially away from their families was not ac-
cepted. Hence, this was also affecting teachers’
morale.

The overall conclusion drawn from this
theme shows the support offered by the princi-
pals and/through school management team, was
overshadowed by the difficulties experienced
among teachers when implementing curriculum
changes. Hence, it was difficult for principals to
fulfil their roles effectively. Eleven of the princi-
pals with the exception of one mentioned that
they are experiencing difficulties in their schools.
The principals felt that this is overwhelming as
they are expected to seriously step in and apply
the necessary intervention strategies so that
teachers can be equipped with the skills needed
to ensure that they implement the changes with
confidence and enthusiasm.

DISCUSSION

The findings of the study show that the per-
ceptions and beliefs that the principals hold
about curriculum change are positive. The data
suggests that principals acknowledge a need
for curriculum change at schools and therefore
promote curriculum changes in their respective
schools. However, with any change, the possi-
bilities are often offset with the challenges as it
is the case with this current study.

Among the challenges which principals en-
countered, namely, inadequate training of teach-
ers; insufficient time for training; confusion of
teachers due to continuous changes as well as
denial for change, indicate a need for support
from the government.  In as much as there is
support from within the schools and the willing-
ness to meet the challenges with the changes,
the principals felt that this was overwhelming
without the support of the government. Similar
observations were also highlighted by Bantwini
(2011) who found that the perceptions that teach-
ers are resistant to change are likely determined
by the nature of support the teachers receive.
The supporting claim for Bantwini was that the
assumptions that teachers are resistant to
change are based on a lack of understanding of
why teachers behave the way they did, and this
resulted in a recipe for curriculum reform failure.

As reported in this study, the principals rec-
ognized the importance of policy documents as
those were cited as being the most important
tools to assist teachers. However, simple stat-
ing that curriculum change is a lifelong learning

experience is not enough for successful imple-
mentation. Much is needed in terms of clarity
and helping the teachers to realize the lifelong
learning process being imparted to them. Balck-
more and Kandiko (2012) cautioned that for suc-
cessful curriculum implementation, the curricu-
lum process should be aligned in such a way
that it becomes part of the teacher’s way of be-
ing. Chau (2013) argues that aligning the curric-
ulum in this manner will make teachers ‘change’
themselves and modify the curriculum. A similar
perspective was made by Ntombela (2011) in her
critical analysis towards developing the South
African system for challenges of change. Ntom-
bela (2011) noted that in driving the process of
change from one system to another, it is impor-
tant for the government to focus not only on
making structural changes, as they do not bring
about lasting change, but also changing the
culture in schools. Ntombela contends that since
school cultures form part of the bigger system,
unless the culture of the whole system of edu-
cation is turned around to work for, and not
against, the development of an inclusive sys-
tem of education, this policy will remain vague.

Finally, an important point to consider is the
effects of change. The sustainability of curricu-
lum change as evidenced from the principals’
contradiction with their roles as curriculum lead-
ership. Chau (2013) cautioned against this con-
tradiction by arguing that governments can as-
sume that policy can mandate what matters, but
governments are not only social actors who in-
fluence outcomes; other social actors play a
powerful role in shaping policy documents. Like-
wise, Yeung et al. (2013) pointed out that curric-
ulum change like any other change is likely to
cause conflict. Thus, if people are trying to bring
about fundamental change in themselves, in
schools or in society, they must, expect that there
will be conflict; accept that conflict is a positive
force for change; and plan ways to manage the
conflict as part of their strategy for change. In
simulating Piaget’s process of re-equilibrium,
(Mullen 2007) argued that the driving force of
change gives prominence to uncertainty which
depends on “challenges, perturbations and
disruptions”.

CONCLUSION

The literature has shown that the conse-
quences of change are dynamic and the effects
of change take into consideration the whole is-
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sue of strategies that are employed. Any change
that holds great promise for increasing teach-
ers’ competence and enhancing learning is like-
ly to require extra work, especially at first. Fur-
thermore, changes primarily on the experiential
learning process and require both time and ef-
fort and anxiety can be very threatening. Thus,
change necessitates practice within the schools
so that teachers learn to identify with the new
curriculum.

With regard to the effect of curriculum chang-
es on the principals, we found that the impact of
curriculum changes is to be expected especially
during times of transition. The responses to these
curriculum changes were the sign that the prin-
cipals need continuous and immediate guidance
to implement the new curriculum. Indisputably,
as long as the curriculum is changing, even the
expectations of the principals are no longer the
same. But, expecting principals to simply facili-
tate curriculum change is naive, and this will bring
anxiety and is also threatening to teachers.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The principals should establish Teaching
and Learning Support Teams. This will enable
them to provide support broadly while retaining
their supervisory function.

Support given to teachers should be on two
levels: improving content knowledge of the
teacher and assisting them to plan for imple-
mentation, starting from work schedules of their
learning programmes to lesson planning.

Principals should devise a monitoring tool
and timetable. It is through class visits that the
principal and the TandL support team members
will identify areas of concern.

Principals should keep abreast of develop-
ments in curriculum related matters.

It is the principals’ responsibility to up skill
themselves so that they better understand their
role as curriculum leaders. They also need to be
empowered in terms of curriculum management
and the Department of basic Education should
provide such training.
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